
        
            
                
            
        

    



[image: ]




Content notice: Portait of a Witch Undone contains depictions of violence, moderate gore, murder, death, death of a child (off the page), moderate body horror, and mentions of anxiety and panic.

EREWHON BOOKS are published by:

Kensington Publishing Corp.

900 Third Avenue

New York, NY 10022

erewhonbooks.com

Copyright © 2026 by K.S. Shay

This is a work of fiction. All of the characters, organizations, and events portrayed in this novel are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.

All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the publisher except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

Without limiting the author’s and publisher’s exclusive rights, any unauthorized use of this publication to train generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies is expressly prohibited.

All Kensington titles, imprints, and distributed lines are available at special quantity discounts for bulk purchases for sales promotions, premiums, fundraising, educational, or institutional use.

Special book excerpts or customized printings can also be created to fit specific needs. For details, write or phone the office of the Kensington sales manager: Kensington Publishing Corp., 900 Third Avenue, New York, NY 10022, attn: Sales Department; phone 1-800-221-2647.

Erewhon and the Erewhon logo Reg. US Pat. & TM Off.

ISBN 978-1-64566-227-3 (hardcover)

First Erewhon hardcover printing: September 2026

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Printed in the United States of America

Library of Congress Control Number: 2026937228

Electronic edition: ISBN 978-1-64566-229-7

Edited by Diana Pho

Interior design by Kelsy Thompson

Interior maps by Jhonson Eteng; interior art courtesy of Shutterstock and Noun Project/Imogen Oh

The authorized representative in the EU for product safety and compliance
is eucomply OU, Parnu mnt 139b-14, Apt 123

Tallinn, Berlin 11317, hello@eucompliancepartner.com





CONTENTS

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Epigraph

Preface

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

26

27

28

29

30

31

32

33

34

35

36

37

38

References

Acknowledgments

Discussion Questions






For all the New England girls: stay kind, stay mean.

And for Leanne, Connor, and Kyle, who make
friendship so easy to write about.




And I am out with lanterns, looking for myself.

—Emily Dickinson




PREFACE

ON MARCH 18TH, 1990, UNDERNEATH A WANING GIBBOUS moon, thirteen works of art were stolen from the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum in Boston, Massachusetts.

The theft has been valued at over $500 million, making it the largest unsolved art heist in modern history. The artwork has never been recovered. The empty frames still hang in the museum today.

This story is fictional, but the heist is real. The Gardner Museum is currently offering a $10 million reward for information leading to the recovery of the stolen art. Learn more about the heist at gardnermuseum.org




[image: One]

BIRDS CALL FROM DYING LIMBS, A HARVEST MOON RISES, AND I take the commuter rail home to rob my grandmother. Well, two technicalities. First, I am not heading home voluntarily; I am responding to a Ritual Summons I have no choice but to obey. Second, the Marsh House, my coven house, is not home in the childhood-bedroom kind of way, but in the old-water-and-older-magic kind of way. When I die, no place will be gladder to absorb my magic back into the unbound than the marshes of northeastern Massachusetts.

Regardless, I return to the Marsh House for the Equinox Ritual with thievery on my mind.

I press my nose against the train window and watch trees pass in the dusk, trying to psych myself up for what’s coming. Not the theft; that’ll be easy. The thing that makes my stomach twist is the thought of the ritual.

The kid behind me kicks my seat, and my head smacks into the window with a very un-witch-like thwack. I jerk backwards, and the small slip of paper I’d been rolling between my fingers falls to the floor. I curse—not magically, I don’t do that kind of thing anymore—and dive into the footwell for it.

When I climb back into my seat, the skitter of tree branches against the window sounds like laughter. I glare at the night and unroll the paper, upon which I have written the title of a book: Malevolent Maladies: Hexionary of Spells Thrice Forbidden.

I refuse to think of it as stealing. I refuse to feel bad about it. After all, in another life, another dimension somewhere, the matriarch’s forbidden books would have belonged to me. But I do not live in that universe. I live in this one, where the only thing standing between me and the solution to my problem is a stolen book of curses and one final spell.

The train stops. When I file onto the Rowley station, the night air kisses my face with a sharp, bright chill. It’s one of those fall nights in New England that tastes like winter, like deep frost and long stretches of darkness. A breeze shrieks by me, and I can almost hear it snicker that I should enjoy the remnants of warmth while they last, darling. You haven’t seen how big these teeth can get.

No one is waiting for me at the station. My parents are doubtlessly hoping that I’ll Port to the ritual and appear before them in a puff of silver-white smoke, just like I used to. Back when nothing thrilled me more than casting, back when no distance was too small to cross by creating a tunnel through the unbound magic that governs all wild things, including the space between spaces. Back when I was an idiot.

I take a taxi out into the marsh. Mill buildings give way to the woods—I can hear the windswept laughter clearer, now—and then to the marsh. To the whispering grasses and brackish water below.

We drive until I see the silhouette of a heron taking wing and know that I am close enough. I tell the driver to let me out. He raises an eyebrow at me, clearly debating if it’s worth asking why a scraggly twenty-something is getting dropped off in the middle of nowhere, with no visible houses nearby. He doesn’t.

When the taillights have faded from view, I push into the grasses. They part for me, leading me down a twisted, narrow pathway. A grackle calls across the marsh, and it is only when the sound dissipates that I realize how quiet the night is, how small I feel.

The Marsh House rises out of the fens. It’s one of those New England colonials that shows its age in the tiny, wavy-glassed windowpanes, in the old stone chimneys, in the circumference of the trees that lean over the front porch.

It’s not my house, but it might as well be; I spent my entire childhood training to be matriarch inside those walls. Spell jars and candles line the windowsills. A single candle flickers in the turret room where I used to crash after nights of training and study. The room that I would have Ported into if things were different. If I were different.

My covenmates are already assembling. Cars litter the driveway, broomsticks lean against the porch railings. Tendrils of smoke arc through the air, clearly the result of a Port cast by some amateur with no finesse.

I approach the porch. For a split second, I wonder if the house will reject me, if the marsh underneath my feet will open up and swallow me whole.

Before I can find out, a car growls past, engulfing me in a cloud of dust as it pulls into its parking spot. A cobalt-blue Oldsmobile that I would know anywhere. Doors snap open; laughter spills out. I lock eyes with Imani Davis. She’s a Black girl, my age, with deep brown skin and a gaze that dares me to try her. After one uncomfortable second, she turns back to her posse, tossing an array of box braids over her shoulder as she cuts the engine. I make for the house, trying to ignore the whispers that tumble out of the car.

“Did she walk here?” A giggle. “I heard she has a day job at some bookstore—”

I step onto the porch; it does not give way. As I cross the threshold, a woosh of air signals the arrival of the one witch that I am actually happy to see.

Ash slides off of her gnarled broomstick and crushes me in a hug. “Maeve! You’re here!”

“I saw you, like, two days ago,” I say into her shoulder, hugging her back all the same. Ash is large and soft. She’s Italian American, with olive skin that glows in the summertime and enviable waves of dark hair that always frame her glasses perfectly. We’ve been best friends so long that she’s practically my sister, family in all the ways that matter. I already know that I’m going to spend tonight clinging to her, as if she is the eye of this hellish magical hurricane.

“Two days too long! I would have picked you up at the station, but my aunt’s in town for the ritual, and you know what that means: If I have to put up with one more comment about my weight, I’m finally going to finish that banishing charm we started in high school.” She leans in, pulling me closer. “Listen, Maeve, I’ve been working on something new, something big—”

“You’re always working on something big,” I say, but my smile is strained.

“Go big and go home, Maeve, you know that,” she says, opening the door.

I give her a strained smile. It’s our take on the saying—why go big or go home when we were good enough to do both? It was something we’d say before attempting stupid, dangerous spellwork, a reminder to swing hard, but stay safe. But now, instead of excitement, all I feel is dread.

Before I can grill Ash about what she’s working on, my mother appears in the doorway like the world’s worst jump scare.

She’s tall, pale—typical white American, really, a half-dozen European countries caught in a blender, which she then passed on to me—with my same blunt jaw and blonde hair going grey swept into a French twist. Her mouth is pressed together in a thin line of disapproval; it’s such a frequent gesture these days that I’m amazed she still has lips at all. Her voice is cold wind on the marsh. “They’re saying that you took the commuter rail.”

Imani and her Oldsmobile girls pass us in a cloud of whispers. Inside, someone calls a greeting. The top candidate for matriarch of the North Shore Coven has just made an appearance. Imani is a big deal.

Just like I used to be.

I turn back to my mother. “And then a taxi,” I say. I step forwards, but she blocks me.

“Maeve. The strongest witch in her generation can’t arrive by taxi. When your grandmother hears about this—” she starts, yell-whispering in that way that all the women of the Ryan family seem to have perfected. “It’s like you’re not even trying.”

“This wasn’t my idea,” I say, fighting to keep my voice low. “You made me come here.”

My mother’s voice quiets, but doesn’t drop in intensity. “We gave you time. You know how important it is that you succeed her—think past yourself for a single moment. Covens are falling to the north. We cannot afford to look weak right now. Whatever this is, I know that if you just put in the effort, you would—”

I tune out, letting the rest of her words wash over me in a wave of incoherent syllables. Ash insists that having civil, adult conversations with my mother is better than getting into shouting matches like I’m a teenager—but if that’s true, how come this feels so much worse? At least when I’m shouting at her I am directing my energy somewhere, fighting back against the deluge of get it together and get back in the running for matriarch so you can uphold the legacy of this family and this coven—

I run a finger over the piece of paper in my pocket. I was foolish to think that I could ever escape to Boston.

“Your father—” she starts, but I’m gone again. My father will just back her up, present that flawless united front. I fight the urge to pour kerosene on the conversation by making a comment about my mother becoming matriarch herself, if she wants to continue the family legacy so badly. We’re both well aware that the power required to channel the spell that binds the North Shore witches in covenhood skipped my mother and went straight from my grandmother to me; poking that bruise is the nuclear option. And tonight isn’t about going nuclear. It’s about stealing a book.

So instead, I cut my mother off mid-sentence, pushing past her and into the coven house. “Good to see you too, Mom,” I say. As I do, I feel something I haven’t felt in a long time: powerful.

Ash catches up halfway down the hallway. “All of a sudden, my aunt doesn’t seem so bad,” she mutters. “But I guess it’s better than being uncovened, huh?”

I roll my eyes. “Barely.”

The gathering room is filled with every witch from North Shore, the coven of woods and wetlands that give way to brackish marsh and stormy sea. Our territory snakes up the northern coast of Massachusetts and into New Hampshire before yielding to the Northern Acadian covens. Boston, like most cities, is a magical no-man’s-land, unclaimed by any coven. When I fled there a year ago, it didn’t go over well.

As I enter, conversation quiets just long enough to confirm that I’m a topic of equinox gossip. Though the coven has been getting more diverse over the last several decades, most of the faces before me are white, like me. I spot my dad—pale thanks to his Irish ancestry, sandy-haired, with broad shoulders that I inherited, much to my mother’s horror—across the room and give him a half wave. Next to him, Grandmother—Matriarch—Elizabeth gives her head an almost imperceptible shake. Both mad and disappointed. Her eyes bore into mine. They’re blue, hard like ice. Time has whittled away her height, drawn her eyes into deep bags, and made her white skin near translucent, but I still get the distinct impression that she’s looking down at me. I wish I could learn it, the way she manages to look both poised and dangerous at once; a heron standing stock-still, waiting to lunge.

Without breaking our eye contact, Matriarch Elizabeth speaks. “It’s time.”

Her voice is quiet, but power laces every syllable. The ties of covenhood are simple and brutal: The matriarch says, “Come,” and we follow.

We file out of the Marsh House, stepping from the back porch to the wetlands below. I join Ash at the end of the line, trying to tamp down an anxiety that feels like grackles pecking at the lining of my stomach. I just have to get through the ritual. I just have to get through the ritual, and then this will all be over.

We part black grass and juncus as we stride towards the edge of the highland marsh. Far off by the sea, cordgrass waves in the wind. The birds are quiet. A young witchling hands candles to each coven member. When she reaches me, she hesitates, as if she doesn’t know if I’m going to be in the ritual or not.

It’s not her fault; she was barely a member of the coven when I fell a year ago. She offers me a candle. I take it.

We form a circle, the front of our line snaking back to meet the end. And I am cursing myself, because who was first in line behind the matriarch and her council of advisors but Imani. Of course.

Ash snaps her fingers over her candlewick, and a small spark ignites at the base of her bracelet. It darts over the bangle and up the chain connecting it to a ring on her fingertip, which she touches to the wick. It lights. I glare at our age-mates, daring them to comment on Ash’s use of an enchantment for what should have been an easy instantaneous cast. I don’t realize that I’m the only one who hasn’t magically lit their candle until Ash is pressing her wick to mine. Imani’s eyes flick to the flame, then away. Noted.

We place the candles at our feet. The matriarch steps into the center of the circle and reveals a book. Power radiates from the coven grimoire like salt air from the sea. The grimoire is more than just a spell book; it is a collection of story and memory, it is North Shore. It is steeped in both the bound magic of the witches in this coven and the wild, unbound magic of the marsh itself. Few rituals are cast using a helix as powerful as this.

On this autumn equinox, as on all equinoxes, we are called to the marsh to reaffirm our covening. To refresh the spell that makes us us, that binds us together. It’s a symbiotic working; we sing to the marsh, bolstering it for a season of deep snow and dead limbs, and the marsh sings back to us, providing a space for covening, shelter, and safety.

As one, we clasp hands; the marsh echoes with the contact. One of my hands is immediately claimed by Ash, even though she of all people should know better. Imani takes the other, not out of covenhood, but as if preventing me from messing up this ritual, too, is just another part of her duties as future matriarch.

I suppose it will be. When Imani becomes matriarch, she will become the vessel for the spell that binds the coven. That protects us, unites us, makes us so much stronger together than we ever could be apart. She’ll become steward of the marsh, responsible for ensuring that the bound magic of the coven and the unbound magic of the wilderness remain harmonious but separate, like night and day.

It will be part of her job description to deal with witches that threaten the coven’s stability. Witches like me.

In the center of the circle, the matriarch releases the grimoire. It remains in midair, suspended at eye level before us. She draws helix after helix from her ceremonial robes and places them on the tome. Objects of power, infused with memory, emotion, intent. First, of the marsh: a cattail husk, a red-winged blackbird feather. Then of the coven: a knucklebone from a matriarch long dead, the pen that last added a spell to our grimoire. Objects that matter, and matter to us. Our magic latches onto the meaning and builds.

The ritual ignites, rushing through me like an electrical current: the memories of the grimoire, the hands and inks and eyes that have touched it. The flight of the red-winged blackbird, the push and pull of the marsh, the turning of seasons from harvest to dark winter.

As the coven’s bound magic builds around me, I feel something perk up. The unbound, wild magic of the marsh and all spaces like it. It comes alive, responding to the energy of our ritual, filling my nose with the smell of peat and salt.

All I feel is dread. My covenmates channel their power into the spell, and I feel my own magic surge to join theirs. I grit my teeth and shove it down, back, away.

I am gripping Ash’s hand way too hard. My thoughts stutter; I feel myself buckle under the weight of I am going to slip and let it in. I am going to slip and let it in and I am going to mess up again, I am going to mess it up again and I am going to kill all of them by accident—

I try to focus on my breathing, count to ten, but all the tricks to stem my rising panic are useless here, surrounded by so much magic. I can’t be thinking about messing this up. I can’t be thinking about messing this up because the coven will feel my fear through the spell and I will mess it up. And above all I can’t think about that night—

I bite my tongue, trying to focus on the taste of my blood and not think about Ash’s blood leaking onto the marsh, mixing with brackish water.

The unbound magic of the marsh rises around us, joyful and terrible and wild. It circles me with predatory delight, urging me to give in, whispering that this magic is just a shadow of the power I could possess if I just turned around and took it. Pain claws through my head, as if someone is trying to gouge my eyes out and replace them with their own. The wind no longer feels like a kiss, but rather the slow trailing of lips just a hair’s breadth away from skin, close enough that every cell in my body is fixated on the possibility of touch.

You’ve done it before. You can do it again.

But I’m better than that. I feel the urge to lend my magic to the ritual, and I tamp. It. Down.

Outside of me and my panic, the coven sends its hopes for the season skyward. Our energy swells like a wave, breaking over the marsh. As one, the candles go out.

There is a moment of absolute quiet.

Then every bird on the marsh answers us in unison, cawing into the night from all along Plum Island Sound. The marsh comes alive with night noises, with out-of-season spring peepers and the howl of a far-off coyote pack, as they all feel the power thrumming through the earth. I swear the trees stand taller, the reeds wave faster, the reflective eyes of night creatures shine brighter.

The coven exhales. It is done.

I detach myself from Ash and Imani, shoving my hands into my pockets, where at least they can shake unseen. I did it; I got through without messing up.

“See? I told you it would be fine.” If Ash picked up on my panic during the ritual, she doesn’t show it.

I give her a wobbly smile, pretending not to notice the slightly grey pallor to her face. I feel a spike of regret, that a ritual that I could have cast easily takes so much out of her. “Yeah,” I say. “You did.”

“And what am I?”

“Always right,” I grumble, but I’m smiling.

“You’re staying for the afterparty, right?” Ash asks. The coven is already halfway back to the Marsh House, buzzing with chatter. They’ll be up until the early hours of the morning, celebrating our reaffirmed bond with stories and spiked cinnamon tea.

“Only for a while,” I say, because that sounds better than only as long as it takes for me to steal a book.

Ash misreads my hesitation. “Your parents are worried about you. We all are. It might not look like it, but I think the coven would like to see you get back—” She freezes, eyes on something behind me. I turn.

Far out on the marsh, something shines. Flickers. The light of a single lantern.

Terror prickles up my spine. We’re the last ones on the marsh; most of the coven is already inside. Yet someone shoves past us, towards the light. A white girl with a face full of freckles named Rosemary, barely twelve. She strides into the marsh, eyes fixated on the lantern light.

I grab her arm and yank her back with a sharp “Don’t!”

Rosemary blinks, as if waking from a dream. My shout drew attention; her mother sprints from the porch, grabbing her with a fearful “Do you not listen to any of the stories—”

Some rush out of the Marsh House to confirm that the lantern light is there; others give soft orders to keep kids under watch and get inside, now.

“Trying again, Maeve?” I turn to find Rory, current covenmate, ex-friend, shooting me one of his trademark smirks. He’s white, with floppy hair and, at present, what can only be described as a very punchable face. “Be sure to wish real hard this time.”

I ignore him and attempt to stalk inside, trying to refocus on my purpose: stealing the Hexionary.

I don’t get far. Imani is standing on the porch with a crowd of witchlings, surrounded by out-of-season fireflies that form a shape in the air around her: a crude drawing of a skull with a feather on each side. Their flickering light sets her dark skin aglow as she speaks.

“Now, what do we do if we see this symbol on the marsh?” she asks the witchlings with schooled patience.

“Run and tell the matriarch.”

“Exactly,” Imani says, somehow both serious and comforting at once. Good with kids in a way that I am absolutely not. “Don’t go any closer. If you see the Lady’s symbol, get to safety as soon as you can.”

“Is it true that the unbound ate her face?” Connor, a small white boy with bright orange hair, cuts in with glee. Imani’s eyes flick to a stern white woman in the audience, almost imperceptibly. Mrs. Miller, council member and Connor’s mother, is watching the exchange as if grading Imani on her ability to handle difficult questions about coven lore. Connor barrels on: “I’ve heard that she’s not even human under the veil, that her face is pocked with holes—”

“I’ve heard Rowena’s covered in feathers, like a bird—”

“Ssh! You know it’s bad luck to say her name—”

“Did she really raise herself from the dead?” The voice is small. A shaken Rosemary.

“That part is true,” Imani says, effortlessly regaining their attention. “Our Lady of the Fens was a witch long ago. Uncovened, and you know what that means.” The kids give each other understanding nods. “She was all alone, no friends or family. She wandered. And she found our marsh. Who wouldn’t love our marsh?” she asks. “She loved it so much she never wanted to leave. So on her dying breath, she spoke to the wild magic of the marsh and asked it if she could stay forever. Live forever. And it answered.”

“It granted her wish?”

“Yes. But it took something, too,” Imani says softly. “When she wove the spell on herself, she used unbound magic. It consumed her, twisted her. An immortal life, but a hungry half-life.”

“Which is why, if you follow the lights, she’ll suck out your magic and eat you,” one of the girls chimes in with an exaggerated slurping sound. The kids titter with fear-tinged laughter. I keep moving, almost through the crowd.

“Which is why we don’t wander the marsh alone at night,” Imani replies. “We stay inside the wards, where we’re safe. And she’s not all evil—the Lady lives on the marsh, too, and she cares for it just like we do. Sometimes, she even helps. Remember the outsiders who found that the marsh would not hold their feet? The mill girls whose foreman she possessed and bent to her will? How all the birds on Plum Island sing to her?

“She hasn’t hurt anyone from the coven in a very long time,” Imani says. “It’s been decades since she was last seen; even spotting her lantern light is rare. She’s off roaming the marsh somewhere that only the Weaver knows.” Ash shoots me a weighted look that I make a point to avoid. “We rarely see her, but she’s still dangerous,” Imani continues. “Like a bear. And we know not to go around poking bears. Right, Maeve?”

Suddenly, the eyes of all the coven kids are on me. I can’t decide if I feel so humiliated that I want to melt into the floor and never be seen again, or so angry that I want to jump up and challenge Imani to fight me for dominance, the way she so desperately seems to want.

Out on the marsh, the lantern light taunts. I swear I hear a whisper on the freshly magic-saturated wind: Come find me. I’ll grant your wish this time, I promise.

I breathe in. Out. “Right,” I say.

I shove through the crowd and into the coven house. Before anyone—Ash—can follow me, I duck down the hall and climb the stairs. There is only one way out of this.

I clutch the scrap of paper in my pocket and mouth the name of the book that is going to fix everything.

After all, you can’t go unbound if you don’t have any magic at all.

I emerge onto the second floor and stand before the matriarch’s office. The click of the door opening echoes down the hallway, and exhilaration soars through me. It sounds just like the beginning of the end.
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I CROSS THE THRESHOLD, MOVING TOWARDS THE LOCKED CABINET that contains my prize. As I do, my eyes catch on a small oil painting hanging behind the desk. A picture of the Marsh House on a fall day, just as the seasons are about to change. A girl peers out of the gathering-room window.

I used to look at this painting and think that this office would one day be mine. That I would enter the Contest for matriarch and earn the right to guide the coven, to steward the marsh. Seems hilarious, now.

I tear my eyes from the painting and kneel before the cabinet of restricted spell books. It boasts a thousand wards against unlocking charms or magical theft, but none for a girl with a lockpick and the time it took to learn how to move the pins just right. I break in to it easily.

I’m engulfed in the smell of rotting paper; no one looks at these spells, not even those of us training to be matriarch. I pull out a tome.

The Hexionary is small and heavy. I flip it open and the desired page finds me, as these things so often do. I am met with an image of a woman lying prone, slit down her sternum, screaming in pain as what looks like her soul is removed from her body. My mouth curls into a smile. This is my ticket out.

A spell to remove my magic. I inhale and taste a life without, where I would never have to worry about reaching for my bound magic and emerging instead with a fistful of slippery, unbound other that breaks the people around me.

My family doesn’t believe me, they think it’s all in my head. That I’m not even trying. Even when I ran away to Boston, to get out of here and away from her, I think I always knew, deep down, that I could never truly escape.

I have never been especially clever, but even I recognized my orders to appear tonight as a test. And I came.

It’s only a matter of time before the coven needs a big spell cast, to reinforce our wards against Revenants or to strengthen the Glamour that hides us from the nonmagical population. To help cast rituals that ensure the balance of bound and unbound magic, like tonight’s. It’s why the magical communities of any given area choose to coven: We’re so much stronger and safer together than we are apart.

Eventually, my grandmother will weigh the cost of assembling a full circle of casters and powerful helixes to do a major working against that of simply commanding her granddaughter to cast for her. And that won’t go well for me. For any of us.

Sure, using the Hexionary would mean casting a spell. But what is one final spell to silence all spells forever?

I slide the book into my jacket pocket and rise.

I head back to the festivities. I weave through the crowd, letting myself be seen, catching snippets of a nursery rhyme about the Lady—how deep that sweet dark water goes, nobody, nobody, nobody knows!—before the singer is shushed by a parent. I just have to thread the needle between making enough of an appearance to avoid raising suspicion and leaving before my parents can track me down. It’s a delicate operation requiring skill, stealth, and precision.

Precision that I lose when I bump into Ms. Griswald. The elder white witch is done up as she always is, with the poise and costume of some old-timey actress. Her eyes are fixated on the marsh, where the lantern light winks on, then out.

“Beautiful and terrible, wasn’t she?” she asks, eyes on the dark. “I—” She swallows, as if she wants to say something but has thought better of it. “I am glad you never found her. You deserved better than that.”

I gape at her. No one—not my mother, not Ash—talks to me about that night, as if not speaking of it somehow means it never happened. But before I can answer, Ash appears.

“There you are!” She scans my face, doubtlessly checking to see if I’ve been crying. She presses a cup of tea into my hand and then grabs me by the wrist, leading me through the party to our usual spot in the corner.

I take a sip and immediately choke. “Ties, Ash, that’s all whisky—”

“I need your help,” she says.

“Ask me for anything but magic.” I take another blistering drink and try to fight the feeling that I am letting her down.

Because I am. It’s all over her face. “It’s just one tiny ritual. Please. You’re my partner. I need you, Maeve.”

“You could have died. I could have killed you.” I can’t stop my eyes from darting to her leg, where an angry scar twists beneath her tights.

“But you didn’t. It was last year—and it was a mistake! People make mistakes. I am fine, or I would be fine, if my partner in crime would just show up for me! I need you, Maeve.”

“I …” I start, but I trail off; I’m lost in the memory of a spell breaking around us. How nothing ever seems like it could go wrong until it already has.

“She looks like she’s about to cry, now might not be a good time.”

I whip around and glare at the stage-whisperer: Rory, informing a group of our covenmates of my less-than-ideal emotional state. My eyes flick from my ex-friends to Imani, who breaks from her crowd, stepping towards us.

“Maeve Ryan,” she says, emphasizing my surname in a way that always makes me feel like I’m in trouble. “You shouldn’t run from the porch like that; it scares the children.”

“More or less than stories about an unbound Puritan witch who wants to kill them and eat their magic?” I ask.

“They should fear her,” Imani says. “Revenants are, and always have been, our greatest threat. No matter how many folktales there are about the Lady helping.”

She’s right, of course; Revenants are immortal with one big asterisk—they sustain their half-life by consuming the magic of others. Most don’t last long. The Stranded have a spark of magic that will do in a pinch, but us witches are more powerful, and therefore much tastier.

“She’s got good PR, you’ve got to give her that,” I agree.

Imani’s eye twitches; I almost think she’s stifling a smile, but I can’t be sure. We grew up together, yeah, but it was as rivals, not friends. Now, I look into the eyes of the witch happiest to see me fall from my role as the golden child. When my grandmother steps down, she’ll become matriarch without any competition. Easy. The matriarchy used to be the only thing I wanted, but now it feels so strange that my entire life used to revolve around beating Imani.

“What do you want?” I ask the group.

“Just wanted to welcome you back,” Rory says, disdain dripping from every syllable.

“You seemed nervous tonight,” Imani says, ignoring him. My stomach flips. She must have felt some of my panic when we were casting. Suddenly, I am too aware that witches across the room are pausing to listen, hands clasping their ritual partners or opening spell jars to cast tiny hearing charms and get all the good equinox gossip.

“That doesn’t exactly inspire trust,” Rory mutters. I bristle, but he’s right to be concerned. Casting requires complete and total faith in your ritual partners, an open flow of magic, emotion, risk, reward. To cast with someone is to hold the threads of their life in your hands, my grandmother says. And we all know how well that went.

“You weren’t talking that way when you were begging her to power your rituals, you asshole,” Ash hisses.

My covenmates know exactly what they’re doing. Sowing the seeds of my incompetence, as if I don’t plant and water them myself. My parents are watching in the crowd, silently begging me to do something. Defend yourself.

“If I tell you, for the hundredth time, that I’m not going out for matriarch, will you leave me alone?” I ask Imani.

Imani’s eyes flicker almost imperceptibly to my grandmother. “It’s not about that anymore,” she says. “Lake Francis Coven fell, and we lost Alton Bay last summer.” I shudder to imagine it: enemies and Revenants slinking through cracks in wards; whole covens losing faith in the ties that bind them together. Witches scattering and disbanding, leaving a void where there was once home. Imani continues: “We need to recast our wards, to protect ourselves, and that’s without even talking about the Stranded polluting the marsh. The northern covens look to us as an example—”

“Spare me the ‘small yet powerful coven with one of the oldest grimoires in the States’ speech, would you?” I ask. As if a single witch here doesn’t know that the Stranded—the nonmagical population—are threatening the marsh habitat and, by extension, all of us. “I don’t need you to lecture me.”

Imani grits her teeth. “Then you know that only strong covens survive. When I’m matriarch, you will have to pull your weight.”

I scan Imani’s eyes, gauging how far she’ll go for the coven. The answer is clear: as far as she has to.

“You can’t make her do anything,” Ash says. “You’re not matriarch.”

“Yet,” Imani says.

Rory shifts his focus to Ash. “What if it’s your skull next time?” he asks. “I don’t know why you defend her, I really don’t.”

“That’s enough,” Imani says, but she, too, has turned to Ash. “You know, if you ever want a new partner, we’d be happy to put some real power behind your spells.”

“She doesn’t need your stupid power—” I snap. I don’t realize that I’m stepping forward until I feel Ash’s hand on my forearm. I catch sight of my family in the crowd. Mother, father, grandmother. Looking almost hopeful.

Suddenly, I’m aware of how much magic is in the room, how vibrant the unbound is on ritual nights. The air around me crackles with static electricity, and I realize that I was reaching for my magic without thinking, on instinct. Reaching for it with all the foolishness of someone stepping onto the wetland and expecting solid ground when only a thin layer of reeds sits over the water below.

I yank myself back. Pain spikes through my head; I slam my eyes shut against the wave of unbound magic as the smell of peat and salt drowns out all other sensation. Suddenly, I’m afraid to open them.

I can’t stay here. I shove through the crowd and out the door. I know that I am once more failing to keep it together, but I can’t bring myself to care. I swipe Ash’s broomstick from where she leaned it against the porch. It snaps into my hand, recognizing the ritual partner who helped enchant it the year after we graduated high school, back when things were simple and clear and good.

Someone shouts behind me. I don’t look back. As I leap from the porch into the yard, I glance down into a puddle of dark water and confirm what I already know: that my irises are tinged with yellow. Ever since that night, this is what I get when I reach for my magic—a fistful of wild, feral unbound and eyes that twist gold and reflective like some night creature’s.

I mount the broom and vanish into the sky as if it were water.
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I ALIGHT ON my apartment’s flimsy fire escape in Boston—OK, fine, Somerville, I don’t make Boston money at the bookstore—and slip through my window. It’s a small place, part of an old rowhouse that was Frankensteined into a bunch of strangely shaped studios with landlord-special paint jobs and warped floors. The apartment’s vibe is only barely salvaged by the houseplants that Ash keeps bringing over; I’m convinced she’s cast some charm that informs her when I’ve committed plant murder so that she can show up with a new plant and a pep talk about how behind every good garden is a graveyard of dead brown sticks.

I dart past a mess of books and into the bathroom. I examine my eyes in the mirror, frantic. They have faded back to brown. It’s just me. But as I scan my irises for any remaining tendrils of yellow, I can’t stop myself from replaying that night last year on the marsh.

I remember it so vividly: How Ash and I sat, knee to knee. Each holding a single beautiful red-winged blackbird feather, with a third in the center of the circle. Perfect feathers, the most flawless we could find. They gleamed so brightly underneath the starlight that I had no doubts they were the stuff of legend. Between us sat a handwritten book of the Lady’s story, the product of all our hours of research.

Our goal was simple: find the Lady and retrieve her Favor, a shard of the Lady’s power, made material. We speculated endlessly over what form the Favor would take: an opal clamshell, a gilded water reed, a bird’s nest made of salt. According to legend, the Favor was able to work one wild, impossible spell, to grant the bearer their truest desire. A wish. My grandmother’s words echoed in my head: If we could retrieve the Favor and return it to the coven, it would prove that I should succeed her as matriarch.

We stacked our free hands on the tome, mine over Ash’s, and began opening our Port to the Lady.

We breathed in; my power crackled through the night like a summer storm. But the power of our spell grew far too great, far too fast—Ash and I watched in horror as first the feathers and then the book sunk into the marsh and disappeared. The spell devoured every object we’d used to channel it and emerged hungry.

The Port formed between the reeds, a dark hole in reality. But something was off; I knew right away that it was too deep, too far-reaching to come from somewhere on our marsh. The spell stuttered, pulled, as if something was wrong with it—no, as if something was resisting it. As if, even as we drew the Lady towards us, something was actively trying to yank her back.

The shape of the Lady formed inside the Port, a thing made as much of reeds and feathers as of flesh and bone. But she didn’t step out, glide towards us like she should have—instead, she jerked forward in flashes of black and orange, a red-winged blackbird in flight, fighting against the strange resistance. And as she tore her way towards us, her gaze found mine through her veil and she smiled, a crooked thing accompanied by the slightest tilt of her head, such a human gesture from something that was anything but. Animal terror coursed through me, and I did the worst thing: I slipped.

My fear spiked and I lost concentration for a moment, opening the smallest weakness in our protective charms. It was enough.

The Lady lunged through the opening Port and grabbed Ash.

And I reached for the one forbidden thing that could stop it.

I try to silence the echoes of the after in my head: Ash, broken. Ash, obsessed with what we discovered: That the Lady wasn’t on our marsh but was somewhere else.

I didn’t tell the coven, too aware that it would sound like an excuse or be dismissed as a byproduct of my panic. Ash agreed to keep it a secret, and I was too grateful for her silence to press her about why; it was the last thing I wanted to talk about.

Everything in my life was crumbling. The coven was embarrassed and horrified by our failure, by my failure. So what if it was Ash’s genius spell? Who were they going to blame? The weak witch who landed in the hospital or her idiot, overconfident friend who thought she was strong enough to summon a monster?

Who just might become one?

The yellow has fled my eyes, but every time they turn, it takes longer for them to change back. I know the stories: Eventually, they won’t turn back at all.

But now that I have the Hexionary, I might have more than stories.
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I HEAD BACK to the living space and sink onto my couch—a huge, soft thing that Ash and I found during Allston Christmas—and flip the book open. But too soon, my hope fades; there is nothing here that I don’t already know. That using unbound magic is hard. That surviving it is harder. Usually, when witches use unbound magic to cast a spell too large for their own power, they burn away in one fell swoop, obliterating themselves with the feral magic and rising as Revenants. The book provides an illustration: a half-human, half-wild thing wandering the landscape, face twisted in torment.

But then there are the others. The ones that go unbound, but not unbound enough to kill them outright. The ones that slowly rot instead of being set ablaze, that unhinge and unravel as the unbound eats away at the ties that bind their magic until, finally, they surrender.

The ones like me.

At first, after recovering from that night, I tried to keep casting, but every time I reached for my magic, the effects of the unbound got worse. The headaches, the wonky vision. The something’s-watching-you feeling of the unbound over my shoulder. Every time I cast, I slid closer and closer to the precipice, until one day I found that I was standing right over it.

That’s when I began searching for a spell to strip my magic. Because no matter how strong I am, I am on borrowed time. Once you use the unbound, there’s no going back. It eats away at your mind like the ocean eroding the cliffs. It always, always wins.

I don’t know how much magic I have left before I lose myself, but it’s not much.

It is not until I finish reading that I realize how badly I was hoping that the Hexionary would hold something, anything else. A secret other way to fix me, to stop the way the unbound shadows me like a heron poised over its prey. But there isn’t. I can’t get there from here.

And here I am.

I flip the book back to the spell to remove my magic.

Magic can’t turn me into a monster if I don’t have any. I’ll lie and say that the Lady took my power, and just like that, I’ll be free. Ash won’t ask me to cast again, Imani will stop acting like this is all some big plot to steal her matriarchy, and I won’t become another Revenant wandering the marsh.

A sudden wind whips around my apartment, and the whole building shakes. I scan the room, and where some people would see shabbiness, I see all the things I fixed myself because management wouldn’t. The leaky ceiling, the sink, the radiator, all functioning if not well then well enough. Ash says it’s the best and worst thing about me—that I think I can do anything if I try hard enough. And I know that I can do this. If only because I have to.

Just one little spell, and I’ll finally be free.
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Christ in the Storm on the Sea of Galilee, Rembrandt van Rijn
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I STAY UP ALL NIGHT READING THE HEXIONARY, BECAUSE OF course I do. I barely make it to work at the bookstore the next morning, held together by caffeine and my conviction that this spell could be it. I’m trying not to doze off behind the counter when Ash calls.

“You flew all the way back to Boston on my broomstick? What are you, insane?” I yank the phone away from my ear to soften Ash’s voice. Thankfully, the few customers at Norman’s Abnormal this early are too deeply buried in the bookshelves to care.

“I’ll bring it over tonight, OK?”

“Actually, I’ll be in Boston this afternoon,” Ash says. “Meet me after work?”

“Sure,” I say, suspicious. That’s convenient. “Why are you in Boston?”

“That’s for me to know, and you to find out,” Ash says. She tells me where to meet and hangs up. I spend the morning worrying about what she’s up to in between rounds of shelving, inventory, and explaining to a few exceptionally dull customers that the whole concept of unique and rare books means we can’t just order dozens of copies.

At lunch, I take out the Hexionary and get to work. I look over the spell components, the ritual setting, the requirements from the caster. They’re nothing I can’t handle—the key here will be draining my magic without accidentally killing myself in the process. It’s not the safest ritual, but it’s like Ash is always saying: Magic is risky.

I’m supposed to be the strongest witch in a generation. It’s about time that I prove it.

When my shift ends, I grab the gnarled broomstick from underneath the counter and take to the street, looking like the prop master for some witchy community theater show. As I wait for the Green Line, I imagine a Maeve without magic. Without the thrill of clasping hands to cast rituals or bottling memory into spellwork. Without the threat of going unbound.

I spent the last year adrift with neither my magic to buoy me nor the matriarchy to chart towards. Stealing the Hexionary was the first choice I made in a long time that felt right. The future takes shape: I could be around magic without being afraid, I could help Ash hunt for spell components or become an archivist for NECCO, the New England Coven Collective. Still involved, just not casting.

I’m surprised to find that this Maeve is … happy. Or if not happy, at least she’s free. At least she won’t have nightmares about going unbound and destroying everyone around her.

It would hurt Ash and Mom. I know it would. But they’ll never stop asking me to cast. This is me keeping them safe the only way I know how.

On the sidewalk, people’s eyes catch on the broomstick and then glaze right over the rest of me. Back home, I was either Maeve, future matriarch, or Maeve, royal fuckup. Here, I’m just another girl on the street—a little mean-looking, with blunt features and a nose just a smidge crooked from breaking it that one hockey match. Pale skin tinged pink with cold and a bad haircut. It’s the first one I gave myself without magic, a catastrophic sea of jagged blonde edges that brush my jaw.

“You know I can grow that back out with a spell, right?” Ash asks as I approach, gesturing at the hair. If I’m the kind of person who blends in, Ash absolutely isn’t. Her latest fashion addiction is a series of brightly patterned sweaters that give her the aura of a cool art teacher. She carries herself with effortless ease, as if every inch of her belongs on this street more than any other passerby ever could. It’s a confidence she’s had to fight for, and it looks good on her.

I hand over the broomstick. Ash triggers the charm and it shrinks into an enamel pin.

“Subtle,” I say, glancing around at the Stranded on the sidewalk. “Your commitment to keeping the magical community a secret is an example for us all.”

“Just doing my part,” Ash says. She pins the broomstick onto her denim jacket, where it joins a series of other pins, some magical, some just for style. “What’s the point of casting one of the strongest Glamours in the Northeast if no one in our coven is going to use it?”

“Somehow, I don’t think the council shares that sentiment,” I say. My eyes follow a couple along the sidewalk. The Stranded aren’t entirely without magic, of course; they just don’t have as much of it as we do. I play dumb when my Stranded hockey friends bring up manifestation, but it’s pretty close to the truth; the Stranded still have the power of focus, of intent, but to so little a degree that they’re rarely aware of the nudges that they’re giving the universe, the magic that they’re passing along like static electricity. Unlike witches, they weren’t born with fistfuls of the stuff weaving between their fingertips, can’t shape it into spells. But it’s still there.

“I wonder what the Glamour made them think they saw,” Ash says. “Probably a collapsible stage prop; or maybe they forgot you ever had it. I can’t believe you carried my broomstick all the way across Boston—activating the enchantment doesn’t even require magic; a Stranded with the right intentions could have turned it back into a pin.” Her voice is light, but there’s an edge to it.

“I’m sorry about last night,” I say. “I shouldn’t have run.”

“No,” she says. “You shouldn’t have. It’s going to be harder than ever for you to get the coven’s confidence back, but we can fix that.” She cuts me off before I can argue. “Come on. I want to show you something.”

I’m grateful for the change in subject. I don’t tell Ash about the Hexionary; right now, she seems so far from ever understanding. It needles me; I don’t like keeping things from her.

Ash leads me through the Back Bay Fens. I’m counting cracks in the sidewalk and trying to think of something to say that won’t loop back to magic when she stops. “We’re here!”

I look up. “The Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum?”

“I got us tickets,” she says. “Come on.”

We enter the museum. The air around us grows heavy with the humidity necessary to sustain the small jungle of plants in the center courtyard. For a moment, the weight of the book in my pocket evaporates.

I like this museum, but Ash loves it. She rattles off museum facts as she leads me through the halls: how Isabella Stewart Gardner built it to show off her art, handpicking each piece and its exact location. It was her legacy, her bid for immortality; she wrote in her will that not a single thing about her museum could ever be removed or changed. And so it is.

The Gardner is half maze, half castle, built of stone and dark woodwork. The center courtyard basks beneath a skylight, the upper floors are lined with interior Juliet balconies that provide views of the courtyard below.

We pass through the first cloister and stand on the edge of the courtyard. Water bubbles from the fountain, light filters through the skylight. We’re enveloped in the museum hush, in soft footfalls and whispers.

Ash makes for the second floor. The layers of the museum ring the courtyard like the coils of a great rat snake, and soon we are looking down at the courtyard below.

“Can you believe that Isabella used to live on the fourth floor?” Ash asks as she breezes through exhibit after exhibit. “Imagine living in a museum that you created. My dream.” The book weighs heavier in my pocket with each step, and I’m debating if I should tell her my plans when she stops in the middle of the Dutch Room.

For a moment, we both stand and stare.

On the wall opposite us hang two empty frames. They’re massive; one is four feet tall, the other five, but they seem even bigger somehow. Other patrons have stopped to look, too, as if the frames have their own strange gravity.

Everyone around here, witch and Stranded alike, knows the story. Late in the night of St. Patrick’s Day, in 1990, two thieves disguised as cops convinced museum security to let them into the Gardner. Once inside, the thieves tied up the guards and locked them in the basement. In the eighty-one minutes that followed, they stole thirteen pieces of artwork from the museum. It is the largest unsolved art heist in modern history.

Together, we stare at the absence of art, at the intricate green wallpaper made visible when thieves cut Rembrandt’s Christ in the Storm on the Sea of Galilee and A Lady and Gentleman in Black out of their elaborate golden frames.

On the opposite wall is a self-portrait of Rembrandt, immortalized at twenty-three. My age. Ash and I used to count the number of years we had left to master oils before we were older than the portrait, but now we’re the same age and I’ve mastered nothing. His oil eyes watch the frames with us, as if asking where his paintings have gone.

The frames always give me the shivers if I stare too long, but for some reason this time feels worse. The hairs on the back of my arms stand up, and I feel like I have to stop looking at them now or I’ll be standing here, staring, forever.

Beside me, Ash is going on about the heist. “… they left the empty frames on the walls, except for Chez Tortoni, which was left on the security desk …”

That’s Ash for you; once she gets her teeth into something, it’s impossible to detach her from it. So what if she lacks a certain amount of raw magical ability? That’s nothing next to the way she crafts rituals, how she coaxes entire spells from the tiniest pieces of knowledge, making constellations from stars that no one else can see in the darkness. I connect to magic like an idiot grabbing a live wire and hoping not to electrocute myself; Ash builds circuits. We’d been perfect partners, able to do so much more together than we ever could apart.

Still, I know it bothers her; sometimes I wonder if that’s why she hounds after spells as recklessly as she does—no risk too big, nothing truly impossible as long as we were together. I hate to say it, but without me, the spells that Ash can work alone are … limited. Ash goes quiet, and I know why she brought me here.

“I need to tell you something,” Ash says.

“It’s OK,” I say, trying to keep my voice light. “It was only a matter of time before you found a new ritual partner.”

“A new what—wait, no,” she says, face twisting in horror.

“Really? I thought that you and Marcus were talking—”

“Marcus wants to be more than just ritual partners,” Ash says, rolling her eyes with enough disdain to reduce the paintings around us into puddles of acid. “But after about ten reiterations of ‘it’s not you, it’s literally me not wanting that with anyone, ever,’ I think he’s starting to get it.”

I grimace. “Well, I want you to know that it’s OK, that you should keep casting, find someone else—”

“Maeve, I’m not writing you out,” she says. “That’s not what this is about.”

I feel a twinge of anger that she doesn’t believe me, that she still thinks she can lure me back with the Maeve-shaped void she keeps leaving in all her spellwork, like a composer writing for the range of a specific vocalist.

“I brought you here for a reason,” she says, grabbing my wrist and marching me up to the empty frame of The Storm on the Sea of Galilee. “Look at the frames.” She spots the gallery attendants switching rooms and pulls me so close to the frame that I’m afraid we’re going to set off a proximity alarm. “Really look.”

The frame is an intricate golden thing with enough whorls and flourishes to make my head spin. I get that creepy feeling again, and as the hair pricks up on the back of my head, I realize what it is. Magic.

And then, my breath practically misting on the metalwork, I see it.

I jerk backwards with a yelp that does absolutely nothing for our stealth. The new gallery attendant is glaring at us, along with a judgmental elderly couple and an art student peering over his sketchbook.

“I knew you’d recognize it,” Ash says, voice hushed but triumphant. “It’s her mark.”

I’m overcome with the same feeling I had at the ritual, the one where my palms are too sweaty and my throat too tight for anything except shallow, quick breaths. My brain goes all scared animal, reverting to some past life where I am a lame bird, flailing on the grass as a predator approaches.

There is a symbol etched into the frame. It’s hidden among the decorative whorls, so small that it would be impossible to find unless you were truly looking for it. A crude skull with a feather on each side. The sigil of the Lady of the Fens.
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“HOW DID YOU EVEN FIND THIS?” I WRENCH MY EYES FROM THE Lady’s symbol, expecting to see my own horror reflected in Ash’s face, but it’s not. Instead, her eyes are alight with a spark I know all too well.

“All I had to do was follow the clues, Maeve,” she says. “I was thinking about our spell, and why it didn’t work—”

She says it so casually. “It didn’t work because I messed up, Ash!” I say.

“Yeah, you messed up,” she says. “But that’s not what I’m talking about. You and I both know that the Port was off. That wherever we summoned the Lady from, it wasn’t the North Shore marshes. The coven still thinks she’s on the marsh somewhere, but we know that she isn’t. And I want to figure out where.”

“You of all people should want to stay away from her!” We’re drawing attention; I pull Ash away from the frame, towards an arched window that opens to the courtyard below. I’m trapped: empty frames to my left, two-story drop to my right, angry-looking gallery attendants on each side. Worse, Ash in front of me, looking more excited than I’ve seen her in a long time.

“Come on,” she says. “I’ve wanted to explore this since the spell went wrong, to finish what we started—”

“We don’t have to finish what we started, we can leave it, it’s done—”

“It’s not done!” she cries. “Not for me. Yeah, I got hurt, OK? It was terrifying and traumatizing and awful. But you know what? I could get over the way she grabbed me, the feeling of my leg being broken, her claws cutting my skin. But you know what I couldn’t stop thinking about? How, when I was in the hospital, I overheard one of the nurses saying that I must be an artist, because they found flakes of oil paint in my wounds.

“At first, I had no idea what it meant,” she says. “I went to every art store, every museum—and eventually I ended up at the Gardner. Got lucky and noticed the sigils.”

Part of me protests that this can’t be true—Ash is an elaborate planner, not someone that gets lucky—but that part of me is quickly lost to my rising horror as Ash continues.

“I know you want to pretend that it never happened, but I can’t do that,” she says. “And I can’t let you do that, either.” She pulls me back towards the frame. “Look again. Look closer.”

I can’t stop myself from following her gaze. Nestled around the Lady’s sigil are additional carvings that spell out an enchantment I know all too well.

“It’s a Port, Maeve,” Ash says. “Your specialty.”

Ash gravitates towards spellsmithing and Imani to her fire constructs, but Ports—weaving through the unbound, vanishing and reappearing somewhere else—were always the kind of magic I was best at, the same way hockey was my primary sport.

“You know I don’t do that anymore.”

“It reeks of our magic, North Shore magic, and I’ve never heard a word about it from anyone! You’re not even curious? Didn’t you ever wonder why the thieves left the frames hanging in the museum?”

“No.” I have never wanted to leave a place so badly in my entire life.

And yet I can’t stop myself from staring at the frame. At the Lady’s sigil dominating the bottom, the spell symbols scattered across the other three sides.

“Wherever that Port goes, I think the art is there, too. I think the stolen Gardner art has been hidden behind the frames this whole time,” Ash says. The idea is so ludicrous that I almost burst into deranged laughter, but Ash is dead serious. “I’m still trying to figure out what the sets of symbols on each side of the frame mean, but I think it’s something like structure, power, and treasure. When I said I wanted your help last night, this is what I meant. It’s a Port, and you can—”

I cut her off. “Are you insane? After what happened last time? You don’t even know where it goes, it could dump you in the middle of the wilderness—”

“I don’t care where it dumps me out,” Ash says. “I care about the art being there.”

“And the Lady—” I say, but it’s like talking to a wall.

“The art has power, Maeve,” Ash cuts in. “Sure, the Stranded don’t have a lot of magic, but they’ve been directing their energy towards these paintings for decades—and then the art went missing, and all that did was make people focus on the art more. The paintings are probably more powerful because they were stolen! Those things have to be drenched in magic,” she says. “It’s genius—I’d never even think to use Stranded art for a spell. It would be almost impossible now; I mean, our Glamour’s good, but it’s not steal priceless art in the age of digital surveillance good.”

“Let’s say whoever stole the art stole it to cast a spell,” I say. I step back towards the balcony, as if putting distance between myself and the frames will help me think straighter. To my relief, Ash follows. “They’ve probably already cast it! But if someone was casting nuclear-tier spells with a stolen Rembrandt, don’t you think we would have noticed?”

“Do you know why the Feds thought that mobsters stole the Gardner art?” Ash asks after a moment. “Not to enjoy it or to sell it, but to use it. You’re in jail? Return a stolen Rembrandt, and suddenly, you’re not in prison anymore. What if some witch hid it away for the same reason?”

“To get out of jail?”

Ash gives me a look. “No. To cast a massive spell, or undo a major working. The helixes you need to do big, serious magic hidden here, just in case you ever need them. I’ve heard stories about Revenants being bargained with to protect treasure, to slay anyone that comes after the loot,” she says. “I think whoever stole the paintings struck some deal with the Lady, and that wherever this leads, she’s there, guarding them. We cast the equinox ritual with Grandma’s china and a broken eggshell, can you imagine casting with a Rembrandt?” Ash gestures wildly at the frames looming over us on the opposite wall. “Do you have any idea how powerful those paintings would be in a spell? We’d be able to protect ourselves, take on anything. Tell me that’s not worth coming out of your weird funk for.”

“Do you hear how ridiculous this sounds?” I ask. “Come on—the Lady, trapped in the Gardner—”

“It’s the perfect spot,” she retorts. “A museum, a place where things are kept, where Gardner specified that everything has to stay exactly as it is, built on the marsh! You do know that’s why this area is called Fenway, right? Because we’re on the fens. It’s a castle built at a crossroads, originally on the marsh, now of the city. Tell me that’s not the perfect place to trap a marsh Revenant.”

“If the Lady’s been trapped behind the frames of the Gardner art, how has she been lighting lanterns on the marsh, huh?” I ask.

Ash hesitates. She takes off her glasses and polishes them on the hem of her sweater, as if cleaning her lenses will somehow make the answer reveal itself. It’s a classic Ash stall. “I don’t know,” she admits. “But she hasn’t stripped or killed anyone in decades, since before the heist. Think about it, Maeve. She clearly hasn’t been at full power—what if that’s because she’s behind the frames?

“I know that Revenants are dangerous,” Ash says, sliding her glasses back onto her nose. Her gaze drifts back to the frames, as if she’s speaking to them, not me. “But when there’s enough of their human side left to have desires beyond hunger, they can be powerful allies. And there are plenty of stories about the Lady helping the coven! What if someone struck a bargain with her to help keep or protect the art—wouldn’t that mean that the stories were true, that she’s more than just a mindless desire? That part of her is still there?”

“She is a Revenant, Ash!” I cry. I put my hands on her shoulders, yanking her back to face me, and for a sick moment Ash is perfectly positioned so that her head and shoulders are caught inside the frame of The Storm on the Sea of Galilee hanging behind her. “That’s the whole point of Revenants—that after the unbound takes you, there’s nothing human left! You of all people should know to stay away from her. I’m not going to help you get yourself killed.”

Ash shoves out of my grasp. “We need this,” she says. “You know that the matriarch and her council have been wicked worried about all the falling covens to the North. At the end of the day, North Shore is just a small old coven on a small old marsh. And the coven is … well, down a powerful witch and everyone knows it.”

“Ash—”

But Ash is on a roll, she steps forward, and I step back, bumping against the balcony railing. “If we pull this off, if we find the art, the coven will forget about what happened. Besides, don’t you want to know where this leads? The Maeve I knew would have jumped at this chance!”

But I am not old Maeve. When Ash said, “Levitate,” old Maeve asked, “How high?” She pointed, and I shot, as if we were born to be partners and Ash wasn’t some kid I found crying on the playground after she got picked on for not being magical enough.

I glance around, hoping no one has noticed our fight. I catch the eye of the art student, who is doing a terrible job pretending not to eavesdrop. Shit.

“Don’t do this,” I tell Ash, fighting to keep my voice low. “And definitely don’t do this for me.”

“It’s not just about you! This was my spell too, Maeve!” Ash cries. She says it with such force that I pause. “Sometimes, I think you forget that! It was about more than your matriarchy for me—I wanted to prove that I could craft something big that worked. And I did! It would have worked, it should have worked, and I need to know what went wrong with it.”

She draws herself up and fixes me with a true glare. “Whatever this is, you need to snap out of it,” Ash hisses, and I realize that she’s actually mad at me. “Stop using me as an excuse because you’re afraid—”

I cut her off. “I’m not risking our lives just because you discovered a tiny thing from a local legend that might, might lead somewhere. You don’t need to do big spells to prove that you matter!”

Ash steps back. I feel a twinge of guilt; I meant that to hurt. But if that’s what it takes for her to let go of this idea, it’s worth it. And then she hardens. “I can do this with or without you.”

I scoff. “Good luck.”

“I can do things without you,” she snaps. “Go rot at your stupid ordinary, Stranded day job for all I care. Seems to be all you’re good for these days.”

“Call me when you realize that this is a bad idea,” I say, and I stalk out of the museum.

[image: ]

THE STRANGE ITCHINESS from the frame prickles across my skin as I ride the T home. Magic. Unbound magic, the Lady’s magic. Ash is the smartest person I know, why can’t she see that this is a bad idea? If the coven needs protecting, there are ways to do it that don’t involve the largest art heist in modern history and a Revenant that, if the stories are true, hurt just as often as she helped.

I spend the evening buried in the Hexionary, working on the spell to strip my magic. I force myself not to text Ash; she’ll come around. Besides, even if she tries the spell without me, it’s not going to work.

But no matter how hard I try to distract myself, I can’t stop thinking about the Lady. How it must feel to twist the unbound to your will, and to be twisted in return. To be half witch, half wild, kept alive by unbound magic, unable to die. I shiver.

I need two helixes to cast the Hexionary’s spell: one that represents the advent of my magic, and one helix for its destruction.

Destruction is obvious: something from that night. It would be best if I had one of the objects from our original, failed spell, but they’re all lost. That’s what happens when you calculate power wrong; your helixes get consumed by the spell and end up on the other end of whatever you were trying to cast—say, wherever you wanted to Port—if they even reappear at all. Most witches just accept that when a helix gets absorbed, it’s gone for good. I’m never going to see ours again; they’re probably with the Lady right now, wherever the hell that is.

But I have the next best thing. My old spell book sits on my bookshelf, a single saltmarsh sparrow feather wedged between the pages. Our spell from that night is in there. One component down. The helix for my magic’s creation will be harder. For this, I’ll need the real stuff: ancestral grave dirt. Dust to dust.

One helix secured, and one to fetch. Devastating yet simple. The best spells usually are.

I sleep, wake, go to work. Ash still hasn’t texted me.

On my lunch break, I browse the magical forums online for any details on the extraction spell—specifically, anyone who has done it and survived—but I know I won’t find much. Spells to strip magic are forbidden, and not just because the subject usually dies. Because stripping someone’s magic is evil and foul, like sucking out a piece of their soul. I’ve never heard of it being done by a witch, only by Revenants like the Lady, siphoning witches to fuel their half-life.

I spot a familiar username. Ash.

She’s posted thread after thread about the Lady of the Fens. Her last post is all about the Gardner Museum. The spellwork on the frame, the timing of the Lady’s apparent disappearance and the theft.

I break and text her. Hey. I’m sorry we fought.

She doesn’t text back.

The next morning, I call her. I get sent straight to voicemail.

Ash, it’s Maeve. I’m sorry, just—please text me back. I want to know that you’re OK, OK? OK. Bye.

Ash hadn’t really meant it when she said she’d cast without me, had she?

As the autumn sun sets over the city, I head back to the Gardner. It’s darker today, cloud cover muting the skylight. I replay my conversation with Ash as I walk through the crowd of Stranded museumgoers. All these normal people, unaware that they are anointing the art with shards of power. Power that collects and builds, a sandbar forming grain by grain.

I enter the Dutch Room, and there they are. The frames.

I reexamine the frame of The Storm on the Sea of Galilee. The Lady’s sigil. The spell symbols carved into the whorls. It’s a Port spell, alright. But unlike the enchantment on Ash’s broomstick, this spell is big. Activating the frame is going to take magic. A lot of it.

I lean towards the frame like a boat being drawn in by the tide. Peat. Salt. It reeks of unbound magic. Are the shadows between the frame and the wall deeper, darker than they should be? I lean forward, caught in the feeling that I could step through the frame and disappear into those shadows, smooth, like submerging into dark water—

“You’re going to set off the alarm.”

I jump backwards. There’s a young man standing behind me; it takes me a second to recognize the art student from when Ash and I met here two days ago. Sure enough, he’s holding a sketchpad with graphite-smudged fingers. He’s about my age, Latino, with light brown skin and dark hair that curls around his ears in short waves. His eyes are sharp, and I get the distinct feeling that he’s seeing more of me than I would like. Right now, he’s looking at me like I have more than a couple of screws loose. I mean, he’s not wrong.

“You’re being watched,” he says, jerking his head at a disapproving gallery attendant. “And I’m not getting kicked out of here before I finish my sketch just because you wanted a closer look.”

“Go copy a different painting, then,” I snap. I turn back to the frame, scrutinizing every whorl. And then I see a glimmer of light on metal.

“Oh my god,” I whisper.

“What?” the artist asks.

I dart forward, swiping up the small object from underneath the painting. The proximity alarm rings, but by the time the attendant starts towards me, I am already backing away, hands raised in faux innocence.

I flee the Dutch Room, leaving both gallery attendant and art student in my wake. I am clutching the object so tightly that when I open my fingers, its shape is imprinted on my palm.

An enamel pin in the shape of a broomstick.




[image: Five]

I REACTIVATE ASH’S BROOMSTICK. THE PIN TRANSFORMS IN MY hands, silencing any doubts. There is only one reason why it would be in the museum.

She did the spell by herself, just like she said she would. Ash is behind the frames.

I take flight and soar northward. I need to tell the coven so they can start the search, bring her back. I am filled with a sickening fear that the last thing I’ll ever say to Ash will be a dig about her not being magical enough to do a spell without me.

I land outside the Marsh House with windswept hair and fingers chilled into talons from grasping the broomstick. I barge in without knocking and start yelling before I can see anyone. “Mom? Dad?” I call, knowing they’re more likely to be here than at home. “Matriarch—something is wrong with Ash, she’s—”

I enter the gathering room and freeze. There, assembled, are the matriarch and her council, my parents included. They are all gathered around Imani.

Her hand is bound in a braid woven from marsh reeds, part of a ceremony I recognize immediately. She’s officially declared her intent to enter the Contest for matriarch. She’s sworn to bind, guide, and protect her coven, as everyone has known she would since she was about six. Just like they once thought I would.

I am interrupting something private, but I don’t care.

“It’s Ash,” I say. “I think she—”

I’m cut off by Mr. Davis, council member and Imani’s father, a tall Black man whose hair has just started to speckle with grey. He places a hand protectively on his daughter’s shoulder. “Maeve, we are discussing matriarch matters. This will have to wait.”

“As if this isn’t just a plot to disrupt our meeting.” Ms. Miller, another council member, looks down her nose at me. I remember her inquisitive son, Connor, from the ritual night, and wonder how someone so cold could produce such a nice kid. Mrs. Miller continues: “She must have found out that the date has officially been set.”

Too late I realize what she meant. Of course, the matriarch competition has been set. Imani can’t vow to be present on a day that doesn’t exist.

“My time is up,” my grandmother says, voice final. She looks different here, in the afternoon light, than she did at the ritual; her hair is a cloud of white whisps, her face a kaleidoscope of wrinkles in which I can read the future of my own appearance, should I live that long. The bones of her knuckles jut out, blue veins play cat’s cradle underneath her skin. In this light she looks powerful, yes, but she also looks what she is: old. Human. “Winds are changing; the coven needs a strong new matriarch to lead it through what lies ahead.” My eyes trail down to her hands, still in the act of binding Imani with the marsh braid.

“Matriarch Elizabeth just issued her intent to abdicate on winter solstice,” my mother says, “barring any outside challenge. We convene today to receive Imani’s intent to compete, declared before the marsh and the Weaver who binds us all. Tell the truth, Maeve: Is that why you are here?”

I can see in her eyes that, as improper as it would be, part of her hopes it’s true. That I’m here to make some grand gesture and declare that I am back in the game. With horror, I realize that she’s not the only one. After all, it’s not a good look to have only one member of your coven powerful enough to go out for matriarch. Imani is glaring at me with rage bright enough to set the marsh alight.

I shake my head no. “Ash is missing. I think she tried to Port somewhere without me. I know this sounds crazy, but she found the Lady’s symbol in the Gardner Museum and now she’s not answering my calls—”

My mother exchanges a look with my grandmother, and a wordless conversation passes between them. When my mother turns back to me, it is with a smile that doesn’t reach her eyes. “If you want to find her and make amends, perhaps you should cast the Scrying spell yourself. I’m sure Ash will be receptive.”

“You’re not listening,” I say, struggling to keep my voice calm. “She tried to walk through one of the empty frames in the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum, and now she’s gone!” The moment the words come out of my mouth, I realize how they sound. The council is looking at me as if I just said that Ash took a rocket ship to the moon or discovered a seadragon on the marsh.

I know that my outburst has veered from interesting to embarrassing when my grandmother turns to my mother and asks, “Miranda, could you …?” She doesn’t need to finish the sentence. Take care of this. Make her go away. My mother walks over to me, grabs my arm, and yanks me into the kitchen and out of sight.

For Imani’s declaration ceremony, my mother has chosen a dress that matches the grey-blue of her eyes. I’m close enough to see the places where her makeup has smudged, the few flyaways in her otherwise perfect hair. “Maeve, you can’t keep doing this,” my mother says, voice tight. “Not after we’ve fought so hard to get the council to respect you—”

“Mom, I need you to Scry her, do something,” I plead.

My mother must see the fear in my face because she pauses. She sighs, takes out her phone, and dials. She looks at me with weary eyes as it rings, ensuring that I know just how big of an inconvenience I am causing.

Someone picks up. “Hello, Bella? Do you know where Ash is?” I can’t catch the voice that answers. My mother hangs up and turns to me.

“Her mother says that Ash is spending this weekend at the cape with a school friend,” my mother says. “She’s just not answering your calls. Maybe if you started being there for her as a ritual partner, she would come around.” She says the last part gently, a hand on my shoulder, but I barely feel it.

“That can’t be right,” I whisper. If Ash has a friend on the cape, that’s news to me.

“She just needs space,” my mother says. “Maeve, listen, I don’t think you should go after her. Give her a few days to cool down. Stay here, brush up on your magic while—”

I bristle. Ash doesn’t need space. Not from me. We are best friends, ritual partners; she’s my sister in everything but blood. I clutch Ash’s broomstick pin in my pocket so tightly that it cuts into my hand. She’s not taking space. She’s in danger.

“Thanks,” I say, curt. I turn and stalk out of the Marsh house.
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THE WHOLE FLIGHT home, I picture Ash catapulted into some strange, off-grid area of the wilderness, cold and hungry and scared. By the time the coven realizes that I’m right and she’s really gone, it’ll be too late. I need to act now. I need to get her back.

Back at my apartment, I rip my old spell book from its shelf and force myself to reread my notes from the spell Ash and I cast that night. The Port that went wrong, the closest thing I have to whatever spell is on the empty frames.

The components are listed before me: something of the traveler, something of the destination, and something they share. It is only when I am holding the book that I finally allow myself to acknowledge the inevitable: If I am going to find Ash, I will need to use magic.

Unease laces around my throat as I remember the strange, wild magic of the frame. I imagine the ties that bind the magic inside of me stretching taut, about to break. I smell salt. Suddenly, I’m overcome with the feeling of being watched by someone that isn’t human in any of the ways that matter. The wind curls around the apartment, asking me why I’m so afraid of submerging in the unbound when my feet are already wet with it.

I shut the spell book, and the feeling of fraying ties is replaced by my own quickening breaths, heartbeat fast like the wings of a bird in desperate flight.

I tuck the spell book into my jacket. I grab the broomstick pin and pocket a letter Ash wrote to me from the hospital after the accident. As for something of mine? Well, I’ll be there, won’t I? I don’t devise a ritual, I don’t have time. I am simply going to do what I do best: throw power at a spell until it works.

I am not going to panic. I have held off the unbound for a whole year; I can hold it off for one more night. I am going to be a good witch, a once-in-a-generation witch, this one last time. I am going to get her back.

I leave my apartment and make for the museum.
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The Concert, Johannes Vermeer
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THE MUSEUM IS OPEN LATE ON THURSDAYS. I ENTER WITH THE last wave of ticket holders and pretend to be appreciating the art instead of panicking. I scrutinize the frame of The Storm on the Sea of Galilee, searching for any clue about where the Port spell inscribed on it will take me. I find nothing; it could lead anywhere, from a closet in the next house over to a ravine in the middle of the White Mountains. All I know is that if Ash hasn’t come back, she has to be somewhere bad. I stare at the symbol of the feathered skull and get a nagging feeling that wherever I end up, it’s going to be on some marsh. The longer I stand here glaring at it, the more I feel the tidal pull of unbound magic radiating from the frame.

I readjust the small pack I’d grabbed from my apartment before I came here. It holds my helixes for the Port, some water, a first aid kit, and a couple empty spell jars in case Ash and I need to enchant our way out of wherever we end up. I felt good leaving, but now it doesn’t feel like nearly enough.

A voice echoes through the museum: Fifteen minutes until close. Time to set the plan into motion.

The plan consisting, of course, of a single step: Don’t get caught. No, two: Don’t get caught, and don’t go unbound.

I head to the bathroom, removing my lockpick from my pocket; all those days spent training to steal from my grandmother are paying off yet again. After a moment, the storage closet pops open with a click and I step inside, closing the door behind me, cramming myself in between shelves of cleaning supplies. I am less praying that no one finds me and more praying that when someone opens the door, I’ll be able to slip out and make a mad dash for the frame before I’m caught.

I’m sure that the only thing that my mother will hate more than me missing the matriarch trials is me missing them because I’m in jail for attempted art theft.

The museum closes; the lights go out in the hallway. I wait for janitorial staff, security, someone, anyone, to come. But they don’t.

I keep waiting, and still, no one.

Finally, I creep out of the closet, not sure if I should be thanking the Weaver and all the ties she binds me with or interpreting the strange silence as a bad omen.

The answer becomes very obvious very quickly.

The museum is quiet and dusky dark, illuminated only by the city light that seeps through the courtyard’s glass ceiling. That doesn’t stop me from seeing the security guard in the west cloister.

He’s a stocky white man nearing middle age. He is also lying face down on the ground, crumpled and unconscious.

I freeze. In every scenario I’d considered—which had really only amounted to (a) I get in or (b) I get arrested—I never accounted for anything like this.

I crouch down and touch the guard, only to immediately jerk back. The feel of magic is unmistakable; whatever has happened to this man, it’s spellwork. I reach out again and feel a pulse, along with deep, rhythmic breathing, as if the man is just asleep.

What in all the threads ever spun is going on here?

For an irrational moment, I wonder if this is my fault, if the mere idea of doing a magic spell was enough for me to unravel, causing some crazy destructive reaction that took out the guard. And then my mind pivots to the one logical conclusion: I am not alone in the museum.

Slowly, I turn, scanning the hall around me. I see nothing. There is only the whirr of the HVAC and the musty smell of old, priceless art. I take a moment to calm myself; this is a complication, sure, but my plan remains the same.

A crash in the courtyard. I jump, fighting to keep silent. I hear the muffled sound of voices, and then someone calls through the museum.

“Hernandez! You can’t hide—”

I really picked a night to come here, didn’t I? But leaving is not an option. Whatever is going on, I am going to stay out of it. The only thing that matters is Ash.

I step around the guard’s body, sticking to the shadows as I slink up the stairs and towards the Dutch Room, where the empty frame of The Storm on the Sea of Galilee is waiting for me. I enter the room and there it is, golden edges gleaming in the steel-blue half-light.

I do not notice the man rounding the corner until it is too late.

I pivot, half crouched, ready for fight or flight. I’m facing a tall white man, with close-cut brown hair and an angular face that reminds me of a bird of prey. There is a hollowness to his cheekbones that makes him look hungry. He pauses, taking me in.

“You’re not Gabriel,” he says. His voice is light, as if I’m a friendly acquaintance he’s run into on the street and not a girl baring her teeth at him in a darkened museum. “What are you doing here, girl? Don’t you know you’re trespassing?”

Girl? Seriously? My thoughts are interrupted as he reaches into his pocket and takes out a spell jar. It thrums with magic, and I know right away that whatever it is, it is powerful.

Shit. This man is a witch.

“Now,” he says. “I’m not going to hurt you. As long as you tell me where he is.”

“I don’t know who you’re talking about,” I say.

“Wrong answer,” he says. He leans back to throw the spell jar, but I am already in motion.

I may not be using magic anymore, but I am still fast.

I run. I sprint around a corner, past millions of dollars of priceless art. The spell jar shatters on the floor behind me, releasing its enchantment in a flash of pale blue light. I am far away enough to miss the worst of it, but the tendrils of a Paralysis charm grab at my heel. I crash to the floor, but it’s not enough to stop me. I yank myself up and sprint through the museum, left leg half asleep, knowing that the floors circle around the courtyard and like twigs woven into a nest and that if I make it all the way around, I’ll be back in the Dutch Room. With the frame.

I hear a singsong shout from behind me: “We have company!”

I limp through the Early Italian Room and turn the corner. I’m almost through the Raphael Room when a hand comes out of nowhere and grabs my arm, dragging me into the shadows of an ornate fireplace.

No, not just into the shadows. Into a spell circle. A small spell circle that was clearly made for one person and is now holding two.

For a moment, I am disoriented by the feeling of being inside his spell, the memories used to create it—hiding inside a closet, waiting for a younger sister to seek; the smell of old clothes and mothballs; and the feeling of being still and silent and hidden.

And then I look up and realize that I am standing chest-to-chest with that damned art student. This has to be Gabriel.

We are too close for any kind of comfort. He is, in fact, pressing me to his body, hand splayed across my back, holding me against him in a way that I would have shoved him for if the alternative weren’t certain death. He’s just in time, too: The man comes stalking around the corner, head whipping from left to right, scanning for me. We both hold our breath as he nears our spot, but his eyes glide right over us; I know without looking at the circle of spell components that this Hideaway is a good one, well made to keep us out of sight and out of mind. It is clearly the result of several days of careful, concentrated casting in this location, which explains his repeated presence at the museum. It’s also clearly only meant for one person.

When the man vanishes around the corner, we both relax. Gabriel releases me from that crushing embrace, but the moment I try to dart away, he grabs my wrist. “Who else knows?” he hisses. “Tell me who sent you, or I’ll kick you out of this circle and let Emmett—”

I glare up at him. “Who the hell—”

“Don’t play dumb.”

“I’m not playing anything,” I snap back, and my mixture of anger and bewilderment must finally register because his face drops into an expression of disbelief.

“Spinner save me,” he mutters to himself. “This is not happening.”

“Well, something’s clearly happening,” I hiss, yanking my arm out of his grasp. “Now—”

He cuts me off. “I’m not risking my cover for some Stranded girl. Look, kid, you’re a fast runner. If you know what’s good for you, make for the door. These people aren’t ordinary humans.”

I gape at him. Not only did I just get called a kid for the second time tonight—he thinks I’m Stranded, that I’m not even a witch.

I let out a delirious laugh. “You know what? I don’t have time for this,” I say. It feels like every second that passes, Ash gets farther and farther away.

Gabriel’s eyebrows shoot into his hair; this is clearly not the reaction he expected. “What?”

I peer out of the spell circle and into the darkened room. I shake my leg; the Paralysis charm has mostly worn off. If I’m fast, I can make it. I turn back to Gabriel. “Thanks for the save,” I say. “I owe you one. Good luck with …” I wave my hand generally in his direction. “… whatever.”

I wrap my hand around the broomstick pin in my pocket and sprint out of the protective circle. I dart through the Raphael Room, scanning for hostile witches in every shadow. Even I can tell that Ash’s disappearance and all of these witches at the museum have to be linked somehow. But dulling the alarms of a whole building and knocking out security is a crazy large spell; it would have taken a whole coven days to enchant something like this.

I don’t want to think about the ramifications of that.

Behind me, I hear a sound of surprise from Gabriel. When I glance back I see him leave the circle and head in the opposite direction, doubtlessly using my idiocy as a free distraction to accomplish whatever he’s here for.

I weave back through the Early Italian Room and pass through the hallway as silently as I can. It is underwater quiet, as if the entire museum is holding its breath.

I step back into the grand, green-wallpapered Dutch Room. The empty frame of The Storm on the Sea of Galilee hangs before me, practically purring with unbound magic.

I feel the unbound inside me rise, and I shove it away.

A shout cuts through the silence, followed by the sounds of a struggle. I hear footsteps and duck behind the stand holding the empty frame of Vermeer’s The Concert as the hollow-looking man strides through the Dutch Room and into the Tapestry Room, spell jar in hand. This must be Emmett.

He passes without seeing me. I turn back to the frame of The Storm on the Sea of Galilee and I know that now is the best chance I am going to get.

I hear the crash of a spell jar shattering in the Tapestry Room next door. Light flashes through the corridor, followed by a triumphant shout from one of the voices I heard in the courtyard: “Gotcha!”

There’s the unmistakable pairing of impact and groan as someone, doubtlessly Gabriel, is struck. I hesitate. Ash is right there. A cold laugh echoes down the corridor. I tear my eyes from the frame and curse under my breath. Technically, Gabriel is the only reason I’m not the one being hit right now. I remember the way that Emmett looked at me. If I leave this guy with him and his gang, it’s not going to be good.

I turn from the frame and creep towards the Tapestry Room. I peer around the corner and see Gabriel. He’s held fast by two witches who have to be the ones I overheard in the courtyard earlier: they’re both white, one a short, wiry man with ashy blonde hair, and the other a tall woman with a braid so tight it looks painful. Emmett stands before the trio, watching with idle interest.

“You should have known better than to let me see your face again,” the woman with the braid says. Her fingers are digging into Gabriel’s shoulder, knuckles white.

“—but you never did know when to quit,” her blonde companion finishes. It’s clear that there’s more going on here than two goons capturing someone for Emmett. This is personal.

“He’s—” Gabriel starts.

The woman yanks Gabriel’s head back by his hair. “Don’t.”

“That’s enough,” Emmett says. He advances on Gabriel, taking a spell jar out of his pocket and examining it with an air of leisure.

Gabriel cocks his head at Emmett and spits a gob of blood out onto the tiled floor. “Nice to see you again, Emmett. That for me?”

Emmett laughs and returns the spell jar to his jacket.

“Oh, Gabriel, you know I’d never waste one of these on you.”

“Does that mean you’re letting me go, then? Because that would be—ah.”

Gabriel cuts himself off with a swallow as Emmett draws a knife, unfurling it with a click that echoes across the gallery. Even from here, I can see the sheen of magic on the silver blade, feel the oldness of it, know that it is enchanted. To do what, I don’t know. All I know is that it will hurt.

Gabriel is the one that should have run when he had the chance. It’s obvious from the way he’s bloodied that he isn’t exactly a fighter.

Good thing for him that I have a mean streak.

I feel the urge to reach for magic, the knowledge that if I could just cast and cast right, I could get both of us out here. I tamp down the feeling, stuffing it beneath my skin, where it writhes and itches. I may only have one chance to pull off a spell tonight, and I’m saving that for Ash. Looks like we’re doing this the old-fashioned way.

I reach into my pack and grab one of the empty spell jars I’d brought for Ash, to help cast us out of whatever place the Port leads to.

There is no spell inside, but the jar is still glass. And unfortunately for Emmett, in addition to being a once-in-a-generation witch, I was—and am—the best player on North Shore’s softball team.

I reel the jar back in my hand and throw. It smashes into Emmett’s skull with a sickening crack, shattering into a million pieces. He staggers and turns, blood rushing down his forehead.

Gabriel recovers first, using the chaos to writhe free of his captors. He slips a spell jar from his pocket and smashes it on the floor, setting off a flash of bright light. For a second, I—along with everyone else—am blinded. I hear the clatter of metal hitting the floor, and then Gabriel’s hand is grabbing mine and yanking me down the hallway. We sprint the length of the Tapestry Room, towards the Dutch Room and the empty frames.

Only to skid to a dead stop. My vision returns just in time to see us being cut off as two more witches emerge from the hall ahead of us, a white woman and a Black man. We pivot, but just as I’ve recovered from the flash of light, our pursuers have, too. Before I know it, we’re penned in.

“Shit,” Gabriel whispers, but his voice isn’t light and teasing any more. “Brought the whole coven, huh, Emmett?”

They have us surrounded, and they know it. Something flashes in Gabriel’s hand, and I realize that the metallic sound I’d heard while blinded was Emmett’s knife hitting the floor. Gabriel swiped it up, but he clearly has no idea what to do with it. We swivel from side to side, but all our escape routes are blocked. We back up, step by step, as they advance.

Emmett wipes a trickle of blood from his brow. He’s got a nasty head wound. “You’ll pay for that,” he tells me with that same strange lightness, as if commenting on the weather and not on the shards of glass buried above his eye. He turns to Gabriel. “You should have known better than to cross me. But you’ve never been very bright.”

“Bright enough to get here before you did,” Gabriel says. A smile flashes across his face. “You know, I think you’re losing your touch. All those powerful helixes, and all it took to beat you here was a library card.”

We take another step back, and I feel my back bump into the railing of one of the balconies overlooking the courtyard.

I wait for the panic to rise like it does when I attempt to cast, but it doesn’t. Instead, my mind is high on adrenaline, narrowed to the delicate pinpoint of a single thought—that there is nothing on any plane of magic, bound or unbound, that is going to stop me from getting to Ash. Much less these assholes.

And then I remember what’s in my pocket.

“Nowhere to run,” Emmett observes as we back up against the railing. “Now, where were we?”

Gabriel opens his mouth to speak, but his words are cut off as I yank him backwards over the edge of the balcony. We fall towards the garden below, blisteringly fast—

I activate the pin midair. The broomstick snaps to life in my free hand and attempts to pull us both upwards. We don’t take flight—neither the broomstick nor my one-handed grip is strong enough for that—but it slows our momentum just enough to break our fall.

I pull myself off the ground, knees smarting. There are shouts from above, the sound of our pursuers on the staircase, coming for us. I stand and mount the broomstick.

Gabriel is pulling himself from the ground, dazed. But me? I’m glowing. It feels good to fight, to finally act.

There are witches like Imani who glide through the world, all poise and calculated strength. There’s Ash, who stacks the odds with her smarts before playing games of risk. And then there’s me. I ram my way through it. Dimly, I realize that this is the first time I’ve felt like this in a long time. Like a fighter.

Gabriel gapes at me as I mount the broomstick.

Adrenaline has plastered a genuine smile over my face. I jerk my head towards the exit. “You’re a fast runner. If you know what’s good for you, make for the door,” I say, smirking as I echo his words. “Me? I’m going for that frame.”

I push upwards, but the broomstick stalls, and when I look down, I see that Gabriel has grabbed the tail.

“I’m not leaving,” he says just as the first of our pursuers reaches the courtyard, poised to throw his spell jar.

Gabriel jumps onto the broomstick. I don’t have time to argue; I soar upwards, realizing too late that he didn’t balk at the frame comment in the slightest. But this is not the time to be piecing together clues.

I fly towards the balcony of the Dutch Room. Past the open window, the frame is unguarded. Waiting for me.

Waiting for me to get in using magic.

And just like that, my rhythm stutters. Panic claws its way up my throat, but I am not backing down now. The broom soars through the arched window and into the Dutch Room. The moment we are through, I shove Gabriel off the broomstick with a kick, sending him tumbling to the floor. I soar towards the frame, steeling myself, telling myself that this is do or die, that I can’t panic, won’t mess this up.

I hurtle towards the unnaturally deep shadows behind the frame and reach for the magic that I know I still possess. As I do, memories of the last time I used it rise, a wave, a wall. All my doubt and fear and the vision of Ash, broken, catch me in a chokehold as I reach for a spell that used to come to me easier than breathing. Pain spikes through my head, my vision slips, twists as the unbound surges around me, goading me, waiting for me to slip up and let. It. In.

And I do the exact wrong thing: I hesitate. The magic rears up and I look at it and I flinch.

The broom flies into the frame and I hit the wall behind it with a sickening smack.

Lights flare through my vision, the world around me fractals and reforms as I roll onto the museum floor, muttering “No, no—” as I pull myself to my feet. My head hit hard against the wall; it’s bleeding, and I taste blood from my split lip as I race towards the frame, whispering, “Come on—” as if I’m begging someone. As if there is anyone to blame, anyone to help, except for me.

Behind me, Gabriel is back on his feet. “What was that?” he asks.

I don’t know if he’s referring to me shoving him or to my failure at spellwork, and I don’t care. I grab the frame, running my fingers over the spell symbols engraved in the metalwork. I plunge my hand into the middle of the frame, the empty place where The Storm on the Sea of Galilee used to hang. My hand doesn’t hit the wall. Instead, it stops midair, where the canvas of the painting would have been.

“It doesn’t let anyone in,” Gabriel says behind me. “Emmett’s been trying to get into it all night—there’s no way you can do it on your own.”

“Shut up!” I shout.

I feel the panic rise again and struggle to press it back down and shove it away. I close my eyes, yanking my magic forward even as the unbound claws at my defenses, drowning me in the smell of salt water and sediment. I feel something splinter inside me, and I know that if I opened my eyes, they’d be wrong. I grit my teeth and push my hand forward, shoving the unbound away, calling to my power.

My hand disappears into the space between the frame and the wall. It vanishes up to the wrist and suddenly sticks, as if the frame doesn’t want to let me in any further.

“What the—” Gabriel starts.

The frame around me flares to life, illuminated with a bright gold-green light. It flickers, a strobe of a half-powered spell. With a thrill, I realize that the spell is working, it’s just—

It’s just me.

I’m the reason the spell isn’t working, because even as I repeat that I should be able to do this, that this is my thing, I feel myself panic. When I reach for magic, I come up with something wild and slippery and wrong. I feel the unbound rise around me, gnawing at everything that makes me a person, knowing that as long as I am concentrating on casting, I cannot concentrate on keeping it out. It paces around my defenses, seeping through, yellowing my eyes. Hungry.

There are shouts in the hall, footsteps. I have run out of time and of course I couldn’t do this, of course I’m going to let Ash down—

Gabriel appears at my side. Everything I am thinking must be written all over my face. “You’re panicking,” he says, voice making it all too clear that I’m not the only one. “You need to stay calm, focus on the magic, channel the emotions of—”

“Don’t lecture me on fucking fundamentals!” I scream. “I’m trying!”

“Well, try harder!” he says. “If they catch us, we’re dead!”

And not just us. With my spare hand, I summon Ash’s broomstick, which snaps into my palm as if it knows I am off to find its owner. I condense it into its pin form and shove it in my pocket. As I do, I get a wash of Ash, of her lavender perfume, her grip on my hands as we cast together. For a moment, I am thinking of nothing else.

My arm sinks forward, up to the elbow, and for a moment I am doing it. And then thinking of Ash flips into thinking of That Night on the Marsh and I freeze up again, the illumination on the frame dies out—

“I can’t,” I whisper. “It’s not working—”

There’s a clatter behind us; Gabriel curses. “Well, I’m not dying here,” he says, and he shoves his hand into the painting. To my shock, his hand disappears behind the frame and I feel it meeting mine, even though they are both invisible, are inside the Port, are somewhere else—

Shouts echo from down the hall, too close. It’s now or never.

Inside the frame, Gabriel’s hand grabs mine.

He connects to me as if we’re casting a spell together; I feel him scrabble for a moment as my panic washes over him. But Gabriel’s magic grounds mine, jerking my power to life like a car getting jumped as our collective desire to enter the frame merges into something stronger and more desperate together than it could ever be apart. I feel how much he needs to enter, how he cannot be caught, must get in, must find—

Just like that, all my panic and fear solidifies into the one thing that I know to be true: I need to get through the frame because I need to get to her.

The frame flares to life, illuminating the museum around us. I hear our pursuers shout as every whorl of the frame’s metalwork comes alight, spell symbols gleaming, the feathered skull illuminated in bright white-gold. I stare at it, and a sick feeling pools in my stomach.

But backing out now would be like un-ringing a bell.

I step forward. Our pursuers lunge for us, but it is far too late.

The Port ignites as the final part of the spell clicks into place, and it jerks our hands forwards. Our bodies follow, and together we tumble through the empty frame of The Storm on the Sea of Galilee.
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WE LAND IN WET EARTH. FOR A SPLIT SECOND, I THINK THAT I must have fallen asleep on the marsh and dreamt it all. Because this smells like the marsh, like decaying grass and salt and damp. But something feels wrong.

Behind me, I hear Gabriel retching, doubtlessly from Port-induced nausea. I resist the urge to throw up, as if not being sick will somehow compensate for my failure to get through the frame on my own.

I blink once, twice. My vision is warped and strange; I am looking out of eyes that are yellow and avian and wrong. I close my eyes and count to ten, shoving away everything other until I know that I am normal. When I look down, I see a single stone carved with the image of the feathered skull. No sign of the frame. A landing zone for the Port, but not a way back. Great.

I haul myself to my feet and look around. We are on the edge of a marsh, hemmed in on one side by the sea and surrounded by dense mist that prevents us from seeing more than ten yards in any direction. My hunch was right. We’re somewhere in the wilderness.

I look behind us, bracing for Emmett to appear, but he doesn’t. “Will they—”

Gabriel shakes his head. “Couldn’t get in all night, or the nights before,” he says. “Had groups ritual casting and everything. That didn’t stop you, though.” He looks at me as if to ask and why’s that? But I’m not about to explain.

I step forwards. “Ash!” I shout. “Ash!” My voice dissipates unnaturally quick, as if the mist is absorbing it. The only response I get is the far-off caw of birds.

“Ssh!” Gabriel says, staggering to his feet. “You don’t know who’s listening!”

I turn on him. “And you do?” I ask. Please. I grew up on the marsh; if anyone knows what’s out here, it’s me. Then I pause, taking him in. Gabriel is wearing the kind of loose shirt and canvas pants that I associate with hikers. He’s got a bandolier for spell jars—now empty—and is rummaging through the contents of the bag thrown over his shoulder. He’s dressed for a trip. He knew that the frame led somewhere.

“Who are you, anyway?” I ask. “Where are we?”

He raises his hands. “Do I look like I know where we are?”

I gesture at him. “You dressed like that by accident? Ended up in the museum by accident, too? Who were those people, what do you know about what happened to Ash?”

Instead of answering, Gabriel turns to survey the mist and lets out a half laugh. “Great. This is great,” he says, shaking his head.

“Answer me, Gabriel,” I say, putting all my weight into his name. “Tell me about your friends. Did they do something to her?” Dread swoops through my stomach like a diving bird.

He wipes blood from his split lip. “They’re not my friends. I don’t know who Ash is, OK? All I know is that someone posted on the coven forums about the feathered skull etched into the frames at the Gardner, about how the paintings are hidden here and … something … is guarding them,” he says. He looks at me, and I get the feeling that he’s trying to decide how stupid I am. “Have you ever heard of the Lady of the Fens?”

I have to fight real hard not to laugh at him. “I’m from North Shore,” I say. “Ash was the one that posted about it. Then she disappeared. She has to be somewhere … here.”

I don’t know where here is. But as I watch the cordgrass sway in the breeze, I realize that the marsh around me looks a little too much like, well, home. It would be just my luck, to break into the Gardner only to Port right back to the North Shore marshes.

When I look back, Gabriel has grabbed a notepad and a pencil from his bag and is writing something down. Taking notes! At a time like this! He squints at the clouds above, where the sun is just starting to burn up the mist, then tucks pad and pencil back into his bag. “Well, can’t say it’s been fun, but it’s definitely been … something. You’re welcome for saving you, by the way, but after the whole thing with the broomstick, I’ll call it even. And now that we’re in, I’ve got places to be. See ya.”

Just like that, he turns and starts walking into the marsh.

“You’re not even going to ask my name?” I ask, bewildered.

“Nope,” he says, and keeps walking. “This is a solo hike. Good luck out there.”

“Whatever—” I start, but the word dies in my mouth. Gabriel freezes, mid-step, then slowly turns back around, taking in what lies before us.

A streak of light has broken through the clouds. As the sun rises—I remember, too late, that it was nighttime back in Boston—the mist burns away, and we get our first real view of the marsh.

Except it isn’t a marsh.

This is when I realize that I am in way over my head. Because here’s the thing: Ports go to places. Real places. I thought that we were on another marsh, maybe as far as Maine or Canada, tops. But this …

This can’t be real.

I’m still bleeding from my collision with the museum wall; I swipe the blood from my forehead as if that could make the landscape in front of me refocus into something possible.

We are standing on the edge of the sea, where salt water meets reeds. The marsh is before us, pocketed with pools of water, stretching to the horizon.

Except instead of a horizon, there is a wall.

Far off, so far that it is blurred in the atmospheric haze, is something that can only be the wall of the Gardner Museum. Except this wall is impossibly huge, archways and decorative columns disappearing upwards into the mist long before the third-floor balconies become visible.

I turn, looking across the “ocean” behind us. It is so distant that I can barely see it, but there is a thin shoreline on the other side, where the sea meets the opposite wall of the museum.

No way.

There is absolutely no way.

Gabriel has reached the same conclusion. “Am I concussed, or are you seeing this?” he asks.

“We could both be concussed,” I reply. Wherever we are—this strange, overlarge version of the museum—is not the real world. It is somewhere else.

No matter how many times I tell myself that this can’t be real, it stays. The Other Museum stretches around us, impossibly vast and wild, galleries and cloisters yawning off in the distance, filled with something that only the Weaver and her threads could possibly know.

The courtyard where Gabriel and I have landed is filled with miles and miles of brackish salt marsh. And Ash is lost somewhere in it.

“Well,” Gabriel says. “That’s a new development.”

“Fuck,” I whisper.
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GABRIEL AND I STAND AND STARE.

“Ports have to go somewhere real.” I repeat my thought aloud, as if that will make it true. Out on the marsh, a red-winged blackbird takes flight.

“Well,” Gabriel says, “either I’m hallucinating all of this from a coma in Mass General, or this is somewhere real.” He pulls out a compass, glancing at it only to immediately make a face.

I shiver. This feels … wrong. The Other Marsh reeks of unbound magic like the North Shore Marsh on a ritual night. Everything turned up to eleven, the air practically vibrating with it.

“What the hell is this place?” I whisper.

“There are stories about things like this,” Gabriel says. “Places between places, pockets of space in the unbound made solid. I never thought they were real.”

“A pocket dimension?” I can’t keep the disbelief out of my voice.

“It’s the only thing that makes sense, but … it would have taken a ton of power to create,” he says. “More than any Revenant would have, more than you or I could cast in a lifetime. Whoever made this place wasn’t playing around.”

I need to get Ash out of here. I call for her again, but no one answers.

“Just shut up and Scry her, will you?” Gabriel asks. I ignore him. I could barely get a spell to half work in the real world, let alone here, where the pull of unbound magic already feels so much stronger, stranger, more.

“Your funeral,” he says when I don’t move to cast. He turns and walks off into the marsh alone. I feel the unbound magic around me perk up, as if it’s watching something that’s about to get very interesting, very quickly.

“Hey, wait,” I say before I can stop myself.

Gabriel doesn’t look back. “I’m not helping you find your friend,” he calls over his shoulder. “Good luck out there.”

“As if I need your help,” I start, and then I spot it: a flash of pink just across a pool of water. A bright strand of yarn from one of Ash’s sweaters, woven into a bird’s nest.

I go after it, darting past Gabriel, who is gingerly picking his way across the wetlands, as if leave no trace applies wherever the hell we are. I skip around pools of water with practiced ease, years of experience guiding each footfall. I feel a spark of hope: Maybe I can’t Scry Ash, but that’s not the only way to track her through the marsh.

And then the reeds come alive.

A strand of cordgrass wraps around my calf and yanks me to the ground. I crash into the dirt as more reeds twine around my legs, my arm, my throat. I hear Gabriel shout from somewhere above, but I’m too busy thrashing against the reeds, desperately trying to free myself—but for every one I break, two more latch on to me, so tight they break my skin, dragging me towards a waiting pool of water. I scrabble for purchase, but all my hands find is mud and more reeds.

The muck beneath my hands gives way and I am yanked underwater.

The silence is instantaneous and absolute.

I didn’t realize how many small noises there were on the Other Marsh—wind rustling reeds, birds taking wing, Gabriel’s footsteps walking away from me—until they are gone. Frigid water closes over my head.

And, underwater, I feel it. Unbound magic.

If it is stronger on the Other Marsh above, it is practically feral here. It saturates the water, begging me to turn to it, to wield it. The undermarsh feels sentient and sinister and alive.

I turn my face upwards, frantic, but the pool I was dragged through is already scabbing over with reeds, which cut off all light. Down here, it is dark, the green-black of deep ocean. And then a spark, far below. Wavering, like cold lantern light.

I twist out of now-limp reeds and try to kick upwards, but I barely move, as if I’m running in a dream. My lungs scream for air, until instinct takes over and I open my mouth in an involuntary gasp. Water floods my lungs. I am going to die down here. I am never going to see Ash again.

And then a hand grabs mine and pulls me upwards. Gabriel, of all people, yanks me out of the undermarsh and onto solid ground. I collapse, heaving up brackish water into the dirt.

“Don’t need help, huh?” Gabriel asks.

“Shut up.”

Gabriel takes out Emmett’s knife, glares at it, and then opts for his own blade, the kind I associate with outdoorsmen, and slices the remaining reeds from my ankles. “Not that I’m counting, but I’ve had to save your life twice already. You should just get out of here.”

I scowl at him and feel around for my pack, only to realize that I lost it to the undermarsh below. At least Ash’s broomstick pin is still in my pocket. I snap it back into its true form. Marsh reeds can’t get me if they can’t touch me, right? “Sure. I’ll get going.”

Gabriel freezes, eyes flicking from the broomstick to the reeds.

“On second thought, maybe sticking together wouldn’t be such a bad idea,” he says. “Before you say anything, I just saved your life. You owe me.”

I hesitate, suddenly all too aware that I have no idea who Gabriel is or what he wants.

“This marsh is out to kill us both,” he adds when I don’t answer. “Here, a deal: You take me across the marsh on your broomstick. We find your friend, and when you leave with her, you give me the broomstick so that I can find the paintings.”

I scoff. “Of course you’re after the paintings.”

He gestures at the marsh. “I’m sure as hell not here for the ambience.”

I scrutinize him. These paintings would be powerful, no doubt: The sheer scale of their theft, the way so many people yearn for their return? Even a single piece would be absurdly strong. Able to cast the binds that form a coven, weave a major working. I have no idea if Gabriel is the kind of person I want getting his hands on them. But if helping him is the price I have to pay to get to Ash …

“If the Lady is guarding the paintings, you’re as good as dead,” I say.

“Every hoard of treasure needs a dragon,” Gabriel says, standing and adjusting his pack. “Besides, I’m harder to kill than I look.” He pauses. “Wait. Don’t tell me you’re here for her Favor, of all things.”

I start; I wasn’t expecting to hear coven legends from the mouth of a stranger. He’s clearly done his research.

“No,” I say. “I’m here to find my friend. I don’t mess with Revenants.” Not anymore.

He lets out a humorless laugh. “Well, at least you know that much.”

The dark eyes he watches me with are intelligent and suspicious in equal measure, as if he’s trying to decide if my idiocy is an act to trick him into letting his guard down, or the real thing. Unfortunately for both of us, it’s the latter.

Besides, what’s my alternative? Leave him behind and sentence him to death by reed? And I hate to admit it, but having someone who can cast spells that don’t blow up in their face just might come in handy.

“Well?” he asks.

The broomstick is special to me and Ash, but it’s just a thing. I will get Ash a hundred broomsticks if we make it out of this stupid marsh.

I stick out my hand. “Maeve,” I say. “North Shore Coven.”

He takes it. His grip is strong, hands calloused. We shake. “Gabriel. White Mountains Coven. Lead the way.”

It’s such a normal turn of phrase, and yet the implied competence trips me up. Of course, Gabriel doesn’t know about me. I school my face into a neutral expression. However badly he needs my broomstick, I do not for a moment think that Gabriel will keep traveling with me if he discovers I cannot cast.

We mount the broomstick together, me in front. He balances without touching me. Good. I steer over the water towards the pink yarn, woven into a heron’s nest. I untangle it, and Gabriel leans over my shoulder to look. It’s definitely from Ash’s sweater. She was here.

I scan our surroundings, but Gabriel sees it first. “There,” he says, pointing out another neon puff, this one caught on a reed. “So we’re following breadcrumbs.”

“You’re welcome to walk,” I say sweetly. He rolls his eyes.

We reach the next puff of sweater and then the next, gliding over the marsh. We see birds of all kinds: herons, grackles, saltmarsh sparrows, snowy owls, red-winged blackbirds. The scales of a rat snake flash in the sunlight before vanishing into the reeds.

We chase threads for hours. The sun remains fixed at its zenith, until suddenly I blink and all at once it has jumped across the horizon, casting the marsh into uncanny twilight. We both start; Gabriel lets out a curse.

We reach the edge of the courtyard, where the low marsh transitions into highland marsh. Black grass pokes through the reeds; the ground seems more stable, though neither of us wants to test it. The arches leading into the East Cloister stretch high above us, easily ten times their normal height, covered in spirals of grey-green lichen.

“This is insane,” I whisper, running a hand over the lichen-covered wall. It feels so solid, so real. So very capable of holding us in.

“The frames, I get—being transported by art and all that,” Gabriel says, watching my hand scrape along the stone. “What I don’t get is the Gardner.”

“Oh, but the art makes sense.”

“What? You’ve never looked at art and felt something? Had it take you somewhere?” he asks. “Making the metaphorical literal isn’t that big of a stretch for a spell. But why here? Why this museum?”

“The museum was built on the Fens,” I say, echoing Ash. “It was marsh long before it was city. If you were trying to create a pocket dimension where the Lady could protect your paintings, this is as close to both of their homes as you could get.”

“Maeve,” Gabriel says softly. I follow his gaze down the hallway to where the exit would be if we were in the normal museum. My nose fills with the smell of salt and peat.

A massive painting is mounted where the doors should be, canvas towering over us.

“Gabriel,” I say, keeping my voice light, as if this is just some elaborate inside joke. “I don’t suppose this painting is in the real museum?”

“No,” he says, matching my tone. “It isn’t.”

I turn the broom towards it. The painting is made from beautiful, dark oils and decadent brushstrokes. I find myself mesmerized, drawn forward as if by gravity.

It depicts a pale woman on the marshlands, bracing herself against a westward wind. She’s dressed in old-timey clothing, hair tucked underneath a coif, head turned as if she’s searching for someone just out of sight. I make out the curve of her cheek and the edge of a mouth; the rest of her face is lost to her veil, which falls over the upper half of her face in thick, suffocating waves, ending just above her lips. I shudder, remembering what the stories say: that when the unbound takes you, it doesn’t leave much recognizable—or human—behind. Maybe not even a face.

Yet somehow she seems sad, as if she’s searching for someone who will never come home. I am convinced that, if I stare hard enough, I’ll see who she is looking for.

Magic prickles the back of my neck, magic in the same key as the lantern light on the marsh. This is a portrait of the Lady. I rake my eyes over the canvas, but I find no signature, no mark of an artist.

Gabriel, too, is entranced; I can feel his breath hot on the side of my face as he takes the painting in. He is leaning so far forward on the broomstick that he’s practically holding me, creating a closeness that makes me dimly think that something might be wrong.

Behind us, a grackle cries. We both jump, twisting to scan the marsh behind us. Too late, I realize that the museum has gone silent.

We turn back to the painting and I scream. I flinch away, and the broomstick lurches us backwards.

The woman has turned her head. Where her lips were once down-turned in sorrow, she now sports a sly half smile. Despite the veil, her focus is unmistakable.

She is looking right at us.
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GABRIEL JERKS BACKWARDS SO HARD THAT HE HAS TO GRAB ME to avoid falling off the broomstick. I yank him upright, taking my eyes off of the portrait for a split second. Mistake. When I look up the Lady has moved again; a hand reaches down for the lantern at her feet—

I turn the broom around and gun it, flying at full speed down the cloister, breaking through reeds that rise out of the marsh to ensnare us. Behind me, Gabriel is twisting to look back at the painting, as if entranced. Not as if. He is.

“Don’t look, you idiot!” I snap. I swerve around a corner and skid to a halt in a massive alcove between what I think is the Spanish Cloister and the Fenway Gallery, turning on him once the painting is out of sight. “I thought you said you knew about the Lady—”

Gabriel doesn’t answer, but the speed at which he separates from me makes it clear that he’s come to his senses.

“I guess that’s not a way out,” he whispers, clearly shaken.

I’m still trying to wrap my head around how the painting moved. “You’re sure we’re not in comas in Mass General?” I ask.

“I haven’t ruled it out yet.”

I picture Ash, entranced, drawn towards the painting like driftwood to the shore. The Lady, reaching out of the oils with her twisted Mona Lisa half smile and taking her. I almost collapse in relief when I spot the next tuft of yarn, woven into a nest in the Fenway Gallery.

The room is drenched in shadow; we’ve left the courtyard and its setting sun far behind us. Like the rest of the Gardner, this gallery is jammed so full of paintings that it looks less like a modern museum than the parlor of an incredibly wealthy hoarder. Frames fill every inch of wall space.

But these frames don’t contain the museum’s artwork. Instead, they hold the same three paintings, repeated over and over and over in whatever size the frame will allow: a triptych of the marshlands. First, a marsh landscape, facing inland, trees and reeds and brackish water. The second painting is of marsh meeting sea, grey-green grass to green-grey water to slate-colored sky. There are ripples in the water, a shadow, as if the painter added a person and then thought better of it.

The third painting is of the Marsh House.

I freeze. I know this painting. It is the exact same painting that hangs in the matriarch’s office. I’d recognize it anywhere.

“What?” Gabriel asks.

“That’s my coven house,” I say slowly, trying to make it make sense.

“Well, why is it—”

“I don’t know.” My voice comes out tinged with fear.

Gabriel surveys the gallery, eyes flicking from shadow to shadow. “It’s getting dark. We should stop soon.”

“Just one strand further,” I say, as much to keep looking as to get away from the Marsh Triptych, these strange paintings of home in a place that is anything but.

“We’re heading into the Blue Room,” Gabriel says. “The frame of Chez Tortoni should be in there. It could be a way out.”

I shake my head.

“You might not find her,” Gabriel says. His voice is surprisingly soft.

“No. I will.” With or without him.

The Blue Room’s marsh is shallower, sloping gradually upwards before giving way to solid land. At the far end of the gallery, a mess of sticks and reeds forms a giant bird’s nest. Something is lying inside of it, clothed in a bright pink cardigan.

Ash. I race the broomstick forward.

I don’t even have time to call her name before the heron strikes.

It coalesces out of the dusk, a monstrous great blue heron easily ten feet tall. In one swift movement, it lunges downwards with its beak, knocking the broom sideways. Gabriel and I fall into the muck, and I scrabble to solid ground, snapping the broomstick back into pin form.

I look up into four eyes. The heron has two heads, two necks that arc down to join its body in a horrible knot of collarbones that undulate beneath its feathers in a way that makes my stomach twist, that paralyzes me with its wrongness. Green-black sludge drips from its feathers and into the marsh below. The heron strikes again, and I just barely twist out of the way. It shrieks, and I remember with sudden clarity that birds are descended from dinosaurs.

Gabriel has scrambled to his feet among the reeds behind me, he’s got both eyes on the heron as he backs towards the Fenway Gallery. “Run, Maeve! Cast something and run!”

“I can’t!” I shout. “She’s in the nest!”

The heron lunges, and this time I don’t dodge. I flick the broomstick back into its true form and wield it like a bat. It connects with a whack; the heron screams. Tar-like sludge oozes from its broken skin.

“What in all the realms are you doing?” Gabriel shouts. “Are you a witch or not?”

He’s right. I can’t kill this thing with a broomstick. The heron looms above me, and as I look into its eyes I feel unbound magic crackle across the marsh, almost as if it’s goading me.

My mind orients around a single simple truth: I can’t leave Ash.

I reach for my power, envisioning a spell for fire, conjured by memories of an upstart witch from Quincy that once challenged me to a duel, how good it had felt to beat him—

The power builds, a cacophony, a hurricane—and then it slips, twists. I taste dirt and salt and suddenly all I can feel is unbound magic forcing its way up my throat, scraping across my skin, everywhere. Pain pierces my skull; the world goes sickly yellow-tinged as my irises fight the need to change, to morph into something else. Suddenly, I’m more afraid of myself than I am of the heron, hands full of power that I can neither tame nor let go.

I close my eyes, trying to concentrate, to just put my mind to it, to be better—

That is why I do not see the heron strike.

I become white-hot pain as one of the beaks spears through my arm, pinning me to the marsh. I let out a bloodcurdling scream that I didn’t know I was capable of making.

I writhe on the ground in agony. Grackles caw somewhere above, as if the entire marsh is laughing at me for thinking that I could reach her.

The heron’s second head rears back for the kill. I twist towards Gabriel, pain tearing through my gored arm. Desperately, I hold out my uninjured hand.

“Knife!” I scream. For a moment, I’m sure he won’t part with it, but Gabriel snaps into motion. He throws Emmett’s silver knife to me. The blade arcs through the air, winking bright over the muted colors of the marsh like a falling star. It lands in the reeds, threatening to sink into the ooze below. I shut out the pain and force my body to turn, to extend, to grab it.

I raise the knife as just as the heron’s second head comes down on me, shoving it into the maw of the beast.

There is a split second of resistance, and then my blade sinks in. The heron thrashes above me, and suddenly I am awash in a spray not of blood but of sludgy, brackish water. It’s foul; I fight the urge to faint as I wrench the knife upwards, inwards, until something cracks. The head collapses around me, two halves of its open beak piercing through the mud on either side of my body. I must have hit something vital because the other head, too, goes still. The final breath of the heron washes over me in a wave of pure unbound magic that makes me almost break my no-puking-in-the-marsh streak.

I collapse back into the dirt. I am jerking on the ground, and it takes me a moment to realize that I am laughing, deliriously and without sound, because this is ridiculous, because it’s hilarious just how fine I would be if I could cast a spell, idiot. The heron’s beak is still lodged around me like an A-frame, but before I can think about escape, the heron begins to decay. It melts around me, liquefying into the tar-black substance of the undermarsh.

It smells rank; I have to lie back as my head spins, or the Other Marsh spins around me, which frankly would not be a surprise at this point.

Gabriel is gaping down at me. “Hard to kill,” I whisper. I haul myself to my feet. When I move my right arm, pain lances through me. I know that looking at it will make the injury real, make it worse, so I don’t.

I offer him Emmett’s knife back. He shakes his head, still staring. “Keep it.”

The nest. The bright pink form of Ash within it. Frantic, I push my way through the reeds, climbing up into the nest to grab her and end this nightmare—

I tumble into the nest. Ash’s pink sweater lies in the center, picked over by birds, draped across sticks and shards of eggshells that gave the illusion of a body. Her sweater, and nothing more.

Ash is not here.


[image: ]





[image: Ten]

GABRIEL CLIMBS INTO THE NEST TO FIND ME CLUTCHING AN empty, Ash-less sweater to my chest like a child.

“She’s not here,” I whisper. I don’t realize I’m crying until I taste the salt.

“Hey. It’s … you’re OK,” he says, even though it is clear that both it and I are not. He sounds cautious, like he’s trying to soothe a wild animal. As if I, like the heron, have become some two-headed, impossible thing.

“You’re a beacon of comfort, you know that?” I ask. The sarcasm comes out tearstained and pathetic, but being snippy is better than dissolving completely. Gabriel seems to get this.

“I know,” he says dryly. “We should camp here for the night.” Dusk has solidified into the blue-black of evening. The nest is a good spot; it’s nestled in the corner, and we’ve already slain its guardian.

Gabriel clears an area of dirt in the center of the nest and methodically collects kindling. “We’re sitting in a giant fire hazard, but it seems like there are worse ways to go,” he mutters as he draws a circle around the splinters of wood. I get a brief flash of memory—a group of friends celebrating around a fire, an object that catches the light—as Gabriel conjures a small flame.

I’m relieved to sit in the background, trying to wrap what little of my mind will cooperate around the fact that Ash isn’t here. She can’t be dead—Ash dead is an impossible thing, like the Atlantic freezing over or my grandmother knitting me a sweater. No, Ash is alive. She has to be.

Once the fire is healthy, Gabriel turns to me. His gaze flicks to my mutilated arm. “Are you going to do anything about that?”

I’m still pretending that the wound doesn’t exist. He tsks at me. “Not looking at it won’t make it any less there.”

“Yes it will.” I glance at it anyway and instantly wish I hadn’t. My jacket is soaked in blood, and a sliver of bone is visible at the bottom of a deep gash. The cut is covered in green-black sludge that even I know is not a good thing. My vision swims; I cling desperately to whatever adrenaline remains in my system and repeat over and over in my head that I do not have time to go into shock right now.

“You should see the other guy,” I say.

“You’re not funny,” Gabriel deadpans, but the way he’s fidgeting, rolling his fingers together, makes me think that he’s more worried than he lets on. “I’m a pretty good healer,” he says. “I’ve already used up all my spells, but I could look at it if you want.”

I’m not entirely sure I trust him, but I doubt he can make the arm worse. “OK.”

He takes my hand. I am so surprised by the contact that, for one second, all I can think is that he is holding my hand before he starts uncurling my fingertips and I realize that I never let go of Emmett’s knife. He removes it from my grip and slides it into my jacket pocket.

“You’re sure you don’t want it back?”

He shakes his head. “I don’t want anything of Emmett’s. Besides, I have my own.”

He eases my jacket from my shoulder. I bite my tongue to keep from screaming as the sleeve drags over the gash. It hurts like a mother, but I’m surprised by how gently Gabriel maneuvers the sleeve off of my arm, how light his touch is.

Jacket gone, he takes in the full extent of the wound and grimaces.

“You know, your bedside manner leaves a lot to be desired,” I say.

“Bedside manner doesn’t heal anything.”

“I mean, I don’t think it would hurt.”

“Fine. It’s … not that bad. You’ll be alright,” he says with so much stiffness that I laugh.

“You’re such a liar.”

“And did that make you feel better?” he asks.

“So much,” I say. He rolls his eyes, but I think he might secretly be amused. “It’s OK. I’ll get a healing spell for it when I’m out.”

He nods. “Anything I could cast on this would wipe me out for hours, and I don’t think we have that kind of time,” he says, apologetic. “Best I can do is bind it. We’ll need rags.” He gestures to the shirt I’m wearing, which I belatedly realize is advertising Norman’s Abnormal—Rare and Unusual Books.

It’s already ruined. “Go ahead,” I say. The bookstore seems distant and far off, part of someone else’s life. Gabriel takes out his own knife and nicks the shirt to rip a thin strip of fabric off the hem. He fills an empty spell jar with marsh water and the remnants of my T-shirt and sets it by the fire to boil.

He’s watching it, his back to me, when he speaks.

“You’re not using magic.” A statement of fact. I stiffen. “Not to kill the heron, not to Scry your friend. And the frame … at first I thought you couldn’t get in because no one could. But Emmett and his Fletchers—”

“Who?”

“That’s what his coven call themselves. You met a few of them in the museum,” Gabriel says. “But even with the entire coven, they couldn’t make the frame stutter like you did. Almost like it wanted to let you in but couldn’t.” The water boils. He removes the strip of fabric from the jar and walks back over to me. I expect to squirm under his gaze, but he doesn’t meet my eyes, focusing instead on his craft as he wipes away the sludge from my wound, revealing its depth. “You have no spells. You’re—”

“You don’t have to lay out evidence, I’m not going to lie,” I snap. “No. I’m not using magic.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me.” He ties off the bandage in one deft movement. I know without asking that he is not merely good at first aid; healing is his primary, just as Ports used to be mine.

“What?”

“What?” he echoes, voice hitching. My arm tied, he steps back, and I finally see how close he is to freaking out. “Here I am, with a witch who I thought was a useful ally, only to find out that she doesn’t use magic, which she doesn’t bother to tell me until we’re neck deep in an evil marsh—” He cuts himself off, and I watch all the wrong things click. “Wait. You’re from North Shore,” he says. “I’ve heard of you. You’re that witch who blew up a spell and almost killed your friend.”

I wince. Looks like rumors of my inadequacy have spread as far as the White Mountains. “Yeah,” I admit. “That’s me. Don’t worry, I don’t cast anymore.”

He starts to pace, rolling his fingertips together as he thinks. I feel myself curl inwards. I hadn’t realized how much I enjoyed being around someone who didn’t lecture me about my magic until I wasn’t anymore. It was nice while it lasted, I guess.

“Can’t, or won’t?” he asks.

I glare at him, but my arm is throbbing and I am clutching a sweater that still smells dimly of Friend and I don’t have it in me to bite anymore. “I don’t know. Both. It’s complicated.”

“Well, you’d better figure it out quick,” he says. “I can’t believe I got stuck in here with one of the most powerful witches on the East Coast, right as she’s decided to stop using magic forever—”

I’m opening my mouth to tell him to get lost, that I can rescue Ash on my own, when we see the lantern. The light flickers through the doorway of the Blue Room from some place far out in the great marsh of the courtyard. Bright. Warm. Wrong.

Gabriel steps towards it, and I grab his arm with my good hand. He turns, shocked, and I realize that in order to grab him, I’d lunged upwards and taken several steps.

“Remember where we are,” I say.

Gabriel stares at my hand on his arm for a split second, and then he pulls away to sit against the walls of the nest, eyes on the lantern light. We both make a point not to sleep. I hear the scratch of pencil on paper and turn to see Gabriel sketching, the dying firelight setting all the warm tones in his brown skin aglow. He sees me looking and instantly turns away, shielding the whole notebook from my view.

I wrap myself in Ash’s sweater. I don’t mean to, but that’s how I fall asleep—what’s left of me tangled in what’s left of her.

When I sleep, I dream.

I am floating in the undermarsh. Above, I can see the underside of all the marsh plants, the way that their roots bundle together, creating the illusion of solid ground. When I turn to the darkness below, there she is.

Ash is suspended in the water. I dive for her, lungs burning, grab her by the shoulders, and shake and shake and shake. Her eyes snap open, but they are not her eyes. Ash’s hazel eyes are flooded a greyish white. Her lips are twisted in a strange, un-Ashlike half smile.

Something protrudes from her lips, and when I go to wipe it away, I realize with horror that it is the tip of a marsh reed. I try to pull it out, but it just keeps coming; her throat bulges with the reed as I yank it out of her for what feels like forever. Finally, it comes free, but the moment it’s gone, the dream shifts and suddenly reeds are everywhere, stuffing her mouth, forcing her jaw open and back. My movements are dream slow and disjointed as I yank the reeds out. They are impossibly long, suffocatingly thick.

But when I pull the last one out, she speaks:

I did something stupid, Maeve. It’s her voice, I’d know it anywhere. Don’t trust the birds. The pockets, Maeve, it’s—

A second voice cuts through the undermarsh.

YOU’RE LOSING HIM.

No, not a voice—something that sounds like a voice but isn’t, words formed from the rumble of ocean currents. I turn, but there’s no one there.

YOU’RE LOSING HIM.

I jerk awake, clutching Ash’s sweater with white-knuckled hands.

On the other side of the nest, Gabriel is gone.

It’s still deep night; the marsh is a patchwork of shadows. Warm yellow lantern light flickers on and off through the darkness.

Oh no.

As it winks back on, I see his silhouette.

Gabriel is a hundred yards away from the nest. Waist-deep in the water, he wades towards the light.

“Gabriel!” I cry out. He doesn’t hear me; he continues, single-minded, like a sleepwalker. The light blinks out. When it winks on again, the water is up to his chest.

I push the pain in my arm into some far-off corner of my brain and snap the broomstick to life, soaring across the marsh. He is shoulder-deep. Now neck-deep. I hear something on the wind that sounds like soft laughter.

“Gabriel, you idiot!” I shout.

He still doesn’t turn. He pushes forward, submerging first his chin, then his lips. I catch up to him on the broomstick and reach for him, trying to pull him back, to make him stop. I seize his shoulder, but he yanks away, and without a second arm to stabilize myself on the broomstick I topple into the water. I surface beside him; he’s got just enough height on me that I have to tread water.

His eyes are glazed over, unseeing. I get in front of him, trying to cut off his view of her. Behind him, the nest—and solid ground—seems impossibly far away. I grab at him again. He attempts to shove me off, but I fight back, desperate to keep my grip. When I speak, I am begging. “Wake up, Gabriel, please, we have to go back—”

He catches my mangled arm in the struggle. All the pain I’d pushed out of my head comes crashing back; I cry out in agony, thrashing against him, desperately trying to get him to let go, to make it stop.

His hands find my shoulders, and I jerk away, convinced that this strange Other Gabriel is going to push me underwater. Except he’s looking at me, eyes wide and terrified. I don’t know if it was my cries of pain or my thrashing at every inch of him that I could reach, but Gabriel has snapped back to wakefulness.

He’s panicking, disoriented. “Where—”

“It’s OK!” I say. “It’s me, it’s OK.” I clutch him to me with my good hand, as much to keep him calm as to keep his eyes on me and away from the light glimmering in my peripheral vision. I can feel his racing heartbeat through his thin canvas shirt.

“I don’t—how did—” He looks from me to the light on the marsh and then back, face ashen.

The reeds are stretching towards us; it’s almost as if the Other Marsh can only manage one attack at a time, and now that it is done enchanting Gabriel, it is free to do … other things.

The broomstick is still hovering above the water, just behind Gabriel. I glare at my right arm, which does nothing but float listlessly in the water and hurt like hell. “I need you to grab the broom and pull us out,” I say.

Gabriel nods, still moving like he’s in a dream. He grabs the broomstick and helps me back on. Together, we look out at the marsh. Silhouetted in the swirling mist is a lone figure holding a lantern.

Gabriel suddenly hunches over, coughing. I am horrified but not surprised when he reaches into his mouth and pulls out a long, thin water reed.

When we reach the nest, Gabriel collapses on the dirt next to his stuff. He knocks his bag over, strewing his spell components and sketchbook across the ground. He lets the sketchbook lie there without trying to hide it from my prying eyes, which is how I know that he’s truly shaken.

“What happened?” I ask.

“I don’t know,” he says. “One moment, I was sleeping, and the next, I was … there.”

I am certain that there is more to it than that, that he must have been drawn by something, but I don’t press.

He pulls himself upwards and begins returning the contents to his bag. As he picks up his sketchbook, a spell jar that had fallen beneath it rolls towards me. It’s brimming with magic—a spell that I recognize. Gabriel reaches for it, but he’s too late. I swipe up the jar.

“This is a healing spell.” I can feel it thrumming through my fingertips, the energy almost electric. Yeah, Gabriel’s a healer. A damn good one, too. “You said you were out.”

I look from him to the jar to my arm, where the bandage he’d tried so hard to sterilize is now drenched in filthy water. And, ties, it hurts. For a second, Gabriel has the decency to look ashamed, and then that shame flips to self-righteous anger.

“It’s all I have left,” he says. “I need to survive this place, and last I checked I don’t know you.” He sits up straighter. “I have to look after myself on this marsh! Especially if I’m the only one on it that can do magic.”

I weigh the jar in my hand, the energy of the spell zinging through my fingertips. I know that the smart thing to do would be to flip Gabriel off, down the spell, and regain control of my other limb. And I know it’s irrational, but I don’t want it. I don’t want a single thing from this boy who thinks I’m so useless.

“Looking out for yourself?” I sneer. “Guess White Mountains Coven does things differently.”

Gabriel shifts the slightest bit, a discomfort that makes me hesitate.

“Wait. There is no White Mountains Coven, is there?” I ask.

“There is,” he says, but there’s an edge to his voice.

“You’re just not in it,” I say, truth dawning on me. Of course. Ash would have figured it out ages ago; Gabriel had been alone in the museum, alone here, alone always. His coven should be backing him. But they’re not.

His face sours. “Why don’t you go ahead and say it, seeing as you want to so badly?”

“You’re uncovened,” I say. “That’s why you’re alone.” My voice softens, and I can see how much he hates my pity. But I can’t help it; the uncovened have no Glamour, no wards, no equinox rituals to ensure strength and balance. They’re vulnerable. And frankly, they don’t always last long—especially if they, like Gabriel, are in the territory of a Revenant. “What did you do?”

It’s got to be bad; we don’t let go of our own easily. See exhibit Maeve, friend mutilator, still hanging on by a thread. As a result, uncovened witches are generally regarded as untrustworthy at best. I mean, the Lady was among their number before she went unbound, and look at her now.

“For your information, I left them,” Gabriel snaps.

“That’s not what I asked.”

Gabriel glares at me and doesn’t answer. I toss the jar back to him. “Keep it,” I say. “I’ll fix my arm when I get back. Until then, you can look after yourself. Seems to be what you’re good at.”

He looks at the jar in his hand for a long second before tucking it back into his bag. He doesn’t meet my eyes, fingertips fluttering at his side in that same nervous motion as before. “So what, you’re going to take your broomstick and leave me here?”

“Given your complete lack of heron-slaying ability, that would basically be murder,” I deadpan, sitting back down. “Besides, we had a deal.”

For once, he doesn’t have anything snarky to say.

“They’re just paintings,” I say softly. “Sure, they’re powerful, but they’re just things—you said the frame for Chez Tortoni is a way out, you could—”

“I’m not leaving.” His voice is so hard that I don’t try to argue.

We watch dawn break over the marsh in silence.

“I had a dream about Ash,” I say finally, maneuvering my free hand to tie her sweater around my arm like a sling. Even coated in muck, it still smells like her. “She woke me up just in time to save you from the marsh. She told me not to trust the birds, and … something else.”

“Don’t trust the birds,” Gabriel muses. “We followed yarn woven into nests. Maybe this was all a trap.”

I nod. I mean, it’s not more unbelievable than any other part of this.

“And the other thing?”

I scrunch my face, trying to remember. “Something about pockets.”

“Well, did you?” Gabriel asks. “Check the pockets.”

“I—” I start. After waking to find Gabriel trying to drown himself, it hadn’t even crossed my mind. I reach into the pocket of Ash’s cardigan and find a piece of damp paper. “You were right,” I whisper.

“It was obvious,” Gabriel says. Despite our fight, he’s clearly interested; he hovers over my shoulder as I unfold the paper, revealing an incomprehensible mess of notes from when Ash was trying to figure out the spell. I see three familiar words: structure, power, treasure. One word per side of an empty frame, with the Lady’s symbol at the bottom. But something isn’t right; her notes are all scribbled over, as if she was second-guessing herself. Treasure is crossed out with thick, authoritative strokes.

Gabriel gestures at notes below structure. “Looks like your friend thought that the power to create this place came from some of the art,” he says, scanning the page with me. The other sections have notes, but the area around the crossed-out treasure is entirely empty. “But she couldn’t figure out that third piece …”

I flip the page over, and when I see Ash’s familiar handwriting, I want to cry.

The birds keep stealing things. In case they take this—I’m heading for the structural pieces—the horses, the studies.

—A

“The horses …” I mutter, desperately trying to make it make sense.

“The studies,” Gabriel says, eyes sparking alight. “The structure—of course—She’s heading for the paintings used to enchant this place into physical existence.” He opens his bag and whips out a brochure, opening it to a sidebar on the stolen paintings. “She’s talking about the Degas sketches. Three Mounted Jockeys. A Study for the Programme. She’s in the Short Gallery.”
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“THE STUDIES?” I ASK.

“That was always the strangest thing about the heist,” Gabriel says. “Why did the thieves take what they did? Why walk past a Michaelangelo to steal unfinished Degas sketches? But if they were taken specifically for a spell, to create something like this place, it would make so much more sense—”

“What are you talking about?”

He tilts the brochure in my direction and points at a series of small sketches. “Five Degas pieces were stolen. Three of them weren’t even final pieces. They were studies, sketches, earlier versions where he was planning out what he wanted to draw.

“Two pieces that were stolen were titled Study for the Programme—it’s something else in French, I forget—both drafts for a concert program in varying stages of detail. Here.” He points it out. “See, these lines become ships in the next draft, the singer holding her music is clearer here—” He’s right; I can see drafts evolving as the program comes together. “In another sketch, Three Mounted Jockeys, you can see Degas trying out different positions to sketch the riders. Even in Leaving the Paddock, a more complete painting, you can see pencil marks, places where the sketch changed. And to finish the cycle, a completed work: Procession on a Road near Florence, Degas’s fifth stolen piece.”

And just like that, it clicks. “If I were trying to find a spell object to convey creating a structure, going from nothing but a … space between spaces to a place with walls and windows and marsh, a place where you can go …” I start.

“Out of everything in the museum, you would choose the Degas sketches,” Gabriel finishes. “Exactly. They were stolen from the Short Gallery. That’s where your friend is.”

With a look that says he doesn’t think I deserve this at all, Gabriel pulls out his sketchbook and flips to a hand-drawn map of the museum. It looks like it began as a map of the real Gardner; the locations of the missing art are marked with large X’s. Now, it’s a map of the Other Marsh: He’s added a line for our travels, sketched marshlands inside the atrium, and relabeled the Blue Room as the Blue Heron Room. He’s even drawn a frame to block off the real museum’s exit, where we’d tried to escape but found our way blocked by the painting of Rowena.

“The fastest way would be to fly straight upward to the second floor,” he says. “But seeing as we almost got killed by a bird last night …”

“We can’t get there from here,” I say. He nods, understanding. A Northeastern phrase for when the way seems clear but is impossible. The bridge is down a different road, you can’t get there from here. There might be murderous birds in the sky, you can’t get there from here. “We’ll have to make for the stairway.”

“The scenic route it is, then.”

We board the broomstick and head towards the Blue Room’s exit. As we fly, we pass iteration after iteration of the Marsh Triptych paintings, endlessly duplicated—marshscape, sea, coven house. We’re almost through the massive doorway when I see a flash of color out of the corner of my eye.

A girl has appeared in one of the paintings.

I twist us around, ignoring Gabriel’s curses as he rights himself.

She has appeared in the painting of the seascape, knee-deep in the ocean, water soaking her old-timey dress. Unlike the last portrait of the Lady, the girl is unveiled. Yellow hair spills over her shoulders, framing a somber white face. Her eyes are the clear blue of a winter sky.

I blink, and the girl vanishes. Both Gabriel and I jump.

“Well, I hate that,” Gabriel says, leaning over my shoulder to scan the now-empty painting. Our eyes are drawn to the name plate mounted on the bottom of the frame, engraved with a single word: Rowena.

“That’s the Lady’s name, isn’t it?” Gabriel asks. “I thought she was always veiled.”

“The Lady is,” I say. “These must be paintings of her from before she went Revenant, when she was still … human.” My thoughts flash back to the first portrait of the Lady, the suffocating waves of fabric flowing over what remains of Rowena’s face. “Some stories say that to look upon her true face is to descend into madness, that meeting her eyes is enough to strip your magic entirely. Others say she wears the veil to hide what she’s become, that when the unbound eats a witch, it doesn’t leave anything human behind.”

“Let’s never find out,” Gabriel says.

I give the painting one last look, but it remains empty.

We fly onwards. Birds flock ahead of us, arcing through the cloisters and into the courtyard, where they soar upwards and vanish into the mist.

“Did your old coven tell those stories about the birds?” I ask Gabriel, tracing the flight of a gull to where it should reappear in a gap in the mist. It does not. “How they know more places than land and sea and sky?”

He’s watching for the gull, too, but it’s gone. “You mean the ones about the first binding? How all creatures used to be able to weave through the unbound, but then man got full of himself and decided to learn spell craft—only to find that binding magic means you can’t access the unbound without totally losing it? I mean, sure, as a folktale. But I guess other dimensions used to be folktales too, and, well, here we are,” he says, making a hell if I know gesture at the Other Marsh around us. “Guess all these birds have to come from somewhere.”

I scrutinize the birds, searching their beady eyes for malevolence. All I see is bird.

We make much better time when we’re not hunting for scraps of Ash’s sweater. We soar across the great marsh in near silence. We don’t talk about last night; I think we’re both aware of how little it would take to break our tenuous alliance. Now that he knows I’m not casting, it’s only a matter of time before he ditches me to search for the art on his own. I focus on Ash. If she’s not in the Short Gallery, I’ll push on; I’ll search every room in this museum if I have to.

But as I try to develop a strategy for searching the museum, my thoughts become harder and harder to pin down. My head feels heavy, and soon all my focus is spent trying to fly straight as the fuzziness inside my brain crescendos into a pounding headache, as if my skull and my arm have entered some contest over which can hurt the most.

I’m beginning to have the teensiest suspicion that my arm is infected.

We are approaching the West Cloister when I spot something in the mud. Even through my brain fog, the footprint is unmistakably Ash’s. Unless the Lady is roaming the marsh in Docs.

Next to the footprint, small rocks have been arranged in the letter M.

“Guess she knew you were coming,” Gabriel says, sounding as if he can’t quite believe it.

The world around me spins as I nod. “Let’s rest here,” I say. “Just a quick break.” I dismount from the broomstick and try to look like I’m scanning the marsh instead of grappling with infection.

Gabriel takes the opportunity to hunch over his map. He’s rolling a pencil between his fingers, and I realize this is the same movement he was miming in the nest as he was thinking.

He’s updating his map, adding a mark for Ash’s footprint and a tributary flowing from the brackish mini-sea into the marsh proper. He’s even scribbled notes in the margins about the position of the sun, the birds that vanish into the mist, the lanterns at night.

“You’re good at that, you know,” I say, sitting next to him. “The mapmaking.” Complimenting Gabriel? I must truly be delirious.

“Mom always said that a good map will get you anywhere so long as you can find north. Not that I can do that right now—north doesn’t seem to exist here.” The moment he says it, he scrunches his nose, like he regrets volunteering the information.

His eyes flick from my face to my arm. I avert my gaze; as long as I don’t see the wound, it isn’t there. I pretend to scan the marsh for more evil birds.

“You’re grey,” he says.

“I’m fine,” I say, even as my brain fog twists and into another ache that blooms through my skull like a flower. My mouth is dry. “It just needs to air out. We’ve got to keep moving.”

He doesn’t answer, just starts to unwrap my arm from the sweater. He doesn’t even say anything nasty to me; that’s how I know it’s real bad. My eyes flick to the wound before I can stop myself. It has gone the grey-green-white of dead flesh, weeping what looks like marsh water. Something is poking out of it. I reach down, slowly drawing a long marsh reed out of my arm, hissing as I feel every sinew moving through my flesh on its way out.

Gabriel makes a strangled noise. I want to vomit, but instead I throw the reed into one of the pools of water.

I feel a hand on my forehead, and either his hand is blisteringly hot or I am freezing. I refuse to believe either.

“You don’t know any healing spells, do you?” he asks.

“It was never really my thing, even when I could cast,” I admit. “It’s OK, though. I’ll fix it when we’re out.”

I haul myself upwards, walking towards the broomstick, finding my focus in the small things: the Other Sun on my face, the texture of my split lip, the wind on my skin where my newly cropped shirt exposes my midriff.

“You’ve got to at least try something small to ease the infection,” Gabriel says from behind me.

“It almost sounds like you care,” I deadpan. But he doesn’t. I know what he’s doing; he’s testing me. “You sound like my mom,” I say, and it must be the cursed infection from this stupid, stupid marsh, but I keep going, bitterness seeping into my voice. “Just a little spell, Maeve! Find this lost thing for Grandma, cast a teeny little charm to help the reeds grow, and then you’ll realize that it’s all in your head, that you’re making it up …”

“This isn’t about plants, Maeve. This is about you. Having two arms.”

I pause. “That bad, huh?” I ask. He nods. “Guess we’ll have to find Ash quickly, then.” Small reeds are already poking out of my wound again, twined around my bone, weaving though the muscle fibers. I grit my teeth and wrench them out. The pain is excruciating, but it clears my head a little.

There’s a crunch on the ground as I grab the last reed. Dimly, I realize that Gabriel is talking to me, saying something derogative, probably. I am too busy yanking out the last reed to answer. The pain is so sharp that I see spots.

“I’m fine,” I say. “Let’s go.” I turn to activate the broomstick, but the marsh shifts beneath me—or maybe I shift—and I stumble. I slump against Gabriel, who curses. I try to gather my thoughts, but my head is too fuzzy; the moment I try to wrangle them, they fade into nothing, like landmarks vanishing in the mist.

“I’ll be fine,” I say. “I just need a minute.”

“Yeah, you just need a minute,” he mocks, and the next thing I know he’s pressing something into my uninjured hand. “Take it now or don’t, but soon you’ll be too far gone for it to work.”

It’s his spell jar. “I don’t want your pity.”

“Consider that you dying out here might tank my chances of survival, too,” he says grudgingly. “We’re going to need all our limbs for whatever’s on the second floor. Besides, killing the heron only to die of infection? That’s kind of embarrassing, don’t you think?”

I stare at him, blank.

He sighs, exasperated. “Fine, become a cattail for all I care. But if you die, I’m not getting your friend.”

My wound is sprouting small water reeds once more. I look to Gabriel, silently asking if he’s sure. He shrugs and looks away, trying to act nonchalant.

The healing spell is skillfully made. It’s a spell that, like transforming Ash’s broomstick, relies less on the magic of the person activating it and more on the magic of the original caster, so I don’t think it’ll trigger the unbound writhing within me and blow up in my face. Probably.

I turn to give him some privacy, but Gabriel is already looking anywhere but at me.

Usually, I would wait to know a witch well and truly before experiencing their magic. Casting with someone is strange and invasive, like reading their diary or eavesdropping on a memory. The mortifying ordeal of being known and all that. But we don’t have that luxury.

The jar smells faintly of cinnamon. I throw it back like a shot, as if that will make any of this easier. As soon as I imbibe the liquid, I am tinged with thoughts that aren’t mine, with the memory of a winter morning spent inside as a child, watching the snow fall outside as I come over something nasty. It’s one of Gabriel’s memories, of comfort, of slow and steady healing, of a mother’s hand on my forehead and words in Spanish that I don’t understand with language so much as by feeling.

I emerge from the spell feeling both supremely comforted and supremely awkward, too aware that this memory does not belong to me, that I can’t remember the last time my mother told me to do anything other than power through.

Still, I won’t say the awkwardness isn’t worth it. I already feel better. The marsh water weeping from the gash is replaced by clear liquid that I can only assume is the water of a mountain spring, and then finally by my own red blood. It’s not enough to fully fix me, but the spell is crafted to handle that—I can tell that the interior wound isn’t entirely healed, but my skin stitches together, scarred yet unbroken. In here, that’s worth a whole lot.

“Thank you,” I say, meeting his eyes so he can see that I mean it. “It’s a good spell. I see why you wouldn’t want to give it up.”

He nods, stiff. I stand and only wobble a little. “Should we get back to it?” I ask, admiring my new, unmauled skin, even if my arm still feels like it got caught in a blender. I move my arm, and it hurts like a mother, but it obeys.

“You are a terrible patient,” Gabriel mutters as I take the limb through a very painful range of motion. “Stop moving it. But yeah. Let’s go.”

We board the broomstick and soar towards the West Cloister. These walls, too, are filled with countless frames containing the same three Marsh Triptych paintings. I scan them for the girl, but they’re empty.

The staircase extends before us, dark and damp like the maw of some cave. Lichen carpets the massive steps. Fan mushrooms jut out from the side of the walls, and I hear the steady drip of water condensing and returning to the marsh. I steer us upwards.

We’ve transitioned from the lower marsh; the second floor is more solid, less wet, although it is still dotted with the occasional pool of water. Somehow, despite the intervening floor, I get the feeling that these pools, too, lead to the undermarsh. The birds around us abandon their perches and take to the sky, where they twist and vanish. I find myself wondering where they will reappear, if the vanishing grackles are going to alight on the Marsh House and caw at my mother as she waits for me to come home.

“Does this remind you of Landscape with an Obelisk?” Gabriel asks. “How wild it is?”

I make a face that says hell if I know. He rolls his eyes, unimpressed with my art knowledge, but keeps on talking. “Actually, wait. They thought Landscape with an Obelisk was by Rembrandt for years—but it’s not, it’s by one of his students. Flinck. The student hiding in plain sight in the guise of a master. Maybe that piece was used to hide this place, instead.” He takes out Ash’s scrunched notes. “Your friend lists it as another structure piece. And according to her, there might be pieces responsible for the power to cast the spell, too—”

“Hey, I know this one,” I say. “The Concert.”

“Yeah, actually,” he says. “It was one of the pieces that solidified Gardner as an art collector. It would fit.”

“I just remember Ash saying that she outbid the Louvre for it,” I admit. “Sounds like a power move to me.”

We fly through the Early Italian Room and the Raphael Room, passing an impossibly large version of the fireplace where Gabriel and I first met. A day and a half ago, though it seems like a lifetime now.

“Maeve,” Gabriel whispers, “don’t look now, but …”

I turn. These walls, like the others, are covered in frames holding the three repeated Marsh Triptych paintings. And in every one of those paintings is the girl.

“Guess the Lady knows we’re here,” Gabriel says.

The blonde does not vanish when I blink this time, not even when I look fully away and back, as if she wants to be seen. Those blue eyes survey us from her place in each painting: gazing out from the window of the Marsh House, standing on the high marsh, knee-deep in the ocean. Even though she’s always in the far or middle distance, I can’t shake the feeling that she’s advancing on us.

I catch myself wondering what the unbound did to those eyes, that face, to make her hide it behind a veil.

“What do you—” Gabriel asks, and then cuts himself off to viciously curse. The girl moved. In every single painting, her gaze has shifted towards the doorway to the Short Gallery. To Ash.

I turn to Gabriel. “If you want to stay …”

“Absolutely not.”

The Short Gallery is a long, narrow room cloaked in fog. A red-winged blackbird watches us from its perch on a frame far above. Mist weaves between Gabriel and me, as if trying to separate us.

The empty frames of the missing Degas sketches hang on the far wall of the room. We advance, and the water below us grows shallower and shallower until we are over what appears to be solid ground. The skeletal limbs of a short, gnarled tree emerge from the mist ahead.

“Ash!” I call out. My voice is eaten by the mist almost before it leaves my mouth; there is no answer. And then I see it. There, peeking out from the reeds, is the shiny toe of a single Doc. Attached to a leg.

“Ash!” I scream. I jump off the broomstick, leaving Gabriel behind as I sprint through the grass towards her.

The snake erupts from the marsh. It rears above me in a flash of scales, and I unfurl Emmett’s knife with a snick that echoes across the Short Gallery.

“Maeve, she’s dead!” Gabriel shouts, eyes on the motionless leg. “You can’t fight this!”

“The marsh wouldn’t be protecting her if she were dead!” I can’t explain how, but I know I’m right.

The snake strikes. I dodge the mouth only to be caught in reeds that have come to life. I hack my way through as the snake rears again, and as it does, I see that it has not scales but feathers, midnight black with streaks of red. If the red-winged blackbird and the black rat snake had some weird hybrid offspring, this is it.

The snake rears for a second attack, but my fear for Ash has made me into a predator. When it strikes, I’m ready. I roll, slice, and feel the resistance of blade meeting flesh. It hisses, jerks back, and I take advantage of the hole in its defenses to dart towards Ash.

I’m ten yards away now, can see her full body lying motionless. Grey-green lichens spiral across her, as if the marsh has been trying to absorb her into itself. And I swear, I swear I see her fingers twitch. “Hold on!” I shout. “I’m coming!”

The feathered snake rears before me, a gigantic, undulating mass. But then, between preparation and strike, it hesitates. Hesitates exactly at the precise moment where I should gather myself to cast a spell. And I swear, it feels like this snake wants me to use magic.

I pause, jolted out of that adrenaline space where I don’t have to think. My grip falters.

And like this whole scene is orchestrated to play on my deepest fears, Gabriel shouts: “She’s rotting, Maeve! We have to go!”

I look to Ash, and I swear I see it for real this time: her fingers moving. Eyelids fluttering, as if she knows I’m here. “I’m not leaving without her.”

I charge the snake, tearing through every reed that tries to hold me back. It lunges towards me, and I sidestep its head only to get caught in the undulating mass of its body. It coils around my legs, my ribs, squeezing the breath from my lungs—but it has made one fatal mistake. My arms are free. I plunge the knife into the snake, sawing my way out. I feel the resistance of flesh and bone and then nothing as the snake’s innards dissolve into grey marsh sludge around me. I wipe muck from my face and turn towards Ash.

But she’s not there anymore.

There’s a shout and a splash from behind me as Gabriel falls into the water. The broomstick soars out from underneath him and snaps into the outstretched palm of its one true owner.

Ash catches her broomstick in a single, shaky hand.

I run forward, throwing my arms around her, and Ash is weak and damp, but she is also solid and alive and real.

But all too soon, she pulls back, bringing my eyes to her wide, panicked ones. “Maeve, I screwed up, bad—”

“I know—”

“You don’t! The Lady—she’s not guarding the paintings. They’re imprisoning her.”


[image: ]





[image: Twelve]

ASH IS BARELY STANDING, BUT SHE IS HERE. I WIPE THE LICHEN from her face and hold her as tight as I possibly can, half convinced that she’s going to dissolve into marsh grass. There’s something off about her, like she’s become half marsh, and I know right away that however bad this place has been for Gabriel and me, it has been worse for her.

“I was trying to escape when she got me,” Ash says. “She sucked me down into that space under the marsh, and I could feel her … trying to consume me, I …” She cuts herself off, shuddering. “I knew you’d come,” she whispers.

“Hey!” Gabriel has waded onto solid ground. He’s staring as Ash in disbelief. “What did you just say? About the paintings?”

I gesture at him. “Ash, this is Gabriel. Gabriel, this is my friend Ash, the one who isn’t dead.”

“I thought the Other Marsh was created to hide the paintings,” Ash says. “But it wasn’t—”

“—it was created to imprison the Lady,” I finish.

“Exactly,” Ash says. “That’s why no one’s seen the Lady on the marsh in ages. But the spell must not be watertight—it probably traps most of her power, but not all of it, which is why she can still light the lanterns on the marsh.”

“Of course the spell took the form of a museum,” Gabriel says, as if it’s obvious. “A place to keep stuff—”

“Not just any museum,” Ash says. “A museum where nothing can be changed per Gardner’s will, where everything has to stay, forever—”

The Other Sun goes out, taking all the light in the museum with it. It gutters back on, then off, then on again, casting the Other Marsh in a strobe of shadow.

As we look in horror at the flickering sky, I can’t help but think about how much this makes sense. How unbound this place feels, the way that both the heron and the snake gave the distinct sensation that they were toying with me, like a cat playing with a mouse. The way this dimension seems tailored to make me reach for my magic, as if the master of the Other Marsh knows. Because she does. After all, the Lady was there when I broke it.

“We have to go,” I say.

“Hey—” Gabriel starts, but he is cut off by the scream.

It is a wailing, inhuman shriek that makes my nerves contract, awakens the animal urge to run. Somewhere above us, a door crashes open. Wind roars through the museum, sending Ash’s curls whipping around her face. It carries with it a voice that sounds like the scream of a thousand red-winged blackbirds:

You can’t leave. You can’t leave me!

Another door slams above, and suddenly the Other Marsh is a cacophony of noise as something races downwards, towards us, from a place that I instinctively know is the museum’s fourth floor. Where the owner lived.

“We’ve got to go,” Ash says. “Now.”

Gabriel holds his hand out. “Give me the broomstick!” he says. “I held up my end of the bargain.”

Ash looks from me to him, confused. Another terrible, inhuman shriek; the Other Marsh shudders as something barrels towards us. My feet are suddenly wet, I look down to find that the water is rising, sloshing over our boots, any hope of dry land gone.

“You’re not serious,” I say to Gabriel. “You’re going to stay? For some stupid art?”

“Getting out should be the same as going in,” Ash says over me, turning towards the wall and the empty frames of the Degas sketches. “Activate the frame, find the locus, project backwards, we’ll just need—” Her eyes alight on me, and I hate how much hope is in them. “Maeve, you made it here, does that mean …?”

I shake my head, feeling a pang of guilt. “Only because he helped,” I say.

“The broomstick!” Gabriel repeats. He holds out his hand as another crash shakes the museum, rattling the picture frames against the walls. Wind picks up, driving water into the Short Gallery as someone, something, races towards us.

“We need to go!” Ash places her helixes around the frame, and the spell slowly begins to illuminate it. I recognize one of her hair ribbons, what looks like a dried piece of oil paint, a red-winged blackbird feather.

In front of me, Gabriel is still holding his hand out for the broomstick pin. “Now, Maeve.”

“You’re going to die out there!” I protest.

“That’s not your problem,” he says.

The cry that comes from above sounds like someone getting their bones drawn out through their skin. Whatever is coming, I cannot fight it.

I curse and hand Gabriel the pin. But before he can activate it, a wave of dark water crashes through the Short Gallery, drenching us up to our waists. The trees around us lurch closer; reeds wrap around our ankles. The water rises. The marsh is going to do everything in its power to make us stay.

As if it can hear my thoughts, a scream echoes over the marsh.

DON’T LEAVE ME. DON’T LEAVE ME HERE, ALL ALONE. ALONE. ALONE.

The second floor of the museum shudders like a great weight has sunk upon it. For a heartbeat, silence, and then a sickening scrape echoes towards us down the hallway, followed by another, and another. Not the sound of footfalls, but that of talons grating against the walls of the Other Gardner. A shriek cuts through the museum, a desperate, raw scream that is somehow both incredibly human and anything but.

“Maeve!” Ash screams. Water is up to our chests, now. Gabriel is still frozen, holding the pin. “Grab your friend and get over here before we all get killed!”

ALONE.

ALONE.

ALONE.

Ash throws her hands into the empty frame of Degas’s Three Mounted Jockeys and it begins to glow, green-gold tendrils of light illuminating the silhouette of the feathered skull and slowly spreading along the frame. Distantly, I can hear what sounds like chatter, like people. We’re so close.

Ash is, well, ashen, this spell taking every part of her. And I can’t help.

“Maeve!” she says, holding out her hand so I can take it, lend my power to the spell. I shrink back even as another scream echoes down the hallway. I hear a snarl on the wind, one that I know is for my ears and mine alone: Give in. I know you’ve already tasted it.

“Maeve, I need you,” Ash says. And still I hesitate.

Another wave of brackish water engulfs the room, lifting my feet off the ground. Water licks at the bottom of the frame, which is still only half alight.

And then the tide changes. It starts to pull outwards, towards the door to the Short Gallery, towards her. Ash grips the frame with white-knuckled hands, struggling to keep it alight. I grab onto the frame with one hand and snag Gabriel with the other as the current attempts to drag him away. The tendons in my newly healed arm burn, but hold.

“Give me your other hand!” I shout. The water around us pulls, a current that Gabriel must know he cannot fight. He turns his head back to the marsh, lips moving in a promise I can’t hear. Then, with a curse, he brings his other hand to mine and allows me to yank him to the frame. He latches on to it, connecting with the spell, with Ash.

Two witches are always stronger than one. The frame flares to life.

DON’T LEAVE ME!

The room dims. A dark cloud forms in the doorway, dozens of wings blocking out the Other Sun in a sickening strobe of light. The flock of red-winged blackbirds descends upon us in a hurricane of feathers. Claws rake my scalp; a beak dives for my eye and I only just manage to twist away. I swat birds away from Ash as she pulls one last helix from her pocket. A piece of paper I recognize as a note I wrote her when we were in middle school. She throws it against the frame, and I feel the ghost of thirteen-year-old me saying, “C’mon—Ports are easy! Just close your eyes, feel the place, and twist!” And then a laugh so bright that it makes me want to crawl inside myself and disappear. Through the spell, I feel a mixture of warmth and childhood envy from Ash that makes me cringe.

The frame flares to life as the spell takes hold. “Let’s go!” Ash cries.

“Right behind you!” I call, taking a swing at a particularly malevolent bird.

“You’d better be!” She pulls herself forward, and just like that, she’s gone through the frame. She’s still clasping Gabriel, who now has one hand sunk inside the frame up to his wrist.

He hesitates, turning back to the Other Marsh and its impassable flood. He curses again, then follows Ash through the frame, pulling my wrist in with him.

And now it’s my turn. I kick against the rising water and stare into the half-submerged frame, my heart in my throat. I try to focus on the feeling of magic, on the spell, and don’t think about it don’t think about it don’t think about it—

The unbound circles me, waiting for me to slip.

A shadow falls across the Short Gallery, and my mind goes blank with terror. A twisted figure stands in the doorway, backlit by the Other Sun. A dark silhouette that moves in too-fast, jerky twists, like a bird. I am shaking, knife-wielding hand limp at my side, because the unbound magic she radiates is something that I have felt before, almost a year to the day before I entered this cursed museum.

STAY, AND I WILL BE CONTENT WITH YOUR LIVES, she shouts over the wind. LEAVE ME, AND I WILL NOT BE MERCIFUL. I HAVE NOT FORGOTTEN THE DECADES. I AM COMING FOR EVERY SINGLE LIFE ON THAT MARSH, AS IS MY RIGHT.

She sings in the same key as the unbound that broke me. I know that she remembers. I am frozen like a frog in lantern light. Air rushes through wings as she hurls herself towards me in a mass of dark feathers and death-white hands that end in talons—

The hand on my arm gives one fierce yank.

I feel three slashes of bright pain as talons break my skin, the brush of feathers—and then nothing.

For one split, timeless second, I am in the space between spaces, traveling from Port to Port through a sea of unbound magic, infinite and ageless and vast.

Then I hit the floor.
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REALITY WARPS AROUND US AND SNAPS BACK INTO PLACE AS WE tumble out of the Other Marsh and onto the floor of the Short Gallery of the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum.

We fall in a disjointed pile, first Ash, then Gabriel, then me, arriving in a cloud of damp marsh air and red-winged blackbird feathers. I look up into the shocked faces of three middle-school age kids, likely stragglers from some field trip. Shit. Ash and I are under North Shore’s Glamour, but Gabriel isn’t, which means there was no magic to smooth over the wrinkles in our arrival and convince them that we didn’t just fall out of an empty frame.

“No one’s going to believe you,” I say as I haul myself to my feet.

The proximity alarm is going off. No one else saw us emerge from the frame, but this still looks bad. We are bloody, damp, dirty. The opposite of good museumgoers, which the approaching attendant clearly means to rectify.

“We were just going,” Ash says. She grabs my forearm and starts dragging me away. Thankfully, the gallery attendant gives up their chase once it’s clear that we’re leaving. As we walk, I stare up at the paintings, real paintings, in disbelief. I can’t stop thinking about the Lady, throwing herself towards me in a mass of feathers and roots, and somewhere inside her, the bright-eyed girl from the paintings. The museum seems both too real and not real enough. We pass through rooms in a matter of seconds, rooms with solid tile floors and no undermarsh below.

I can tell that Gabriel and Ash are similarly shaken, but they’re doing a better job at hiding it than me. Gabriel’s head is on a constant swivel. Looking for them.

“You think those guys are still here?” I ask. “The ones that tried to stop us from getting in?”

“The Fletchers,” Gabriel mutters, eyes darting from shadow to shadow. “Emmett’s coven. They wouldn’t leave this place. They have to be around here somewhere.”

But no witches appear from the shadows with spells or knives or questions. No one seems to think that we are anything besides dirty kids.

We exit onto the street. For a second, we stand on Evans Way in shock, and I realize that part of me didn’t know if we would truly make it back until this moment. But we are here: People pass on the sidewalk, drivers curse at each other, city lights poke through the still-grey morning.

Ash collapses into me. “We’re really out.”

I hug her back as tightly as I can. “Never do something like that to me ever again.”

Gabriel is watching us with an expression that I would have called longing if I’d seen it on anyone else. I release Ash and give him a smile. “Thank you,” I say. “For everything. I mean it.”

“You’re bleeding,” he says. I look down and I realize that he’s right.

There are three jagged talon wounds across my left collarbone where the Lady attacked me as I escaped the marsh. I give them a tentative press. My hand comes way bloody, not brackish, so I just shrug. “I’m fine.”

“She’s always like this,” Ash says, holding a hand out to Gabriel. “Ash Bianchi, by the way. Seems like I owe you one.” She shoots me a look that says I have a lot of explaining to do.

He takes her hand and shakes. “Gabriel Hernandez,” he says, in a way that makes me think that he doesn’t introduce himself often. “So you’re the one that found the sigils. Do you have any idea—”

Ash shakes her head. “I was expecting a Port to a real marsh, not a pocket dimension created to imprison a Revenant. Who on earth made it? The sheer size …”

“It had to have been someone from North Shore,” I say. “How else would they have the Marsh House painting? But I’ve never heard even a whisper …”

I trail off, my attention snared by a series of white specks on my jacket. Small snowflakes. As the relief of being alive wears off, I realize that I’m freezing.

Wind cuts through the street and we hesitate. It is a bitter cold that hurts in a way a September wind shouldn’t. I shiver; it had been eternal summer on the Other Marsh, and now it feels like true winter.

Ash picks up a newspaper from a nearby bench. Her mouth drops open.

“How long were you two in the marsh?” she asks slowly.

“Two days, give or take,” Gabriel says. I nod.

“Give,” Ash says. “Give a lot. It’s been two and a half weeks.”

I meet Gabriel’s eyes and know that we’re both thinking the same thing: that however much we want to say no way, after everything on the marsh, we believe that there’s a way all too easily.

“Ashley? Ryan?” There’s only one person who calls me by my surname. Standing on the corner, coffee in hand, is Imani. It’s so bizarre to see her that I actually do a double take. I know I must be losing it because the way she rocks forwards on her toes actually makes me think, for a split second, that she is going to walk forward and greet us. But then the moment is gone, and she’s scoffing. “Of course you decide to reappear during the five minutes that I leave to get a coffee.”

“Imani? What are you doing here?” I ask.

“What do you think I’m doing?” she asks. “Waiting for the prodigal besties to return. You have a lot of explaining to do. Coven house. Now.”

“Now?” I ask, not caring how whiny I sound. Right now, I would sell my soul to the unbound in exchange for a breakfast sandwich, a shower, and twelve hours of sleep. An interrogation by my grandmother is the last thing I want.

“You’re being Summoned, Maeve,” Imani says, even though I can already feel the coven ties pulling at my gut, steering me towards the Marsh House with a light sense of urgency that I know will only worsen with obstinance. Imani spots Gabriel, who is inching away from us, watching a field trip leaving the museum as if debating whether he could pass as a convincing-enough eighth grader to escape. “You too,” Imani says.

He raises his hands. “I’m not part of this.”

Imani gives him a look. “Sure you’re not. You’re coming.”

He looks to me, then Ash. Ash steps forward, though it’s clear that she doesn’t like this either. “It’s not like they bite.”

“Much,” I mutter.

“Come or get tracked down later, your choice,” Imani tells Gabriel. “Though I can guarantee that the latter will be much less pleasant. We just want to talk.”

“That’s what they all say,” Gabriel mutters.

I give up and step towards Imani. “It’s up to you,” I tell Gabriel, “but if anyone has more information about the Other Marsh, it’ll be North Shore.” He must find this compelling, because when Imani turns down the street, he follows. She leads us to her car, perfectly parallel parked, and gives us—filthy, wet—a look of revulsion before begrudgingly letting us inside. I take front, strategically positioning my slashed jacket to hide the worst of the scratches from the Lady’s talons. I’m fine, really, except that it hurts to breathe, just a little.

“So, uh, what did we miss?” I ask Imani as she effortlessly weaves through Boston traffic.

I’m expecting some condescending comment about how we’ve managed to mess up yet again, but when she answers, her voice is sober. “It’s better that they tell you,” she says. “I don’t know what you did, Maeve, but it’s bad. Real bad.”

That gets our attention. I can think of very few things that would fit into Imani’s category of they should tell you, and none of them are good.

We leave the city behind, passing into the wetlands. I watch Gabriel in the rearview mirror as his eyes comb the real marsh. Ash is watching the landscape in uncharacteristic silence. The three of us share a look in the rearview mirror as the Marsh House comes into view. The strangeness of seeing it here, real, not in oils, is quickly eclipsed by something else: There are too many cars parked outside. Something is wrong.

We park and walk to the house. I find myself noticing how lightly Gabriel steps, as if the driveway is a wilderness trail he’s determined not to leave traces on. Ash, on the other hand, visibly squares her shoulders, gets larger, summons her confidence. The only tell that she’s nervous is the way her hand goes to her pocket to clutch at a broomstick pin that is still in Gabriel’s possession.

Something is off, and I am unsure if it is the marsh or me. The marsh feels different, feels more. It’s not as vivid of a technicolor as the Other Marsh, but there’s the faintest electric crackle, as if pieces of the Other Marsh are beginning to leak into this one. I step into the foyer. It is too quiet.

And then the quiet is broken by the sound of someone softly weeping, and I wish I could have the silence again.

“They’re back!” Imani calls, sliding her shoes off in the foyer. We follow suit, as if removing our mud-caked boots will make up for being covered in grime.

My mother’s voice echoes through the house: “We’re in the gathering room.” The voice is stoic, bordering on hollow. I exchange looks with Ash. Sure, Mom’s not the weepy type, but we’ve been missing for weeks; I thought she’d at least be happy to see me.

We enter the room. I barely have time to register the sight of my mother and grandmother at the table, surrounded by strangers, before my head is snapping backwards and there is the crisp, bright sound of a smack. Only when the pain hits, a second later, do I realize that I have been struck open-handed across the face.

I stagger backwards and look up into a face I know. “Ms. Miller?”

The spindly blonde woman who once taught coven history looks down at me with pure hatred. “She got my boy because of you—” She is shaking, and I’m bracing to be hit again when she breaks into sobs.

I am spared further bodily harm when Imani’s father gently takes Ms. Miller’s shoulder and leads her down the hall.

“Now,” comes a new voice, “let’s be civil.” My eyes snap to its owner. The hollow-eyed man gestures at us to sit as if the gathering room is his.

“Maeve, Ashley, Gabriel,” Emmett says. “Lovely to see you all again.”
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EMMETT STANDS BESIDE MY GRANDMOTHER AND HER COUNCIL OF advisors, silhouetted against the windows overlooking the marsh. He is flanked by the two witches that captured Gabriel in the museum. Other new faces, doubtlessly his coven, are scattered around the room.

Emmett’s eyes settle on Gabriel. “The black sheep returns,” he says. “I wonder what tales he has to tell us.”

I step in front of both Gabriel and Ash, my hand going to the knife in my jacket pocket. Emmett’s right-hand man, the one who hit Gabriel in the museum, clocks the movement.

“What are they doing here?” I ask my mother. She looks relieved to see me, but something is stopping her from embracing me like she so clearly wants to. “What’s going on?”

“My apologies,” Emmett says. “We haven’t introduced ourselves. My name is Emmett. This is my coven, the Fletchers. We have been called here, to North Shore, in the wake of a terrible tragedy.”

“Yesterday, Connor and Rosemary were found on the marsh, unconscious,” my grandmother says. “They remain so. We believe they were stripped of their magic, but it will be hard to tell unless they wake. Our Lady has claimed new victims.”

Suddenly the rush of blood is too loud in my ears, the ground I am standing on unsteady. Connor? Rosemary? They’re barely tweens. My mind keeps repeating that it can’t be true, that I just saw them at the ritual—

“That’s impossible,” Ash says.

“An ambassador from NECCO came by yesterday and confirmed the cause of their injuries as Revenant activity.” My grandmother’s voice is harsh. “Council members are casting the usual Glamours and Diversion spells for the Stranded authorities as we speak.”

“But she hasn’t been active beyond lantern lights in decades—” Ash says.

“Until you three broke into her enclosure,” my grandmother says. Her voice is sharp, face schooled into a mask of disappointment.

“You knew?” I splutter.

“I knew pieces—that she wasn’t as strong as she should have been, that she hadn’t been seen in decades, that she probably wasn’t on our marsh, at least not entirely. I did not know about the Gardner Museum. Emmett told us everything. The paintings, the spell trapping her inside the frames. How it kept her power weak and locked her up, away from us.” For a split second, I swear I see a flash of anger in the way she tightens her jaw, but the expression vanishes too quickly to tell if she’s angry because she had to learn something about our marsh from Emmett, or if her fury is reserved for Ash and me and what we’ve done.

“If you knew all this, why didn’t you tell me when I came to you about Ash?” I ask.

“We told you to stay put. We told you not to investigate. We told you enough,” my grandmother says. “You should have listened, Maeve Elizabeth.”

“We believe that when you entered the marsh, you created a weakness in the spell that allowed the Lady to extend more of her power into the real world,” Emmett says, sitting back down and steepling his hands. “Loosened the bars on her cage enough for her to get an arm though, if you will. After all, interdimensional spells are hardly flawless. Thankfully, she is not at full strength, but she is free enough to exert … some influence. I know you did not intend this to happen, but it did.”

“You’re believing them?” I ask my mother, incredulous. “I saw them in the museum, they were trying to get in, too! They tried to kill me—”

My grandmother waves her hand, as if she can shoo my words away. “We have already rectified that misunderstanding,” she says. Simple. Like that’s all it takes.

“On the other hand, Maeve, it seems like you’ve allied yourself with someone dangerous,” my mother says, looking at Gabriel.

“He saved my life—” I start.

Emmett interrupts. “I have known Hernandez for much longer than you,” he says. “Trust me when I say that if he saved your life, it’s because he stood to gain from it. The moment you are no longer useful to him, he will turn on you. He robbed, betrayed, and abandoned his own coven. I know this sounds harsh, but I am just trying to spare you the pain that he inflicted upon us.”

It feels like I have been drenched in ice water. I turn to Gabriel. “You said you were uncovened from the White Mountains,” I say. “Not from them.”

His only answer is to take a step back.

“Always with the half-truths,” Emmett says. “He left the White Mountains to become a Fletcher, and then he abandoned us. Uncovened twice over.” Emmett shakes his head. “We gave him a home, and he betrayed us. He already has blood on his hands from one tragedy, I do not want him free to do it again. Thankfully, North Shore is allowing us to deal with defectors as we see fit. Tristan, Jess.”

He nods at the two witches flanking him, the same two that captured Gabriel in the museum. Great. The blonde man steps forward and unfurls a large knife with a snick.

“Now, Tristan,” Emmett says. “I’m sure he doesn’t want to make things difficult.”

Gabriel looks like he would very much like to make things difficult. When he speaks, his voice shakes with rage. “What happened to getting out and going home?” he asks, eyes on the woman with the braid. Jess.

“You know what happened,” she says.

Gabriel glares at Emmett. “You’re going to regret this.”

“Threats from the medic,” Tristan says dryly. “I’m terrified—”

Before he can finish, Gabriel pivots and sprints down the hall, broomstick pin in hand.

I turn to follow, but I am frozen by a command.

“Maeve Elizabeth Ryan. Stay.”

The Fletchers run after Gabriel. I remain immobile, the press of matriarchal magic against my throat. Of all magics, this is the one I always hated the most. It feels motherly and intimidating all at once, like a kitten being grabbed by the scruff of its neck. It makes me turn to face my grandmother. She stares me down, calm, knowing that I will never have it in me to do what I must to break her ability to Compel me: Sever ties with the coven, with my family, with the only home I have ever known.

“You’re just going to let him march in here and order you around—” I start.

“The Fletcher Coven can deal with its members as it sees fit,” my grandmother says in a voice that betrays just how much she loathes being contradicted in front of an audience. “Don’t make me silence you as well.”

Tristan and Jess return, empty-handed. Tristan clicks his knife back into itself. “Bastard flew off.”

Emmett seems unperturbed. “He can be found. Besides, he’s more nuisance than threat. We have larger plans to bring to fruition.”

I have a sick moment where I miss the Other Marsh and its obstacles that I could fight. Emmett gestures to chairs at the table, calm, as if Gabriel weren’t just chased out of the room.

“Please. Sit. We have a lot of work to do.”

“Work?” I echo. The compulsion is gone, but I still can’t move.

Emmett reaches into the pocket of his jacket. “The Beast of Franconia Notch,” he says, placing a long, thin tooth on the table. “The White Specter of Penobscot Bay.” A brooch, caked in blood. He gestures at Jess, who unclasps the necklace she’s wearing. The pendant is fastened from some kind of animal claw, which she places on the table with a sinister thunk. “The Wanderer of Moose River Plains.”

Each helix radiates tidal waves of unbound magic, but not the peat and salt of the unbound of our marsh. The unbound of somewhere else. Who the hell are these people?

“Unlike North Shore, the Fletchers make our home in many places,” Emmett says. “We’re a nomadic group of very powerful witches with a specific set of skills. We locate unbound Revenants and dispose of them, as you can see from these helixes.

“We received word of your Lady in the Gardner Museum and wanted to help before the murders began anew.” He nods to Ash. “Astute work, Ashley. You were quite clever to find her. Unfortunately, we were too late.”

“What happened to Connor and Rosemary cannot happen again,” the matriarch says. “We have reached an agreement with the Fletchers: They will use their resources to kill the Lady. Then, we will unmake the pocket dimension, and the coven will retrieve the paintings.”

“What’s in it for them?” I ask.

Emmett gestures at the helixes scattered across the table. “Relics from dead Revenants are powerful. But they would be nothing next to a shard of power given freely, a desire granted.”

“You’re after the Favor. The wish.” It’s not a question.

He nods. “We are. We will take the Favor. Then we will kill the Lady.”

“Our coven will receive the Gardner art, and, more importantly, our witchlings will be safe,” my grandmother finishes. I feel sick. I do not want to know what happens when Emmett receives his heart’s desire.

“Now that the binds on her prison are loose, it’s only a matter of time before she escapes,” Emmett says. “We must act fast to prevent further unnecessary tragedies.”

I bristle with the injustice of it all. I told them, I want to scream. I told them where I was going. They are the ones that hid this from me.

“So please,” Emmett says. “Sit.”

I look to my grandmother, and then my parents. They nod. I sit.

“If you’re after the Lady—” I start, but Emmett cuts in.

“Let’s call her by her real name,” he says. “Rowena, isn’t it?”

I flinch. It’s bad luck to name her, everyone knows that. Emmett reads my face and smiles. “Names are power, Maeve. We must turn her from a legend into something that can be destroyed, and naming her is the first step. She may be uncovened and unbound, but she was once a woman. Let’s start from the beginning. Ashley. How did you discover that the frames were enchanted?”

Ash tells the same story she told me: our ritual, the oil paint in her wounds, how she spent months searching for what it meant. “Eventually I got lucky; I ended up at the Gardner Museum and decided to examine the empty frames. That’s when I saw the sigils.”

She got lucky. Just like before, the words ring false, and this time I’m levelheaded enough to examine the thought. Ash doesn’t get lucky; she plans. And even if she did get a lucky break, she’d never dismiss the work that led her to it. I tune back in as she starts talking about how, when she tried to escape the Other Marsh, she met the snake. “It attacked me, dragged me down into the undermarsh. I was too weak to get out, and I could feel the place slowly eating me away. And then Maeve came along.”

I tell my part, shivering as I repeat what the Lady told me: that she was coming for every life on the marsh. As is her right.

My mother and the matriarch exchange glances, but they do not cut in.

Emmett nods, fingers steepled. “Go over it again, Maeve. How did you enter the frame? The best place to hunt Rowena would be in her own territory, away from collateral damage.”

“Are you asking why you couldn’t get inside?” I say, and when his lips tighten, I know that I’ve found a pressure point. “I don’t know. I didn’t cast anything.”

“If you’re keeping secrets for Hernandez, don’t.”

“I’m not.”

“Maeve, you should not be protecting that man,” my mother cuts in. She looks so hopeful at the prospect that I’ve cast again that I want to scream.

“I’m telling the truth—” I start, but I’m cut off as Ash stands. I’m surprised; being the confrontational one is usually my job.

“Excuse me,” Ash says, and for a split second, her voice twinges with power. But then it is gone, leaving me to wonder if I imagined it. “I think we’d both like to … process this,” she says. “We’ve told you all we know.”

“No,” the matriarch says. “I know you did not intend for this to happen. But to venture off on your own, to tamper with the Lady without coming forward to ask our guidance … it was beyond foolish. I’m glad you’re safe, but your actions have destroyed the lives of others. I cannot let that go unpunished. Ashley, to help the Fletchers decode the spell, we’ll be taking your spell book.”

Ash’s eyes go wide with horror.

“That’s not fair—” I protest. That spell book is her life’s work, stuffed to the brim with expertly crafted enchantments. It should be an annex to the coven grimoire, not in Emmett’s slimy hands.

“What’s not fair is what happened to Connor and Rosemary,” my grandmother snaps. “Do not make me Compel you.”

Shaking, Ash reaches into her coat and hands over a black notebook.

Emmett opens it, fanning out an encyclopedic number of pages before frowning. “This would be impressive,” he says. “If it were the real one.”

“Give it to him.” The command is practically a hiss; Ash visibly shrinks under the matriarch’s gaze. She reaches into her jacket with stiff, unwilling limbs and pulls out a small pink journal.

“Much better,” Emmett says, taking it.

The matriarch turns to me. “Maeve, we have been too lenient with you in the past year. No more. Unraveling the spell on the frames will require powerful casters. When it is time to cast, you will help.”

I feel my ribs constrict. “I—”

She cuts me off. “Do what you must to prepare. Until then, you will stay out of this investigation. Both of you.”

A muscle jumps in my jaw as the coven ties within me register the order. The marsh wind against the windowpanes sounds like laughter. I know without a doubt that if I am forced to cast something that big, I’ll slip and lose it all. That when I try to shake the unbound yellow out of my eyes, they won’t change back. That is, if I’m still human enough to register that they have changed at all.

“There is no room for anything but complete obedience from the two of you. Do you understand?” my grandmother asks. We nod. “Then you may go.”

I move like I’m in a trance, trying to wrap my mind around it all. Emmett, my grandmother, the Lady. How the matriarch and her council knew, how if they had just told me, none of this would have happened. Gabriel, ally one minute, runner the next.

My face still stings. Connor. Rosemary. What have we done?

I hesitate on the threshold. “They’re upstairs?”

My grandmother nods. “They have not awoken. We are not sure if they will.”

I can’t leave without seeing them. I shoot one last look at Emmett before turning towards the stairs, Ash in tow. We climb.

Dust motes speckle the air. From a room down the hallway, I hear the shallow breathing that comes when there are no tears left to cry. I feel a touch on my hand and find myself briefly linking pinkies with Ash, like we used to when we were kids.

They are in the third bedroom. Two small figures lying comatose. Brace-faced. Hair askew. Strangely gaunt, strangely pale. Connor and Rosemary.

Ash trembles beside me, and I know that she’s thinking back to when she entered the frames, trying to figure out if something could have gone wrong. My stomach turns. When I entered with Gabriel, I was panicky, sloppy, desperate. If someone is to blame for this, it’s me.

A mixture of helplessness and fury builds in me until I am shaking. Emmett, in my coven house. Surviving the Other Marsh to return to this, a confirmation that no matter how hard I try, my magic will always leave destruction in its wake.

We stand there for a long time. Eventually, Mrs. Miller enters the room, which we both take as our cue to leave. My parents catch us in the entryway as we are pulling my shoes on. Ash whispers that she’ll wait for me, then exits the Marsh House to give us some privacy. My father crushes me in a tight hug. “We were worried.”

My mother hugs me, and when we separate, there are little tears at the corner of her eyes. She holds me at length, and I can see the family legacy lining her face the same way it lines mine. And then she ruins the moment. “Maybe it’s for the best, Maeve. That you cast.”

Of course that’s what she’s thinking about. “The Fletchers are not good people, Mom.”

“It’s the matriarch’s call,” my mother says. “You’ve done enough.”

I look from her to my father and find only that impenetrable unified front. Something inside me splinters. I mutter something about sleep and showering and push out the door.

Ash is on the front porch, looking just as lost and furious as I feel. She’s in the middle of a conversation with Imani, who heads me off with “Don’t, Maeve.”

“Come on—”

“The matriarch knows what she’s doing,” Imani snaps with such ferocity that I take a step back. “You don’t get to tap out of the coven and then come back, screw up this badly, and expect me to fall at your feet and beg you to cast again like half the council. Even if I wanted to take your side, which I don’t, I wouldn’t. Weaver knows they wouldn’t let me just waltz back into the Marsh House. We don’t all have Granny’s unconditional love.”

It would have been better if she just hit me. “Love,” I echo, bitter.

A flicker of light. We turn towards the marsh just as the lantern flares to life. The marsh comes alive with birdsong, and suddenly I feel an unbound itch so strong that I want to tear open my skin and yank out every nerve as if they were marsh reeds.

“Get out of here,” Imani says, eyes on the light. “This isn’t your business anymore.”


[image: ]


Procession on a Road near Florence, Edgar Degas






[image: Fifteen]

WE COULD WAIT FOR ASH’S FAMILY ON THE PORCH, BUT BOTH of us want to get out of earshot of the Marsh House. Ash wraps her arms around herself as we walk down the long driveway.

“I never intended for any of this to happen,” she says, voice shaking.

“I know,” I say. “But, Ash—if someone messed up getting in, it was me.”

“You don’t know that,” Ash says.

I give her a look that says I don’t agree, but I don’t want to argue, either. “How did you really discover that the Gardner frames were spelled?” I ask instead. “And don’t tell me that you got lucky.”

She avoids my gaze. “Yeah. I lied about just … stumbling upon the Gardner frames. I went there because she asked me to.”

“What?”

“I’ve been dreaming of her ever since that night,” Ash says. “I think … when she grabbed me at our ritual, it created some connection between us. She speaks to me. The stories make her out to be some incoherent monster, but Maeve, she’s so human. She told me that she could sense a disturbance in the unbound, that something was coming for North Shore. Something bad. She said that if I found her and told the matriarch, she would give me enough power to protect the coven; I thought she was talking about her Favor. She couldn’t tell me where she was—I think that must have been part of the spell—but she fed me riddles and hints until I figured it out. But she made it sound like a bargain to protect the art, not imprisonment, I swear.”

I gape at her. “And you didn’t tell me?” I ask. “Tell anyone? Screw the legends and the Favor, she almost killed both of us, and you listened to her?”

“This is exactly why I didn’t tell you!” Ash says. “I knew you’d say—”

“That it was stupid and dangerous? Yeah!”

“I know what I’m doing. You haven’t been around, you haven’t seen how worried the coven has been. Small covens up north are falling; we need to be able to protect ourselves. Imani and the others are great, strong witches, but they’re not you. And you left.”

“And you ending up dead in an extra-dimensional marsh helps everyone, huh?” I snap. “The coven has ways of keeping itself safe that don’t involve you getting killed!”

“I’m not dead!” she yells. “I’m right here! I just wanted to help. And I thought … that if you signed up, we could do something big enough to make the coven forget about everything. Get you back.”

I have no words.

Ash lets out a strangled laugh. “And the worst part is, I think the threat she was talking about was the Fletchers. I think she could sense them coming for us, for her. I’m telling you, she’s smart, Maeve. And now they’re here, with the coven under their thumb.”

I place a hand on her shoulder. “We’ll figure it out,” I say, and I sound so much more solid than I feel. “But if you ever do something like this again, I swear—”

“I know,” she says, but her smile is tight, and I feel like I’ve said something wrong, even as she leans against my shoulder. “Thank you for coming.”

“Always,” I say. We’ve reached the end of the driveway. It’s only late afternoon, but the sun is already setting. “I can’t stop thinking about her,” I admit. “How she came at me, screaming about every life on the marsh, how it was her right to take them all. Do you have any idea what that means?”

Ash shakes her head. “I don’t know. But I don’t think she’ll stop with Rosemary and Connor. If the Fletchers go in, she’s going to kill them all. And when she kills someone, she takes their magic, Maeve.”

“And if she takes the Fletchers’ magic, she’ll be strong enough to escape,” I say. “And then she’ll come after all of us.”

“Exactly. We need to get the Fletchers out of here.”

But how? Before I can form a plan, a car pulls into the driveway. Ash’s mother tumbles out, tears streaming down her face. “Ashley—”

“I’ll come by yours tomorrow, first thing, OK?” Ash asks. “We need to figure something out.”

“We will,” I say. I hug her one last time, as if I could anchor her to the real world with a touch. Ash’s family spirits her away to their cozy house in Ipswich, and I take the train back to my apartment.

My place is, frankly, gross. My plants are wilted; the remnants of my last dinner are in the sink, covered in mold. I ignore the mess in favor of a shower. I am, after all, covered in a mixture of dried muck and my own blood. The water feels like peace. But the moment my thoughts clear, all I can think about is Connor and Rosemary, comatose in the Marsh House. How quiet they were. How still. Suddenly, I know that if I stay in here with my thoughts for too long, I’m going to have a complete breakdown.

I send several layers of grime down the drain and get out.

I pause before the mirror, tracing the scratches across my chest. I peel skin back from the wound and examine it at every angle, searching for signs of water reeds waiting to emerge from my flesh. I don’t find any. My mind replays the flurry of feathers as she cut into me. How I’d had the magic I am best at at my fingertips, and how all that skill dissolved inside my panic. The pain as the unbound twisted its way into my head.

I trace my eyes in the mirror, scanning for hints of unbound yellow. Revenant yellow. Ash seems so convinced that there could be a person inside the Lady, but Emmett doesn’t seem to have any qualms about hunting down Revenants. If I can’t remove my magic, if I go unbound, is that my fate? To hunt or be hunted myself for objects of power? I imagine Emmett with my marsh-ridden Revenant body at his feet. What would he take from me? The hair tie around my wrist? The BFF necklace Ash got me in middle school? A single yellow eye?

I clean the apartment and sleep fitfully, thrashing through dreams of water reeds and black birds with bloody orange feathers.

When Ash shows up the next morning, she looks as exhausted as I feel. She hands me an iced coffee—thank god—and immediately sinks into the couch. “I’ve been thinking,” she says. “We need to make the Fletchers leave before they let the Lady out and get us all killed. Maeve …”

I know what she’s going to say before she says it.

“If you became matriarch, you could order them to leave.”

Panic seizes my throat. Become matriarch after everything I’ve done? Attempt to channel the covening spell with my fractured, broken magic? “No. Even if I wanted to, my grandmother’s not stepping down until the solstice—”

“Issue a challenge,” Ash says, leaning forward. “Make it happen now. If any time calls for it—”

“No, Ash.”

“Maeve—”

“I said no,” I snap. I want so badly to tell Ash about the unbound, about what’s wrong with me, but how could I give her another problem when things are already so awful? How could I become just another thing she has to fix, right when she needs me the most? There will be plenty of time to come clean when this is all over. I can’t tell her now, I just can’t.

I shove my guilt aside and turn my focus to the real problem. “Isn’t there anything else we can do? A way to fix it?”

Ash hesitates. “Fix the spell?”

I latch on to the idea. “Think about it—we fix the spell, the Lady is locked away again. The coven doesn’t need the Fletchers anymore. The Fletchers get kicked off the marsh, and no one else gets hurt,” I say. “Can you fix it? Seal it back up, keep her inside?”

I watch Ash start to piece it together in her mind, then deflate. “They took my book,” she says. “All my research about the spell and the stolen paintings was in there.”

“So? We can research it again.”

Ash shakes her head. “It’s a crazy complex spell—each painting was selected for a specific purpose by the caster, and if we’re going to fix the spell, we can’t get that purpose wrong. Take The Storm on the Sea of Galilee. The thieves could have picked it for its connection to the ocean, because it’s Rembrandt’s only seascape. Or they could have picked it because Rembrandt painted himself on the boat with Jesus, and they made a thematic connection between Rembrandt in God’s company and a mortal witch trapping a Revenant like the Lady. If we try to re-create the spell using the wrong meaning, it won’t work. And both are valid and possible, since art is so subjective, which sucks extra. You know I love you, but you’re not an art buff, Maeve,” she says.

“Gabriel is,” I say.

“That guy that stole my broomstick after Emmett accused him of being a traitor?”

“He knew your note was talking about the Degas instantly. And he spent the whole trip taking notes on the Other Marsh.”

Ash hesitates, but the prospect that Gabriel has valuable intel is too good to resist. “Maybe he knows something,” she admits. “And even if he doesn’t, we can at least get my broomstick back. Did you get close enough to Scry him?”

“We were on the marsh for two days. There was no becoming close. There was only almost drowning and being attacked by birds. Besides, we can’t Scry someone who doesn’t want to be found. And he definitely doesn’t.”

She raises an eyebrow. “You Scry him. I’ll Scry my pin. Hopefully one of us will get it.”

“Ash—” I start, but she’s already moving to the floor, clearing off a section of laminate and drawing a circle in white chalk. Ash sits on the opposite end of the circle and holds a hand out to me. I balk.

“You’re going to have to cast sooner or later, or they’ll make you,” she says.

I bite my lip so hard I reopen my cut. She’s right. After what’s happened, the Hexionary—and my plans with it—are more important than ever. Whatever small part of me didn’t want to carve out my magic immediately jumps ship at the thought of casting for Emmett and his friends. At the thought of Rosemary and Connor comatose in the coven house.

But right now, the only way we can do anything to stop this is by finding Gabriel. I have to try. It’s a small spell. I should be able to tamp down the unbound inside me and handle it. Should.

I grit my teeth and sit down across from Ash. I rummage through my jacket pocket and take out the spell jar that once held a healing potion. I place it in the center. Ash doesn’t have anything; not even Ash needs a helix to find something that she made.

Together, we place our hands on the edge of the circle. Left, hers on top of mine. Right, mine on top of hers. Slowly, we start to move them.

I breathe in and think of Gabriel. Walking away from me across the marsh, deftly bandaging my arm, twisting an invisible pencil between his fingers as he thinks. Observing, always. The memories come easier and more vividly than I expected; I guess I was watching him more closely than I’d thought.

Likewise, I feel Ash’s energy rise as she calls to her pin, summoning every nick in the enamel and knot in the broom itself. All the late nights that went into the enchantment. How it felt like a part of the old me, even after That Night happened and I disappeared into myself. That I did not expect, and I know that she registers my surprise. But I don’t have time to ask her about it; the energy in the spell is building.

And as it does, so does my nervousness, my fear. Ash senses my hesitation. “Just don’t think about it, Maeve,” she says. Her voice is soothing, confident, and I think she truly believes what she’s saying. For Ash, screwups are like any other risk, any variable. But it’s easy to be objective when a mistake is a symbol in an equation and not something that keeps you up at night. Easy to ignore when you’re not at fault. Easy to say don’t think about it. Just don’t.

Easy.

My palms sweat, as my grip loosens. I feel the forbidden magic that I called, that knows me, circling me like a snake around a bird’s nest. It unhinges its jaws, salivates over the fact that every time I cast, my grip gets a little weaker, my eyes stay yellow for just a little longer.

My eyes. I jerk away because I don’t want Ash to sense it, don’t want her to know—

The spell jitters and fades, stalling out like a broken engine.

And then Ash does something that she’s never done before. She grabs hold of the spell, maneuvering the magic back into the pattern of the Scrying charm, towards her broomstick pin. I snatch my hands away, pulling myself out of the spell entirely, but Ash is already victorious.

“I know where he is,” she says. I am grateful that she doesn’t mention my panic, or how the spell twisted in my grasp like a fish trying to return to the ocean. She didn’t find out about the unbound stalking me, that I know; if she had, she’d already be trying to fix it. Good.

“Why is he hanging out at your job?” Ash asks, snapping me out of my thoughts.

I stand, swirling my coffee so that the ice cubes rattle against the cup. “Guess there’s only one way to find out.”
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IT IS NOT UNTIL I AM STANDING IN FRONT OF NORMAN’S Abnormal that I realize I have definitely been fired. I duck in, thanking every thread that binds my magic that my old manager is not on shift. Gabriel is sitting in a corner with a book on marsh birds, eyebrows knitted as if he is arguing with the text rather than reading it.

When he sees us, his eyes flick nervously to the window. He stands and walks into the shelves. We trail him through several twisty rows of books before he finally stops.

“We weren’t followed,” I say. “It’s just us.”

“Did you check for people or birds?” Gabriel asks.

“Birds?”

“There are red-winged blackbirds tailing me,” Gabriel says. “You haven’t noticed?”

“We’ve been a little busy,” Ash says. “You know, learning how you’re a dirty traitor who filled Maeve’s head with lies.”

Gabriel just shrugs, as if he figured.

“What are you doing here?” I ask.

“Didn’t get your number on the marsh, but I remembered this place from your T-shirt,” he says. “Figured I might run into you. I don’t care what deal Emmett struck with your matriarch about the Favor. The Fletchers are going to take your coven for everything you’ve got, including every single piece of that stolen art.”

“Emmett bargained for the Favor alone,” I say.

“Sure, he wants her Favor most,” Gabriel says. “But he wants the art, too. They’re treasure hunters; they scour the Northeast for powerful objects, which they take, or powerful Revenants, which they kill and get helixes from. I’ll assume he showed you the claw, the brooch, that whole routine.” I nod. He makes a face.

“But those objects were real. I felt them,” I say.

“Never said they didn’t kill the monsters,” Gabriel says. He walks through the shelves, searching for the place to return his book on birds. “They do, for a price. They talk big game about the danger, and before you know it, you’re paying with everything you’ve got—Grandma’s knucklebones, grave dirt from the home country, your coven grimoire.”

“He’s conned people out of grimoires?” I ask, horrified.

Gabriel shrugs. “They’re desperate. You know as well as I do that things are changing. Seasons, tides, storms. You’re a marsh coven, I don’t need to lecture you about people and climate change messing with the wilderness.”

Ash nods. “The world changes and the unbound changes with it,” she mutters. “And when the unbound shifts …” None of us need to finish her phrase. Our magic does too.

Gabriel crouches down and returns the bird book to its place on the shelf. The bookseller in me can’t help but appreciate it. “Some covens have the power and skill to adapt. Some don’t,” he says. “Spells work just a little bit worse, covening bonds weaken faster. Wards fail early. More and more witches get desperate, need power, go unbound.”

He leans back against the bookshelf. “And then there’s a Revenant at your door, and who shows up but Emmett, promising to make it all go away for the right price. Outright destroying covens isn’t his thing, but he’s very good at … destabilizing. Applying just the right amount of pressure in exactly the wrong place. Tensions are usually so high with Revenants around that it doesn’t take much. And should a coven fall, guess who’s in the rubble, collecting helixes. All this to say, I hope your coven’s a strong one. And if he gets his hand on that Favor …” He trails off, shaking his head. He turns to Ash, pulling the pin from his pocket. “I want to trade you the broomstick for your spell to get behind the frames.”

Ash gives me the smallest of nods, and I move, swiping for the pin. But where I expect my hand to meet metal, I feel only the brush of his fingertips as he whisks it out of my grasp, giving me a look that says, Really? I’m taken aback; am I that readable? Or was he just paying that close attention? I’m not sure which would be worse. I flex my hand at my side, as if that could erase the memory of brushing his skin.

“I got this broomstick fair and square,” he says. “We had a deal.”

“We made that deal before I found out that you lied to me—”

“I said I was uncovened, you just assumed—”

“Shut up, the two of you,” Ash says, cutting me off before I can retort. She turns to Gabriel. “Here’s the thing about my spell. We don’t have it. Emmett does.”

“Shit,” Gabriel says.

“We’re here for your help,” Ash says. “Emmett took all my research, and according to Maeve, you’re pretty knowledgeable when it comes to stolen Gardner art.”

“I dabble,” he says, crossing his arms.

“If you can help me figure what went wrong with the spell, I can fix it and lock the Lady back up before the Fletchers get themselves and my coven killed.”

To my surprise, Gabriel laughs. “I can solve that one for you.”

“What?”

“I went back to the museum yesterday. Figured the Fletchers would be too busy antagonizing you to be there. The frame of The Storm on the Sea? Totally messed up. I’m no spellsmith, but even I know when something is that broken. Symbols scratched, recarved, all that.”

“Was it like that when we went in?” I ask.

He gives me a look. “I don’t know. I was a little busy trying not to get stabbed at the time,” he says dryly. “But I’d bet my compass that Emmett hasn’t spent the weeks we were inside the frame spinning thread while he waited for us to come back.”

“Busted? How badly?” Ash asks.

Gabriel takes out his phone and scrolls through a couple photos. “This badly.”

Ash takes one look and curses. “Shit,” she says. “That complicates things. I thought we had just … warped something going in, thought that all we had to do was fix a crack in a door or a chink in the armor. But based on this picture? Emmett’s been actively trying to break the spell on The Storm on the Sea of Galilee to get in.”

“How bad is it?” I ask, peering over her shoulder the frame of Landcsape with an Obelisk with several gashes where its spell symbols must have been.

“It’s real bad. Like taking a sledgehammer to a load-bearing wall.”

So maybe Emmett, as much as either of us, weakened the frames and the spell. But at this point, does it matter? Ash and I still started it. We have to do something.

“But we can fix it, right?” I ask.

“I don’t know,” she admits. “If the spell on Storm is this messed up, it’s only a matter of time before she’s able to escape.”

I go cold. That can’t happen. But if we can’t fix The Storm on the Sea of Galilee—

“What if we had something else?” I ask. “What if we replaced it?”

Ash lets out a deranged laugh. “Oh yeah, let me just grab my spare Rembrandt—”

“That wouldn’t even work,” Gabriel says. “You’d have to know what the painting symbolized in the spell and find something that had enough power and the same meaning.”

“What did Storm mean, then?” I ask.

“My theory is that the spell has three main pillars,” Ash says, reaching into her jacket and pulling out a new notebook. She flips it open to where she’s started sketching out the spell, complete with pictures of the stolen art pasted on the pages. “One for each side of the picture frame that didn’t have the Lady’s etching. One pillar for the power to cast the Spell—”

“The Vermeer,” Gabriel says.

She nods. “Working idea, but yes,” she says, turning a page. “The other for the structure of the place—the Degas—”

“And the Flinck,” Gabriel adds, interested in spite of himself.

“Who’s explaining this, you or me?” she asks, but the look she gives him is grudgingly appreciative. “And a third side for what was stolen. At first, I thought it represented the stolen art, the treasure, but now I think it represents her.”

“You have six pieces of the stolen Gardner art left,” Gabriel observes. “What makes you think that the Lady was represented by The Storm on the Sea of Galilee?”

“Not just Storm,” Ash says. “All the Rembrandts. Think about it. A Lady and Gentleman in Black was x-rayed in the eighties, and they discovered that there was originally a child in the picture, but they were painted out. Literally erased,” Ash says. “And then you have The Storm on the Sea of Galilee—a seascape where Rembrandt included himself on the boat with Jesus Christ. Then Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, another self-portrait. In a way, I think taking the self-portraits is almost like taking him, which, if I were crafting the spell, I would link to stealing her. Locking the Lady away.”

Gabriel nods slowly. “I think you’re right.”

“And we don’t exactly have a Rembrandt self-portrait lying around,” Ash says, snapping her spell book shut. “Besides the one currently in the museum, which I don’t think they’re going to let us take.”

“What about a portrait of her?” I ask. “The paintings in the Other Marsh. The Marsh Triptych. They’re portraits of Rowena, right? One of them is in the matriarch’s office right now.”

Ash’s eyes go wide.

“You know,” I say, “I’ve heard that any piece of art can become a stolen piece of art if you try hard enough.”

Ash nods slowly. “They’re portraits of her. And they have to be important to the Lady, or they wouldn’t exist in the Other Marsh, would they?” she asks, barreling on without waiting for an answer. “I’d have to crunch the numbers—it’d be hard for any one painting to match the Rembrandt, but if we can get all three—the Marsh House, the seascape, the marshscape—it could work. We could do it. Replace The Storm on the Sea of Galilee, fix the spell, seal the Other Marsh up before the Fletchers can get in and anyone else gets hurt.”

“And if we can convince the coven that the Lady isn’t a threat anymore, they won’t need Emmett and his Fletchers, and they’ll get kicked out of our marsh,” I add.

Just like that, we have a direction to go in. I’m surprised to find that I’m actually smiling.

And then, of course, Gabriel brings it all crashing to a halt. “Who’s we?” he asks, eyes narrowed. “Last I checked, I agreed to nothing. And you need my notes.”

Ash narrows her eyes right back at him. “I could do it without them.”

“In a month or two, maybe,” he scoffs. “But based on Emmett’s progress messing up the frames, I don’t think you have that kind of time. I’d give it a week or two, tops, with the Lady getting stronger with every little bit of that spell that they break. Sounds like you need me, and I still haven’t heard a good reason why I should ally with you and a witch who won’t even use magic.”

“The Storm on the Sea of Galilee,” I say. The two turn to me, surprised. “When we replace it with the Marsh Triptych, we’ll retrieve it, right?”

Ash thinks for a second. “Yes,” she says. “If the spell works like I think it will, we’ll have to open a Port into the foundation of the Other Marsh. Someone will have to sneak into the painting’s location and swap them out. We’ll replace Storm with the Marsh Triptych, and we’ll take Storm out.”

Suddenly, Gabriel is paying attention.

“You help us lock up the Lady, you take the Rembrandt,” I say. “Everyone’s happy.”

But before Gabriel can agree, Ash interjects. “And why should we trust you?” she asks. “I don’t know if I want to work with someone who did something so bad even Emmett disowned him.”

Gabriel looks like he’s swallowed a lemon. “Like I said, I left them. I want that clear. But yes, I was a Fletcher,” he says. His hands are moving again, nervously twisting the broomstick pin.

“Joined up about a year ago, trying to make something of myself, get some power of my own, all that. You see how well that went. I stuck it out longer than I should have, thinking that it was going to get better. Emmett is good at convincing people of that.

“They’ve had their eye on North Shore and the Lady for a minute. Thirteen enchanted stolen works of art? Come on. But the real prize is her.” He shifts, uncomfortable. “Emmett … he’s obsessed with the unbound, and anything that comes close to taming it. We’ve faced a lot of Revenants, but none like the Lady. None as old as she is and still so … human. Still person-shaped, still speaking, making bargains. Before we even knew about the art, Emmett wanted her Favor. That wish. He’s after more than powerful helixes; he’s trying to find a way to harness the unbound. Use it himself.”

My eyes widen. Unbound me? Bad enough. Unbound Emmett, gold eyes and all that power at his fingertips? Everything about this just seems to get worse.

“By the time Emmett saw your post and realized where he could find the Lady, we’d already fallen out. A job went bad, and I couldn’t take it anymore. I left. I knew he was coming here, so I decided to beat him to the paintings. Finally get something to take home, payment for the year I spent as a treasure hunter. And if I can’t get all thirteen, I’ll take the one. So do we have a deal?” he asks, holding the broomstick pin out to Ash.

Ash and I exchange looks, a wordless conversation where I ask her if there’s any chance in hell that we can make this work, and she asks me if I trust him.

“Well?” Gabriel asks.

Ash takes the pin. She sticks her hand out. “We need to save our coven. You need a painting.”

I add mine on top of hers. “And we all need Emmett to fuck right off.”

Gabriel puts his hand in. “Looks like we have a deal.”

A muffled caw cuts through the silence. Too late, I realize that we’ve moved into view of a window. Four birds stare us down through the glass: three grackles and a single red-winged blackbird.

“Well,” Gabriel says. “This is going great so far.”
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WE SEPARATE OUTSIDE THE BOOKSTORE. “I HAVE TO GO HOME,” Ash says apologetically. “Family’s still not over the whole ‘missing for two weeks’ thing. But let’s meet tomorrow. Early.”

“My place,” I say. I give her a tight hug.

“You—be safe. Love you,” she says. Then she turns to Gabriel. “Mess with Maeve and I’ll curse you down to the molecular level.”

“Noted.”

She smiles. “Looking forward to working toge—” Before she can finish, Ash coughs, turning her head away and pulling something from her lips. For a stomach-twisting moment I think that it’s a marsh reed—but then she gives me a sheepish smile and says, “Hair.”

Ash heads towards the T, leaving me and Gabriel standing on the sidewalk outside of a closing bookstore. I shift, all too aware of how much smaller I must look against the backdrop of my coven and my crappy day job.

“Thanks,” I say finally, “for the warning about Emmett.”

He shrugs. “You got me out of the Other Marsh. Thought I’d tip you off, make us even.”

“I wasn’t keeping track,” I say. The idea that he’s been keeping count of all the times we’ve almost died seems laughable. “Figured it would all come out in the wash.”

He looks at me funny, and then his gaze flicks to a bird on a streetlamp above us. “Well, I’d better be going,” he says, hitching his bag on his shoulder.

“Where?” I ask.

Gabriel shrugs. “Somewhere,” he says, and I am not fooled for a moment by his show of being vague and mysterious. I give him a flat look. “I move around a lot, don’t want the Fletchers finding me. Been staying at motels, mostly.”

“You can crash, if you’d like,” I say, surprised to be offering even as the words tumble out of my mouth. “At my place. It’s technically North Shore territory, since I live there, so it’ll be harder for the Fletchers to try anything. Ash warded it for me, so it’s probably safer than … whatever you were planning.”

“Why are you being so nice?” he asks, suddenly suspicious.

I shrug, knowing that the real answer—that I don’t like the idea of him wandering the streets of Boston as the Fletchers take to the sky in pursuit—would sound too much like pity to be effective. “Consider that you getting captured would ruin the whole alliance thing we’ve got going on,” I say. “Besides, surviving giant birds only to get got by Emmett? That’d be kind of embarrassing, don’t you think?”

“Maybe a little,” he admits, a small smile tugging at his lips.

I head home, and he follows.

“I wasn’t lying about the White Mountains Coven,” he says as we enter my building. “It really is where I’m from. The first uncovening.”

“I did get the hiker vibe from you,” I say. “Not everyone brings a compass to an enchanted marsh.”

I unlock my apartment and gesture him in. My neighbor above is blasting music, and the sound is so normal that it almost tricks me into thinking that things are going to be OK.

I head straight to the cupboard and fumble around for something to eat, keeping tabs on Gabriel out of the corner of my eye. Once I’m not focusing on him, he relaxes slowly, taking in the living space with an attention to detail that makes me self-conscious.

I yank down some pasta and set water to boil.

“Uh, Maeve?”

I turn to see two grackles on the fire escape, watching us. They’re perched just outside, as if they want to come in but can’t.

“Looks like Ash’s wards work. But don’t worry,” I add, shooing them away from the window. “I’m practically a professional heron slayer at this point.”

“Don’t get cocky,” Gabriel mutters. “They could come back in numbers.”

“Please. As if we don’t also have numbers,” I say, uncapping the pasta sauce with a pop. “What?” I ask, answering his look. “Three is a number.” He rolls his eyes, but he almost looks pleased; I get the feeling it’s been a while since he’s been included in someone else’s numbers. “Besides, I could take ’em.”

“Oh, so you could take a whole flock? How many are we talking?”

I shrug. “I dunno, like, a hundred? As long as they’re normal sized, I don’t see why not—what, you don’t think I could?”

Gabriel scoffs. “A hundred?”

“It’s offensive that you have so little faith in me.”

“I’m just saying, if they could coordinate—”

The conversation devolves into the bird debate. If nothing else, we both agree that joking about the birds is miles better than the alternative, in which we stay up all night and watch the flock on my fire escape in terrified silence.

He asks to shower after dinner. I get it; now that I’m no longer starving, I’m all too aware of how gross I am. I listen to the water run and watch the grackles outside, daring them to try something. They don’t. The floor creaks behind me as Gabriel emerges. “No evil birds lurking in the bathroom?” I joke.

“Too soon,” he says. I make the mistake of looking over just as he yanks on a T-shirt; I catch a flash of his torso, how it slopes to accommodate the slight valley of a funnel chest.

He sees me looking. I flush, because of course I do. I raise my eyes to meet his, which somehow makes it worse. I mutter something about getting clean myself and push past him, shoving that interaction out of my mind to focus on our plan. By the time I’m out of the shower I’m actually feeling kind of good. Sure, putting Gabriel up isn’t ideal, but it’s short-term; we’ll have this fixed soon. I know we will.

I re-enter the living area and all my optimism vanishes.

Gabriel is sitting on the couch, waiting for me.

He is holding the Hexionary.

My chest tightens. “What are you doing with that?” I ask, voice strained in a way that conveys all the wrong things, which is to say all the truthful things, about how much I don’t want him holding it.

Suddenly I am all too aware that he is in my apartment, that everything he is surrounded by—from my dying plants to the furniture to the flavors of tea that I pick—reveals me to him. I feel hideously vulnerable. I stalk over to snatch the book, but he holds it out of my grasp, stretching back and away so that I end up poised over him on the couch with one arm extended. The only way I could reach forward and grab the book would be to close the distance between us and let our bodies touch.

We both know that I am absolutely not going to do that.

“I’m assuming the dog-eared page is yours,” he says.

“Give it back,” I say. It’s supposed to be a command, but it sounds more like a plea.

“No.” He moves forward, and I jerk away, placing enough space between us to allow me to breathe again. “I get that you’re supposed to be some great witch, Maeve, but even the best surgeons in the world don’t go around performing open-heart surgery on themselves,” Gabriel says, and I know that I was in the shower too long. He has read the spell in its entirety. He knows that I plan to break the binds between my magic and my soul.

“They would if they had to,” I say, and I am relieved that my voice comes out steady. “Give it. It’s none of your business.”

“If we’re going to be allies, it is my business. Seriously, what the hell?” he asks. “What are you doing with the darkest book of magic I’ve ever seen? It should be locked up in some coven library—” He realizes the truth halfway through saying it. “Oh. Maeve, what is going on with you?”

“I’m fine,” I say.

“Pretty sure that people who are fine don’t go around cutting out parts of their soul,” he says matter-of-factly. “What happened?”

I would rather sever every tie that binds me than tell Gabriel the truth right now. I bite down on my split lip, taste blood. “You already know. A spell blew up. Ash got hurt.”

I brace myself for the usual stuff, for the talk about power and responsibility and getting over it, but that doesn’t come.

“Ash seems fine to me,” he says. “You’re really going to do this to her?” There’s a tinge to his voice that I can’t place, almost as if he’s jealous.

“I’m doing it to me.”

“You know what I mean.”

I don’t answer.

“You think every person I’ve tried to heal has made it?” he asks. “Think every spell I’ve ever tried went perfectly and we all walked home?”

“It’s not the same,” I say, but there’s no bite to it.

“Isn’t it?” he asks. I search for an answer that doesn’t come. I have a hundred retorts about how I won’t go back to magic just to be a battery for someone else’s spells, but I’ve never prepared a defense for this. When it’s clear I’m not going to respond, he sighs. “Well, I’m sure torturing yourself about it will help.”

I fully expect Gabriel to keep the book, to give some speech about how it is he, not I, that knows what’s best for me, but he places it on the table between us.

“I’ve tried to find other ways to—get over it,” I say, voice halting. “But it’s impossible. This is the only way.”

“I’m just saying, if I had just traveled to an interdimensional marsh, I’d start rethinking what’s possible,” he says. “That’s all.”

I take the book and slowly slide it back into my jacket pocket.

Gabriel has already moved on, digging around in his bag for the map of the Other Marsh. “Now—we need to get down as many details as we can remember—”

For the rest of the evening, Gabriel grills me about the minutiae of the Other Marsh, from types of birds to megaflora, with side comments ranging from What do you mean, it just looked like grass? to Not bad attention to detail for someone who was dying of infection …

Finally, we call it a night. I hand Gabriel spare blankets for the couch and burrow into my own bed.

I stare at the ceiling and feign sleep, listening to the scratch of pencil on paper as Gabriel sketches. I tell myself that Gabriel has his own ends, his own reason for wanting a mega-powerful piece of stolen art. That he doesn’t know me, and I don’t know him. But there, at least, my conviction wavers. Maybe the Other Marsh isn’t one of those things you can go through with someone and come out strangers.

For once, I don’t feel the need to pore over the Hexionary. Maybe Gabriel is right. After all, the last few days have been full of impossible things. I know it’s stupid, but I let myself bask in the possibility that I can figure out a way to vanquish the unbound and fix my magic instead of excavating it.

I curl into my sheets. They smell like my laundry detergent, like home.
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I HAVE BARELY fallen asleep when I start to dream.

I am running through the marsh, feet bare and bloody.

Behind me, the unbound cracks the earth in two, a void of wild magic that obliterates everything in its wake. It rises behind me like the wind, whispering that it will wrap itself around me and take me away forever. But my legs are strong and my eyes are clear and I am breathing in through my nose and out my mouth and I can outrun anything.

Suddenly there is something in my path. I stagger to a halt; there is a body at my feet, face down, bleeding into the brackish water, blood dark like marsh water or marsh water dark like blood, I cannot tell.

I blink and the body is upturned, is Ash. I scream, sink to my knees, cradle her as the void of the unbound cuts through the marsh towards us.

Her eyes are the sick yellow of the unbound, like dying reeds in the fall. I scream at her to wake up, that we are out of the Other Marsh and a place can’t follow us to another place—

A voice in my ear: You have a lot to learn, Maeve of the marsh.

Ash’s head lolls backwards, hinging at a wide, deep cut across her throat. Reeds sprout from the wound, and when I look up, the marsh reeds are skyscraper tall around me and Ash is dead and the unbound is here, curling around the both of us—

I am yanked from her body. I tear away, fighting to get back to her—and suddenly I am awake and I realize that the person I am fighting is Gabriel.

“It’s a dream,” he says. “Maeve, it’s just a nightmare.”

I sit up, still half lost in the dream, scanning his face for confirmation that this is, in fact, the real world. His hands are gripping my shoulders, and I am suddenly aware of how close we are. Close enough that I can see the faint scar on his cheekbone, make out each individual eyelash.

But before I can say anything, there is a knock at my window. We both twist around, and then I am detangling myself from Gabriel and rushing to open it.

Ash, drenched in marsh water, is standing on my fire escape.
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ASH KNOCKS ON THE WINDOW SHEEPISHLY. I BLINK ONCE, TWICE, but Ash is here and real and Not a Dream. I drag her inside; someone on the street yells something about my friend being on drugs, and I wave into the early dawn sky in a feeble attempt to signal that all is well.

All is, in fact, not well.

“Ash, what happened?”

“Dreamed about the Other Marsh. Woke up here,” she says, shaking. Her eyes flick between me and Gabriel, still on my bed.

“I had a dream too,” I say.

“Three,” Gabriel says.

We exchange dreams, all of reeds and dark water. I leave out Ash’s dead body; I’m not brave enough to find out if our dreams had that in common or if it was something awful meant just for me. I know we’re all thinking the same thing: that we left the marsh, but it clearly hasn’t left us. For a split second, I think I see a corner of Ash’s lip quirk upwards in a very un-Ashlike way. But then I blink and it’s gone, just a trick of the light.

None of us wants to sleep. Ash showers, and we end up in the laundromat down the street, drinking coffee—black for Gabriel, because of course, and regular for Ash and me—while our clothes tumble dry.

Ash and Gabriel are quickly submerged in a mess of notes, spell diagrams, and pictures of the stolen artwork that have been Glamoured to look like chemistry homework. They’re trying to sort each piece of the Gardner art according to its part in the spell. Ash adds Chinese Gu to the Power section, underneath The Concert.

“It’s one of the oldest objects in the museum, it has to be there to ensure that the spell could hold forever—”

“What about the mazelike engraving on the bottom? Could that have stood for the halls of the Other Museum?” Gabriel counters. When they can’t reach an agreement, he pivots. “The Eagle Finial has to be one of the Power pieces. It was mounted on a flag from Napoleon’s Imperial Guard, that has to stand for some kind of protection against the Lady—”

They’re getting along like sea serpents and salt, bouncing craft ideas off each other with a rhythm that makes me wish I actually understood what they are talking about. Instead, I watch the laundry spin and toss a balled-up napkin from hand to hand in an attempt to quiet my mind. Specifically, to stop thinking about the unbound void chasing me through the marsh, or the cattail-ridden slit in Ash’s throat.

I catch Gabriel looking at me. My thoughts flash to the look on his face as he pulled me from my dream, the feeling of his hands on my shoulders. I look away, feigning extreme interest in what Ash is working on. She’s sketching a diagram of the Other Marsh spell, matching the pieces of stolen Gardner art to their role in the spell.
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I can tell she’s not entirely happy with it. She fidgets as she thinks, snapping her fingers to summon a small spark that runs from her bracelet to her fingertip and then extinguishes itself. “I’m still not sure where to place Chez Tortoni, but I think we’re on the right path,” she says.

“So will it work? Can we do it?” I ask.

“I think we can,” she says. “If we can reverse engineer this spell, I can craft something that will let us swap out Storm for the Marsh Triptych. The hard part will be finessing the Port so that we enter the Other Marsh at the foundation, the location of the stolen paintings.”

“Do you even know where the paintings are in the Other Marsh?” Gabriel asks.

“They have to be on the fourth floor,” Ash says. “Gardner’s apartment.”

“What about the Lady?” Gabriel asks. “What if she notices what we’re doing?”

“That’s the thing,” Ash says. “She might.” We all pause, registering the very real possibility of the Lady waiting for us on the other side of our spell. Ash fidgets nervously with the sleeves of her sweater, pulling them up over her palms. “We’ll only need seconds inside, but there is a risk. If you want out, now’s the time.”

“I’m still in,” I say.

“Me too,” Gabriel says.

“Good,” Ash says. “I’ll start working on the spell to swap out the paintings, but we’ll still need to get into the museum to cast it. Gabriel, can you cast another one of those hiding circles?” Gabriel nods, and Ash turns to me. “And we need someone to get the three Marsh Triptych paintings. Could you handle that?”

She says it hesitantly, as if she thinks I’m going to object, but I’m relieved to finally have something I can do. Sure, pulling this whole thing off won’t be easy, but it’s possible, and that’s all that matters. And I already know where the first painting is. “Consider the Marsh House painting got.”

“Now?” Ash asks.

“Like I’d want to go on a field trip to the museum with you two nerds,” I say, pushing off the counter and standing up.

“Be careful, Maeve,” Ash says, looking up at me with concern so genuine that I feel bad for ever thinking that something might be off with her.

“I will,” I say. She tosses me her broomstick pin, and I catch it. “Stay out of trouble,” I say. “Don’t talk too much shit about me while I’m gone.” To Gabriel, only half joking, I add, “And if you mess with her—”

“You’ll curse me to the molecular level, I know.”

“Nah,” I say, shrugging on my jacket. “That’s more Ash’s thing. I’d just beat you up.”

[image: ]

I FLY THE broomstick to North Shore and land just far enough away from the Marsh House to sneak up on it. I hide inside a small cluster of trees and finish my coffee as I watch the Fletchers’ cars in the driveway, waiting for them to leave. This should be simple. After all, it’s not like I’ve never stolen something from the matriarch’s office before. The other two paintings will be harder to track down, but I’ll deal with that later.

When the Fletchers finally leave, I’m surprised to see them joined by my grandmother and a selection of her council members. They drive off, doubtlessly heading to the museum. I shoot Ash and Gabriel a warning text and creep towards the house.

The Marsh House appears to be deserted. I slide open the back door and tiptoe through the parlor on mist-quiet feet. A lifetime of muscle memory guides me silently up the stairs.

To reach the office, I have to pass their room.

Rosemary and Connor lie with the stillness of death. I hover at the threshold but do not enter, like a vampire that hasn’t been invited inside. They are surrounded by spell jars, but nothing seems to have worked. It seems strangely unreal; these waxlike figures can’t be the children I saw at the equinox, bright and curious and alive. They smell like the marsh, like water reeds and wet, dark damp.

I hear footsteps. Imani’s, no one else walks so crisply. I dart down the hallway and duck into the matriarch’s office.

There it is. Above the desk, the small painting of the Marsh House. I taste salt and peat on the air as I step forward. My vision blurs, and I’m glad no one is here to see my eyes flicker yellow. I blink hard, shoving the unbound away.

I remove the painting from its hook. The Marsh House, rendered in brilliant detail. The girl peers out of an open window with watery-blue eyes, captured forever in this one moment. A bird is perched on the sill. Unlike the repeated, resized versions of this painting in the other marsh, this canvas is small, just a little larger than a postcard. The real painting’s frame is plain and simple. There is no nameplate titling the artwork Rowena.

I turn the painting over. The back is papered up, and there is a small epigraph:

The Marsh House of the North Shore Coven.

We are bound forever to the ones that we love.

Mason W. Orrem.

Below it is the Lady’s sigil: a crudely drawn, Puritan grave–style skull accompanied by two feathers. It is labeled The Order of the Feathered Skull.

“What are you doing?”

I jump about a foot in the air. Imani is in the doorway.

I look from Imani to the painting to the empty wall and then back again, knowing better than to lie, but not better enough to know what to say. Imani is more made up than usual, not a wrinkle in her outfit nor a strand of hair out of place. No chance that her desire to present as every inch the capable matriarch is not connected to Emmett’s arrival.

“I … need this,” I say awkwardly. “And, uh, I need you to keep quiet about it. Please.”

“Ties, Maeve, it’s like you can’t handle a week without being the center of attention.” She strides into the room, standing on the opposite side of the matriarch’s desk. Blocking my way out.

“I’m asking for this to be kept quiet, that’s the opposite—”

“I tell on you, you villainize me. The matriarchs find out I knew and kept it a secret, I get in trouble. I’m watching the kids today, by the way,” she says. “So their parents can get some rest. This is what I have to live with, Maeve. The consequences of your actions.”

“I’m trying to help. To seal the Lady away so that the coven can tell Emmett to pound sand.”

“You’ve been forbidden—”

“You can’t think that Emmett knows what’s best for the coven,” I say, desperate. “He’s going to break the spell and set her free! You didn’t hear the Lady saying that she was coming for all the lives on the marsh once she was out, Imani. Please. I’m trying to stop this.”

“Give it—”

“I always thought that one was nice.” We both freeze. Silhouetted in the doorway is Ms. Griswald, looking like an old Hollywood photograph come to life.

“Ms. Griswald, Matriarch Ryan isn’t in—” Imani starts.

“This is her, isn’t it?” I interrupt, nodding to the painting. “The Lady.”

“Is that really your question?” Griswald asks.

Once I think, the real question seems so obvious. Both the question and the answer, but I need to hear it anyway. “What coven did the Lady come from?” I ask.

“She was uncovened, everyone knows that,” Imani snaps.

“You have to be uncovened from somewhere,” I say. I look to Ms. Griswald. “She was from North Shore, wasn’t she?”

A smile flickers over her face, but when she opens her mouth to speak, no sound comes out. Her throat moves, as if she wants to say something but can’t.

“What’s stopping you from speaking?” Imani asks, and I know she, like I, has noticed the telltale signs of a Silencing Vow. “Did you promise something?”

The way Griswald ignores the question is as damning as if she’d said yes. “It’s a shame,” Griswald says instead, “how little respect young witchlings have for coven history. Tethers, it’s like you’ve never set foot in the coven graveyard before.” She shakes her head. “But then again, I always thought the two of you were wasted on each other. All that competition, and for what?” She scoffs, but her eyes never leave the painting. “When you see them, tell them I said hello.”

“Tell who?” Imani asks. My confusion is mirrored in her face, but any further questions are drowned out by the sound of tires crunching over gravel.

“They’re back—I’ve got to go,” I say. “Please don’t tell anyone I was here—you know Emmett is bad news—we’re trying to fix things, I swear—”

Imani looks from me to Ms. Griswald and then back again. “I’ll keep your secret if you help me figure out who enchanted her.”

“Deal,” I say. Imani’s price is a problem for future Maeve, right now I need to run.
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I FLEE OUT the back door and into the marsh, grey-green sky heavy overhead. But no amount of winter wind can chill me—I did it. I got the painting. We’re one step closer to locking up the Lady for good and getting rid of Emmett. And after all this is over … maybe Gabriel was right. Maybe if we can do this impossible thing, I can do another.

I crouch down among the reeds and examine the painting. The Lady looks up at me, frozen in oils. But something’s off; the backing feels uneven. I take out Emmett’s knife and slit it open. A single red-winged blackbird feather falls out.

I reach down and pick it up.

I know I fucked up the second I touch it. The unmistakable zing of a spell rushes through me and the world turns upside down. The last thing I hear before I fall face-first into the damp earth of the marsh is the alarm call of a grackle.

My vision flickers back on, and I know instantly that I am inside a spell.

I can taste the magic on my tongue, feel it pricking at my eyelids. I open my mouth to scream, but that is not what comes out.

I caw.

I am inside of a bird, wheeling over the Marsh House, looking downward at the blonde girl who would become the Lady. Rowena. She tracks the bird with pale eyes before spotting a figure approaching across the marsh. Rowena runs from the porch to greet a dark-haired white girl that moves like a reed in the wind. This girl shares the shape of her lips, the planes of her face. This has to be Rowena’s sister.

“Constance, watch!” Rowena says. She beckons upwards, and my bird whisks onto her forearm. I try to turn, to fly away, but I can’t move. I can only watch.

“You and your birds,” Constance says, but a smile is tugging up one corner of her lips and her dark eyes are shining with affection. She holds something out to her sister—the crude figure of a heron, woven from marsh grass. “Here.”

Rowena takes it with delight. “Connie, it’s so precious—here, I’ll summon another—” There is a flash of white and orange as a puffin appears out of nowhere. If I was human, I would have gasped. I’ve never seen birds wing through the unbound—even in the Other Marsh. If they came and went, they didn’t do it while I was watching.

“You can’t let the coven see, you’ll get in trouble—”

Rowena scoffs, pushing a tendril of yellow hair behind her ear. “They’re all so afraid of all the things they don’t understand.” She sighs. “I thought that he might be different, but …”

Her sister gapes at Rowena. “You told him?”

“I tried. He was … disagreeable,” Rowena says. Her voice takes on an air of scorn. “Though that didn’t stop him from proposing. He acted as if it was an honor, and not a choice. Told me to put my experimentations behind me and start acting the part of his bride. He wants my power, not my heart, but I suppose there are worse matches. I told him I wanted to think about it.”

“You can’t do it,” her sister says. “I don’t care if he’s the matriarch’s son—he’ll take you away from me, from the marsh. I overheard them, they’re planning to move southward, to seek out other wells of magic—”

Rowena dismisses the puffin, which arcs out to sea, and puts a hand on each side of her sister’s face. “I could never leave you,” she says, clutching Constance tightly, a universe of two. “I won’t. I promise. He is coming this evening to receive my answer. I’ll tell him no.”

Constance collapses into her sister’s arms and hugs her, jarring my red-winged blackbird into flight. It soars over the girls, and my vision stutters into a strange Other Sight that looks frighteningly familiar to what I see when I attempt to cast. Suddenly I am flying through a tunnel in the universe, through the space between spaces, only to emerge in a night sky above a small, dark house. Underneath me, a figure flees into the night.

My bird swoops downwards, through the chimney, where it lands on Rowena’s bloody fingers, outstretched to call the creature.

She is dying.

She lies on the floor, neck slit open in a clay-red smile, yellow hair crusted with blood, breaths wet and wrong. Blue eyes all but empty.

Constance opens the door and screams. It’s a raw, animal wail, a depthless grief; she clutches Rowena, desperate, whispering over and over that she should have returned earlier, that this was her fault. And worse: that Rowena said she would never leave her. That she knows Rowena is still here, that Rowena needs to come back, that she promised—

The earth rocks. The starlight gutters, the waves miss a beat before crashing onto shore. Reality suspends as the unbound swells around me and accepts a trade. A soul for feral magic. Marsh grass shoots through the floor of the house and twines around the girls, nest-like, as Rowena is reborn. She lifts a trembling hand to her sister’s face.

“I promised,” she whispers.

The vision stutters and stops. As a frozen Constance weeps, cradling Rowena against her chest, Rowena turns her head towards my bird. Her eyes finally look as hollow as they do in the Marsh Triptych paintings. Her slit throat gapes wide as her lips move, relaying a message that I know in my bones is for me.

There is still time. Make your wish before it is too late.

The feather falls from my limp hand and into the marsh. A beautiful feather, no, a perfect feather. I am back in my body, but I feel like I’ve lost something; the world is flatter than before, as if the bird could see another color that I can neither perceive nor hold in my memory.

And all around me, the peaty, salt-saturated unbound, begging me to reach out and grab it. From the spot where I’ve shoved it away into the farthest edges of my soul, it whispers a sickening truth: that I understand, that I would do the same thing Rowena did.

Because, well, haven’t I done that already?

The unbound presses against me, hungry. I pick myself up and run, away from the Marsh House and out of time.
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Eagle Finial, after Antoine-Denis Chaudet
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“HOW DID YOU DO IT?” GABRIEL ASKS, TWISTING THE feather in his fingers. We’re back at my apartment. Outside, the sky is the pitch black of early winter evening.

“I don’t know, OK?” I say. “I didn’t do it on purpose. Maybe you have to be on the marsh for it to work.”

Gabriel passes the feather to Ash. She takes it gingerly, but it is clear that she doesn’t see what I saw. I tell them everything, from Ms. Griswald under a spell to the murder on the marsh.

“She said that the Lady was from North Shore, Ash,” I say. “We were the ones to uncoven her.”

“For going unbound,” Ash says. “I understand the coven’s decision—but if Rowena was still in there somewhere, can you imagine how awful that would be? To go unbound because the matriarch’s son murdered you when you said no, and then to have your coven abandon you for it? No wonder she hates us.”

I swallow, uncomfortable. I reach into my pocket, taking out the first thing I can find. Emmett’s closed knife. I examine my eyes in its reflective surface. Brown, still. Satisfied, I toss the knife between my hands as I try to sort out a jumble of thoughts that Ash manages to summarize in a statement:

“It’s a pretty perfect feather, Maeve.”

“I know,” I say. A perfect feather. Of course! This is already hellish enough, why not drag up another thing from our past to make it even worse. Ash and me and perfect feathers. A dangerous mix. I pick up Ash’s drink from the table, which is still riddled with notes and spellsmithing diagrams, and take a sip. It’s my favorite, a lime rickey from that place back home that makes ’em good, with a whole lime inside. I drink, try to calm down. Fail.

“Feather?” Gabriel asks, confused.

“I thought you knew the story about the Lady’s Favor.” I offer the drink to Gabriel, who makes a face.

“I knew that there were legends about her offering a shard of her unbound power to whoever could find her,” he says. “Not this feather stuff.”

“The Lady does more than just steal magic and kill people,” Ash says. “Some call her Tideturner, Birdwatcher. There are stories of her helping lovers find each other, guiding ships into port, granting boons. Always for some price. And one says that if you give her the three most perfect feathers on the marsh …”

“She’ll give you her Favor,” I finish. “A shard of her power, a token imbued with her magic, strong enough to cast one spell. To grant the finder their deepest desire.” My mind strays to Ash and me and our not-perfect feathers on that night, about to ruin our lives. I toss the knife from hand to hand. It thwacks into my palm as the memories come flooding back. I snick out the blade, keep tossing. I want to crush the feather in my hand, ruin it, but I know that no amount of damage will change the fact that it is one of them: a perfect feather of legend.

The thought flashes through my mind before I can stop it: the three feathers gathered. The Lady’s favor earned. My deepest desire granted: my magic fixed. I crush the idea—I know better than to mess with Favors and Revenants!—but I can’t unthink it.

Too late, I realize that Gabriel has been watching all my thoughts flick across my face. I feel heat rise in my cheeks and look away.

Ash continues. “I’d bet my broomstick that there’s a feather inside the backing of each painting in the Marsh Triptych. Three paintings, three feathers, three memories. And the Lady’s Favor to the witch that gives her the set. But why these memories?”

“Maybe she wants someone to avenge her,” Gabriel says.

“That’ll be tough, seeing as the people who killed her have been dead for hundreds of years,” I say. “Besides, I doubt she’ll be in the wish-granting mood when we’re locking her back inside that marsh.”

“You’re right,” Ash says. “We should stick to the plan: fixing the Other Marsh spell. We can use the feathers as helixes in the spell—they’re tied to her, so they should work.”

“Worst case scenario, we screw up and they get absorbed,” I say. “The pull of the spell would probably just send them right into the Other Marsh.”

“We’re not going to screw up, and they’re not going to get absorbed,” Ash says. “I’m glad you found them; we’re going to need all the powerful helixes we can get.”

“If we can figure out the spell,” Gabriel mutters.

“When we figure out the spell,” Ash corrects. “I know we can’t use it, but I keep thinking about the self-portrait of Rembrandt that still hangs in the Gardner. That, and Napoleon’s flag.”

Gabriel gets it before I do. “The thieves tried to take the flag but failed,” he says. “Gave up and took the Eagle Finial from the top instead. They took the other self-portrait of Rembrandt off of the wall but didn’t take it with them, just left it there.”

“If they’d actually stolen both of those pieces, maybe the spell would have been stronger,” Ash says. “Strong enough that the Lady would have been locked away entirely, strong enough that she wouldn’t have been able to light lanterns on the marsh or haunt our dreams.” She sighs. “But they didn’t. And now we’re stuck here trying to fix this impossible spell—I’m still not sure where to place Chez Tortoni—”

“It’s been a frustrating day,” Gabriel admits. “What about the other Marsh Triptych paintings? Any clue where they are?”

I shake my head. I pick up the Marsh House painting, admiring the texture of the oils, the softness with which the painter captured the girl’s face. I flip the painting over.

The Marsh House of the North Shore Coven.

Mason W. Orrem.

Suddenly, I remember Ms. Griswald. When you see them, tell them I said hello. She had to be referring to the artist, right? “Maybe the painter knows something,” I say.

“That’s a good idea,” Ash says.

Gabriel reaches for the painting, unhooking a pair of reading glasses from his T-shirt to examine the signature on the back. “I don’t suppose either of you recognize the name? Or this Order of the Feathered Skull?”

“Never heard of ’em,” Ash says.

“I’ll start researching,” I say. “Maybe if we find the painter, they can tell us where the other two paintings in the Triptych are.”

“Actually, Maeve,” Ash says, “have you been working on your magic?”

I toss the knife, catch it again. “Not since we tried the Scrying,” I admit.

“This spell is wicked big. We’re going to need you.”

My mouth goes dry. Gabriel is watching me over his reading glasses, gauging my expression, and somehow that makes me feel worse. When I’d been entertaining the idea of fixing my magic instead of stripping it, it had always been in some far-off, after-we’ve-survived-the-marsh-monster kind of way. But what if Ash is right? That they really need me?

“There’s no other way,” Ash says softly. “I’ve done all my Casters Calc two times over, I know my math is right. Gabriel and I can’t do it on our own.” She gives me a strained smile. “Go big and go home, right?”

I don’t answer, mind racing. My thoughts skip from me and my broken magic to the Lady, young and human with a sister who loved her. Telling me to make my wish before it was too late.

The knife flashes from hand to hand. Snap, snap, snap.

I feel Gabriel’s eyes on me from the other end of the table. I meet them, only to shift my gaze away, uncomfortable to have him see me so fidgety, so obviously distressed.

I slide the knife back into my pocket, where my fingers drum. I don’t offer an explanation; he doesn’t need to know that sometimes, the only way I can think clearly is if I’m doing something else to distract all the parts of me that are anxious and unable to focus. Like a shark that will suffocate if it stops swimming.

I need a task. I’m not about to figure out the spell, but I can stop these two from starving to death while they do it. I call in our order at the pizza place down the street, hanging up just as a particularly strong gust of winter wind rattles the apartment.

“Sounds nasty,” Ash says. “Have fun picking up dinner out there.”

“You know, after saving you from an extra-dimensional marsh, the least you could do—”

“I’ll play you for it.” She takes my deck of mage’s cards from the coffee table, raising an eyebrow. Ash and her games of chance. She draws, holding a card with its back to me. “Guess the circle.” Where Stranded cards have suits, my mage’s deck has circles: Twines, Looms, and Knots.

“That’s a children’s game,” I groan, but I give in. “Twine.” Gabriel peers over Ash’s shoulder, a small smile creeping across his face as Ash flips the card over: the Crone of Knots. I’d guessed wrong. “Best two of three?” I ask.

Ash laughs. “Here, I’ll give you a choice: task or tell. Task is getting dinner, and for tell, hmmm, I think Gabriel should know how many of your plants were dead before you got sucked into a marsh for two weeks—”

I stand. “Fine, you win. I’ll see you in fifteen. And I’m not that bad,” I say, answering Gabriel’s question before he can ask it.

“She killed a snake plant once. That I warded—”

“It looked thirsty! And I’m going, OK?” I head out into the cold.
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WHEN I RETURN with the pizza, I’m surprised to find that they’re still at it.

“What?” Ash asks from behind a card. “We can’t do much until we get a closer look at the frame, anyway. Also, how else am I supposed to find out that Gabriel named his cat Captain Purr?”

“I was seven,” Gabriel says. He holds out a card to Ash. “Guess.”

I plop the pizza on the table. Ash considers her hand. “Looms,” she says. He flips the card. Serpent of Twines. “OK. Shoot.”

“What was the last big spell you crafted? Before this one,” he adds, gesturing at their notes.

Ash thinks for a moment. “Maeve and I were working on a Port spell, a while back,” she says, “but the last thing I did on my own was make this.” She flashes her bracelet and snaps her fingers, summoning a flame that sparks at the bangle before darting to her fingertip. “Got tired of forgetting to bring my lighter to spell circles, and instantaneous casts were always more Maeve’s thing than mine.”

If Gabriel is surprised that Ash needs an enchantment to summon a flame instead of doing it on her own, he doesn’t show it. He actually seems impressed. “Not bad. Good work-around for a ritual cast, too. You playing, Maeve?”

Before I can object, Ash deals me in. As she shuffles the cards, I catch sight of something on her wrist that almost looks like a new tattoo—but then her hands shift and it vanishes into her sweater sleeve. Before I can ask about it, she starts the game. “You ask him. Useless to play with you when I already know all your secrets.” My stomach twists. Not all of them.

I examine my cards. Across from me, Gabriel is attempting to deduce what circle I’ll play based on his own hand, likely devoting way too much thought to a simple question-and-answer game meant to help children form the bonds they need to become casting partners.

I pick a card. Three of Knots.

“Looms,” he guesses. I shake my head. I was hoping he’d get it right; now I have to think of something to ask. But it comes more easily than I thought.

“What are you drawing?”

It should be a harmless question, but he pauses. “Double or nothing,” he says, voice light. “I’ll bet a whole tale against a question of my own.”

Now I’m intrigued. “For your tale, I’m going to ask you why you left the Fletchers. Surely that’s not worth protecting your sketchbook over.”

He just shrugs and picks the challenge card from his hand. Ash leans over his shoulder to see.

“Knots,” I say. He flips the card to reveal the nine of Twines. The illustration features the inside of a witch, tendons twisting around bone and binding magic to her. Too late, I sense that I crossed some invisible line by asking about his book. That this question isn’t going to be about my first pet.

“If you had the Lady’s Favor, what would you wish for?”

My answer comes instantly: my magic back, unbroken and whole, as if that night never happened. To be strong and powerful and me again. But I can’t say that, not here, not now; it’s one thing to make wishes lying in bed in the dark, and quite another to examine them in daylight. Not to mention it will mean explaining everything to Ash—

I’ve already hesitated too long. “I’d wish for this whole mess with the Lady to be fixed, obviously.”

“That’s a cop-out answer,” Gabriel says.

“A million bucks,” I say, trying to keep my voice light.

“Aw, come on,” says Ash.

“I’d wish for the ability to take on a hundred birds, since apparently some people here don’t think I could,” I say, giving Gabriel a pointed look and setting the card back down.

“You don’t think she could?” asks Ash.

“No one could—” Gabriel starts, turning on her. “What, how many could you take?”

“I am a mastermind, not a fighter—”

Eventually, we transition from the bird debate back into our spell craft. I scour the internet for the painter while Ash and Gabriel plot, but I find nothing. Before I know it, Ash is getting up to leave.

When I hug her goodbye, she whispers in my ear: “We need you, Maeve.” I can’t find an answer. For a split second, as I breathe her in, I swear I’m breathing in the scent of the marsh. Then it’s gone, and Ash is heading home.
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I DREAM OF reeds and blood. This time, I wake from my nightmare first. On the couch, Gabriel is thrashing through his own bad dream. I touch a hand to his shoulder, and he jerks awake. Neither of us wants to go back to sleep, so I settle on the other end of the couch and throw on some D-grade horror movie. We watch it in silence.

Eventually, exhaustion wins. We fall asleep like that, or at least I do. I wake to find that Gabriel is already packing up the components of his hiding spell. “Ash and I are heading to the museum early today to check on the frame. Good luck trying to find the rest of the Triptych.”

“I’ll need it,” I mutter. And I do.

A competent witch would have tried to Scry the second painting using the first and the feather, but I head to the Boston Public Library instead. I slip into a hall marked Staff Only and from there into the restricted archives. A touch to the right book on the right shelf and a hidden door swings wide, welcoming me into the magical section of the library.

There are witch-only places like this scattered throughout the city—a pastry spot in the North End, a secret section of the aquarium for seadragons—but this one is by far my favorite.

I join the exhausted archivist types and magical graduate students, setting myself up in a carrel to search for the painter. I find nothing. Mason W. Orrem is a ghost. After several frustrating hours, I give up and attempt to search for lore on the Lady instead, sifting through the magical database for every legend about her that I can find. I read about her turning tides to unite lovers and sending birds to ravage the crops of rival covens, about her possessing enemies and leaving their bodies lifeless, empty shells. I find no mention of any paintings, nor of the Order of the Feathered Skull.

I start searching for anything I can find about the unbound of the Great Marsh region of northeastern Massachusetts. After all, the Lady is an exceptional Revenant—so old, so powerful, so enduring. What if that was less to do with her and more to do with the unbound magic here? I tell myself that my interest is entirely based in the Lady and has nothing to do with my own problems. It almost works.

I read further and further back in history of the region until I reach the colonizers, the witches that came with them from overseas, and the Native casters whose land they stole. As I read about the Pawtucket—the Native Americans who lived in the region—my eyes catch on the name Agawam. It’s a Western Abenaki word that refers to the area where Ipswitch is now. One translation is “beyond the marsh” or “the other side of the marsh.” My stomach twists; my mind instantly goes to the undermarsh. To the unbound. But that’s where the material in the archive stops.

I approach the spectacled witch behind the reference desk and ask if they have any records about the Pawtucket or Indigenous casters on North Shore, lying about a history project for the coven. He shakes his head. “Not here,” he says, “but there’s an Abenaki archivist at our sister archive in Burlington who acts as an Indigenous consultant for researchers; she has office hours tomorrow. I could probably Scry you in.”

I thank him, and he gives me a time to return.

I meet Ash and Gabriel back at the apartment for dinner only to find that they’ve been about as productive as I have.

“No luck?” I ask.

“Place is crawling with Fletchers,” Gabriel says. “They’re messing up all the other frames in the museum, not just Storm.”

“Carving out the spell symbols,” Ash says through a mouthful of pasta. “They’ve put a wicked-big Glamour on the frames, and they’ve managed to knock out the alarm system with magic. So the Gardner’s security is, of course, totally unaware that the Fletchers are scratching out the Port spell on each frame; I think they’re trying to close every gateway into the Other Marsh and focus on breaking into Storm.”

“Would that help?” I ask.

“That much magical pressure with just one entry and exit?” Ash asks. “Yeah. It’ll destabilize the whole Other Marsh. We might not have as much time as I’d hoped.”

“Chez Tortoni is ruining my life,” Gabriel mutters. “Not only are we having trouble placing it in the spell, but get this—the empty frame is there, in the Gardner, but it doesn’t have any markings on it. No spell.”

He hands over his phone, and I swipe though a series of close-up pictures. He’s right. Not a single marking. The next photo is the empty frame from a distance. It’s underneath a large, dark portrait of an unsmiling woman clad in black. Her portrait hangs heavy over the empty frame of Chez Tortoni, as if she’s smothering it.

“Manet’s mom,” Ash says in answer to my unasked query. “Painted in mourning for his dad.”

“Do you think Chez Tortoni is glad to be out from underneath her?” I joke, but Ash answers me seriously.

“No,” she says gently. “Manet famously loved his mother.”

I feel my face heat and switch gears. “So why do you think that it has no spell markings?”

“I have no idea,” Ash says. “During the heist, the thieves left all the other frames hanging in their spots on the wall—but they left Chez Tortoni’s empty frame on the security guard’s desk as a taunt. Maybe our thieves didn’t need this frame for the spell.”

“Maybe,” Gabriel says, but it doesn’t sound like he believes it.

“We’re going to figure this out,” Ash says, voice firm. Her eyes are far away, and I know who she’s thinking about. “We have to.”
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I’M BACK AT the archives the next morning, but the few leads I have go nowhere. Too soon, the day is half gone and it’s time to meet with the archivist. The attendant sits me down before a mirror in one of the private Scrying nooks. I fight to keep from fidgeting; I feel antsy. Desperate for anything useful, for any sign that I haven’t wasted two days of precious time.

The attendant activates the mirror, and the foggy reflection of a middle-aged Abenaki woman comes into focus. I catch a glimpse of grey eyes behind thick glasses and beaded earrings before a cat jumps into the frame, sitting down right in front of the mirror.

“Sorry!” the woman says, laughing. “Marie, will you—” There’s a rustle, and the cat is swept into the arms of a Native tween girl, who looks so similar to Laurel that I automatically assume she’s her daughter. She whisks it away into the background. The woman laughs again. “Sorry about that—I’m Laurel Baker, an archivist and assistant professor at the Burlington archives. I’m told you wanted to speak with me.”

“Yes—thank you for meeting so quickly,” I say.

“I was available,” she says with a wry smile that makes me think that the Native archivists don’t get called upon as much as they should. “I hear you’re interested in the Native casters on Cape Ann, and in Agawam.”

I nod. “Do you know if Native American casters had any legends about the unbound or its ability to create … unique Revenants?” I ask. “I’m doing some research on the Lady of the Fens and I’m trying to put her in context.”

“You would be talking about the Pawtucket,” she says. “Agawam was the name of their settlement in what is now the Castle Neck area of Ipswich.”

“So the name the other side of the marsh is literal, then,” I say, feeling foolish for instantly jumping to the unbound.

“Most likely,” she says. “But we might never know for sure. The Pawtucket people suffered two major genocides at the hands of the colonists and, as a direct result, don’t exist as an organized tribe today, though their descendants can be found among other Indigenous peoples in New England and Canada. Because of this, a lot of Pawtucket legends and magical practices have been lost.”

Her tone is matter-of-fact, but I get the sense that she’s not entirely buying my “research project” story. In the background, the young girl is playing with the cat. I can’t stop thinking about Connor.

“Let me ask you this, then,” I say. “The unbound differs from place to place, environment to environment, right? Do you think that the dark history of the Great Marsh could have made it … angrier? Evil? Made its Revenants … more?”

She turns behind her. “Marie, could you go feed Flicker, please?” Girl and cat vanish from view, but Laurel’s eyes remain on the place where they were playing for a moment before she turns back to me. Then: “I heard about the two children from your coven. You have my sincere wishes for a full recovery.”

I nod, throat thick. “Thank you,” I say. “I’m just trying to understand.”

“I don’t claim to be a scholar on the unbound,” she says.

“Your opinion, then,” I say. “Please.”

She sighs. “The official theory among my colleagues is that the unbound, like any environment, both shapes and is shaped by the individuals that live there. We’re all affected by the history and legacy of where we are, it seems unlikely to me that the unbound would be … untouched by those that call it home and what occurred there. But is it fair to say that the unbound near the Great Marsh is … what were your words? Evil? I don’t think so. I don’t think the unbound can be evil, in the same way that I don’t think that a hurricane can be evil.”

“But what about the Revenants?”

“Revenants exist at the intersection between the unbound and the caster, however much of them remains. You might be better off going to the source, looking at the nature of who your Lady was instead of the unbound that made her. Though when it comes to Revenants, separating myths from fact is never easy. I’m sorry that I’m not more helpful.”

I thank her, and she ends the spell. I sit in front of the blank mirror for a long time, replaying her words: Going to the source. I finally force myself to face what I’ve begun to suspect: that I won’t find answers here. There will be no story about a secret hiding place, no tale about how the Lady used to love Crane’s Beach, you should go look for the paintings there. Even if those stories exist, is it really worth wasting what little time I have left trying to find them when I could simply use magic?

I squeeze my hands into fists so tight that my fingernails indent my palm.

Connor and Rosemary are half dead. If me being afraid of my magic is all that’s standing between us and the spell being fixed, I have to try. Maybe Ash is right. Maybe if I can find a way to just … not freak out, I can do this. It’s like I thought before: Any competent witch would Scry the remaining paintings using the feather. Maybe it’s about time that I act like a competent witch.

I shoulder my bag and leave the archive behind.
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OUTSIDE, THE SUN casts long shadows on the ground. I leave the library and walk down Boylston Street, making for the Back Bay Fens. Any notion that I could cover a mile of city without being spotted is dispelled as two dark birds detach themselves from a lamppost, following me down the street and into the park.

I veer off the path, twisting through the trees until I find a secluded spot away from the prying eyes of park-goers. I brace myself, fear bubbling up in my chest. I have to try.

I sit and draw a circle in the dirt. I call to mind the Lady and her feathers. Where she would be hiding the next one. Where I could find my wish, if I could wish to be whole again.

I take all my research on the Lady from my bag and set it in the center of the circle. I place both hands on the ground, trying to anchor myself in the dirt underneath my fingertips as I start to Scry.

Magic swells around me, and for a moment, it feels right. Like sinking into cool water, like power, like peace. I feel the slightest pull towards the marsh. For a moment I’m doing it—

My thoughts flicker to Ash, broken. To Rosemary and Connor, comatose. All because of me.

The spell breaks, snaps like a twig in the forest, signaling the presence of foolish, easy prey. I’m suddenly wet, and when I look down my hands are wrist-deep in a pool of marsh water.

Rowena is staring up at me from inside of the pool with those cold blue eyes, red slit across her neck.

I try to jerk away, but a hand the color of a drowned tree reaches out of the water and grabs my wrist, pulling me down with uncanny strength until my nose is breaking the water. My senses fill with salt and peat as the unbound pricks at the gash in my defenses, slipping in. In my reflection, my eyes have gone that sick, birdlike yellow. Everything suddenly hurts, is too much all at once, even as I try to shove the magic away, to regain control.

Give up. A voice like waves on rocks. Or you won’t save them.

My vision flickers, and for a moment it’s all wrong—strange colors, the space between spaces superimposed over reality. My yellow eyes make out shapes in the water. Silhouettes past Rowena. I hear the echo of a child’s voice. Calling for someone, anyone.

“Rosemary?” I call. “Connor?”

Rowena yanks me down, pulling my head underwater. The sudden cold sends a shock through my entire body. I force my eyes open, only to be snared by Rowena’s cold blue gaze. Behind her, I dimly make out the same dark silhouettes in the distance. Is it just my imagination, or is one of them turned towards me? Rowena pulls me down again, harder. My knees scrape across the ground as she threatens to rip me from Boston and into the water entirely. Suddenly, I am overcome with the need to get out, get away. That I can’t do this. I shove backwards with all my might, my skin tears as I rip myself from Rowena’s grasp. I pull at everything inside me, use all the bound magic and willpower I have at my disposal to slam whatever godforsaken door I’d opened between us shut.

The next thing I know, I am lying on the ground, drenched in brackish water, lightly bleeding into the dirt.

I squeeze my eyes shut to block out that awful double-sight. I retch onto the ground. I’m consumed with the thought that this is it, I’m losing it, that I am about to rise as some other, awful thing. I take out the knife with trembling hands and set my sights on my arm, convinced for a moment that if I cut into myself, I would find not flesh and blood but a body stuffed with marsh reeds—

A caw pulls me from my purpose; I look up and realize that I am surrounded by a perfect circle of grackles. Red-winged blackbirds line the trees above, as if waiting to strike.

I blink hard once, twice, three times, and the otherworldly tint on my vision finally starts to fade. I let out a trembling sigh of relief that is quickly replaced by dread. The double-sight, the effects of the unbound, they’ve never stayed that long before. That was way too close. All my foolish hopes about wishes and impossible other solutions sour before the truth: that if I don’t strip my magic soon, I’m going to go unbound. I need to get the grave dirt and complete the spell in the Hexionary—

But Ash needs me to help seal up the Lady. Fingers of dread curls around my rib cage, and I turn to one of the grackles.

“I don’t have any more spells left, do I?” I whisper, leaving the rest unsaid. Before I go unbound. Before I completely lose it. I touch the liquid seeping from my eyes, my ears, and find blood mixed with brackish water.

The birds say nothing, but I know their answer. Yes. The unbound is going to consume me. I am going to become both destroyer and destroyed, unless I get my hands on that grave dirt and act fast.

I stand and run—and what is running but an invitation to chase? I flee the fens amidst a chorus of wings and caws, birds laughing. I’m desperate to get home, to find a room I can lock myself in, as if unbound magic can be stopped by something so ordinary as walls.

I attempt to clean the remaining blood from my face as I walk home, checking my reflection in store windows to make sure I got the worst of it. Maybe Ash and Gabriel won’t be back at my apartment yet. Maybe they won’t notice that I’m acting so spooked.

When I enter my apartment, that fear instantly vanishes and is replaced by something much, much worse. Gabriel and Ash are already here.

Ash is crying. She never cries. Never like this, leaning against Gabriel, who doesn’t seem to quite know what to do with her clutching him, tears streaming unchecked down her face.

“We called you,” Gabriel says. “You didn’t answer.”

“Rosemary woke up today without magic,” Ash says, swiping at her tears. “But Connor didn’t. He’s dead, Maeve.”
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IT FEELS LIKE I AM UNDERWATER. ASH AND GABRIEL ARE TALKING but I understand none of it; their syllables refuse to form words. My thoughts coalesce into one simple, brutal conclusion: that I caused this. I tried to summon my magic. I saw her, and an hour north, Connor died. I open my mouth to tell Ash what happened, but I can’t.

Telling Ash means admitting that I am broken in a way that makes it solid and real. Worse, there’s no way Ash will go through with our plan to reimprison the Lady if she thinks I’m going unbound. She’ll shift her problem-solving to me and let someone else deal with the Fletchers. For a moment, I consider getting higher powers involved. We could report the Fletchers to NECCO and surrender this whole fight to the grinding gears of bureaucracy. It’s a tempting thought, but even before it’s fully formed, I know it won’t work. By the time NECCO even notices our case, it will be far too late. The truth settles in my gut: We’re the only ones who can stop this before things get worse. If there’s any chance we can succeed, I have to see it through. I can’t sit by. Not after all the hurt I’ve caused.

“Connor’s ceremony is tomorrow,” Ash says. “Dawn.”

None of us knows what do to for the rest of the evening. Ash and Gabriel try to make progress on the spell and fail. Me? I can’t focus, can’t do anything but think myself in circles. I end up on the fire escape, staring down the birds that followed me here from the Back Bay Fens. I play with Emmett’s knife, daring them to have a go so I can stab them with it.

They don’t try me. They know better.

I can’t stop thinking about the last time I saw Connor, at the equinox ritual. Just days ago, at least for me. He was going to be such a good witch, and now he won’t get to become anything. And Rosemary, left to survive on her own. Me and my broken magic, leaving destruction wherever I go.

Ash pokes her head out of the window. “You OK?”

“Yeah.” I didn’t realize how much time had gone by. It’s dark.

She sits next to me. I lean my head on her shoulder. And I swear, I come so close to telling her then. But she speaks first.

“The Lady took Rosemary and Connor’s magic, Maeve. She’s only getting stronger.” I want to feel horror, but all I feel is numb. Ash lets out a sigh that turns into a sob partway though. “I really ruined everything, didn’t I?” she asks.

“Don’t say that,” I tell her. “You didn’t choose to dream of the Lady. I think the Fletchers would have come no matter what, and—Ash, if anyone messed up that spell, let her out, it was me.”

But Ash shakes her head. “Can we even be sure? I saw what the Fletchers did to the frame. And the Lady … she’s been biding her time and growing stronger for decades, trying to escape. If it was us, Emmett, the Lady, a mixture of all three, does it even matter? The damage is done.”

She lets out a shaky breath. “I just thought … that I could fix things. Save the coven. Bring you back.” She doesn’t say that if I had never messed up in the first place, this never would have happened, but I feel it anyway. “I think what I really wanted was to prove to everyone that we were strong enough. That I was strong enough.”

For a long moment, we stare at the birds perched just out of reach. And then I ask it. “How can you still want to cast with me? After everything?”

She looks at me like it’s obvious. “Because it’s you, Maeve.”

“I—”

“Magic is always risky. I mean yeah, obviously don’t go unbound”—she says it with a laugh, as if the idea is ridiculous—“but the thing I realized that night is that you can hide from it, or you can face it. And I’m not turning back.” When I don’t answer, she sighs. “You can’t choose whether or not you make mistakes, but if you’re lucky, you can choose who you make them with. And there’s not much you could do to stop being that person.”

What about going unbound? I think, but I don’t say it. At this point, it’s too late, anyway. We sit like that for a long while.

Finally, she stands. “I have to head home,” she says. For the first time, I notice how exhausted she looks. “Maeve—I know I’ve already said this, but everything would be so much easier if we could force Emmett to leave. You could issue a challenge, become matriarch, banish him. You have that power, I know it.”

I don’t answer; it’s the only way I can avoid disappointing her. As I hug her goodbye, my thoughts settle. No matter whose fault it is, I can’t risk something else happening because of me. The idea that I could fix things had been a fleeting, desperate fantasy, nothing more. The Hexionary weighs heavy in my pocket as I return to the apartment.

Inside, Gabriel is sitting at the table, glasses on, pencil twisting between his fingertips. His eyes linger on me in that seeing-too-much way of his.

“I heard you talking,” he says. “Would issuing a challenge really be that bad? I thought you wanted to be matriarch.”

“My magic—”

“Magic aside,” he cuts me off. “Do you?”

I hesitate. “I used to,” I say. “I liked the idea of channeling the covening, of stewarding the marsh, but … I’ve had so many decisions blow up in my face that I don’t know if I can choose right anymore. I can’t ask other people to get caught in that crossfire.” I throw my hands in the air, not sure how to articulate what I mean. That lately, it feels like any choice I make is wrong, just by virtue of me making it. The Hexionary was the first decision in forever that had felt right, and look how I’d waffled on that at the earliest opportunity. “I think I would have been good, before, but I don’t know if I’m that person anymore.”

And hell, I’m already in this deep, I might as well say the rest, too. “I don’t know if I could stomach it now. I’ve always been a bit of a brat, I guess. My grandmother and I would fight, and I’d get Compelled, and it was whatever. Just part of growing up. But … it’s been happening so frequently lately. And I hate it so much each time. I don’t know if I could do that to someone else.” I swallow. “Sometimes, I don’t think anyone should.”

“You’re sounding very uncovened right now, you know that?” Gabriel asks dryly.

I bristle. “North Shore is my home—”

“I meant it as a compliment,” he says. Then he pauses. “You tried to cast today, didn’t you?” He touches an earlobe, and when I mirror him, my finger comes away covered in a mixture of dried blood and brackish water. Shit. I missed a spot. “You should tell her,” he says.

“No,” I say, voice breaking. “I tried to cast, and I came back and Connor was dead.”

“You don’t know that they’re connected.”

It’s all too much—the pity in his voice, my racing thoughts, the possibility of a Contest. The inescapable future of being either Compeller or Compelled pales in the face of my decaying magic and how little time I have left. How much damage I have already done.

“I can’t,” I say, and I don’t know if I am talking about this discussion or fixing my magic or both.

I flee. Even when I am finished showering, I do not feel clean.
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I WAKE EARLY the next morning and dress quietly in the dark. I pull a long-unworn black dress out of my closet, cover it in a ceremonial robe. Spend too long in the bathroom, messing with makeup that feels like too much and too little all at once.

When I finally reemerge, Gabriel has made coffee. He slides me a cup and turns back to his notes, and I curse myself for being ready before Ash got here to pick me up. I take out the knife, tossing it from hand to hand, flicking the blade out. I see him looking and snap it shut.

“Emmett will be there,” Gabriel says, breaking the silence. “You should be careful of him.”

I raise an eyebrow. “A warning? If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you’d gone soft on me.” It’s meant to be a joke, but my voice just sounds hollow.

“On second thought, be as reckless as possible.” He makes a show of rolling his eyes, but I know he’s playing along for my benefit. I feel an unexpected rush of gratitude that he’s here, that I didn’t have to start my morning alone. “Seriously, though,” Gabriel says. “He’s good at manipulating people. He’ll tell you anything you want to hear.”

I nod. “Yeah. I know.”

“Are you going to be alright?” he asks.

I’m torn between being snarky and telling the truth: that I don’t know. My hand finds the familiar shape of the Hexionary in my pocket. At least at the funeral, I’ll be able to gather the grave dirt I need to strip my magic without rousing suspicion. I can’t delay anymore. I can’t waste time dreaming of impossible solutions, not when things could get so much worse. Before I can answer, Ash honks from below. We drive to the Marsh House in silence.

The marsh is covered in the thick mist of approaching morning. A heron raises its head, holding my gaze long enough to make me uncomfortable. I look away first.

Coven members are gathering in the graveyard. We make for them, and soon we are among headstones, ancient things that show their age in their paper-thinness, in the crudeness of the faded drawings. Skulls with lopsided mouths and triangular noses that would look childish if not for the years those unblinking eyes have seen.

We join the crowd. I feel my parents’ gazes on my back, but I keep my focus on the graves. We have headstones, but our dead are not buried beneath them.

My grandmother stands at the stone, one hand on the arm of Connor’s grieving mother. Next to her is Rosemary, a small, stiff figure. Her eyes meet mine, and I know instantly that she has been stripped of magic. She looks empty, other, hollow.

Before her is a small body wrapped in a burial shroud.

We stand with the assembled coven for an impossibly long moment before the matriarch speaks.

“The ties that bind our magic do not last forever,” my grandmother begins. “All that is bound within us must one day return to the wild magic from whence it came. As flax is woven into thread, we are once more woven into the fabric of those who came before us, and those who will come after. May Connor find rest with them. So the Weaver said, ‘Whenever you feel the wind on a dark night, that is but the threads of my magic caressing your face. Think of me then, for that is I.’ Join hands.”

We clasp. The marsh rises beneath us, soaking the burial shroud, which seems to wick water from it at an uncanny rate. There is no sound, not even wind, only the quiet sobs of Connor’s mother as her son’s body is reclaimed by the marsh. The reeds, at least, seem respectful, moving not with the bloodlust of the Other Marsh but with the steady touch of a parent gently leading a child inside.

He sinks beneath the surface. We hold on for one breath, two, as the spell dissipates, and then break the circle. Witches file towards the headstone, anointing it with hands and words and spell jars. I rest my hand on it, saying a silent prayer for the first time in a long time.

Ash seems to understand that I want a moment alone, because when she follows her cousins into the Marsh House for the reception, she doesn’t pressure me to join.

I weave through the cemetery. I find my great-grandmother’s grave and shove a handful of dirt into a small pouch. My final spell component. The pouch slides into the interior pocket of my jacket next to the Hexionary and my old spell book. The components seem to vibrate together, as if they know that the trio is finally complete.

I keep walking aimlessly, trying to quiet my head, but I can’t. My thoughts stray to the council members who probably spent last night weaving Glamours into legal documents, creating a magically falsified death certificate for some tragic yet normal cause; to the NECCO ambassador who will classify Connor’s death as another Revenant-based tragedy, another cautionary story for parents to tell their witchlings. I feel sick. What happened to Connor can’t happen again. I won’t let it. When I look up, I realize that I have left the coven graveyard. And that I am not alone.

Rosemary stands twenty yards away, staring down at the earth. She doesn’t look up as I approach. “I wish you greetings and helixes and many illustrious spells to come.”

The formal greeting is so un-tween that I pause. “What?”

She doesn’t answer, just looks at the ground by her feet.

“I’m sorry. About Connor,” I say softly.

“Me too,” she says. Her face has the slack of someone who has cried until nothing is left. “Do you believe it?” she asks. “That the burying ritual will keep his spirit from lingering? That he’ll move on?”

I swallow. This is not something that I am good at. “You know Connor,” I say. “He loved exploring. He’d journey into the unbound. He wouldn’t stay.”

“I almost wish he would,” she says.

“You can’t,” I say, half consoling, half warning. “You know you can’t.”

“I know,” she says. “I’m not stupid. I wouldn’t cast a spell to bind him here. He wouldn’t like that, anyway. He always liked to wander.” We are both quiet for a minute. Then: “I feel so hollow, without it,” she says. With a jolt, I realize that she is talking about her magic. “Sometimes, I wish I hadn’t answered when you called.”

“What?” I ask, but she doesn’t answer; her eyes are glued to the ground before her. I follow her gaze and freeze. A single square grave marker lies in the grass at Rosemary’s feet. Suddenly Ms. Griswald’s words come echoing back to me: It’s like you’ve never been in the coven graveyard before.

Carved on the stone is a crude image of a single feather.

“Rosemary! Ryan, what are you doing here, you’re upsetting her.”

I turn and find Imani rushing towards us, hood of her ceremonial cloak thrown back. She grabs Rosemary’s shoulder. “Rosemary, let’s get back to the house, alright? You’re still healing.”

“It’s like you’ve never been to the coven graveyard before,” I echo. Imani freezes. I stare at the stone by Rosemary’s feet, and I am certain that the second painting is in there. I can feel it, now that I focus: a strange density in the magic around us, like the place has a little extra gravity. Imani follows my gaze. “Do you think she wanted us to come here?” I whisper to Imani.

“We’re being watched,” Rosemary says softly.

She’s right. Tristan and Jess are sitting on the low rock wall at the entrance to the cemetery, observing us from afar.

“Back to the house. We don’t need Emmett’s goons getting interested in this spot,” Imani says, strong-arming Rosemary and me back through the graves. “Find me after.”

I nod.

“Act casual,” Imani says as we approach the cemetery entrance. “Give Rosemary another one of your hollow condolences.”

Rosemary’s lips twitch in what might, under other circumstances, have been a smile.

“I really am sorry,” I say.

“I know,” she says. And then we’re at the gate.

Tristan and Jess sit on the cemetery’s low rock wall. Tristan has his knife out, whittling something vaguely cylindrical as he watches witches pay their respects at Connor’s headstone. Jess has her eyes on the horizon. They’re glazed over, as if she’s mourning someone else.

“Just a warning, Maeve,” Tristan says as we pass. I stop; Imani continues on with Rosemary, throwing a concerned look over her shoulder. “I wouldn’t play with Hernandez,” he says. “He’s in the habit of killing his friends.”

Gabriel’s words echo across my mind: You think every person I’ve tried to heal has made it?

“He didn’t even come to Lou’s funeral,” Jess says, a hand going to the claw strung around her neck. “He used it as a chance to disappear.”

“First he let Lou die, then he ran,” Tristan says.

Jess shifts her gaze to me. “He’s good at telling you what you want to hear. You know why I joined up?” she asks. “My aunt went unbound, turned Revenant a few years back. For the longest time, I desperately wanted to believe that there were still people inside those … things. Most of the Fletchers called me crazy, but Gabriel agreed with me, kept me believing it long after I should have realized the truth. Now I know better.”

Tristan puts a hand on her shoulder. “Just dark gods. Nothing human left.”

“No, there isn’t.” Her voice is cold. Certain.

“We were supposed to be in it together. A family,” Tristan says to me. “Now we’re here, and where is he? Gone. We just thought you should know that the only person he’s good at looking after is himself.”

“You’ll forgive me if I don’t take advice from someone who tried to kill me in a museum,” I deadpan, but inside I’m scrambling for a better defense.

“You’re not the exception,” Tristan says. “You’re just part of the pattern.”

I’m about to reply with something needlessly antagonistic when Emmett arrives.

He appears behind me as if he, too, were just out for a casual walk on the burying ground. “May I borrow Maeve?”

I want to scream. “I’m OK, actually,” I say instead. “I was just heading inside.”

“I’ll accompany you,” Emmett says. I curse inwardly; I need to find Imani after all this, so I can’t bolt. Reluctantly, I let him steer me towards the Marsh House.

“You don’t look well.”

“We’re at a funeral.”

“I am sorry for your loss. The passage of a loved one into the unbound is … never easy,” he says as we enter the Marsh House. I am shocked to feel like he means it.

In the gathering room, the coven celebrates death, talking and spell-weaving memories of Connor into brightly colored jars. Emmett walks past them and towards the stairs. I follow.

We climb upwards. “Thanks to your friend’s research, we’re very close to breaking into Rowena’s frame and retrieving the artwork and her Favor. We have our best spellsmiths working on it. But a smith and a caster are not the same.”

We pass the second floor and ascend towards the turret. “I think we could accomplish a lot together,” Emmett says as we climb. “I would like us to be friends.”

We reach the turret and step into the small room, bathed in the grey winter half-light. I’m surprised by how young Emmett looks in the daylight; he has to be early thirties, tops.

“I’ll admit, before the Gardner, I hadn’t thought about the Stranded as a source of power—I’d always thought their small magic beneath me. But I don’t mind being proven wrong,” he says. “All the power in those paintings, primed by them. What a gift. And what a waste that so many objects of theirs are out of our hands, stuck in museums instead of being used.”

He twists a ring on his finger as he speaks, drawing my eye to the movement. Now that we’re alone, I realize that something is off about Emmett. He reeks of magic, radiating it in a way that I have never felt from anyone, not even Imani. He notices me noticing.

“You really are as good as they say you are,” he says. He turns his hand over, rings catching in the light. “These two, we pulled off of a Revenant in the Berkshires. They’re quite useful little batteries; right now, they can store more magic than an entire casting circle could produce in a week. And this one is extra special,” he says, taking a small silver ring off his pinky. “It’s not cursed, just old,” he says. “It was my grandmother’s.”

Emmett is not acting resentful, or afraid, or suspicious that I may have had a hand in Connor’s death. He is speaking to me as if I am a peer. And I hate that, in this moment, it’s nice.

But not nice enough. “I won’t cast for you,” I say.

Emmett holds the ring out to me. This, I understand. A game of chicken. I take it. It feels jittery, like the Other Marsh. I get a hint of cold mountain air and pine, and then … something else. The briefest echo of a choice—for a moment, I swear a shadow on the wall flickers into the shape of a figure. The hairs on my arm stand on end; something about this is wrong.

“My father died when I was young. My grandparents spent their entire life looking for him after he passed away,” Emmett says as I stare at the ring in horror. “My grandmother believed that it was possible to reach into the unbound and pull out a soul—or at least to keep one from fading entirely. And as she searched, I learned that the unbound was something not to be feared, but to be respected. To be tamed.”

I return the ring, trying to keep my voice light. “Well, when you meet the Lady, you can ask how well taming the unbound is going for her.”

He laughs, returning it to his pinky. “Oh, we’ll kill her, don’t worry about that. I think I’ll store her magic in this one,” he says, tapping a fourth ring. “Centuries of lives stolen on the marsh are quite the prize. I’m excited to learn her secrets, how she severs their bindings.”

For a sick second, my mind goes to the Hexionary. Emmett leans on the rail, surveying the marsh, and it’s like he can read my thoughts. “Just because we have not yet managed to tether the unbound, doesn’t mean we can’t,” he says. “My grandmother believed it could be done. She didn’t figure it out in time to tether my father, but when my grandfather died, she taught me how to keep him. And when she passed, she promised to stay with me. Tethering her spirit to the second ring was the easiest spell I’ve ever done.”

My jaw drops; there’s no room for subtlety here. “If you’ve created a ghost—you can’t do that, it’s not right—”

I am reeling. Emmett has bound ghosts by his side. Has messed with the most obvious rule of nature: that those who die should stay dead, that their spirits should join the unbound. This is so much sicker than killing Revenants.

“So you see, I know the difference between power taken and power willingly given. The helixes I have retrieved from Revenant corpses are but a fraction of what the Favor will possess,” he says. “My matriarch reacted … poorly when she found out about my studies, about my grandparents.” He twists his ring, and the shadows on the wall once more jerk into all-too-human shapes. I can’t look away; I’m frozen in place by the sheer horror of it all.

He pulls back from the rail to look at me, and I wish I could find falsehood or malice in his face, but I can’t. Somehow, that’s worse. “They fear what they do not understand. They cast me out, but they’ll pay. One day, I’ll return for what is mine, stronger than they could possibly imagine.

“My grandmother was a seer. Told me I was destined to rule over the unbound. Not just gathering power from Revenants, but wielding the real thing. She knew this expectation would be a burden, but she also knew that it would mold me into the witch I needed to become. I would think that you of all people would understand.”

To my horror, I find that I do.

“She taught me to look beyond what everyone else thought were limits; I was just a normal witch until she opened my eyes to the extraordinary. That is what true power does, Maeve. It transforms. It reveals.”

His eyes shift to the horizon. “When the thieves stole the paintings from the Gardner, they did not just take the art, they changed it forever,” Emmett says. “Imagine walking past The Rape of Europa to steal an unfinished sketch. An unremarkable finial. A minuscule self-portrait. All far less valuable than many things left behind. And yet, by being stolen, they are made more valuable. Most people can’t name a single piece currently in the Gardner, but everyone knows the Rembrandts because they are gone. The thieves upended the museum’s narrative and said no. These are the ones that matter. In stealing them, they forced the world to see the paintings as they did. To bend to their will, their design. That is power, Maeve.”

He gives me a wry smile. “People rarely recognize greatness when it is before them; when Vermeer was alive, few outside of his hometown knew who he was, yet now he’s one of the great masters. Unlike him, I plan to be recognized long before I die.”

I am desperately trying to process it all, but before I can wrestle my thoughts into a good response, Emmett continues. “I see so much potential in you.” I want to run even as part of me pulls forward, even as I scan Emmett’s face and realize that he believes what he’s saying. It has been so long since someone thought I had potential. “Most people wouldn’t have the guts to push magic the way you and Ashley did. It should be commended, not shamed.”

On the railing, my knuckles have gone white. Emmett puts his hand over mine, and I shock myself by not moving away.

“Anyone who does not understand sacrifice does not understand magic. Helixes disappear, absorbed into a spell. People get hurt. Die. That is not by mistake, but by design.” He leans closer. “Don’t you think it’s time you did something more than pretend?” he asks. “I’m a scholar of the unbound, Maeve. You really don’t think I can recognize the signs?”

I snatch my hand away, but it is too late. Emmett knows.

“You’re wrong,” I say.

“How much time do you have left?” Emmett asks. “How much magic can you use before you lose yourself? Or did you use the last of it stealing Rosemary back from Rowena?”

He thinks I did that? My mind flashes back to the silhouettes in the water, the absolute terror I’d felt as I fled. If I’d stayed longer, would Connor still be alive? Or would I have lost myself completely?

“You can’t hide from what you’ve done,” Emmett says. “We could help you, Maeve.”

Help. I want so badly to run, but I am anchored in place by the possibility that he is telling the truth.

“I’ve fought Revenants before and won. Many times. The stories say that they are inhuman and feral, twisted to unnatural forms, but in reality? They’re just desperate people.”

Desperate people that Emmett has no problem killing. But in the place where Ash or Imani or some better witch would have a clever rebuke, I have nothing except for my own warring thoughts. This would be so much easier if I thought Emmett was simply being manipulative, but it’s clear that he truly believes, on some level, that he could help me. And maybe he’s right. The Fletchers probably could help me fix my fractured magic. But would it be worth it?

Emmett sees my hesitation and leans closer. “We could fix you. All we ask for in return is your unique insight. After all, you are the current authority on feathers and Favors and wishes.”

Feathers and Favors and wishes. It feels like my blood has turned to cement.

“I think we’d both be wishing for the same thing,” Emmett says. “Think about it: all that power, and a sound mind. All we have to do is be clever enough to best her.”

Clever enough to best her. Ash is the clever one, the one who crafted our spell in the first place. She should be here, being wooed into taming the unbound, not me. But no, of course I’m the one Emmett thinks is worth persuading. Suddenly I am so angry that I forget to be afraid.

“I’m not. Helping. You.”

Emmett’s face sours. “I was hoping we could reach an agreement,” he says. “If matriarch is what you want, that can be arranged. Of course, if you’d rather be the one receiving orders, that can be arranged, too.”

The thought makes me nauseous. “You made an alliance with North Shore—”

“Alliances shift,” he says simply. “I’m beginning to suspect that your matriarch may be keeping something from me. Your coven can have their secrets, but I will not allow anything to impede my progress. I refuse to come this close and fail.” His eyes flash in the half-light. “If we aren’t behind the frames by new moon, I will call Contest for matriarch. Should you and Ashley help me willingly, we could easily break the spell in time. But if not …”

I grapple for words that do not come, reeling with the possibility of Emmett challenging for matriarch. Not because he’s a man—it’s been generations since witches restricted coven leadership by gender—but because he’s an outsider. Outsider challenges are rarely made and even more rarely won; the magic of the place, of the covening, is usually so strong that non-coven members don’t stand a chance. But Emmett, with his collection of powerful helixes and those twisted shadows …

“That’s the difference between you and me, Maeve: I’m not afraid to use what I have to get what I want,” Emmett says when I do not answer. “Help me now or help me later, your choice. In three days, I’ll be either behind those frames or in control of this coven. And then you’ll be following my orders.”

I back away from him, then turn and run, his threat chasing after me on the wind. Feathers and wishes. Emmett, on his quest to tame the unbound. And worse: the grave marker, and my certainty that a second painting is beneath it. And if the second painting hides a second perfect feather …

Maybe Emmett is right and the Fletchers could fix me. But what’s the point of being fixed if I can’t live with myself afterwards? If it means I have to take orders from Emmett?

The answer to that, at least, is clear.

I rush through the Marsh House and out the door, only to run smack into Imani on the porch.

“You two looked like you were having quite the conversation,” she says.

Ash pushes through the door behind me; I guess I wasn’t exactly being subtle as I fled. “Are you OK?” she asks. “What did he want?” She’s concerned, yes, but her voice has an edge to it, as if she resents getting the information secondhand.

“He’s coming for the matriarchy,” I tell them. “If he’s not behind the frame in three days, he’s issuing a challenge.” I lock eyes with Imani. “And he’s not going to play fair at the Contest. Count on that.”

Ash lets out a hiss through her teeth. “Three days. Fuck.”

“Can we do it?” I ask her.

“It’ll be tight, but … we have to. If he takes the coven, takes us, we’ll be so, so screwed.”

Imani’s lips go tight, and her gaze flashes first to the gravesite, and then to me. And I know that she believes me about Emmett. That she probably already suspected, already knew.

“And to think I was going to corner you to ask why Rosemary woke up saying your name,” she mutters.

“I’ll tell you anything you want if you help me rob a grave,” I say.

She nods. “Tonight. Seems about time that we both brushed up on coven history.”
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FOR ONCE, I DON’T MIND THE LONG TRIP HOME. I WRESTLE MY thoughts across various forms of public transit: Emmett and his tethered spirits, offering to fix me for the low, low price of setting a Revenant loose on my coven. Rosemary, stripped of magic, Connor, gone. How long it’s been since the Marsh House felt like home. How if Emmett takes North Shore, it won’t be home at all. I climb the stairs with nails digging into my palms, repeating over and over in my head that we can finish the spell in time. We have to. We need to keep Emmett’s grubby hands off of the coven and a torrent of unbound magic alike.

When I enter the apartment, Gabriel is alone, casting. I hesitate in the doorway, feeling his magic swell in the small room. I should make a noise, alert him to my presence before the spell grows strong enough that I get caught in whatever memory he is channeling to cast it.

Tristan’s voice echoes in my mind: You’re not an exception. You’re part of the pattern. That can’t be true, can it?

His eyes flick underneath closed lids, and my gaze moves to where his upturned hands rest on his knees, balanced where a partner would take them. His fingertips are smudged with graphite. I have a sudden memory of them on my shoulder, rousing me from a nightmare. But as I watch him, I realize that he’s not casting a healing spell. No, it’s something else, something … worse. A curled piece of paper lies in the circle before him, along with a lock of his own hair and strands of twine, bent in a way that tells me they once formed a single strand of rope.

I lean forward, and a board creaks under my foot.

He cracks an eye open. “You know it’s rude to stare,” he says, swiping up his spell components. Heat creeps into my cheeks. “Ash texted me. Three days before Emmett comes for your matriarchy, huh?”

“Yeah,” I say. “Learned all kinds of things at the cemetery today. Tristan told me about your friend.”

Gabriel lets out a breath and stands, wiping away the chalk circle. “I thought he might,” he says. “He took it hardest of all of us. Does Jess still wear the …” He gestures at his neck. The claw. I nod. He sighs. “Lou was a good guy. We were friends. By the time I got to him, it was too late. They blamed me, I get it, you have to blame someone. And Emmett just … acted like it was a tragic sacrifice he was willing to make.”

“They said you missed his funeral ceremony.”

“I had to. It was too good of a chance to slip away,” Gabriel says as he tucks spell components back into his bag. “Most Fletchers come looking for answers and end up staying, whether or not they find them. Emmett’s good at keeping people around, convincing them that he’s their family, that no one else will be able to understand them like he can. Especially if they are someone he thinks will be useful. The four of us were so convinced that we were going to be different, that we’d actually get out and go home once we got what we joined up for. Tristan would go back to his coven and slay the Revenant plaguing it; Jess would get the answers she needed. One, two years, then out. We thought we were so smart. We fell for it anyway.”

“You got out,” I say.

He gives me a look. “Did I?” he asks, sitting back on the couch and gesturing at my apartment. “Lou’s dead, and now Emmett’s got his claws in them real good.” He shakes his head. “We went through so much together; I guess I thought it would be enough. I’d already started to feel like it was time to leave, but after Lou died … I couldn’t stay.”

“I’m sorry,” I say, words inadequate. Suddenly I feel so stupid for how I’d acted. Like I owned all the pain in the universe, when there’s more than enough to go around.

“It is what it is,” he says. “Nothing to do about it now but keep on living.”

“How?” I ask, knowing too well what I’m really asking: how he went on after failing a friend, failing at the thing that he was supposed to be good at.

He just shrugs.

“Do you ever miss it?” I ask. “Casting with a partner. Being covened.”

He blinks once, long and slow, and I get the feeling that he’s debating whether or not to lie. “I’m better off on my own,” he says finally. “Don’t have to worry about anyone else.”

“You mean that you don’t have to trust anyone else.”

He raises an eyebrow. “That’s rich, coming from you,” he says.

“I trust people.”

“Everyone but yourself,” he says matter-of-factly, zipping up his bag. “Do you miss magic?” he asks.

Yes, I want to say. I miss it like I miss leaves in winter, miss it like the sand on the beach misses being a stone. And most of all, more than the casting itself, I miss the version of me that didn’t have to do all the missing.

“No,” I say.

“You’re such a bad liar,” he says. “Maybe you should—”

“Stop,” I say. My voice wavers. I regret starting this conversation; after everything today, I feel too raw, too exposed.

“—try something else,” he finishes. “It just seems like a waste—” He sounds so much like Emmett that something inside me snaps.

“Did you forget where I was this morning?” I ask, stalking through the apartment. “I didn’t spend my whole fucking life training to be North Shore matriarch just to get lectured as if I don’t know, as if I haven’t sacrificed my entire childhood, my entire life—” I can read the shock on his face, know that he wasn’t expecting this outburst, but it’s too late to rein it back in. “And does anyone think that I might have a reason for what I’m doing? No! Of course not! It’s all in your head, Maeve. You’re just not smart enough to get it, you’re being a baby!” I shake my head. “I do try. I try so hard—and bad things still happen. I tried to cast and Connor died, Gabriel. So fuck you.”

As I glare at Gabriel, I feel something rise in me, magic clawing at my throat, searching for a way out. Binds in the process of unraveling. There’s nowhere else to go, so I wrench the window open and climb out onto the fire escape, where I sit, shivering. The marsh birds gather around me.

“Peck my heart out, why don’t you?” I snap. The grackles don’t answer. Before I can stop myself, I’m crying. Gabriel and the unbound and Connor, dead; my mother, looking at me as if she expected better; Ash resentful that Emmett didn’t seek her out. Emmett holding my hand and sounding so sincere when he said that I had potential. Well. At least I’m crying out here, where no one can see me, where there is no stupid Gabriel to—

The window opens. Shit. I swipe at my eyes, but I know it’s no use.

“I can go back in,” Gabriel says. “I’m bad at this.”

“Do it then,” I snap.

I hear the window close. I’m about to let out a sigh of relief when I hear his voice.

“I do miss it,” he says. The metal on the fire escape creaks as he sits down beside me, and I know without looking that however close he is, it is too close. I rest my chin on my knees. I do not look at him. “I do want to go home.”

“Back to White Mountains?” I ask.

“Yeah,” he says. “But I can’t. Not yet, anyway.” When I don’t respond, he continues. “I was never very good at … combative magic,” he says. “I always liked healing better than anything else, which isn’t quite as cool when your siblings can control the elements or create circles of invisibility. Emmett came along, told me that I could be different, powerful, someone who mattered. I was an easy target; I wanted it to be true, so I believed him. I left. My family didn’t like it. My sister, especially. She told me to come back with something worth leaving for, or not come back at all.”

“Gabriel,” I say, turning to look at him. “That’s awful.”

Now he’s the one not looking at me.

“I’m sure she didn’t mean it,” I say softly, and I surprise no one more than myself when I reach out and put a hand on his shoulder. He starts, and I pull away. The texture of his shirt lingers on my fingertips long after my hand is curled in my lap again.

“You didn’t hear her; she meant it. I can’t go back until I have something to show for it.”

“But you still want to.”

“Sometimes, yeah. But I’ve been OK on my own for a while, and after the Fletchers, well … I’d rather be on my own than with the wrong people.”

“I mean, I get it, but … if you go around hating everyone in advance, you’re never going to find the right people.”

“She’s a genius,” he observes dryly. A wind whips though the city, making the streets whistle like a blade of grass held between fingertips. We both orient ourselves to the sound, listen to the city ring, shrill like a departing train.

It echoes, dissipates. My mind keeps circling back to Emmett.

“Do you think that the Gardner art is only valuable because someone said it was?” I ask. “Because it’s worth buying, or stealing?”

Gabriel makes a face. “I guess it depends on how you define valuable,” he says. “There’s a lot of mess and privilege involved in who gets called a master, who gets to make art and sell it for a zillion dollars.”

“So yes.”

“But do you ever look at something and just … like it?”

I think for a moment, then nod.

“Well, there you go,” he says, as if it’s settled. “I mean, it would be nice to have some stolen art back. Or other things,” he adds, giving up any pretense that we’ve been talking about art. “You can’t live like this, Maeve.”

“So he’s a healer and a therapist,” I say, trying to keep my voice light.

“Yeah, well the therapy part costs extra.”

“I keep telling you, it’s not working,” I say. “And if you’re so certain that I’m making it up, well, let’s cast right now, I’ll break your bones too.” It’s a cruel joke at my own expense, and I hold out my hand, flat, without looking. We both know that he’s not taking it. Until he does.

I freeze. I am suddenly aware of how cold it is outside, how warm he is by comparison. Of the artist’s calluses on his fingertips. I wrench my hand away. “I can’t,” I repeat.

“Maeve—”

“The night that Ash and I were out on the marsh,” I start, and as my lips form the words, I can’t help but think that I am cursing myself. That once I tell the truth, it will be real. He will never look at me the same. But I speak anyway.

“We summoned the Lady that night. We had what we thought were the perfect feathers; we were trying to retrieve the Lady’s Favor for the coven, to show the council that I was good enough to be matriarch. At least, that’s what my grandmother said. That it would … prove that I was enough. It was a big spell. A huge spell.” My voice falters. A spell that would have taken a circle hours, that had sprung from our palms in mere minutes. I squeeze my hand so tight that my nails dig into my palms and draw blood. Red. Not marsh water. Yet. “And then it went wrong.”

“But you stopped it,” he says. “Before something really bad happened.”

I shake my head, a single jagged motion.

“But you stopped it,” he says, not understanding.

“It was a huge spell,” I repeat, voice hollow. “It took all the magic I had. When the Lady appeared and grabbed Ash, I was already giving everything to open the Port. I couldn’t fight her off. I wasn’t strong enough. I had nothing left.”

Gabriel is silent, but I know that he doesn’t get it.

“I didn’t have any magic left,” I repeat. “So I used something else.”

I hear a shaky breath and know that he understands. That I had nothing else, so I grabbed the only thing I could. The unbound. I can’t look at him, can’t watch the movement of his fingers as he freaks out.

“That’s impossible. People don’t survive that.”

“You’re not listening to me,” I say. I turn to face him, to watch his eyes scan my face for signs that I am losing it. Signs that the unbound magic is warring with the bound magic within me and winning. The smell of salt, perhaps.

“I feel it every time I try to cast. Whenever I reach for my magic, it’s there, fraying my bindings, slipping into my brain, crawling deeper under my skin—” I cut myself off, thinking of the head-splitting pain and the yellow eyes. “Doesn’t help that every time I cast, I think of Ash, dead, and the more I panic, the harder it is to—” I stop again and let out a slow breath, trying to calm. “It’s getting harder and harder to hold on.”

“Ash doesn’t know,” he says. It’s a statement of fact.

“She’d go to the edge of the world to fix me if she knew, and she’d fall right off. She doesn’t understand how close she came to dying. How I almost killed her.”

“But you didn’t.”

I shake my head. “That’s why I need to strip my magic. I’m not going to hurt her again, or anyone else.”

“I think she’d understand—”

“No,” I say. “If I tell her, she’ll stop working on our spell and focus on me instead. And if she drops everything to try and protect me, Emmett wins.” I draw my knees into my chest. “I want to tell her—and I will! When this is all over.” I look over at him. “I’d make you to promise not to tell her, but I know that you won’t.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because if either of us tell her, she’ll stop working on the Lady’s spell, and you won’t get your paintings.”

I take his silence for what it is: agreement.

“I have it under control,” I say. “I’m not going to become another monster roaming the marsh.” I swipe at my face; I’m crying again, damn it. “So, to answer your question, yes. I miss magic. It was the only thing I knew, the only thing I was, and now I don’t know what I am. Half a person. Maybe less.”

He doesn’t answer. I can’t look at him, so I avert my eyes, watching the grackles on the power lines. They watch me back.

The silence grows between us until I can’t take it anymore. “Well? What are you waiting for, get out that famous bedside manner of yours and tell me it’s going to be OK. Then I’ll call you a liar, and we can both feel better.” It’s a mean joke; when the unbound is involved, nothing is ever OK. I know he’s not going to say it, but for some reason, part of me wants him to, wants it desperately. But he won’t.

“It’ll be OK,” he says.

My breath hitches. He’s looking at me with a fierce kind of urgency, as if he means it. As if I matter to him in a grander sense than being the battery for some big spell so he can get the painting that is his ticket home. It’s too much all at once; I desperately want to shrink away, to stop being seen, but I’m frozen.

“You liar,” I whisper, and my voice catches. Suddenly I’m aware that he is so much closer than I thought he was, and the moment I realize this I am struck by a worse, more terrifying thought—that he is not close enough.

I expect either one of us to pull away at any second, but we don’t. I can’t stop myself from noticing all the small details that you only notice when you’re this close, like the way his brown irises darken at the edges or the fact that his hands, for once, are still.

And it is just us out here with our host of marsh birds, but suddenly the birds don’t matter anymore, suddenly there is no one else in the whole city but me and him, looking at me like he doesn’t care that I’m a ticking time bomb that he has no chance of defusing.

To my horror, I recognize what I am feeling as the desire to act, to move not away but closer, to close the distance from his lips to mine.

My phone goes off. We both jerk away. I instantly kick myself, because the idea that I would want to kiss Gabriel—that he would want to kiss me back—is ridiculous. I’d just had a breakdown and told him I was unraveling; I have no business kissing boys in that kind of compromised emotional state. Besides, Gabriel will vanish the moment he gets his painting. The only reason he’d ever want to get close to me would be to prevent me from throwing myself off the fire escape so I can get my shit together in time to do his and Ash’s spell.

My face turns a humiliating shade of pink that has nothing to do with the cold. I look down at my phone. The text is from Imani.

The Fletchers are gone. I’ll wait up.

“I have to go,” I say. Gabriel shakes himself out of his thoughts, as if he’d been half frozen by our closeness and is only now beginning to dethaw. He’s probably still processing the fact that I am losing it.

“Thank you,” I say. “For telling me about your family.”

He gives me a painted smile. “Maeve, listen—we’ll figure something out.”

“I’m going to figure it out,” I say. “But first, I need to get the second painting. Imani and I have a grave to rob.” And a second feather to find. And perhaps, a wish to make before everything is too late.
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I MEET IMANI ON THE ROAD THAT LEADS TO THE MARSH. SHE’S leaning against her car, surrounded by heavy mist. The air is a wintry damp that somehow bypasses my jacket and skin to seep straight into my bones.

“They’re at the museum, doing some midnight ritual on the frames,” she says as she grabs a shovel from the trunk. “I can’t believe he told you he was going to call Contest this new moon. That’s only three days.”

“Two, by this point,” I say. We start walking towards the cemetery. “Did you find out anything else about Griswald and her weird silencing spell?”

“Not much,” Imani admits. “Just that the only thing she can’t talk straight about is the Lady. But I’ll admit that my focus has been on other things.” I wince. Between Connor and Rosemary and the Lady looking up at me from a pool of water, Griswald and her enchantment had slipped my mind as well. “Like Rosemary,” Imani says. “And why she woke up saying your name.”

I tell Imani about the botched Scrying, about Rosemary and Connor, shadows in the water. I leave out the part where my magic broke in my hands and my eyes warped yellow.

“Maybe you helped her get out,” Imani says after a moment.

I shrug. Either way, I was part of the whole reason she was in.

“You were right,” Imani says. “The Fletchers are bad news. The way they talk about Connor … it’s not right. And they’re drooling over Rosemary like she’s some ghost brought back from the unbound, not a child.

“I asked the matriarch if the Lady was uncovened from North Shore. You know what she did? Told me that part of being matriarch was making hard choices. Compelled me not to ask again. Compelled.”

“First time?” I ask with a chuckle, but Imani isn’t amused.

“After, she had a private conference with Emmett for hours. Left me outside like some second-rate witchling. It’s degrading. Don’t mistake me,” she says. “I’m loyal to this coven. I’ve just decided that it might be best if Emmett disappears. You’re a fool, but Ash isn’t. If whatever’s under that gravestone will help you make Emmett leave, I’ll help you.”

“That’s the plan,” I say.

Imani turns into the cemetery, and I follow. We walk through headstones in silence for a long moment.

Then: “You know, Maeve, sometimes I’m jealous of you.”

I almost fall over on the marsh, dead, right then and there. “What?” I ask. Perfect Imani, jealous of me?

“You got out,” she says. “You messed up so badly that you never had to come back again. Sometimes I wish I’d thought of it first.”

“You don’t want to be matriarch?” I ask. A grackle watches us from its perch on a gravestone, and I can’t help but wonder if it is one of the birds from the fire escape, determined to witness every awkward conversation I have tonight.

“I do,” she says, placing the words with certainty, a weight that she knows she can carry. “And I will be. I want what is best for the coven, and I know that the best person is me. I just wish I didn’t have to …”

“Go through our parents in order to get it,” I say.

Imani chuckles. “Yes.”

We leave the modern section of the cemetery behind, weaving through rows of graves that become thinner and thinner with age. The coven’s past. Our legacy. I can’t stop myself from thinking of all those hours spent training, of the sleepless night spent studying coven laws and the alchemy of the marsh. How we killed ourselves doing it. How Imani still looks haggard, even now. “It’s worse, now, isn’t it? With me gone.”

She scoffs. “Having you gone is nothing but an improvement. There’s no one to fight against.”

“And no one to divide the matriarch’s attention,” I say. She doesn’t answer. I imagine being the singular point of failure under all that pressure, and I wonder if the reason that Imani stands so straight is because any deviant moment would cause her to shatter.

Her silence is the answer. “I’m sorry,” I say.

“Sorry for what?” she scoffs. “That you left? Or that I’m still here? Or that every time you walk into the Marsh House, I have to watch half the council perk up, hoping that you’ve finally come back to magic?”

I cringe. Imani shoots a passing headstone a scornful glance. “It’s so stupid. My family has been here for generations, and people still act like we’re new, like unless your ancestors walked off the Mayflower, you’re a transplant, like unless you’re related to a freaking Pilgrim or have a street named after you downtown, you’re not even from here. I’ve had to prove that this is my marsh every day—and now I am so, so close. Nothing is going to stop me from getting matriarch, Maeve. Not you. Not Emmett.”

She’s right. For all our years of rivalry, I know that I have always had an unearned advantage. That Imani has had to overcome hurdles I never even had to consider, to earn things that I was simply handed because I was born a matriarch’s descendant, because I was born looking like the people that colonized this place. This is the most Imani has ever confided in me about her past, and still, it’s pathetically little. Maybe if we’d been brought up friends instead of rivals, she would have said more. Maybe I would already know it. “I know,” I say. “I’m sorry that—”

“Stop,” she says.

“I mean it, I know that we—”

“Shut up, Maeve. We’re here.”

I look down. The small stone with the Lady’s sigil is at our feet.

“I’m really doing this,” Imani mutters. “Shit.”

It’s so unlike her to curse that I laugh. I crouch down and run my hands through the grass growing around the stone. It pulls at me, ever so slightly. It’s strangely quiet, like every creature on the marsh is leaning in towards the both of us, holding their breath.

I peel away the marsh grasses. I grab fistfuls of dirt and hit damp; the land here is less stable than I thought, less stable than should be possible, but somehow the ease at which the ground parts spurs me on, almost as if it wants me to reach deeper.

Imani cringes beside me. “I brought a shovel, Maeve—”

Something below the earth grabs my wrist and pulls, yanking me into the dirt up to my shoulder. I scream, and Imani grabs me, pulling me back—but not before I feel my hand brushing against something at its new depth. Something small and heavy. And worse: the scrape of what feels like fingers handing it off.

Imani yanks me away. The marsh lets go of my arm with a squelch, and the sudden loss of tension sends us tumbling backwards into the grass. For a moment, we lie there, gasping, and then a light flares in the distance, beyond the graveyard. A lantern.

Behind the flame, I can just barely make out a silhouette. And for a moment I swear I see her, the Lady.

“Shit,” I say, jerking to my feet alongside Imani as the windows of the Marsh House come alight. I have never been especially clever, but even I know that getting caught robbing an unmarked grave will not look good.

“Shit,” Imani echoes.

Together, we flee the graveyard, darting through headstones towards Imani’s car. She opens the door and shoves me inside.

“If you get mud on—” she starts, but she hushes as silhouettes flood the marsh. Fletchers, after the light.

I hold up the parcel from the grave. “That’s not a body,” Imani says.

It’s small, square, and wrapped in muddy cloth. I unwrap it, and I am not surprised when I see a painting. It’s the one of the seaside, which strikes me as odd, since I found it buried on the marsh. Rowena is out in the middle distance, blue-grey eyes matching the blue-grey sea, yellow hair twisting in the wind, puffin hovering over her shoulder.

“That’s the same style as the Marsh House painting,” Imani says.

I flip it over and flick out Emmett’s knife, sliding it underneath the backing.

As I do, I catch sight of the inscription and hesitate. This painting isn’t signed by Mason.

Nora M. Wesmor

We are bound forever to the ones we love.

The same symbol is stamped below, but this time there is text encircling it. It reads: The Order of the Feathered Skull.

Before I can decide what to make of the new signature, a feather falls out of the slit backing.

Imani bends down to pick it up.

“Don’t!” I say. I reach out to stop her, but all I succeed in doing is grabbing the feather at the same time she does.

And then we are both gone.

I know what is happening, but that doesn’t make it any less disorienting to look out through the eyes of a marsh bird, sharp and yellow-tinged in all the wrong places. I have the unshakable sense of Imani by my side.

We soar over the marsh, towards the coven house. Before we enter, I know something is wrong.

Two bodies are strewn across the threshold, twisted at unnatural angles. Bones jut from flesh, blood feeds the marsh. A thick, rust-red streak of gore is smeared through the hallway. We soar into the gathering room, alighting on Rowena’s shoulder. Constance stands at her sister’s side.

The room is in chaos, table littered with the relics of a meeting abandoned. As if Rowena and Constance allowed all other coven members to flee except for the two witches before them.

The coven matriarch stands protectively in front of her son, backed against the wall. Her eyes dart around the room, searching for help that does not come. Her son’s right eye has been pecked out, leaving a cavernous hollow. Deep gashes score his flesh; it is his blood, then, that stains the floor.

Constance and Rowena advance. The matriarch draws herself up to her full height. “I cast you out,” the matriarch shouts. “I uncoven you, I strike your name from our records and our memory—”

Rowena just laughs, mouth a perfect smile, slit throat contorting with the movement. This must be the same night she was killed, the same night that she came back. “We don’t want to be part of this coven anymore.”

“We want wrongs made right,” Constance finishes, voice steely.

Reeds shoot up through the floorboards and wrap themselves around the son. Bone snaps and he lets out an awful, guttural scream.

“Please—” the matriarch begs.

“You’d beg for the life of a killer?” Rowena hisses.

“Yes,” the matriarch says, voice quiet.

“We should end them. Every one,” Constance says, eyes alight.

Rowena shakes her head. “No. Just him.”

“Please—” his mother implores. “We’ll do anything, make any bargain—”

“There is nothing on this earth that could make me bargain with you.” Rowena spits the words, rage palpable. “Let’s finish this, Connie.”

The reeds constrict, breaking the son like a twig underfoot. The matriarch screams, a raw, depthless grief, but it’s too late. As the son’s cries quiet, I feel a lurching through the marsh as his magic gets sucked away from him and into her.

Just like before, the vision stutters and stops. Stops except for me and Rowena as she raises her eyes to the window overlooking the marsh. Her wavy reflection locks gazes with us as she speaks:

You’re almost out of time.

Reality warps around us, and suddenly we are in Imani’s back seat again.

“What was that?” Imani asks.

“I—I think it was one of the Lady’s memories,” I whisper.

Imani’s hands are trembling, her eyes wide. “That was Matriarch Oswell. The coven ledger said that her son died at sea. There’s no record of Rowena or her sister anywhere.”

I nod. She’s not the only one who had to memorize coven records. I know that we are both thinking the same thing, so I say it. “If my matriarch uncovened me and struck out my name to protect my murderer, I’d wander the marsh killing people, too.”

Imani leans back in the car seat and lets out a breath through her teeth.

I tuck the feather back into the painting and pocket them both. “Ash and I are working on a spell to lock her up, and we’re using these paintings as helixes,” I tell Imani. “There’s one more like it, but I have no idea where it is.”

“The feather, Maeve,” Imani says.

“The wish isn’t our plan, I promise.”

“It better not be,” she mutters. “This was a bad idea. I shouldn’t have done this. Because now I have to go to the matriarch and ask her why Rowena’s name isn’t in the ledgers.”

“I can do it,” I say, but Imani is already shaking her head.

“I’m the future matriarch. I have the right to know.” Her face settles, and I know that we are both thinking the same thing: that we’d rather not know our coven created the monster that has plagued us for generations. But there is no unknowing.

“Yeah,” I say. “You do.”

Out on the marsh, a heron takes flight, wings so wide that they blot out the waning moon.
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A PHONE CALL LATER, AND ASH IS ON HER WAY TO MY APARTMENT.

I toss Emmett’s knife back and forth in the half-light as Gabriel and I wait for her. At least when I’m freaking out about the undead Revenant my coven created, I’m not thinking about that idiotic split second where I wanted to kiss Gabriel. I watch him out of the corner of my eye, but I can’t tell if he’s just acting like it never happened or if he truly doesn’t care, and the way my attention snags on that possibility only makes me feel worse. I remind myself that he’s going to vanish the moment he gets his painting, anyway.

Finally, Ash arrives with winter-red cheeks and hair mussed from sleeping.

I hand her the painting. “Two down, one to go,” I say. I tell them everything. The murder at the coven house and how the matriarch had begged. Rowena’s refusal to make a deal. The matriarch’s son, killed and stripped of magic. I watch Ash’s face change as the story unfolds, as it becomes clear that this is a monster we have inherited from our foremothers. She takes the feather, turning it over in her hand. It’s clear that she doesn’t see the vision, but she doesn’t need to see it to confirm what I already suspect.

“It’s perfect,” she says. She examines the picture next: Rowena, waist-deep in the ocean, bird on her shoulder.

“Check out the back,” I say. “It’s a different painter.”

She turns it over to frown at the signature of Nora M. Wesmor, but Gabriel is already shaking his head. “Absolutely not,” he says, pulling out the other painting for comparison. “I mean, look at them. There’s no way.” He’s right; even to my untrained eye, they’re clearly done by the same hand.

Ash fidgets, playing with her spark bracelet. Suddenly, she snaps into action and pulls out a notebook. She scrawls Nora’s full name and then, underneath it, Mason’s.

“Ties, it’s—” Gabriel starts

“—an anagram,” Ash finishes, face splitting into a grin. “They’re the same person, different aliases. But who’s the real one?”

“Give me a second,” Gabriel says. He takes out his laptop and hunts though a sea of files before pulling up a badly scanned PDF that has to be from the Boston Public Library. “This is the museum staff at the time of the robbery,” he says, scrolling down the page. “Here. Look at this.”

The entry is for a Sam N. Morrowe, Assistant Curator.

Ash figures it out instantly. “It matches the anagram. This has to be them. Morgana’s tits—we have our painter!”

“If anyone knows where the third Triptych painting is, they will,” I say.

Ash and I hug each other, and all our stress over Emmett and the spell and the funeral ceremony dissolves into relieved laughter as we both realize that we could actually finish this. I grin at Gabriel, broad and genuine. I try not to notice the way his answering smile makes all the tension in his face vanish like mist burning off in sunlight. My stomach flutters with something that I tell myself is optimism and nothing more. After all, for the first time since Rowena dragged me into the water, I believe that we are actually going to fix this.

Armed with a real name, we take to the internet. Just as the city is starting to wake up, Ash pulls up an old ad for a gallery in Portsmouth, featuring the achingly familiar work of a local artist. Marshscapes, seascapes, birds so lifelike they make me shiver. The painter is suddenly an actual person that we can find, that we can ask not just about the Other Marsh and the final Marsh Triptych painting, but about Griswald, too. When you see them, tell them I said hello.

Ash calls the gallery the moment they open and obtains a mailing address. “Looks like we’re going on a field trip to the Isle of Shoals,” Ash says. “They’re the lighthouse keeper.”

“Of course they are,” Gabriel mutters, but he’s smiling.

“We find the painter today,” Ash says. “If they know where the third Triptych painting is, we should have just enough time to finish the spell and cast it tomorrow night as the new moon is rising. Before Emmett can call Contest. We can finish this for real. We’re all still in, right?”

“Yes,” I say. My eyes flick from Ash’s excited face to Gabriel watching me. Gabriel, who knows exactly what casting this spell means for my magic. All my joy at our new discovery seeps away like water through cupped hands.
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WE PILE INTO Ash’s Civic and head north. I sit shotgun, watching Ash as she drives. I tell myself that it’s just my own exhaustion, but the longer we travel, the more convinced I am that something is off. It’s the small things: how she keeps the windows down even on the highway, as if she can’t get enough fresh air; how, in the right light, her skin has a slightly greenish hue. At first, I thought my mind was playing tricks on me, but as the sun rises I start to wonder if it might be more.

We turn into the ferry parking lot to find a flock waiting for us. Birds of all kinds have gathered on every perchable surface, as if to see us off.

“You’re seeing this too, right?” I ask.

“They won’t hurt us,” Ash says. The birds watch as we board the ferry, a dark cloud delineating the mainland from the sea. “They’ve just never seen other people that have been to the Skymarsh, that’s all.”

I gape at Ash. “The what?”

Before she can answer, the ferry revs to life. It’s small, an upper deck scattered with plastic chairs and an interior seating area below. A few stray island-goers mill about on the deck. We’ve caught the ferry in its last week of operation; the summer crowds are long gone. Gabriel settles inside with his sketchbook, and I join Ash on the deck above. We lean over the railings, watching the city of Portsmouth go by.

It’s a cold day on land and a colder day on the water; wind whips my short hair in all directions. Still, I feel strangely at ease, as if the salt air is purifying something that has been rotting inside me. Ash, however, looks nauseous. Her face is practically green; she’s white-knuckling the railings.

“Are you OK?” I ask. “You don’t look OK.”

“Just exhausted. I know I’m not the only one getting nightmares,” she says, and for the first time in a long time, I find that I don’t believe her. But after everything I’ve kept secret, what grounds do I have to press her? She nods towards the ferry interior and Gabriel. “What’s going on with you two? You’ve been acting weird all morning.”

“Nothing,” I snap. I’m glad my face is already red from the frigid air.

“You know, nothing says I don’t like him like getting super defensive,” she says, and there’s an edge to her voice that takes me a moment to place.

“Are you seriously jealous?” I ask. “You’re my best friend. I love you. You know that.” Guilt twists my stomach, not because of the almost-kiss but because of what Gabriel knows that she doesn’t.

“I’m just protective,” she says, nudging my shoulder with hers. “He’s going to get his painting and run, Maeve. I don’t want you to get hurt.”

The part of me that was once so convinced that Ash couldn’t know about my magic crumbles underneath her sincerity. What am I doing? This is Ash, I can’t keep this from her.

“Ash, listen …” I turn to her, but as I try to find the right words, something … changes. There’s a shift in her expression, in her. Ash has gone a hair paler, gaunter, eyes just a smidge more sunken in their sockets. Small details that no one would notice but me.

My confession dies in my mouth. “Ash, are you sure you’re—”

“I already told you, I’m fine,” she snaps, face souring. “When are you going to listen to me?” Before I can answer, she turns and stalks towards the bow, closing off to me in a way she’s never closed to me before. Something’s not right with Ash. Something’s not right at all.

Red-winged blackbirds alight on the harbor bridge, cawing their mockery at me as the ferry passes underneath. I head to the interior, not quite sure what I’m running from. I don’t remember that Gabriel is inside, sketching, until it’s too late to turn back. Worse, we’re alone.

He snaps the sketchbook shut at my arrival. “You OK?”

I don’t answer. I sit on the table and take out Emmett’s knife, making a game of tossing it from hand to hand, letting the movement dull my racing head. I unfurl the blade. Catch, catch, catch—

And then nothing.

Gabriel has caught the knife in midair. He tosses me something else—one of his erasers—which I catch reflexively.

“You OK?” he repeats. He slides the knife closed and gives me a look that says people who are OK don’t play with open blades.

“There are birds everywhere,” I say, because that seems as good a place to start as any. “Red-winged ones and grackles, those ugly little black birds—”

Gabriel turns to the window, where a pair have alighted on the ferry railing. “I mean, grackles aren’t exactly black,” he says. “The males’ heads are actually kind of iridescent blue.”

“Shouldn’t be out at sea, though.”

“No,” he agrees. “Definitely not seabirds. Guess it’s a good thing that I’m hanging out with someone who can take a hundred of them.”

I crack a small smile at that as I shrug off my jacket. “Listen, it’s about Ash—” But before I can finish, the boat shifts, and my jacket tumbles off of the seat and onto the floor. The contents of my pockets spill everywhere. I swipe them up, but I’m not fast enough.

“Grave dirt? Really?” he asks.

I shove the pouch of grave dirt into my pocket, where it slides against the spell book and the Hexionary, but it’s already too late. He knows. “Don’t,” I say.

“How many components do you still need for that spell?” he asks.

“I have them all,” I admit.

“Maeve, come on—”

“You saw what happened with Connor,” I say, suddenly defensive. “I want to believe that there’s another way, but sometimes there just isn’t. I can’t get there from here. But don’t worry, I have one more left in me before it all goes south,” I say. It’s a lie, of course, but what choice do I have? “I’ll cast our spell.”

“This is insanity.”

“It’s this or have Emmett hunt me down for whatever powerful helixes I leave in my wake,” I say.

“You need to tell Ash, and you need to figure out something else. If you don’t tell her, I will.”

“You’ll give up those paintings for me?” I ask, rolling my eyes. “For your information, I just tried, OK? But something is up with her.”

“Maeve—”

“Believe it or not, I can handle my own problems. I don’t need you to tell me what to do!” I snap. I’m so fed up with everyone thinking that they know what’s best for me, that I can’t possibly be right about anything, ever.

“You know, not everyone is trying to control you,” he says, voice hard. “Some of us just don’t want you to die because you can’t see past your self-loathing and your own broken magic.”

His words land right on the bruise of my conversation with Ash. I’d told him everything, hoped he, at least, would understand—but no. Of course he thinks I’m stupid just like everyone else, incapable of choosing a single thing for myself. Suddenly, I’m furious. “I don’t need some uncovened witchling telling me what to do with my magic,” I hiss. “You want some advice, Gabriel? Go home. Ditch the search for some stupid helix to make it all worth it—just suck it up and say you’re sorry.”

The second that I say the words, I want to reel them back into my mouth, but it’s too late. Hurt flashes across his face.

“Let’s just find the painter and finish this,” he says, voice hollow. He swipes up his sketchbook and stalks onto the deck, leaving me alone. I glare out the window at the grey smudge of sea and sky as the boat slows and stops, until the captain’s voice comes over the intercom and welcomes us, one and all, to Star Island.
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THE ISLE OF SHOALS IS A GROUP OF NINE ISLANDS ON THE border of Maine and New Hampshire. We dock on the largest, Star Island, which is still only big enough to house a hotel and a small cluster of cottages strewn over the sun-bleached rocks. Small neighboring islands are home to a few scattered structures—the odd home here, a marine lab there. They’re all just about deserted this time of year. Waves crash against the breakwaters, lines of rocks that connect the main islands and disrupt ocean currents. White Island Lighthouse flashes off to our right, the bray of harbor seals echoes towards us on the wind.

I find Gabriel and Ash on the dock. They’re caught in an argument that hushes as I approach, but I’m too mad to care. Selfishly, I’m glad that I’m not the only one in a bad mood. We make for the hotel, silence stretching thin between us.

Inside, the hotel keeper is speaking with a fisherman. They look up at us as we enter, clearly confused by our presence.

There’s a beat where I realize that I am waiting for Ash to speak. She doesn’t.

“We’re looking for Sam Morrowe,” I say. “We want to commission a painting.”

At the mention of this, the fisherman scrutinizes us. “I can take you,” the fisherman says. “They’re on Smuttynose Island. Only way to get there’s by boat.”

We exchange glances. It’s one fisherman against three witches; I like our odds. Besides, this is the only option we’ve got. “OK,” I say.

The fisherman continues as we’re led down to the docks. “I’d be surprised if they painted anymore,” he says. He’s got to be old, in his sixties, but he moves with the grace of someone who has been active all their life.

“We’d still like to find them,” I say. “We’ve come all this way.”

The fisherman nods, pausing before a small motorboat and gesturing us aboard. “So you have.”

What choice do we have? We board, Gabriel and me on either side of Ash, who looks paler and paler as we head out to sea.

“People think that Smuttynose Island isn’t populated anymore, but some are still crazy enough to live out there,” the fisherman says. “Do you know why they call it Smuttynose?”

I shake my head. Usually, Ash is all over this kind of lore, but right now she just looks sick. Her gaze is glued to the wooden planks beneath her feet as if she could will them to change back to dry land.

“European sailors named it that because they thought the exposed rock looked like the nose of a monster, jutting out of the sea,” he says. “The islands had an Abenaki name once, but it was one of the things that my people and so many others lost to the colonists.” He stops the boat, and I realize, too late, that we aren’t circling the island at all, but instead heading straight out to ocean, surrounded by deep, evergreen water. “But you would know a thing or two about monsters, wouldn’t you?”

Horror pools in my gut. Too late, I realize who they are.

“You’re Sam,” I say slowly, looking up at the fisherman. “You’re them.”

“I am,” they say with a crooked smile. They’re an inch or so shorter than me, Native, with a shock of once-dark hair that is now majority grey. They kill the motor, and the boat bobs freely on the waves. Something about Sam feels … off. The pulse of their magic feels too much, almost like a hint of the Other Marsh. I reach inside my jacket for Emmett’s knife.

Sam looks us up and down. “You’ve been in the marsh,” they say. “I can feel it all over you.” They jerk their head at Ash. “This one took some of the marsh with her, didn’t she?”

Ash shakes her head and Sam tsks. “The Lady hates the sea. Brackish water, maybe, but the pure salt? The waves? She loathes it. The unbound magic of the sea is wilder and stranger than that which made her all those years ago. A different flavor, not quite to her liking.”

Harbor seals bark from the rocks, as if in agreement.

“Is that why you moved out here?” Gabriel asks. “To get away from her?” Sam doesn’t answer. Their eyes trace the mainland behind us for a long moment. “She still has your paintings,” Gabriel adds.

“She’s made it clear that I’m dead if I set foot on her marsh again, so I’m afraid your sweet talk about how much she loves my art isn’t going to cut it.”

“The spell that imprisons her is breaking,” I say, desperate. “We need—”

“The spell is foolproof,” Sam says. “You think you’re the first person from North Shore to come here for answers? You’re messing around with something that is going to get you killed.” They look back at the shore, and I get the feeling that they haven’t been back to the mainland in a long, long time. “All this pursuit of power,” they say quietly. “Isn’t having her gone enough?”

“She’s not gone!” I snap. “She’s trapped, and she is going to break out.”

“Then both you and I should run,” they say.

Suddenly, I’m angry. “Fine. Don’t help us. We’ll figure this out by ourselves,” I spit. Of course this wasn’t going to work, of course we came all this way for nothing. “Griswald says hello, by the way,” I add. “I’ll tell her she was wrong about you. That you can’t help us.”

They pause, brows furrowing. “Well,” they say, “if Sophia sent you, you really should have led with that.”

They turn to the stern of the boat and gun the motor, maneuvering us back towards the islands.

“We’re not going to the lighthouse?” Gabriel asks. “I thought you were the keeper.”

They shake their head. “We’re going to my studio.”

We make for Smuttynose Island. The boat hugs the coast, expertly traversing a series of rocky inlets and dangerous coves. Ash is sitting on the bottom of the boat in between the benches, shuddering.

“She was in the Other Marsh for longer than the rest of us,” I say, feeling every inch a lost kid asking an adult for help. “Do you think that’s what it is?”

“Hope so,” they say.

The rocks part to reveal a small house tucked into a cove. The boat slows to a stop. I stand next to Gabriel. He looks nervous, scanning the hills as if he’s calculating how quickly he could flee across the breakwaters back to Star Island if anything went wrong.

I am reaching out to touch his arm, to remind him that he’s not alone out here, before I realize what I am doing and, worse, remember that I’m mad at him. I stop my hand midair, face burning.

Sam docks and disembarks. They look back at us, and I know that’s all the invitation we’re going to get. Ash breathes a palpable sigh of relief as she steps onto solid ground, though I can tell that the island is still making her nervous. A trio of far-from-home grackles perches on the roof, watching as Sam leads us inside.

The main room of the cabin is small but bright. It’s messy, but comfortably so, every surface smudged with some kind of paint. Canvases are stacked deep against the wall, and a palette is set on the large desk in the corner. The cabin has that chalky art studio smell, dried paint and clay mixed with ocean air.

Every inch of available wall is covered—with paintings, maps, sketches. My eye is drawn to a map that labels New Hampshire as N’dakinna and Martha’s Vineyard as Noepe. The art on the walls features the same vivid, startling landscapes, done with the care and precision of a master, yet it all feels somehow more than it should be. Magical.

A painting of the Lady hangs above the fireplace. Rowena, veiled, searching the marsh behind her, hanging in a frame as intricate as any of the frames in the Gardner Museum. It’s a smaller version of the portrait that Gabriel and I saw in the Other Marsh, the one that moved. I immediately stop and put my arm out to brace whoever is behind me, which happens to be Gabriel. But the painting doesn’t move, doesn’t enchant us. I look closer. In the way the light hits her jaw, the curve of her half smile, the line of her hands, is a level of care that takes my breath away.

I notice that end tables have been strategically placed underneath each window, stacked with spell jars positioned to catch the shine of the moonlight over sea. Warding charms.

Sam reaches a large drafting table in the corner of the room and pauses, surveying us; I get the feeling that they don’t usually have visitors. “Put that down,” they say to Gabriel, who clicks a paintbrush back into a jar.

They open a drawer and pull out a small photograph, which they hand to me. Gabriel and Ash crowd around to look. If fashion is anything to date it by, the photo was taken in the nineties. Thirteen people, standing together in Evans Way Park, outside the Gardner Museum. One of them, no older than thirty, is unmistakably Sam.

“All this, after so many years of peace. We thought we were so careful.”

“Who’s we?” Gabriel asks. “The Order of the Feathered Skull?”

“Yes,” Sam says. “After the gravestone carving, the death’s head. It represents spiritual remains after physical death. With her, it seemed right.”

I spot a familiar face in the photo. “Is that Ms. Griswald?” I ask in disbelief.

“Sophia,” Sam says. Griswald is in her thirties, striking, with a mouth that curves at the corner, as if she’s smarter than you and knows it. She reminds me of Ash. “This was the Order. Those of us who took it upon ourselves to kill the Lady of the Fens.”

“Some job,” Gabriel says.

Thankfully, Sam does not seem to take offense. “We did what we could when North Shore wouldn’t. I’ll always be proud of that. No matter how things turned out.”

“What do you mean, wouldn’t?” I ask. My grandmother would have been matriarch then. Surely, if she had the chance to take down this Revenant, she would have, right?

“The coven’s official story is that they tried to kill her but failed. Lost too many witches to continue. But North Shore is good at keeping their secrets. As a matriarch in training, you should know that.”

“So you’ve kept up with coven gossip,” I mutter. Great. Someone knowing who I am and what I have done has never worked out well for me.

They nod. “North Shore. So small, so old, so powerful for its size. All the magic in that grimoire. All the vibrancy of the marsh, all that strength. And every year, the curious tragedy of one, perhaps two humans or witches stripped of their magic and left to die from the shock of it. Birdwatchers, witchlings, gone. Harvested by the Lady of the Fens, despite being in the territory of a coven that should have been strong enough to stop her. Of course, the Lady vanished in the nineties; she hasn’t claimed a victim in a long time. Funny, isn’t it, how North Shore just hasn’t been as strong in the last few decades, since the Lady went missing?”

It takes a moment for their implication to sink in. “Wait—you think North Shore was letting the Lady kill people in exchange for power? Listen, I don’t like my grandmother, but you’re talking about murder—” I say, mind reeling. In the second vision, Rowena refused to make any deal with North Shore, ever. But if that is true, why did the Lady scream that she was coming for all the lives on the marsh, as is her right, as if she was owed something?

Sam simply shrugs. “If you want the truth, you’ll have to take it up with your matriarch. All I can tell you is what we did.

“Sophia was the one who pieced it together, who connected the dead witches and vengeful monster to North Shore’s uncanny power. We realized that North Shore was never going to get rid of the Lady. I was a curator for the museum at the time, but it was her idea to enchant the Gardner art and create the pocket dimension using the power of the Stranded’s attachment. It was genius; and once the art vanished, we knew that the spectacle of the heist would make the paintings stronger still.

“In the end, we chose the pieces of art that we thought would be best in the spell—one for value, the power to create the place between places. One for shape, the marsh itself. And one for form, for her. At least, that’s how I thought about it. If I could have placed the other four elements of art in there, I would have,” they say with a wry smile. “I would let them in the Gardner and we’d cast after hours, night after night, enchanting the art until it was able to form the place you call the Other Marsh. I remember those days fondly,” they say. “Back when it all seemed so simple. So possible.”

“But it was. You did it.”

“No, they didn’t,” Gabriel cuts in. “Something went wrong. They didn’t get the flag. Or the other Rembrandt portrait.”

Sam nods. “Things … didn’t go entirely to plan. We lost good witches the night we forced her in. Eoin. Keisha. Ross.” Their eyes go somewhere far away. “We weren’t able to gather all the pieces we intended, and I’ll admit that the spell is weaker for it; she could still extend tendrils of power into the world, work through birds and dreams. The marsh is where she is strongest, surviving in old wives’ tales, stories of how she hatched from a heron’s egg or formed from a knot of snakes instead of being one sad, lost girl. But witches stopped dying, and that was what we cared about.”

“So you can help us—” I start, but they cut me off.

“The Order is gone,” they say. “Those that survived fled inland or to the sea, where the Lady could not send them nightmares. Sophia begged to stay in North Shore with her children, and the Order only agreed after placing her under strict oaths of silence around everything to do with the Lady.

“The coven never could figure out what we’d done with the Lady. Oh, they tried to find her, but they failed, time and time again. And then came you children and those treasure hunters.”

“How did you know—” Gabriel starts.

“Word gets around,” Sam says. “Sophia lets me know whenever things back home get … interesting.”

“But if North Shore is getting power from the Lady, why would they make a deal with the Fletchers to kill her?” I ask.

Sam shrugs. “Like I said. Take it up with your matriarch. Perhaps they are after the art. Perhaps they are hoping that the Lady will kill your treasure hunters and escape because they can’t enter and free her themselves.”

“We got in,” Gabriel says.

“You slipped in through a loophole that never should have existed,” they say. “You can only enter if you don’t seek to free the Lady or retrieve the stolen Gardner art.”

Unease flickers across Gabriel’s face; Ash, too, looks uncomfortable. Wait—didn’t Gabriel say he went in after the art? We’d entered together in such a messy way; maybe my desire to find Ash helped him slip through. But before I can fully form the thought, Ash speaks.

“They’ve damaged the frames; the spell is breaking,” she says. It’s the first time she’s spoken since we met Sam. “She’s getting out. She’s already stripped two children, killed one. We need to shut her back in before she comes for the rest of us. We can fix it, but we need your help.” She holds her spell book out to Sam, who examines it and pales.

“If it’s this bad,” they whisper, “you’d need—”

“A whole other painting,” Ash says.

I reach into my jacket and pull out the two paintings from the Marsh Triptych. “We’re going to use your paintings, but we need the third. The marshscape. Do you know where it is?”

Sam has frozen. “Where did you find these?” they ask. They take the painting of the sea, running their hands along the edges. “I never thought I would see these again. I left them with her.”

“The Lady?” I ask in disbelief. Sam nods, as if it’s nothing. “That’s impossible,” I protest. “I found one in the matriarch’s office, and I pulled this one out of the marsh. You didn’t put them there? You didn’t put the feathers in the back?”

Sam’s eyes trace the art, an emotion flickering over their face that I cannot decode. “I painted these as … gifts, back when I thought things could be different.” They shake their head.

“What about the feathers inside them? The Lady’s Favor?”

“I don’t know about this Favor,” Sam says. “It wasn’t a tale that I knew of when we were locking her up, and I knew everything about the Lady. Or at least, I thought I did.”

“Can you tell us where the third painting is?” I ask.

“No,” they say. “I haven’t seen it since I gave it to her. I’m sorry.”

I exchange a look with Ash and Gabriel, arguments forgotten in a moment of shared horror. Without the third painting in the Triptych, we can’t seal the Lady back inside the Other Marsh. New moon is tomorrow night; if Sam doesn’t know where the third painting is, it would take a miracle for us to find it in time to stop Emmett from calling Contest. He’ll force Ash and me to help him, and the Lady will be as good as free—

Sam looks from the incomplete Marsh Triptych to Ash to me again. “It’s really happening, isn’t it?” they ask. I nod. “Give me your spell book,” Sam says. Ash hands it over, and they scrutinize the enchantment. As they do, I get the strangest feeling: a crackle in the air, a metallic tang on the back of my tongue. The smell of salt. “It’s good work,” they say.

“We can’t find the third painting anywhere,” I say. “We need it—”

“I don’t think you do,” Sam says. They grab a stray pen and mark up the spell, adding sigils and tweaking equations. “There’s next to no room for error, but if your circle is strong enough, the two marsh paintings just might hold.”

I exchange a look with Gabriel and Ash. It would be better if we could find the third painting, but we don’t have that kind of time. And if Sam is right …

“One more thing—you need to change this,” they say, gesturing to an equation. “Your spell substitutes the painting by opening a Port into the marsh and sending someone inside to do it manually. It’s too risky—she’ll sense it and try to escape. I have another way.” They scribble down a series of sigils. Ash comes alight, peering over their shoulder to watch them work. She looks so Ashlike in this moment that I truly believe things are going to be OK. Over Sam’s other shoulder, Gabriel is watching closely with an expression on his face that I can’t read.

Sam slides the spell book back to Ash. “All this spellwork just to stall,” they say. “North Shore will have to contend with its Lady one day. And when that day comes, you three should run as fast and far as you can.”

“Come back with us,” I start. “Help us—”

“She’ll kill me the moment I step onto the marsh,” Sam says, shaking their head. “She knows my touch too well, I’m afraid. I can’t help.”

“Can’t or won’t?” Gabriel asks. His eyes flick to the portrait of the Lady, then back to Sam. “Why does that loophole exist?” he asks slowly.

Sam returns the photo to the drawer and shuts it with a decisive clack, ignoring Gabriel’s question. “I have done what I can. I think that it is time you go. Walk back to Star. Keep this one on land.”
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WE TRAVEL BACK to Star Island over the breakwaters, the long string of rocks that connects it to Smuttynose. We ride the ferry home in silence. Ash is absorbed in Sam’s adjustments to our spell. Gabriel is staring out at the horizon with a furrowed brow and moving hands, as if he’s arguing with himself.

I’m still trying to process what Sam said about the Lady and deals and North Shore at the center of it all. Too small to be so powerful. Sam insisting that a deal was made. Rowena saying that there was nothing on this earth that could make her work with the matriarch.

If that’s true, what changed?

Ash snaps her spell book shut as we’re docking on the mainland. “I think Sam is right,” she says as we disembark. “I reviewed their tweaks, and the two paintings should be enough. They’ll have to be—I don’t think we can find the third part of the Triptych in time. We do the ritual tomorrow night at the museum. Enter at close, hide, cast as soon as we’re able.”

Red-winged blackbirds greet Ash as we walk towards the parking lot, alighting on her shoulder, pecking at her hair. I watch as the color returns to her face. I don’t like it at all.

“Ash—” I start, but the confrontation dies in my mouth as someone gets out of the car parked next to ours. Tristan shuts the door behind him and leans against his vehicle.

Gabriel freezes. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Ash take out her car keys. We’re only a handful of steps away from her car; I can practically see her calculating our odds of successfully making a run for it.

“Gabriel. I’ve missed you,” Tristan says, and he looks so sincere that I genuinely believe him. “It’s not the same without you. It’s not too late to come back, you know. Family forgives.”

Beside me, Gabriel is frozen.

“Get out of our way,” I say. I scan the parking lot, searching for a bystander that could possibly intervene, but we were the last off the ferry; the lot is empty except for us.

Tristan shifts his gaze to me. “Did you really think we wouldn’t have someone watching you?” he asks. “Wonder what your coven would think about this skulking around. If they’d lock you girls in the basement of that drafty house until your Lady is dead and this is all over.”

“Let us go,” Gabriel says. Tristan’s eyes narrow.

“What are you going to do, heal me to death?” he asks with a small chuckle.

“Fuck off,” Gabriel says, but his voice wavers.

“Make me.” Tristan pushes off the car and steps forward. I mirror him, putting the other two behind me. An alarm call pierces the air. “Now, why don’t you tell me what you were doing on that island?”

“No.” I take two steps towards Tristan, all but closing the distance between us. “We’re leaving.”

By the time I hear the clink of a spell jar breaking, it’s already too late.

White-hot pain shoots through my body, eclipsing my vision. Too late, I see Jess step out from behind Tristan’s car, open spell jar in hand. I am in agony; I stumble as I am doused in the memory of a Revenant whose claws cut and cut deep. Tristan tackles me. I lash out with the knife, pain-blind, but even as I feel the blade connect with flesh, I know it’s no use; I’m too disoriented. He pins me to the ground, wielding a knife of his own.

“So it’s true,” he whispers, spit flecking on my face. “You’re afraid to cast. Useless.”

I hear the scuffle of boots on gravel, and then the clink of another spell jar being opened. I’m not the target, but I feel the Paralysis charm ripple through the earth towards Gabriel and Ash. I hear their footsteps abruptly cease as the spell hits them.

“I borrowed that one from Emmett,” Jess says, voice monotone. “You really should have kept running, Gabriel.”

Tristan examines the gash I cut across his forearm when we both went down. “You’ll pay for that.”

“Let her g—!” the words die in Gabriel’s mouth, cut off by the Paralysis charm reaching his throat. Tristan only has eyes for me.

“No one is coming, Maeve. The only person who can help you now is yourself,” he says. “Now tell me: What were you doing on that island?” I thrash under his weight, and he shakes his head. “Wrong answer.” He whittles the knife across my cheekbone, carving a slit across my face.

I bite my tongue until it bleeds and still fail to hold back my groan of pain. I glare up at Tristan, trying to pack all my hatred into a single stare. A dark shape flits through the air behind him, pulling my attention. Then another. Birds. One, two, ten, turning the weak winter sunlight into a soft strobe. Tristan sees my focus shift and turns just as the sky truly darkens.

The flock of red-winged blackbirds forms a dark cloud, circling in what I can only describe as fury.

“Get your hands off of her.” The voice belongs to Ash. It’s steady, powerful, not the seasick girl of moments ago. I twist to see her and Gabriel a few feet away, caught in the Paralysis charm. Marsh wind crescendos around us, whipping Ash’s hair into a frenzied halo. The birds above scream.

“She’s tainted,” Jess whispers. Loss flashes across her face, so acute that it makes me pause. Her gaze flicks downward to me. “I am so sorry. If you come with us willingly, we could help her before it’s too—”

Before she can finish, the parking lot is flooded with magic; Jess’s spell shatters in a wave that cracks the asphalt beneath us. To my horror, reeds poke through the ruined pavement.

“I wasn’t asking,” Ash says. In one fluid motion, she raises a finger into the sky and brings it downwards. The birds dive.

Tristan shrieks, loosens his grip on me. I kick him off, but I don’t need to—he’s already running for his car, slamming the door shut behind him and Jess as the birds give chase in a hail of feathers and talons, marring all available flesh with deep, red scratches.

I gape at Ash, but she’s not Ash: Her eyes are the foggy white of drowned trees, the color of my nightmares. She channels the birds and the marsh and the wind, unaware that Tristan has already released me. Dread twists through my veins as I smell the unmistakable museum musk of the Other Marsh.

I dart up, sprinting to Ash and prying the car keys from her hands. I toss them to Gabriel with the word “Drive!” and shove her into the back seat. He guns the engine and we peel out of the parking lot. Ash is convulsing in my lap, and when she opens her eyes, she doesn’t have eyes at all; the hollows underneath her lids are filled with the fuzz of overripe cattails. Water spills from her mouth. Her touch feels like magic, wild and free and unbound in a way that makes my head split with pain, makes me realize just how little of this I can take.

She speaks in a voice that isn’t her own as she pats the front pocket of her jacket. “Your friend has been keeping secrets, Maeve Elizabeth.”

A piece of paper is poking out from her pocket. I reach for it, hands trembling, and my fingers stick to a thin film of grime and salt. When I examine it, I am looking into a penciled set of eyes. Rembrandt’s eyes.

I am holding one of the stolen paintings from the Gardner heist.
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Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, Rembrandt van Rijn
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ASH REACHES FOR THE SKETCH, BUT I SNATCH IT AWAY. WITHOUT the painting on her person, her eyes are back to their normal hazel. Her cheeks are littered with cattail fuzz.

“What in all the ties that bind me is this?” I ask, even though I already know. The instant I touched it, I was engulfed in the musty smell of the Other Marsh; my fingertips came away damp with brackish water. Gabriel twists around in the driver’s seat, and the car swerves as he registers the painting, freezes, and then yanks us back into the correct lane.

“What the—” he yells. “It’s Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man. One of the stolen Rembrandts.”

The sketch is less than two inches tall, so tiny that it almost seems laughable that this is what replaced Ash’s eyes with cattail fuzz. Or it would, if I couldn’t sense the undermarsh pulsing faintly in every stroke of the pen.

“What did you do?” I ask, but Ash just stares at me. No. Not at me. At the painting.

Unbound magic radiates off the painting in waves, making my head spin, my palms sweat, my eyes lurch with the desire to become yellow, pupilless things.

I roll down the window, desperate to get the painting away from me, to let someone picking up trash on the side of the highway make the ten-million-dollar find—

Ash yanks my arm back.

“No!” Ash yells, just as Gabriel swerves the car and shouts, “What are you doing?”

The car jerks to the side. None of us are wearing seat belts; I lose my balance and Ash takes advantage, grabbing the painting out of my hand and clutching it to her chest.

“I’m keeping it! I have her under control!” she cries, but as she does there’s a split second where her mouth twitches upward in such a crooked, un-Ashlike smile that I have to choke down a scream.

The car slows as Gabriel pulls us off the highway and into a half-vacant rest stop. No one spares a glance for three disheveled twenty-somethings in a dented Civic having a crisis over one of the most wanted pieces of art in modern history.

“It’s really here,” he whispers in awe. Rembrandt peers out at us from the canvas, looking strangely peaceful. Fine tendrils of hair swirl about his face, as if buffeted by a marsh wind.

With a jolt, I remember that this is what Gabriel wants: a painting to bring home to his coven so that they’ll forgive him. And all that is standing between him and it are two witches, one of whom can’t even use magic.

But he doesn’t make a move for it. He just stares.

“How?” I ask. “How is that here? Does that mean that the Other Marsh—”

Ash shakes her head. I expected her to feel at least a little guilty about hiding this from me, but she seems almost defiant. “The Other Marsh is fine. Or it would have been, if Emmett hadn’t messed up the frames—”

She waves the painting, and for the first time I notice sigils catching the light, almost as if it’s been laminated with spellwork. “Once I was in the marsh, she found me. At first, I thought she was going to give me her Favor, but she gave me the Rembrandt instead—she told me that I needed to take it to the coven, so we could protect ourselves from what was coming. But I was already suspicious about the Other Marsh; once I touched the painting, I knew right away that it was part of a spell to trap her, not something she was guarding. I realized that the Lady was trying to break the spell by removing the Rembrandt from the Other Marsh. I don’t like being tricked. So I decided to trick her back.”

She pauses, staring into the eyes of the Rembrandt. He stares back, serene, unbothered. “The moment the Rembrandt was in my hands, I cast a series of wards on the painting to protect the spell, to keep the Other Marsh from falling apart when I took it out. Sure, the wards were way too big to cast on my own, but once I had the Rembrandt? It was easy. Maeve, it’s so powerful.” She’s speaking to me, but her eyes are glued to the painting. I want to rip it out of her hands.

“So you grabbed the painting and reinforced the spell,” Gabriel says. “I bet the Lady took that in stride.”

Ash laughs. “Oh, she did not like that. She was furious; that’s when she attacked me, dragged my mind into that place underneath the marsh. I’m convinced the Rembrandt helped keep me alive down there, that my wards must have been drawing on its power. And then I heard you two, and realized that it was now or never. So I used the Rembrandt to break free, really tapped into it to escape the marsh, to wake up. I think that’s when both the Lady and I realized that using the painting to cast made the connection between us stronger. That she could get to me through it.”

“Ash—you can’t keep using it; you’re going to end up possessed—” I start.

“I know the risks!” Ash cries. She rolls up her sleeve to show a series of warding charms markered onto her upper arm. “She underestimated me. Everyone always does. I can keep her out.”

“You don’t know that!” I say. “If she gets fully inside your head, you will be gone. People don’t survive being possessed!”

“She’s right,” Gabriel says. I shoot him a grateful look. “I’ve known people to go under and come back once, maybe twice, but after that, you’ll be gone. A shell. And it sounds like the more you use it, the harder it’ll be to keep her out.”

But Ash’s face is set. “I can do this. I have my wards. I can keep myself safe.”

“Wait,” Gabriel says slowly. “Sam just said that you couldn’t get inside the Other Marsh if you wanted the paintings.”

She draws herself up to her full height. “Fine. I wasn’t after the art,” she admits. “Sure, it was a nice bonus, but I went after her, OK? You don’t understand—when she spoke to me, she seemed so human. All the stories say that Revenants are monsters, but I swear, she’s there. And if there’s more to her, maybe there’s more to all Revenants. Do you know how much Revenants could tell us about the unbound? How much we could learn if we could simply ask? If we could figure out how it works, how to better adapt when it changes, maybe even how to wield it—that possibility was too good to pass up.”

“This is insanity,” I hiss. “Revenants pretend to be human so they can lure you in and kill you! You could have died!” My voice breaks. I know that I have no room to talk when it comes to secrets, but I don’t care. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because I knew you’d react like this!” Ash shouts. “You freak out whenever I mention anything to do with magic! You don’t talk to me anymore! I’d say I’m sorry, but this is what you wanted—to be left alone!”

“This isn’t about me! It’s about you and what you stole and what it’s doing to you!”

“It’s always about you, Maeve!” she says, and the words hurt all the more for how clear her eyes are, how un–Other Marsh and how very Ash. “Always you! We were supposed to go places! Together! And then you went away, curled up in your sad studio apartment, and became nothing!”

“I’m not—”

“Don’t lie!” she screams. “I’m not an idiot! I know what you’re doing! I know about the Hexionary!”

It’s like Tristan is tackling me all over again. My hand reflexively jerks towards my jacket pocket, giving Ash all the confirmation she needs.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” she spits back. “Did you really think I wouldn’t figure out what you’re planning? First, I see you stealing grave dirt at the cemetery. I tell myself there’s no way she’s collecting big, important helixes, but then I see that your spell book is missing from your apartment. And the worst part? When I confronted this guy about you being up to something, he already knew!”

“I—”

“What’s wrong with you, Maeve?” she shouts. “It’s like you’re not even you anymore. You took my friend from me, and you hid her somewhere, and I’m just trying to get her back—and the funny thing is that I’m the one that got hurt, this should be the other way ’round, but no, all anyone cares about is sad little Maeve, how awful that she’s not going to go out for matriarch—”

My face burns with a curdling mixture of shame and anger.

“And then I dream of Rowena telling me that I am a brilliant witch. That she, unlike everyone else, sees what I’m truly worth. How vital I am to the spell we’re working on, to all your spells, to everything that made us great. She told me that I had everything but the strength, and that she could fix that. Give it to me. And she did! She gave me this painting, and now I get to know what it’s like to be the powerful one for once,” she hisses. “I get to know what it’s like to not need you, the same way that you won’t need me when you’ve stripped away your magic!”

“I’ll always need you,” I whisper, voice breaking.

“And when I needed you, you were too busy becoming nothing.”

“Ash, I—I’m sorry.”

“Say something else for once,” she says. “Anything else.”

I have no answer.

Ash shakes her head. “I know it’s bad when I use it. But the Lady promised objects of power, and she delivered. I was going to hand it over to the matriarch, but then Emmett showed up, and I knew they’d just make me give it to him.

“Then we started working on the spell to seal her back up, and I realized just how much power it’ll take to pull off. More than Gabriel and I have. Maybe even more than the three of us.”

Gabriel gives me a look, as if cueing me up to explain that I know a little too much about the unbound, but I can’t. Not now, not with Ash like this—the crooked smile, the hunger, the wound that runs so much deeper than I realized. Worse, I’m afraid that if Ash discovered how much I’ve kept from her and for how long, it would drive her away from me and closer to her. I can’t lose Ash, not to the Lady or my secrets.

“This fixes everything,” Ash says. “I’m going to use it to help cast our spell tomorrow. With its power, there’s no way we’ll fail. We’re going to seal her up for good.”

“It’s too risky,” I say. “I’m not letting you do that.”

“You can’t let me do anything,” Ash says, voice hard. “Here, a deal: You stay out of my way, and I’ll let you work that awful spell. You want your magic gone so badly? Fine. I won’t interfere. I know you were worried about that, since you tried so hard to keep it from your best friend.”

“You can’t—”

“I can,” she says. “I’m going to use my painting and my spell to lock her back up. I’m sure this isn’t what the Lady intended when she gave it to me, but screw her for what she did to Rosemary and Connor. And at the end of this, when Gabriel gets his painting, the coven can have one, too. This. Fixes. Everything.”

I clench my jaw. Ash won’t get the chance to use that cursed picture in a spell, not if I can help it. Something flickers behind her eyes, as if the Lady is taunting me. I know, deep in my bones, that the next time Ash taps into that painting for something big, the Lady is going to seize her mind completely and I will lose her forever. The unbound magic inside of me pulses in agreement, champing at the bit, begging to be set free, to hit and hit hard—

The sudden intensity of it terrifies me. I fight to catch my breath, to slow my heart rate.

Ash shakes her head. “You’ll be pleased to know that I was wrong. Maybe there’s something human in these unbound Revenants, but after all this, I don’t think so. At least, there’s none left in her.”

“So we’re sticking to the plan?” Gabriel asks quietly.

Ash nods. “I’m going to finalize the spell tonight. We meet tomorrow at the museum, sneak in, cast. Use the Rembrandt to lock her back up.”

“Ash—”

“I am doing this with or without you,” Ash says. “Maybe this time, you’ll believe me.”

“No one is doing anything without anyone,” Gabriel says from the front. “We planned this spell together, we’re casting it together. Right?” For a split second, I’m worried that he’ll out me as unbound right then and there, but when his eyes flick from me to Ash in the rearview mirror, I catch a spark of fear. Maybe the real reason he’s keeping my secret isn’t because of me or the art, but because of what Ash has become. And who else might be listening.

“I’ll be there,” I say.

Gabriel turns back to the steering wheel, but in the rearview mirror, his eyes are on me. And I know, at least for him, my thoughts are written all over my face. He knows there’s no way in hell I’m letting Ash cast with that painting. If one of us has to get seized by the unbound, it might as well be the one who is already halfway there.

The magic inside me surges in response, eager to stretch, to bend, to break. For half a heartbeat, my irises flash reflective yellow in the rearview mirror. Gabriel’s eyes widen. I blink it away, but he’s already seen. He knows what I am thinking: that if I had the Rembrandt and didn’t mind pushing myself over the edge, I could do this spell myself. Alone. I don’t care if he knows. As if he could stop me.

I swipe at my face, realizing too late how close I am to crying. My hand comes away bloody from where Tristan nicked me, and I swear that the lacerations didn’t hurt until right then.

We drive back to Boston in silence.
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WE DROP ASH AND HER CAR AT HER PLACE IN IPSWICH AND ride the train back to Boston in silence. When we reach my stop, Gabriel checks his bag and curses, claiming to have forgotten some notes at the library.

“I must have left them yesterday—I’ll meet you at your apartment. You’ll be OK?” he asks.

I nod. I’m not sure if he’s really forgotten his notes or if he just wants some space after everything, but I’m grateful for the alone time. I walk home, my thoughts a mess of Revenants and deals and rituals to end it all. Tomorrow.

I text Imani about Griswald in a vain attempt to distract myself from everything. She doesn’t respond.

I run through the ritual in my mind, reaffirming that, with the Rembrandt, I am strong enough to do the entire spell on my own. I can do this. I can lock up the Lady and keep Ash safe. It just makes sense. What’s the point of both of us dying when I’m already going unbound, anyway?

I almost text Ash about ten times as I climb the stairs to my apartment, but what can I say? That I’m sorry, even though I’m not? That I hope she can forgive me when this is all over?

For once, the path forward is clear. No more fighting, no more running. As I settle into the idea, I feel strangely light, as if my bones have gone hollow. So this is it, then.

Just when I think I’ve avoided a complete mental breakdown, I open the door to my apartment.

A thin sheen of water glimmers across the vinyl floor. Reeds spring up along the walls and around my furniture, completing the makeshift marsh. I stand and stare, paralyzed. There is cordgrass sprouting from my kitchen sink. A rather lost frog looks up at me from the couch.

I close the door behind me and collapse against it. My shoulders shake, and I can’t tell if I’m about to laugh or cry. Of course, after today, this. As if the marsh knows what I’m going to do, as if setting my mind has summoned it here. The marsh mocks me, whispering that this apartment, too, was always a farce, only ever held the illusion of safety. How foolish was I to ever think that I’d left the marsh and my mistakes behind, when the marsh itself is not on North Shore but is under me, will always be under me, waiting to seep up through the floorboards.

I wonder what it will feel like—if I’ll even feel after. I’m not sure which would be worse, dying or being kept alive by the unbound for eons as the Emmetts of the world hunt me for power. Funny, isn’t it? Ash and Emmett are both searching for answers about Revenants, but I’m the one that will get to know. I swipe tears from my checks—so I’m laughing and crying, then, mind caught in the same in-between place as my stupid magic.

I am glad for Gabriel’s absence. I don’t want him to see me, killer of herons, falling apart over a quarter inch of murky water in a shitty studio apartment. I splash through the marsh, looking for my mop out of habit, only to stop in the middle of the kitchen. Why clean? After tomorrow, I won’t even be here. I picture my landlord trying to collect damages from a grackle-eyed Revenant made of marsh reeds, and I burst into deranged laughter.

What did Rowena do after it happened? Did she go back to the home she shared with her sister, unbound-marred face and all? Or was she too far gone to remember what home was? Did Constance spend that night alone, curled around whatever objects Rowena left behind?

Gabriel opens the door and freezes, gaping at the water.

I sit up on the counter, crushing the juncus reeds sprouting from my utensil drawer. “I am so not getting my security deposit back.”

He closes the door behind him, lest the marsh invade the hallway. A frog croaks, and he jumps. “Maybe the marsh will eat your landlord,” he says slowly, gauging my reaction. “Should I get towels?”

I shrug. “Don’t worry about it. It’ll probably just grow back, anyway. I’ll clean it after the ritual.”

“At least give me something to get the frog,” he says. I toss him an empty take-out container and watch as he captures the creature. I feel a wave of shame for how I’d acted on the ferry. We’d left on fighting words, and yet he’s still here, de-frogging my apartment without so much as a snide remark.

“I’m sorry for what I said earlier,” I say. “It wasn’t true, and you didn’t deserve it.”

A second frog croaks from the counter. He splashes towards it. “I’m sorry, too,” he says. “About Ash. In my defense, she basically already knew you were trying to strip your magic.”

I can’t find it in me to be mad. “You were right. I should have told her.”

“I was going to tell her about the unbound, too,” he admits. “But she started acting so weird after I told her about your plan to strip your magic that I stopped. Guess we know why now. I wish I’d caught on earlier.”

I nod. “It’s too late now, I think. I want to tell Ash, not … her.”

“Are you OK?” he asks. He captures the second frog in his hands and deposits it into the take-out container with one swift movement. “About tomorrow.”

I nod, weighing how bad my idea is against the fact that I have already decided to do it. But perhaps the answer was always this. “Yeah. I’m still in.”

“That’s not what I meant,” he says.

“I’ll be fine.”

He doesn’t look like he believes it. He furrows his brow, as if he’s trying to find the right question to ask but can’t. Instead, he touches his cheek. When I mirror him, my hand comes away bloody from where Tristan cut my face.

“I can fix that for you.”

Do Revenants even need cheeks? The Lady’s veil covers most of hers, so perhaps not. “It’s OK. Guys dig scars, right?”

“Oh yeah. We also dig infection, and viral fever—” He cuts himself off, and I know that we’re both thinking that if I do this spell, I won’t be around long enough to care about getting infected. He hesitates, as if he’s unsure what to say. So am I.

He sets the imprisoned frogs on the counter and approaches me, raising a hand to ask for permission.

He’s already so close; part of me knows I shouldn’t let him get closer, that every inch he gains will only make it harder for me to do what I need to do. But a much stronger part of me knows that I don’t have a lot of moments of closeness, moments with him, left, and is desperate to add to their number. As if seizing this one will somehow make up for all the time I’m not going to have.

I scoot forward on the counter. “Sure,” I say. He places a hand on my cheek, and I feel the pressure of his fingertips as he begins to knit the skin back together.

“You’re going to steal the painting from Ash and do the spell for her, aren’t you?” he asks.

I nod and instantly wish I hadn’t; the movement draws all my attention to his hand on my face, warm against the cut, the pressure of his fingers along my cheekbone. I feel the rise of his magic, and suddenly I get a flash of memory—a friend and a joke through the pain that makes both of them laugh. I don’t have to ask to know that this friend is dead. I won’t let Ash go the same way.

“Do you believe they’re people?” I ask instead of answering. “That they’re still … human?”

It’s not until he hesitates that I realize how desperately I want him to say yes.

“It would be easier if they weren’t,” he says. His eyes are on my skin under his fingertips, but I know that he is somewhere else. “Eventually, they all dissolve into monstrous forms. But some stay human, stay lucid, longer. I think it’s because they have something tying them here. Something to live for, if you can call it living.” He hesitates. “Some people say that Revenants are only faking their humanity, but if they are … it’s so close that I wonder if it even matters. So yeah. I think they’re still in there.”

I imagine myself boiled down to nothing but my strongest desire, the thing I most desperately want. I shudder.

“You don’t have to do this,” Gabriel whispers. He swipes his hand over my cheek, and I realize that the wound is closed, that it has been closed for some time now. But he’s still touching me.

I lean into his touch, running my eyes over the planes of his face and not caring that he sees me seeing. “No point in both of us going unbound if I’m already halfway there,” I say. “Besides, you’re right. I shouldn’t run from magic. Not when it’s the one thing I’m good for.”

“Don’t say that. It’s not true.”

I just shrug. “Hey,” I say. “Say it’s going to be alright so I can call you a liar, huh?” I feel my lips twitch up and into a small smile, but he doesn’t mirror me.

“It’ll be alright, Maeve.” His hand shifts, and suddenly he’s cupping my face, not like someone preparing to cast a charm, but someone that … just wants to. He leans closer, eyes flicking to my lips—

The frogs in the take-out container let out an insistent croak. The sound jars us; he steps back, taking his hand from my face. I suddenly feel cold.

“Oh. Right. I’ve got to do something about you guys,” Gabriel says, grabbing the box. He leaves without another word, heading downstairs to release the frogs. I slide off the counter, trying to steady my thoughts; I can still feel his hand on my skin. I didn’t realize how badly I want him close until he’s gone. Now, he’s just another thing that I’ve let slip through my fingertips, my hands close enough to graze but not strong enough to grab. I let out a long breath.

My eyes wander across the apartment to the couch. His backpack and things were stowed on top, away from the water, but too late, I see something peeking out from underneath the couch. His sketchbook, half drenched in murky water.

I grab it, but I am far too late. My heart sinks. In the Other Marsh, Gabriel was so careful to keep his sketchbook dry, always sure to tuck it away in the enchanted bag that protected his things from the elements. But this time, he must have taken the sketchbook out to draw and forgotten to put it back, or assumed that it would be safe in my apartment. It wasn’t. The book is severely waterlogged; I have to choose between opening it and letting the pages dry wavy and warped in a way that means they’ll never fit together the same again, or keeping the book closed and letting the dampness mold and fester. I open my window and let the winter air fan out the pages.

At first, the pictures are not of the marsh. A portrait of a girl with an clear family resemblance to Gabriel, probably his sister. A mountainous horizon. A grimoire, rendered in such painstaking detail that I pause on the page. After, there’s a period where the sketches are of woods and deep, deep darkness, where wounds and their healing spells are rendered in detail that is captivating and revolting in equal measure. I can tell when Gabriel comes to Boston: The sketches change to rocky coastline. Then reeds on the marsh, the museum courtyard. A saltmarsh sparrow. A heron. I flip again, and I am shocked to find that I am looking at a self-portrait of Gabriel. He looks hungry, but for what, I cannot tell.

The next picture is of me. No one has ever drawn a picture of me before.

I am standing in the marsh, body of the two-headed heron curled around my feet. My hair is a cloudlike mess, and my injured arm hangs at my side, bleeding into the marsh in a way that makes it look as if I am the source of the brackish water. I am offering the viewer the knife. And my face …

I do not look terrified, which is how I felt. Instead, I am … steady. Solid. Someone who is not afraid of anything, who trusts that when they do something, they do it right. Someone who would tell you that things are going to be OK and not be lying. The kind of person I wish I was.

“I was just messing around,” Gabriel says softly. I jump. He’s standing in the doorway, frog-less take-out container in hand.

“I—I’m sorry. It got wet, and I wanted to dry it, and … it’s good,” I finish, unsure what else to say. Unsure if I want to ask if he’s drawn any pictures of me where I’m not covered in blood, if there are any sketches where I am curled into a ball on the fire escape having a panic attack, or where I wander the marsh as a Revenant.

“You made me look a lot more put together than I was,” I say.

“That’s just how you looked,” he says quietly. I realize with a jolt that this, the last sketch in the book, is likely what he has been working on at night. Even after he knew I couldn’t cast, that I was nothing. But I am something on the page. It’s there in every line of the figure.

“I wish I’d been stronger,” I say, eyes tracing the sketch. “None of this would have happened if I had been strong enough.” It feels useless to go on, to wish the rest: that things could be different. For me. For us.

Gabriel walks towards me through the marsh, holding his hand out for his book. “That’s not how the past works,” he says.

He takes the book, and our fingers brush underneath it. I can’t stop myself from noticing his writer’s callouses, his warmth.

“I’m really glad I met you, you know that?” I ask. “Any coven would be lucky to have you in it.”

He sets his book down on the table and takes a step forward, covering my hand with his. I didn’t even realize that I had grabbed Emmett’s knife to fidget with until he is closing his hand around mine and, in turn, making me slide the blade shut.

“You don’t have to do this,” he says softly, sliding the knife back into my pocket. “And for what it’s worth, I think you are. Strong enough. And I don’t think the magic has anything to do with it.”

I know he means strong enough to escape my fate, but all I can think about is taking on the one I’ve been sent. Doing this right. One last spell.

We are so, so close, and I know that this is the true last chance. The person in the picture wouldn’t run from things, wouldn’t leave things unfinished. I meet his eyes, and the way he is looking at me makes me believe that I can be the girl in the sketch. That the difference between me and her isn’t an unbreachable gulf but a series of acts, and maybe there is a separate, different kind of courage that exists not for near-death scenarios but for moments like this. My time is short, but it’s not up yet. And I don’t want to waste another second of it being anything but brave enough to act.

I lean forward slowly, every movement telegraphed, wordlessly asking him if the ground beneath my feet will hold. He takes in a sharp breath, his eyes flicking from mine to my lips and then back, and then I am kissing him.

There is a moment of stiffness, like Gabriel can’t believe that this is happening.

I am fierce and rough with everyone and everything, but with Gabriel, I find myself wanting to be gentle. My touch on his face is featherlight, and I know that if he should choose to move in any direction but towards me, the embrace would break. His lips are soft and warm and taste faintly like coffee. I feel his surprise, and when I pull slightly back, I am I already convinced that he is going to move away from me.

But then he catches the back of my head in his hand and pulls me back to him, kissing me again. His other hand curls around the small of my back, steadying me, pressing us together. He deepens the kiss, and suddenly our caution is gone. I tangle one of my hands in his hair and slide the other underneath his shirt and across his back, pulling him to me.

We shift, bringing each other closer, an island in the murky water. Suddenly I don’t care about the unbound at my throat or the marsh under my feet; all I care about in this moment is him, is this. I can feel every callus on his fingertips as they trace my newly healed face, as they wrap around my back and hold me as if I am something precious. For a moment, all my thoughts of tomorrow evaporate, like the mist on the marsh burning away in the sun. When he kisses me again, deeper this time, I find that I am smiling, and I know that he can feel it in the curves of my lips.

I think that is what ruins everything.

He pulls away from me, and I stare up at him, breath ragged, unable to pull my eyes from his lips.

“Maeve …” he starts, and I step forward, but he steps backwards. I think that is when I know, when the alarm call registers. I freeze. “I can’t.”

The words fall like a blow. Heat rises to my already flushed face. “I—I’m sorry, I thought you wanted—” I start, but I can’t finish. Suddenly, all I feel is stomach-turning embarrassment.

“I—” he starts, and he’s wearing pain, too, though I don’t care to decipher it. “I just—I can’t. I’m sorry. I am—fuck. I should go.”

Just like that, he’s grabbing his bag and rushing out of the marshy apartment, leaving me staring after him, wondering how I managed to mess this up, too, wondering how on earth I could have believed that the girl in the picture was anything more than a fantasy.
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I DREAM OF ASH. ASH, THRUMMING WITH POWER, TELLING ME that she doesn’t need me anymore before walking off across the marsh, hand in hand with Rowena. I try to chase her, but I sink into the mud up to my knees, my thighs, my chest, until I’m helplessly stuck. I cry out for help, and when I look up, Gabriel is crouching on the ground above me with a cruel smile. “How could you ever think that being with you would be better than being alone?” he asks, shaking his head. “That I would ever want you? You’re nothing.” And then he, too, leaves.

When I thrash awake, I am alone. Gabriel is still gone; where there was once the sound of him breathing or sketching softly, there is now nothing. The studio feels monstrously big without him.

I try to block out the memory of the kiss, his hand on my face, our bodies pressed tightly together, the look in his eyes as he fled from me like someone swept away by a changing tide. I shove the memory of his lips on mine into the same place that I am so used to shoving the touch of the unbound: down and away. I tell myself that it’s for the best. That even as I kissed him, I wasn’t planning on a future, anyway.

I spend all day going through the ritual in my head. It’s surprisingly similar to the one we cast that night: We’ll summon a Port that leads to the paintings inside of the Other Marsh. Then, we’ll place the two Marsh Triptych paintings inside, and the primary caster will reach in and grab Storm. I need to be that caster, which means I need to get the Rembrandt from Ash after everything is set up but before we start to work the enchantment. I can’t think of any ways to do that except by force, but I’m over subtlety at this point. I’ll do whatever I have to.
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WHEN I ARRIVE outside the Gardner that afternoon, Gabriel is already there. He starts to say something, but I head him off. “It was a mistake. I get it,” I say, smile tight. No need to have an emotional rift interfere with the spell.

“Yeah,” he says finally. “It was.” We are saved from drowning in our awkwardness by Ash’s arrival.

“Ready?” she asks.

I nod. “Let’s end this.”

We enter the museum with the evening crowd. It feels strange, walking the same halls that form the Other Marsh, as if reality could shift beneath me at any moment. The unbound magic emanating from the frames seems stronger, a wave of salt and peat that consumes me as I pass by each broken portal.

I have to focus to peer past the Glamour that Emmett and his coven cast over the frames to ensure that the Stranded won’t see the broken spell symbols. A brief inspection confirms what we already knew: that the Fletchers have marred every frame except for Storm’s, closing off the gateways in an attempt to weaken the spell. Chez Tortoni remains untouched, the only frame without any enchantment. But wondering about its plainness seems stupid now, when this is so close to being over.

The unbound prickles at me, waiting. I wonder what it will feel like.

My phone pings; museumgoers shoot me dirty looks. It’s a text from Imani: Hey.

I frown at my phone. Imani, casually texting me? As if. I’ve tried to get around enough compulsions to recognize the maneuver when I see it. I text back. She doesn’t respond, nor do I expect her to—she probably has some order not to talk to me about, well, anything to do with this. Still, her message is clear: Something is up. If we’re going to execute our plan, we need to do it fast.

The announcer gives us the fifteen-minute warning, and together we slip into the spell circle that Gabriel has been working on for the past week. It’s larger than the one we met in, but it still feels too tight, cramped with the tension between me and Gabriel, me and Ash. The crowds die, the museum goes dark. We wait.

Ash takes Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man out of her pocket. I mentally rehearse how I’ll tackle her and grab it when the time comes.

The museum is still. We have waited long enough. Ash leaves the spell circle, and Gabriel and I follow her into the Dutch Room. No alarms go off. Gabriel was right: the Fletchers have taken care of security. I find myself feeling strangely calm, even as my anticipation builds. The path is set.

Ash draws a circle on the floor in the center of the Dutch Room, before the frame of The Storm on the Sea of Galilee.

Gabriel spends what feels like eons fine-tuning the line of the circle, the shape of the sigils, insisting they have to be perfect.

Finally, it is time.

We each offer up a helix. I place my two perfect feathers on the rim of the circle. Gabriel sets down a page of his sketchbook, folded so that we cannot see the drawing inside. Ash offers up her notebook, our entire week of spell diagrams and careful planning.

Ash sets three candles around the edge of the circle. She flicks her wrist, and her bangle sparks to life, a small flame trailing down her finger to light each wick. Finally, I place the two Marsh Triptych paintings in the center. I wish we’d found the third painting, the third feather, the third memory. But wishes won’t get me anywhere now. The shadows in the gallery around us seem longer and deeper than they should be, the paintings seem a little bit more. Rembrandt watches.

We take our places, equidistant on the edge of the circle. Moonlight tints the Dutch Room a dusky blue; the doorways to the stairwell and the Tapestry Room yawn wide on either side of us. Ash holds up Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man. It pulses with the energy of the undermarsh, and something flickers behind her eyes with feral delight.

Before she can start the spell, I lunge for her, darting across the circle—

Only to be slammed to the ground by a burst of marsh wind. I crash to the floor, sliding across the room to rest next to the empty frame of Landscape with an Obelisk, near the far wall. My eyebrow has split, I blink blood out of my vision to see Ash above me, hand outstretched.

My eyes go wide. She cast that. A massive instantaneous working, the kind of power not even I used to have.

“She was right about you,” Ash whispers. “You don’t think I’m strong enough—”

“Ash, you can’t listen to her!” I shout. A breeze trickles through the Gardner. I smell salt and damp.

“Even broken, you think you’re more powerful than me,” she says. The wind picks up; doors creak on their hinges, tapestries ripple across the walls. “Better suited for my own spell—”

“Ash, please—”

“I think that’s enough of a performance for today.”

Emmett has appeared behind Ash, in the doorway to the Tapestry Room. Jess is at his side, along with a half dozen other Fletchers; they emerge from the shadows and creep towards us like ice coalescing over still water. I’ve just realized that Tristan is missing when I hear footsteps behind us. Tristan is standing in the doorway to the stairwell, the other entrance to the Dutch Room. We’re trapped.

“I’ll thank you all to come quietly,” Emmett says. “We’ll be taking that painting.”

That is when Ash truly summons the wind. It tears through the Dutch Room, circling her in a maelstrom so powerful that it forces everyone back and knocks Gabriel to the opposite side of the room, where Emmett is still standing, bracing himself against the entryway to the Tapestry Room.

I lurch to my feet, fighting through the wind, but it’s too strong. I can barely stand, let alone make progress towards her. I scream for Ash, but the gale tears my words away. She’s tapped into the painting fully now; blood trickles from her ears and nose, sweat beads across her forehead. She’s fighting the Lady for control and losing. Reeds shoot up from the tiled floor beneath us. I smell mud and rot on the wind—and, ties, the flickering shadow on the floor is not Ash but a monster of sticks and stones that flashes through forms: birdlike, reedlike, Ashlike, and finally, her.

Panic tightens around my throat. “Ash, please—” I scream.

She meets my eyes, and I see a flash of hesitation. The reeds stop growing, the winds slow enough that I can push my way towards her, grabbing her shoulders in my hands. “Ash—Ash, are you—”

“I’m fine,” she chokes out, even though she’s shaking, clammy, only barely maintaining control.

“Gabriel, we have to get out—” I shout, frantically scanning the room. I spot him, and the words die in my mouth.

Gabriel is standing unharmed and unrestrained on the far side of the gallery next to Emmett, who clasps his forearm tightly and whispers something in his ear. I can’t catch his words above the wind, but the smugness on Emmett’s face is unmistakable. He and Gabriel have some sort of deal.

Gabriel’s eyes meet mine, and his face flashes with guilt before returning to something impassible. As if I am nothing.

Emmett holds my gaze. At his side, Jess gives me a small, sad smile, as if to say I told you so.

“That’s the thing about allies,” Emmett says, raising his voice above the dying wind. “You have to know what they want. And Gabriel wants so much more than you could ever give.”

For a moment, I am frozen with horror. Then, Gabriel’s gaze shifts over my shoulder. I turn just in time to watch Tristan catch his eye from across the room and mouth three words: Welcome back, brother.

One of his Fletchers hands Emmett the two Marsh Triptych paintings; with horror, I realize that they’re gathering up all our spell components—perfect feathers included—from where Ash’s maelstrom scattered them across the room.

Ash has begun to shake. “Let go of the painting,” I plead with her. “Please—”

I catch movement out of the corner of my eye. Tristan is advancing towards us.

I don’t want to release Ash, don’t want to take my eyes off her for a single second, but what choice do I have? I twist to face Tristan, placing myself firmly between him and her. I keep one hand on Ash’s forearm, and with the other I flick open Emmett’s knife.

Tristan’s eyes catch the blade. “I’d tell you to come quietly, but I think we’re well past that.”

“Hey!” Gabriel shouts. “We had a deal—”

Emmett pats his shoulder. “So we did,” he agrees. He turns to us. “Give me the Rembrandt and we won’t hurt you.”

“You think you can take it from me? I’d love to see you try,” Ash says. The arm I am clasping shakes as she struggles to keep control of her body, but I know that she means it. That she’ll go under again if she has to.

“Ash, you can’t—” I whisper.

“You have no idea what I can and can’t do,” Ash snaps back.

I want to turn back to her and shake her, tell her that this is insanity, but I’m afraid to take my eyes off of Tristan. I feel a sudden wash of despair as I realize how helplessly outmatched I am; there is no way I can protect Ash from all of this.

“Surely that power isn’t worth your life, Ashley,” Emmett calls. “The Lady is not your friend. You’d rather become possessed, die as a shell, than surrender the Rembrandt to me?”

Ash draws herself up to her full height. “I see I’m finally worthy of your full attention,” she says. Her voice is undercut with a layer of Not Ash that grows louder as she speaks. “I’m not choosing her. I’m choosing not to work with you.”

Ash is trembling harder now, the air around her smells like the marsh. We need to get out now, while she is still holding the Lady back.

“Gabriel said something so similar to me once, and yet here he is,” Emmett says, placing a hand on his shoulder. “Funny how quickly things can change when you apply leverage in just the right spot.”

He nods, and Tristan lunges for us—but before I can react, the reeds have come to life, ensnaring him where he stands, arm outstretched towards me.

“You’ll have to try harder than that,” Ash says, but it’s not Ash. Her eyes have gone entirely dead white, and everything from the way she stands to the expression on her face is wrong. Water pools at our feet. The air grows heavy with humidity, a storm in waiting.

“Interesting,” Emmett says. His voice remains light, but his gaze hardens as he comes to the realization that Ash is too powerful for him to simply take. The half dozen Fletchers he brought don’t stand a chance against Ash and the Rembrandt, even with her fighting off possession. If we fight, this will get ugly. And I doubt he wants that.

Too late, I realize that there’s only one way to get total control of Ash. Of all of us.

“I didn’t want to do this,” Emmett says. “But you leave me no other choice. The next time you receive an order from me, it’ll be as your matriarch. I’m calling Contest.”

Something snaps. The reeds, winds, and birds abruptly quiet. “I’ll be there,” Ash hisses. Her eyes shine with feral light, but when she speaks, it is her and her alone. “And when I beat you, I’m going to force you to leave my marsh.”

Emmett inclines his head. “I’ll see you there,” he says. He doesn’t sound worried about going up against Ash and her Rembrandt, not in the slightest. I feel sick. What are his tethered sprits capable of, to make him so unafraid?

One by one, the Fletchers disappear into the darkness of the closed museum. Gabriel casts a look back at me but follows. Tristan gives me a small wave before turning back into the stairwell.

Beside me, Ash is back, panting heavily. I grab her. “Ash—are you OK? You can’t possibly—”

She yanks out of my grip, anger twisting her face. “If you hadn’t tried to stop us, we could have finished the spell before they got here!” she says.

“If you use it again, she’ll possess you! You’ll die!” I say. “You don’t have to compete. It’ll be Imani. She’ll win.”

“Everyone is always underestimating me. I thought you were different,” she says, voice cold. “I won’t even ask if you’re going to compete. I know all you’ll do is disappoint me.”

Ash yanks her arm out of my grasp, turns in place, and vanishes. Just like I used to. My best friend casts a Port and twists into the space between spaces, disappearing like a stone dropped into deep, dark water, leaving me alone.
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I AM GOING TO BE LATE. OF COURSE IT’S TOO LATE TO CATCH A train, of course my taxi gets caught in traffic. I open the door before the car has fully stopped and sprint into the marsh underneath a starless sky, reeds nipping at my heels. The coven has already begun to circle on the hill. I race towards them with dread pounding through my veins. Emmett can’t be allowed to win the contest, but there’s all too good of a chance that he will; my mind flashes back to his objects of power, to the rings on his fingers. Will those jerky, humanlike shadows even be visible against the night?

There. The matriarch. I grab her as she approaches the circle.

“You need to stop this,” I say, panting. Coven members turn to look, curious. “Please. Emmett—he’s not going to play fair, he’s got helixes he stole from Revenants—”

“He’s here because of you,” my grandmother says.

I freeze.

“He called Contest this evening because you and Ashley would not cooperate. You brought this on yourself. You think the coven can’t handle an outsider? You think we are so weak?”

“You don’t understand—”

“The only thing more disgraceful than losing a Contest is running from one,” she snaps. “Face him yourself. Prove that he should not lead the coven. This is how things are done.”

There’s a glint in her eyes. I stop short; she thinks she’s got me, that she’s forced my hand.

“Wait—”

But she has already broken away from me. The circle parts for her. My covenmates watch me with a mixture of curiosity and derision. They’re clearly wondering my alarm is about, confident that there is no way an outsider could win the Contest. But Emmett? With his objects of power and his tethered spirits? I’m not so sure.

Thoughts war inside my head like fronts at sea. My grandmother is right. I could enter the Contest. But a broken, unbound spell out here, with the whole coven assembled? Where everyone I have ever known or loved will be in shrapnel range?

I feel sick just thinking about it.

With trembling hands, I join the circle as the matriarch strides into the center. Emmett joins her. Across the circle, I spot Ash and Imani. Emmett’s Fletchers are lurking in the shadows. Gabriel is nowhere to be seen, he must have taken whatever prize Emmett gave him and run.

All eyes are on the matriarch. I can’t help but replay Sam’s story in my mind: a small, old coven, so powerful for its size. A life, two, every year. As I watch my grandmother, I want so desperately to believe that she wouldn’t have any part in something that horrific. But I don’t feel sure about anything anymore.

“We are convened tonight to witness a challenge and those who rise to meet it,” the matriarch says. She stands so steady, so sure that one of us will prevail. As if there is an unseen force watching over us all. “As I am in my final year of matriarchy, I will be abdicating. Who will represent North Shore?” When she asks the question, she looks directly at me.

Emmett gives me a soft smile, daring me to challenge him. Just like the snake. Just like the heron. Aware of how close I am to breaking and eager to watch me do it.

As if I’ve summoned the unbound with a thought, the first waves of pain start to break inside my head. I close my eyes tight and will the magic away. Ash was right. I will disappoint her.

Imani steps into the circle to a sea of nods.

Then Ash enters. Mutters rise from the coven; no one expected this. She stands, radiating power that makes the unbound within me itch. She does not look at me.

Imani catches my gaze, confirming with a look that she knows what’s at stake. That either she wins, or we watch Emmett set the Lady free and wreak havoc on our coven. I shake my head, trying to tell her without words not to underestimate Emmett, that he won’t be playing fair. I wish I could freeze time and grab her, explain everything, but I can’t.

I try to calm down, reminding myself that Contests are not combat. No one should get hurt. They’re trials of honor, a test of your attunement to the magic of the marsh. Imani and Ash should be shoo-ins; they have the almost insurmountable advantage of being convened here, of knowing the marsh. But will that be enough?

“No other contenders?” the matriarch asks.

One by one, my covenmates turn to me, but my feet stay rooted to the ground. I watch disappointment settle over my mother’s face, then, worse: resentment. As if, even after all this time, a small part of her still believed in me.

The marsh is heady with the unbound, already spiking pain through my head and threatening to overwhelm me. I am afraid that if I move, I will come apart, like dry kindling set alight.

I am not strong enough; I cannot do this. I wish more than anything that I was whole, that I’d found that third feather or secured some other impossible solution. But I didn’t. The shame comes heavy and suffocating, mud I can’t wrench my boots out of.

My grandmother lets out a breath that somehow contains every iota of disappointment she has ever felt for me, then turns back to the coven. “Very well. Our challengers stand before you.” She gestures to the marsh. “The challenge is as it has always been, bound to us as we are bound to it. To each other. Find the grimoire and return it to the clearing, and secure your place as matriarch.”

The magic of the marsh rises around us, feverish. But something feels off, feels wrong—the unbound lurches as if torn between two centers of gravity. I have never been to a Contest before, but surely it’s not supposed to feel like this, like the marsh is rooting not for covenhood but for chaos. I can’t pinpoint the source of the problem; there are too many anomalies. Emmett and his ghosts, me and the unbound, Ash and the Lady, waiting for a chance to take the lives she is owed.

The spell is in motion. Magic runs through our hands like an electrical current; suddenly I am flooded with memories of the coven, of roots that go deep, anchoring us all to the land and silt and water below. I can’t stop myself from wondering about the memories that I do not sense in the spell, that I know must have been scrubbed away: Rowena, undead, swearing that she’d rather perish again than ally with the coven, avian eyes the only witness to her pain.

I fight to tamp my magic down, to prevent the coven from noticing that anything is wrong with me, to resist the call of the spell. I succeed, but barely. A gasp echoes around the circle, and I crack open one yellow-tinged eye to see lantern light flickering on the marsh.

My grandmother lifts the coven grimoire into the air as fog coils around her. The book vanishes within the mist, and when her hands return to her side, empty, she is no longer matriarch. She seems smaller, somehow less. The grimoire has vanished into the magic of our spell to reappear somewhere at its center, an unknown place on the marsh. Waiting for the best-suited matriarch to find it.

The Contestants are off.

Ash mounts her broomstick and takes to the sky amidst a small flock of red-winged blackbirds. Imani takes out a spell jar and shakes it until a series of small lightning bugs flicker into existence, half insect, half fire. She strides off into the marshlands with a quick, confident gait, as if an invisible force is guiding her to true north.

Emmett doesn’t move. He stands, watching Ash grow smaller and smaller in the sky. Then he raises a hand, and I feel my stomach drop.

“See the way birds flock to her? Her uncanny power over the wind?” he asks the circle. “I’m afraid I recognize the signs; Ashley has allowed your Revenant into her head. She’s possessed by your Lady. If she won Contest, it would be catastrophic for this coven. This danger must be eliminated.”

I jerk forward, but it’s too late.

Emmett twists one of his rings, and I swear I get a hint of memory, a raspy voice whispering that this is your destiny. For a split second, Emmett’s shadow on the ground flickers into a different silhouette. He raises his hand and points at Ash.

A hand made of liquid night tears Ash from her broomstick, and she plummets to the marsh with a shriek. The flock of red-winged blackbirds screams a cacophony of alarm calls, circling in distress.

I jerk towards Ash, but my hands are clasped tightly by my covenmates, the spell anchoring us together stronger than any human grip. Across the circle, my mother’s eyes are boring into me, and I can practically hear her hiss that I am making a scene. But no matter how hard I try, I can’t break the circle. This spell, my covenhood, binds me to remain until the Contest is decided. I can do nothing to help, I can’t even run to the marsh in search of Ash’s broken body—

The wind whips around my head, laughing at me, hissing that you chose this, stupid girl. I wish more than anything that I had entered the Contest. Instead, I can do nothing but listen to the alarm calls of birds as they converge on the area where Ash fell. When I close my eyes, it’s almost like I can feel the marsh worming through my skin, feel Ash lying, hurt, among the reeds, feel Imani’s footsteps as she searches for the grimoire.

Emmett walks out of the circle and into the marsh. Slow. Steady.

And I swear I see it—a second shadow slinking through the tall grass in Imani’s direction. After her.

For one moment, two, it is quiet. Out on the marsh, there is a flare of bright, crackling light—and then darkness. My heart jumps into my throat. Something is wrong with Imani. I can’t explain how, but I know. I can sense her, pinned by a shadow, unable to do anything but stare with rage cold enough to freeze the sun as Emmett reaches down and picks up the coven grimoire.

This can’t happen; it isn’t a fair Contest, not with Emmett and his objects of power. Too late, I realize that his coven has probably been preparing for this ever since they came here. It’s in the rules not to hurt our own, but I hardly think that will apply to a girl possessed. And Imani has vanished into the reeds, too deep for anyone in our coven to see whatever Emmett and his ghosts did to her—

I fight against the spellwork holding me in place. The unbound within me rises, but for once I don’t care if my eyes go yellow and wrong. This is all my fault; if I’d been strong enough to seize the painting from Ash in time, none of this would have happened. Tristan’s words from Portsmouth echo in my head: No one is coming to help.

The only thing I can do now is what I do best with magic: ruin it.

Emmett emerges from the reeds, holding the coven grimoire and oozing with power. Behind him, two darker-than-night shadows flicker and fade. He hands the grimoire to my grandmother, who takes it with a perfectly blank expression.

“It is done,” my grandmother says.

No, it’s not, I think. I push against the spell around me, wincing as the threads of magic that bind me to this coven stretch taut. Pain spikes through my head—pain that, for once, doesn’t come from the unbound.

My grandmother feels it through the spell and shoots me a glare. “It is done,” she says, voice steel. A breath shudders through the coven as the mantle of authority that should have been Imani’s, maybe at one point should have been mine, seals around Emmett.

I grit my teeth and thrash against the spell. But breaking this spell is like trying to break a sheet of ice from underneath the water; all my efforts feel helplessly weak, not strong enough.

Emmett smiles at me as if this was always inevitable. There is a slight pop, and Ash and Imani form from the mist around us, summoned by the official end of the Contest. Ash tries to stand, only for her left leg to crumple under her weight. Imani is pale; her eyes lock onto the grimoire in Emmett’s hands, face marred with a mixture of anguish and rage.

I don’t realize how bad things truly are until Ash opens her eyes. Because Ash isn’t here. When she fell, there must have been a moment where she lost consciousness or concentration—and let her in. In the museum, Ash had been struggling but there, always just beneath the surface even when the Lady was winning. But there is nothing remotely Ash about this person.

I watch Not Ash rise from the ground as if her injured leg does not matter, mind reeling against the possibility that Ash is gone. My panic spikes; I lash out against the spell, desperate—

Emmett’s eyes trace the circled coven before resting on me. “Bow before your matriarch.”

Something inside me snaps. Imani, hurt, Gabriel, gone. Ash, broken, Ash possessed, Ash possibly gone, and gone forever.

I stop caring about the cracks in my spells, about how everything I cast or touch is ruined. I pull on my magic with everything I’ve got, lashing out with all the power I can grab like a whip, not caring if it’s fragmented or broken or unbound.

The whole coven staggers back as if I’m the center of a shockwave. I stumble, too, surprised by the sudden lack of resistance as I break away from the spell, from the circle—

And then I am covened no more.

The pain of uncovening shreds my body like birdshot. It feels as if all my tendons have been cut, as if someone has hacked apart my soul. I am unmoored, swept up in a current of magic with no one to anchor me.

I yank myself to my feet, mouth coppery with the taste of blood.

The witches of North Shore stare with wide, terrified eyes as I rise, uncovened. The impact of the spell breaking must have jarred Ash, because her eyes flicker back to their normal brown for the briefest moment. But before I can take a step towards her, before I can scream that she needs to come back for good before she won’t be able to come back at all, her lips form a single word:

“Run.”

Her lips quirk into a half smile, and the marsh opens beneath her.

The coven erupts into shrieks. Ash’s eyes flood drowned-tree white, and she speaks in a voice that is not her own: “And to think that I was so close to becoming matriarch. Ah, well. Being here with all of you is the next best thing, don’t you think?”

And it tears me apart, but I run. I turn my back on my best friend and obey her because she has always been the smart one. My vision is blurred first with tears and then with the dark forms of grackles descending upon me as I flee deeper and deeper into the marsh.

“Stop!”

I feel the frayed threads of my covening in Emmett’s voice as his order snakes around my ankle, attempting to trip me up—but the North Shore matriarch can’t Compel me anymore. That is when it truly hits that I am uncovened, that I am treading water in the endless sea of magic alone, that I am leaving Ash and Imani and everyone behind with him. I turn to take one last look at Emmett. I want him to know that if I get off this marsh, I’m coming for him.

Behind me, Ash is caught in a whirlwind of birds, surrounded by Fletchers and North Shore members alike. She’s powerful, but there are so many of them; spell jar after spell jar shatters as they attempt to snare her. I desperately want to turn back and get them off her, but then I lock eyes with Imani. She gives her head an almost imperceptible shake.

“We have her under control,” Emmett barks. With horror, I realize the Fletchers he is commanding are now North Shore members, too, since Emmett’s victory has effectively united the covens. “Get Maeve.”

Fletchers detach themselves from the crowd and chase after me, Tristan in the lead. I turn and run, but he’s too fast. I hear a clink of metal on glass as he opens a spell jar.

I don’t think, I just cast, smiting Tristan with all the pain I have stored up, all the magic I’ve been refusing to use. It erupts in a formless spell shaped only by my desire to destroy and my memory of cutting him.

It knocks Tristan onto the marsh, and when he pulls himself upwards, he is bloodied. Behind him, the coven stares at me in horror, and I know that my eyes have gone avian, unbound yellow. As I attempt to resume my flight, I am suddenly overcome by the marsh; I can feel every foot on the spongy surface like it’s a foot in my back, and I get it, I get why people go insane from this. I stagger to a stop, unable to form a coherent thought through the sheer sensory overload. My vision is twisted and strange; it feels as if someone is peeling my irises away—

It is at once both too much and not enough. I shove the magic away from me, out of me, trying to make it stop, but I can’t undo what I’ve done.

I have to get away. I am overcome by the urge to run until I find the sea; suddenly I understand why Sam left the mainland, because I don’t want any of this, I don’t want any of it at all, I want to reach into the part of me that knows how to Port as easy as breathing and sidestep everyone I love into a place that is not here, to perform an undoing so great and terrible that I, too, will wander the marsh.

And underneath it all, I feel the absence of the coven. Where there was once connection, the knowledge that I was part of a whole, there is now only a great, deafening nothing.

“I said stop!” Emmett’s shout rings across the marsh. I twist; he is standing next to a restrained Not Ash, knife to her throat.

I hesitate, and that is enough. A spell jar hits the ground at my feet and shatters; I am suddenly awash in the memory of slaying an unbound Revenant, watching its twisted, feral form bleed out amidst cries of agony that are shockingly human. The pain makes me stagger, fall, Tristan’s bloodied face racing towards me across the marsh. The last thing I think before I black out is that something is wrong. The pool I was standing in must not have been marsh water, because when I land face-first in it, all I taste is the brine and salt of the sea.
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DAMP AIR, DRIPPING WATER, AND WHISPERS. A GRACKLE’S shrieking alarm call. The brush of marsh grass on limp shins as I am dragged into the fens. Moonlight. I feel too much air on too much skin, and then all I feel is pain.

It eclipses all other sensations, agony, as if every cell in my body is being frozen and then shattered. I have never truly wanted to die until this moment, because even death would be a welcome reprieve from this. I think I am screaming. I can’t be sure. I feel the swell of an unfamiliar magic. Another alarm call, a glimmer of silver, and the slow path of a knife that slips underneath my skin and into something deeper. I thought the pain was bad. I was wrong. This hollowness obliterates all else; I am overwhelmed with the feeling of loss, of having a key part of me chiseled away, a part that I desperately need. That I cannot live without.

A jumble of words coalesces into a voice I only barely recognize as Imani’s: “Maeve—why—”

I dip in and out of consciousness like a loon submerging itself in the ocean.

The sensation of being tossed like a rag doll onto a hard surface. A door closing. I hear shouts, someone begging, feel a hand on my chest that becomes slick with blood. My blood. Someone is saying my name, saying they’re sorry, begging me to wake up, but I am already gone.

Starlight and marsh wind and everything cold and damp and hollow.

A grackle calls alarm for the third time, sharp, insistent, and I know instinctively that I am running out of time. That I can either wake now or not wake at all.
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I COME TO cradled against someone that smells like paper and coffee. I take stock of the bruises on legs and ankles where ropes have bound me, body broken, aching, raw. And worse: a wrongness, a strange, sick absence, as if all the marrow has been sucked from my bones, rendering them hollow like a bird’s.

So this is what losing your magic feels like.

I crack my eyes open. I am in the turret room at the very top of the Marsh House. The room seems strange, flat; I can’t shake the feeling that my vision is missing something, as if I’m seeing fewer colors than before.

“Maeve.” The voice is desperate. It’s Gabriel’s voice, but that also has to be a hallucination because he’s long gone, he took whatever Emmett paid him and left. But the body I am cradled by seems so solid, so real.

“Maeve,” he says, and I can feel his voice reverberate through his chest. “You’re OK. You’re going to be OK.”

The word liar is halfway out of my mouth before I remember the ritual. Gabriel, standing with Emmett. How he’d betrayed us.

“Get away from me.” It comes out weak but vicious. I yank myself off of him, trying to put as much distance between us as possible, but I only make it a few feet before I crash into the floor. He lurches towards me, but I glare at him. “Don’t.”

The room spins. I am an eggshell with nothing inside of it, a sea without currents, the world is stale and wrong. My magic is gone. My magic is gone. My magic is gone.

I retch, but nothing comes up. I fight to breathe in, breathe out, but even the air feels different, as if it’s somehow thinner than before. My collar is suddenly too tight, and when I pull it away from my neck, I realize with crippling embarrassment that I’m wearing one of Gabriel’s T-shirts. But then I notice the deep vertical cut down my sternum, an incision that I recognize from all those hours spent studying the Hexionary. The T-shirt is covered in a mixture of moonlight and blood and sick.

“Maeve, I swear I didn’t—they weren’t supposed to hurt you. That was part of the deal.”

“Fuck you,” I spit. I am so stupid, so very stupid. I can’t believe that I let this boy kiss me right before he was going to sell me to the wolves.

“I can explain—” Gabriel starts.

“You can’t,” I snap, attempting to haul myself to my feet and failing. I crash back to the ground and lie there, waiting for my limbs to work again.

“You were going to go Revenant tapping into that painting. Don’t say you weren’t,” he says. “And if that didn’t work, Ash was going to get possessed by the Lady and she was probably going to kill all of us. You thought I was going to sit through all that and do nothing?”

“Don’t pretend like it’s about us. I heard you talking to Emmett,” I hiss. “What did he give you that we couldn’t, huh? Was one painting not enough?”

He is silent for a moment. Then: “I don’t want a painting. I never did.”

“What?” I turn, curious in spite of myself. Too late, the dots connect: Sam saying that you couldn’t enter the Other Marsh unless you wanted something that wasn’t the paintings. Ash had given me her true motivations—her conviction that the Lady might have been human—during our fight, but so much had happened in the aftermath that interrogating Gabriel about it had slipped my mind.

He avoids my gaze. For the first time, I notice how rough he looks. He’s sporting an impressive split lip and a laceration across his left cheekbone, and I realize that these cuts must remain because worse injuries took healing priority. My injuries.

He twists the nonexistent pencil in his hands for a long time before he answers.

“My family grimoire is in the Other Marsh,” he says quietly.

I freeze. There’s no way I heard that right. “What?” I ask. “How could it even get in there—”

But as my initial disbelief fades, it starts to make sense. History, spells, records—they’re that powerful. And if they were not just lost, but lost to someone like Emmett? That would definitely be worth an uncovening. A shard of sympathy attempts to poke through my anger, but I crush it.

“When I first joined up with Emmett, I … took it. He said he needed to use it as a helix for a single spell, and then I would be able to return it before we traveled onward. Instead, the spell went wrong, and all the components—my grimoire included—were lost inside it. I’m sure you know what the spell was for.”

“To find the Favor and the paintings,” I whisper. “You were trying to Scry the Lady.”

He nods. “I guess it makes sense now—we hadn’t exactly planned on Scrying into another dimension. The grimoire got sucked into our spell, and I’m sure it reappeared in the Other Marsh. I can’t go home without it. I never cared about the paintings; I cared that our spell to replace Storm involved creating a Port back into the Other Marsh, to where the paintings are.”

“What makes you think that it’s with the paintings?”

“It got absorbed into the spell,” he says. “It only makes sense that it would reappear at the center of the magical pull, with the helixes used to cast it. When we opened our portal to the Other Marsh, I was going to slip away and grab my grimoire while you and Ash were changing out the paintings.”

“Then Sam altered the spell,” I say quietly.

Gabriel nods. “They gave us a way to swap the paintings without opening a Port into the Other Marsh. I wasn’t going to be able to get in, and you … you were going to die casting it anyway. Getting Emmett to stop you seemed like the best option. I had to. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t pretend it’s about me,” I snap. I want to rip into him for not telling me, but I know that Ash and I would never have let him go back into the Other Marsh for his grimoire. Sure, grimoires are powerful, but that would have been suicide.

And fine, maybe Gabriel was right about my doomed plans, but I’d known the cost. I’d come to terms with it. Now, thanks to him, I am a magic-less mess of blood and sick. I take my dim memories of being cradled in his arms as I bobbed in and out of consciousness and shove them far away, only for my traitorous thoughts to flick back to my apartment full of marsh, and to his fingertips pressing into the small of my back as he kissed me—

I realize that I am looking at his lips, and I instantly sour. He’s noticed, too, which is somehow the only thing that can make this worse. “Listen, Maeve, I—”

But before he can finish, the door opens.

Emmett stands in the doorway, flanked by Imani, Jess, and Tristan. I meet Imani’s eyes to find her simmering with rage. I’m not sure if it’s because of Emmett winning the Contest or what I’ve done, how I almost went unbound; with a jolt, I realize that Imani, loyal to North Shore Coven above all else, has a new matriarch. Can I still consider her an ally?

“Congratulations,” Emmett says. “Few survive being stripped, even with a healer. But you already knew that.”

Tristan stalks forward and grabs a fistful of my hair, yanking my head back. Pain sears through my scalp. “Thought you were clever, uncovening yourself, huh?” he whispers. I can’t help but notice how all the wounds I’ve inflicted upon him have been expertly healed, doubtlessly by Gabriel.

Tristan shakes his head at Gabriel. “And to think that you could be free right now if you hadn’t tried so hard to keep her alive. Shame. But you’ll come around.” My scalp burns as he twists my head to the side to whisper in my ear. “You should have seen the way he was begging. Pathetic.”

“We had a deal,” Gabriel starts. “You weren’t supposed to—”

“Terms change,” Emmett says breezily. “I think we can both agree that Maeve forced my hand. You held up your end of the bargain; you turned them in, you’ll get your grimoire.” Gabriel opens his mouth to say something, but Emmett cuts him off. “You can’t possibly still think you’re coming with me to meet Rowena. After how you acted with Maeve? You’re too much of a liability. But I keep my promises. I’ll retrieve your grimoire, and you’ll remain right here until I bring it back.”

“You’re a bastard,” Gabriel hisses.

“And you really should have known better,” Emmett says. “Awful, isn’t it, how desperation clouds the judgment?”

“I tried to warn you,” Tristan whispers in my ear. “Part of the pattern.”

“Enough,” Emmett says. He crouches down to my eye level. “The uncovening was smart, I’ll give you that.” He trails a finger along my face. I glare at him. “You left me no choice. I had to strip you for the safety of my coven; we can’t have another Revenant wandering the marsh. But now, you will help me more than you could have imagined. You woke up just in time for me to show you before we leave.”

Tristan lets go of me. My bones are still half putty; I crash to the floor. I push myself upwards. “Leave?”

“Thanks to Ashley’s spell and the Rembrandt, we’ve finished our great efforts. We’ve closed all gates but The Storm on the Sea of Galilee, which we have thrown open wide. Tonight, we’ll enter the frame, kill your Lady, and retrieve the paintings once and for all,” he says.

“Where’s Ash?” I ask, unable to hide my desperation. “She’s still covened, you can’t hurt her.”

“Your friend isn’t here anyone,” Emmett says. “Rowena rules her body now. Our glimpses of Ashley are fewer and farther between with every hour that passes. You should be thankful that we’re going to kill Rowena tonight; if Ashley is still in there, she doesn’t have much time. I’ll admit that I’m curious to see whether she will regain her body after Rowena dies, or if she is already gone.”

The world lurches around me. I feel like I am falling.

“Rowena, though, has been very helpful. Not only did she help us get behind the frame, but she also told us about a certain oil painting tucked into the pages of your coven grimoire. About a third feather and a wish.” He reaches into his jacket and pulls out the third Marsh Triptych painting. The marshscape. Rowena stands amidst the reeds, blue eyes wide, as if she’s asking me what I’ve done. “I just wanted you to know that I will succeed in every way that you couldn’t.”

“It was in the grimoire?” It’s so simple that I want to kick myself.

“You know, for all the excitement around the marsh paintings and their feathers, I will say that an old woman being buried by her granddaughter does not a useful vision make. But I suppose the part where the coven made a deal was quite enlightening. Strange, the things you inherit along with a matriarchy,” Emmett says. Then the wry smile across his face reorients into a somber expression. “I have never had a wish before, Maeve. I am very thankful to you for making all this possible. I hope you know that.”

“Fuck off.”

“I get my wish, and then I get the Gardner paintings and all the power that comes with them,” Emmett says. “Abundance all around. But I’ll admit, when I said that you would help me, I did not anticipate how much.”

He holds up a small jar in front of me full of a buzzing, silver-gold energy. My hackles rise. It’s so bizarre to look at, so familiar but so wrong, as if someone has removed my heart and is dangling it in front of my face. This is my magic, manifested. Every cell in my body calls to it, jitters at the sight.

“Maeve, bottled,” Emmett says. “You made it so easy—the Hexionary, the spell book, the grave dirt? On your person? It’s like you were asking for it.” His voice still sounds so sincere. “I hope you understand that this was not done lightly. But stealing from the matriarch? Going unbound? You almost became a Revenant. It was not safe to leave you with such power.” My eyes are fixated on the jar, the absence in my chest burning and raw.

But worst of all is that small voice in my head that whispers, This is what you wanted. That I asked for this. I feel myself start to slip, to spiral. Not like this, not like this—

“I own this coven now,” Emmett says. He places his free hand on my shoulder, and I look up into the grey-green eyes of the matriarch that now commands North Shore and every witch in it. He shifts the bottle to catch the light. I reach out for it, but he stops me easily; mine are the slow, uncoordinated movements of a child. “I want you to know that I honor your sacrifice. For giving us the tools to proceed where you could not,” he says. “When I am returning home as ruler, holding the unbound by the fistful, I will know that it is because of you. Thank you, Maeve. Truly.”

He unscrews the lid of the spell jar and brings it to his lips, consuming the magic in one swift gulp. I lurch forward, but I’m already too late.

I brace myself to feel pain, to feel loss, to feel as if he is sucking away my soul—but I don’t. All I feel is a strange, hollow sense of detachment as I watch Emmett consume the magic that used to belong to me.

For a moment his eyes flash, like a light on the marsh.

He stands and takes one twisting step, just like I used to. To my horror, he slides into the space between spaces, jumping a few feet to his left, and then to his right. He smiles at me. “Exceptional. You really were as good as they said you were.”

It is then that I feel myself start to lose it. But it’s not from the shock of Emmett absorbing my magic; it’s because the ease with which he casts a Port confirms one damning thing: that my magic was never broken. That it was always me. I dig my fingernails into my palms, feeling a familiar panic rise in my throat as I try to wrap my mind around everything—the ritual, Ash, the emptiness inside of me. This wasn’t supposed to happen, I wasn’t supposed to still be panicking, to still feel as if my irises want to flash yellow and rip in two. If I am going to have my magic torn from me, damn it, I at least want to be fixed—

I am so out of it that I barely notice Imani’s stare boring a hole into my skull. She catches my gaze just as Emmett turns to leave, just in time for her to flick her eyes upwards, to the rafters above us.

“You understand that I have to keep you locked in here,” Emmett says as he turns away. “But don’t worry; I’ll release you when I return. I’ve been told you have a job at a bookstore to get back to.”

“I hope you die in there,” I say.

“No, you don’t,” he says without looking back. “If I die, your friend dies with me. That is, if she’s still alive at all.”

The door closes behind them with a click.

I drag myself to my feet. I pound on the door, scream, even step forward, trying to twist my way through the fabric of space. I call to my magic to get me out of here, but there is no answer. Only emptiness.

“Maeve.”

“Don’t talk to me—”

“Maeve, look.”

Gabriel is peering through one of the turret windows. I stagger over, leaning heavily against the wall. Gabriel seems to know better than to help me, but his hands hover in the air nearby, just in case. I glare at them, then turn to the window.

Witches gather in the dusk as Emmett exits the coven house flanked by Imani, Tristan, and Jess. And then there is Ash.

Even from here, I sense the Other Marsh on her. She is gaunt, hollow-eyed, reeds woven through her hair. A red-winged blackbird caws from the rooftop, and when she looks up, I know that whatever makes eye contact with me is not Ash anymore.

Imani notes Ash’s attention and follows her gaze to me. Once more, her eyes flash upwards. Then she and Ash pile into a car, along with Emmett’s inner circle. The remaining witches take to the marsh, beginning a spell that I recognize one as for power and luck.

Before Emmett leaves, he looks up at the turret and gives our window a small nod. I can practically hear his voice in my ear: None of this could have been possible without you.

The engine roars to life. The car rounds the corner, and then they are gone.
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I RAM MY SHOULDER INTO THE DOOR AGAIN AND AGAIN AND AGAIN.

“It’s locked,” Gabriel says, “and enchanted against casting our way out.”

“Don’t talk to me,” I say. I pause, leaning against the door. My stray hand traces the angry scar down my sternum, confirming that it is still there. With every second I spend conscious, my vision gets sharper, my muscles less limp. As the fog around my thoughts clears, I remember something.

Imani’s eyes flicking upwards, towards the rafters. She couldn’t have hidden something up there, could she? I’d uncovened myself, almost gone unbound—I can’t imagine a world in which Imani chooses me over any other option, not after what I’ve done. But still …

“Did Imani ever come in here?”

“I thought you didn’t want to talk to me,” Gabriel says. I glare at him. “Sometimes. Food, water, that kind of thing. Emmett seems to be keeping her close as some kind of liaison to make North Shore feel better about his rise to power.”

“How long was I—”

“Three days,” he says, and his voice wavers.

“And you’ve been here—”

“Since the Contest,” he says. “They threw me up here, said they didn’t want me interfering. I saw the whole thing. They let me out after they did that awful ritual, but I—I wanted to make sure you’d make it. I owed you that much. At that point, they wrote me off as compromised and just locked me in here with you. Occasionally they’d let me out if they needed a healer; apparently their new medic isn’t up to par,” he says, making a face. Then it drops. “I really am sorry. I didn’t mean—”

“Shut up.” I can’t hear this, not now. I stand on my tiptoes and reach towards the rafters, but my muscles are still half putty; instead of jumping and grabbing one easily, I barely scrape the beams. Damn it. “I need you to help me up.”

I wish he’d give me a hand to step in, but instead he grabs me around the legs—a grip I try not to feel—and pushes me upwards. I trail my hand blindly along the wooden beam, running over several splinters and dead spiders before I grab something. A piece of paper. I topple back to the floor and unfold it to reveal a note:

Emmett’s taking me, Ash, Tristan, and Jess into the marsh behind the frames. This gets you to the train station. Be gone before we’re back.

I frown at the note. Why only the five of them? Is Emmett trying to reduce the number of people the Lady could feed from, or is he trying to keep the Favor to himself? But Imani doesn’t elaborate.

Underneath, in a messy scrawl, as if added at the last minute:

Don’t you dare steal my car.

Folded inside the note are two keys. One ornate, old. The second chunky and a vibrant cobalt blue.

“Thank you, Imani,” I whisper, hardly able to believe it. I stagger to the door and insert the skeleton key. It clicks open.

We descend the stairs. I go first, showing Gabriel all the places where the wood won’t creak. I’m tiptoeing past the second-floor landing when I hear them.

“Maeve, no—” Gabriel whispers, but I am already moving towards the matriarch’s office and the women in it.

My grandmother sits behind the desk, my mother across from her. They are holding hands, the still-twitching body of a red-winged blackbird bleeding out on the table between them. Somehow, even though my magic is gone, I can still feel theirs. I know this spell. It’s a twisted version of the same spell for aid that the Fletchers are currently performing on the hill, but it’s not for Emmett.

It’s for her. The Lady

My mother breaks the circle, holding out her hand to me. “Oh, Maeve,” she says softly. “Look what you did to yourself.”

Dimly, I’m aware that Gabriel is still standing in the doorway behind me, watching everything. I know that I should turn back, that we should run, but I can’t look away from my grandmother.

The bird on the desk goes still.

“You’re trying to get her out,” I whisper. It’s not until my grandmother meets my eyes that I realize how badly I was hoping they would prove Sam wrong, and how little I expected them to. My horror is not a sharp spike of surprise but rather the slow, creeping chill of having my fears confirmed.

“You failed,” my grandmother says. “Someone had to. Our mistake was waiting a year to try again.”

“I—what?” I ask, but the pieces are already sliding into place. Last year. Ash and me, desperate to prove ourselves. The matriarch giving us a mission: Summon the Lady and receive a wish, prove you are fit to be matriarch.

“You—”

“Try to keep up, sweetheart,” my mother says softly.

“People have died—” My knees buckle; I grab at the doorframe to remain upright. “And for what? A little extra magic? Can’t you see how fucked that is?”

My grandmother turns to my mother and shakes her head. “See, Miranda, this is why I never thought she would be a good matriarch. She doesn’t understand what it is to make the difficult choice.” She turns back to me. “You are too young to remember how we suffered when our Lady left. Covening bonds weakened, wards failed, the marsh grew vulnerable. It is the duty of the matriarch to add to the generational font of power, to protect our young from those who would harm them again. No matter the cost. Our Lady left, and for the first time since our covening North Shore was waning, and under my watch. She came to me in dreams, then. She sent me three paintings on the wings of blackbirds and told me where to hide them. I whispered the tale of feathers and Favors to our young, to you, thinking you would save us all. And you failed.”

“You have to understand—we truly thought you could do it,” my mother says. “We didn’t realize the power of her imprisonment, the way it would affect your spell. We thought you were strong enough.”

My eyes are glued to my grandmother, and in her cold gaze, I find the real truth: The test was about whether or not I was worthy of becoming matriarch. If I’d died, what greater proof was there that I was not? And if I wasn’t worthy of matriarch, at least I could be useful as fuel for the Lady’s power.

“I had hope for Imani, but in the end, she failed me, too,” my grandmother says. “We thought ordering her to stop once would be enough, but then she reappeared, screaming about debts and blood and unmarked graves. Our compulsions the second time were much stricter; we couldn’t have her searching, couldn’t have you tainting her with your obstinance. I believe she could have learned to appreciate our Lady’s gift, given time. But you were always too entitled, too slow.”

“Gift?” My voice breaks. “Connor is dead—”

“People die. That is part of life,” my grandmother says. “Wouldn’t you prefer to die for a purpose?”

I gape at her. “Can’t you see how wrong that is?”

“Enough,” she snaps. “You have never had to struggle; you do not understand the difference between mere survival and living. I created safety and power for my coven; I will never apologize for that. It is a small price to pay, and I would pay it again. As many times as I had to.”

I reel, scrabbling for a retort that never comes.

“If we’d known they hid her in the museum, we would have broken her out sooner,” my grandmother says. “Now, she will kill the Fletchers and use their magic to free herself, to roam the marsh once more. Don’t worry. All will be right in the end.”

I gape at her, but it is like gaping at a stone. Expressionless, unmoving, serene in its place in the world.

I turn to my mother. “You’re OK with this?” I ask, voice thin.

My grandmother places a hand on my mother’s and squeezes. And where I want my mother to be turning to me, answering me, she is looking instead to her own parent. I watch a flicker of acknowledgement pass from my grandmother to her: Isn’t it so tragic that the power Maeve and I share skipped a generation? Would not she, my daughter, have been the perfect matriarch?

I take a step back. “I can’t do this,” I whisper. “I can’t be in this coven anymore.”

“You’re not,” my mother says. “But—”

“Your mother has convinced me to recoven you,” my grandmother says. “Bind yourself to secrecy, accept the old order, and we will allow you to return. Free of magic, casting, and expectations. Just as you desired.”

“This is evil,” I whisper.

“It’s not wrong to protect the people you love, Maeve,” my mother says softly.

I have no words left; I just shake my head and back out of the room on trembling legs. And then I turn and run.

My grandmother’s voice echoes through the hallway behind me: “Miranda, tell the coven that its prisoner is missing. She’s just one girl on the marsh; she won’t get far.”

I sprint down the stairs, Gabriel on my heels.

The coven house is shockingly empty; the remaining Fletchers are still on the hill, working their enchantment for Emmett’s good fortune. The rest of North Shore is nowhere to be seen, likely on Emmett’s orders.

We creep onto the marsh, wending through the trees until we spot Imani’s car parked by the graveyard, shining blue and bright like the ocean.

I white-knuckle the car key. I know it’s not what Imani intended, but I can’t run. “I’m going after Ash and Imani,” I tell Gabriel. “You can leave. You’ll hit town in an hour or two if you walk fast enough.”

“Maeve—” he starts, but I ignore him. I unlock the door, but I’m too slow. Gabriel grabs it before I can shut it behind me.

“Give me one good reason why I should take you,” I say.

“Because you can’t get into the Other Marsh by yourself,” he says. I go stiff. He’s right. I can’t get in without magic.

“We get in, we get out,” I say, voice clipped. “And then I am never talking to you again.”

When he says, “OK,” his voice is as hollow as mine.

There’s a bundle of clothes in the front seat. My clothes. I yank them on, and I swear, if Imani were here, I’d kiss her. She’s also left Gabriel his things; he grabs his bag and pulls out a small spell jar. He lets out a sigh of relief before catching me looking.

“It’s not a healing spell,” he says apologetically as he tucks it into his pocket. “It’s a spell to undo any enchantment that I’ve cast.”

I recognize it. “You were casting that the other day in my apartment,” I say. The spell he hid from me, the one that felt brittle and wrong. I feel so astronomically stupid for not calling him out on it, for not questioning what he was making or why.

“It’s for the grimoire. I thought … I might have to undo the Scrying charm that got it stuck in the Other Marsh in the first place. But I’m not sure. I’ve never retrieved a helix that has been absorbed by a spell before.”

I don’t answer. I just give him a cold look and shove the key in the ignition.

“I don’t suppose you have a plan,” Gabriel says, buckling his seat belt.

“Get in. Get the Rembrandt off of Ash. Use its power to get Ash and Imani out of the Other Marsh before the Lady kills us,” I say.

“That’s it?”

“Got a better one?” I ask. He doesn’t.

Imani’s car roars to life. Somehow, this, of all the things I’ve done, feels the strangest. A series of spelled symbols lights up across the dashboard, and I hear a staticky version of Imani’s voice:

“If you’re not Maeve, get out of my car. Maeve, this gets you to the train station and nowhere else. If you steal my car, I don’t care if you have no magic, I don’t care if I have to come back undead from the Marsh. I am going to kill you.”

I actually laugh as I rev the engine. “You’re going to have to get in line.”

I peel out of the marsh and towards the museum.
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AS I DRIVE, I try to reach for my magic. I knock at the empty thing inside me as if I expect the impact to somehow fill it, and I finally understand what they mean about pulling blood from a stone. I call to myself and no one answers. I resist the urge to scream.

It is deep night, long past closing hour, but the museum’s door is unlocked. The crumpled shapes of the security guards litter the floor, eyes unseeing, lost in one of the biggest knockout spells I’ve ever seen.

“Gabriel, how powerful is that painting?” I ask.

“Powerful,” he says.

We race through the museum. As we pass the empty frames, Gabriel confirms what we already knew: that the Fletchers have damaged them beyond repair. That Storm is the only way in or out.

We reach the Dutch Room. The empty frame of Storm towers over us. “This is my last chance,” Gabriel whispers to himself.

I place my hand on the frame, and I feel its magic echoing off the cavernous nothing inside of me.

“Come on,” I say. “Let’s go.”

But Gabriel doesn’t put his hand over mine. “I’m sorry, Maeve,” he says. And that is when I know that he never intended to take me with him.

“No,” I say, denial preceding anger.

“You don’t have magic. Either she’ll kill you or Emmett will.”

“I survived last time,” I say, desperate. “Please—”

“You can barely walk in a straight line!” he says, and his voice breaks. “You’re not a witch anymore. When they threw you in the turret with me, I thought that you were already dead! I’m not watching you die again!”

I gape at him.

“When Ash was lucid, she made me promise to keep you safe. And I’ll help her if I can, I swear. But I’m not taking you in there with me.”

I feel like I am falling. No. I need to get in, need to get to Ash and Imani. He can’t leave me here, alone in the museum with the echoes of everything I have failed to do—

“I’m sorry,” he says. His face is torn, as if he truly believes it.

“Don’t act like you care,” I hiss. Anger courses through me. “Emmett was right about you: All you’ve ever done is use me to get your stupid grimoire.” He looks as if I’ve slapped him. “If you go in there, you’re dead to me. I never want to see you again.”

“Me dead to you or you dead for real,” he says. “Hard choice. Goodbye, Maeve.”

He places a hand on the frame, and it sparks to life, unlocking for someone who wishes to enter but does not seek the Lady. I reach after him, but I am too hollow, too slow.

Gabriel climbs into the empty frame and disappears, leaving me alone, fingertips grazing the wallpaper of an empty museum.


[image: ]


Chez Tortoni, Édouard Manet
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I SLAM MY PALM INTO THE WALL AGAIN AND AGAIN. I REACH DOWN into myself and come up empty, the well dry, the heron’s egg hollow. Eventually, I fall to my knees, chest bleeding lightly through my shirt from my now-exacerbated knife wound. I let out a strangled, defeated cry that I did not know I was capable of making.

Behind me, an oil portrait of Rembrandt hangs on the wall. He looks down at me with a quizzical air, as if to ask me why I’m crying on the floor of his museum. Before I can explain that everything is hopeless, there is a clatter from above. I haul myself upwards to look; the courtyard’s skylight has been overcome by birds, a mass of dark feathers pounding against the glass. But they can’t reach me. Here, I am alone.

I reexamine the other empty frames in the Dutch Room. A Lady and Gentleman in Black. Landscape with an Obelisk. The Concert. The small self-portrait of Rembrandt that is now in Ash’s possession. I even check the spot where the Chinese Gu sat before it was stolen, but Gabriel was right. The Fletchers have destroyed all of their spell symbols; they are no longer gateways to the Other Marsh.

I spiral downwards through the museum, checking the other empty frames just in case—but these, too, are broken. I end up in the Blue Room before the empty frame of Chez Tortoni. My eyes slide across the metalwork, and I find myself thinking about Gabriel and the heron and that stupid picture he drew of me, the one where I look solid and strong and invincible. Just about the opposite of how I am.

This frame is different. Unmarked. No sigils, no spellwork. Gabriel and Ash mentioned it before but never figured out what to make of it. Maybe the Order just didn’t need this one.

If that’s true, why am I itchy with the feeling that I am missing something? But I’m not as clever as Ash, or as perceptive as Gabriel, or as smart as Imani. I am just me. Only ever as good as whoever is telling me where to throw my punches.

The circuit doesn’t connect. The synapses don’t fire. I stare at the frame and only see the shadow of the place where a two-headed heron almost killed me, where I held Ash’s sweater and thought that she was dead. Where she might die now.

That is when the hopelessness truly sets in. I step back, feeling empty and numb for a reason that has nothing to do with how much magic I have. The clamor of the birds against the skylight echoes through the museum, mocking me from above.

I walk out of the Gardner in a haze. I don’t know what else to do. It’s not until I bump into someone that I realize there is a massive crowd of people in the park outside. It’s full of normal, Stranded Bostonians, all dressed up a little too outdoorsy, pointing binoculars at the roof of the museum. The top of the museum, where …

Ties, are these people birders?

I turn to a woman beside me, noting an Audubon patch on her jacket. “What’s everyone doing here?” I ask.

She smiles at me, a joy so unexpected that I start. “It’s up there! Got every birding club in the city out.”

“The grackles?” I ask, dumbfounded, watching the dark plague converge on the courtyard’s skylight.

“No,” she says, pointing. “There, do you see it? The puffin!”

I peer upwards, and sure enough, there is a puffin perched on the roof. Gleaming white and black and orange against the city lights.

“No way,” I whisper. The puffin. I know puffins.

“Yeah!” the birder says, exuberant. “They’re rare to see in Boston, especially this time of year—usually only if they’re blown in by a bad nor’easter, really a prize find for—”

But I am not listening. I am staring at the puffin and thinking of a feather that put me behind the eyes of a bird, watching as Rowena summoned familiars for herself and her sister. A red-winged blackbird and a bright orange-white puffin.

But puffins aren’t marsh birds. They’re seabirds through and through.

As if it notices me staring, the puffin takes wing, eliciting gasps of delight from the birders around me. It alights on a streetlamp above my head, returning my stare. Unbidden, I am thinking about the ocean. About rocky islands out to sea. About someone who was involved in the original heist all those years ago. How the frame of Chez Tortoni wasn’t left hanging on the wall but at the security desk, as if to taunt the Gardner staff.

But what if it wasn’t a taunt? What if someone needed to remove it from the wall for some other reason? What if someone thought that they could love a monster and wanted to barter for a little extra time?

Suddenly, it all seems so obvious. The frame of Chez Tortoni that hangs in the Gardner has no spell symbols because it’s not the real frame. And I have only seen frames that ornate with one other person. Someone who paints the Lady as if they know her.

The puffin lets out a low bray, and something metallic falls from its beak to land at my feet. A small enamel pin in the shape of a broomstick.

I go cold. How did the birds get this? They must have taken it from Ash when she was attacked during the Contest. But why give it to me now?

The birders crush in, desperate for a closer look. I grab the pin and push back out through the crowd, running to Imani’s car and peeling out of the city, northward. I count the seconds as I drive, all too aware that time passes differently in the Other Marsh. I pray that it will pass in my favor, that the hours spent without me will be mere minutes. I don’t like the thought of Ash and Imani in there alone, and Gabriel—I swallow hard. I don’t want to think about him at all.

When I look in the rearview, the puffin is following my car, a bright spot amidst the brown-black plague of grackles. As I reach the coast, gulls pepper themselves into the flock, adding their hungry cries to the din.

The dock is dark and deserted. The puffin alights on a rock and watches as I snap the broomstick pin into shape, the magic of the enchantment working even without my own. I feel a spike of discomfort, of other as the magic echoes off of my hollowness, but I grit my teeth and let it pass. I can’t fall apart now. I don’t have time.

Light flashes across the water. I take to the inky black sky and make for the Isle of Shoals amidst the flock, sea spray freezing my hands into talons around the handle of the broomstick. I soar over the darkened hotel and towards a small cabin nestled amongst the rocks of Smuttynose.

I am raising a hand to knock on the door when it opens.

Sam stands, holding a cup of tea towards me.

“How?” I ask.

“Felt it on the sea,” they say. “You look different.”

“I need you to get me into the Other Marsh. I know you can,” I say, too desperate to mince words. “You have the real frame of Chez Tortoni.”

“Do I?”

I look behind them at the portrait of the Lady, the crooked curve of her lips, the delicate arch of her fingers. “No one paints someone like that and then seals them away forever,” I say. My traitorous thoughts flash to someone who isn’t Sam. “You crafted the loophole in the spell, the one that let us enter the Other Marsh. You put it there so you could see her.”

“You’re letting the heat out,” they say, pressing the cup into my hands. Pain spikes through my fingers as they dethaw. I follow them in.

“I was young and foolish,” Sam says, closing the door behind me. “I thought I could reach her. It was during that time that I painted the Triptych, scenes based on her memories. But Rowena isn’t there anymore. And the part of her that was didn’t want to be convinced she wasn’t a monster. It ended poorly.” They take a sip of their tea, eyes on the painting. “She never spoke of her past. She mentioned her sister just once, but she clammed up so tightly afterwards that I knew it was useless to pry. Said she gave up who she was when she decided to become a legend. To me, it always felt like she became a myth out of necessity and never could quite figure out how to turn herself back into a girl.”

“What was the vision in the third painting?” I ask. “Emmett said—”

“I don’t know,” Sam says. “The visions, the feathers, these were her creation. A touch of her magic—” And then Sam freezes, and I watch as it hits them. “That’s what is so different about you. You don’t have magic.”

“I—yeah,” I admit.

“And you haven’t yet gone unbound,” Sam says. “Interesting. I wonder what it will be like when you do.”

I almost drop my cup. “What?”

They give me a look. “You’re smarter than that. Smarter and stronger than you give yourself credit for. Only the strongest of us can survive after our magic is stripped, after all.”

I take a step back. “You’re—”

“Don’t pretend you couldn’t sense it the first time we met,” Sam says. “I saw how you were looking at me.”

They’re right. As I look at them, as I feel that otherness all over again, I finally have a word for it. Hollow. Hollow but … not.

“The Lady took it the year before Sophia formed the Order. In a way, I should thank her. It’s what made everything possible.”

“But if you don’t have magic, you couldn’t cast—”

“There’s magic everywhere.”

My eyes go wide.

“Did you really think we could create a pocket dimension and trap a Revenant within it using only bound magic?” Sam asks.

“You can’t use unbound magic.” But even as I say it, I know it’s not true. How did I not see it? All those times we marveled at the sheer amount of power it would take to create the Other Marsh, how it was practically impossible—and we’d never even considered the unbound.

“Atmospheric magic,” Sam corrects, clicking their cup back onto a coaster. Their eyes stray to the painting of the Lady. “Unbound always had such an … evil sound to it. I suppose that’s the point; but is anything truly that simple?”

“It’s dangerous,” I whisper. “It’s breaking me.”

“Danger and evil are not the same thing,” they say. “Trying to hold on to both the unbound and the bound? It’s like trying to force magnets with like poles to touch. Impossible; drives a witch to insanity. But then I met the Lady, and suddenly I didn’t have bound magic anymore. That’s when I first heard it calling.”

“You can’t—” I repeat, but my voice withers and dies.

“Sophia found me practicing in secret,” Sam says. “She saw the best in me when no one else did, realized what could be possible. All the more reason for North Shore to keep mention of the Order quiet; they couldn’t have people thinking that Atmospheric magic was a tool instead of a curse, not when so few can use it without breaking apart at the seams.”

I want to ask a million things, but what comes out is “How?”

“You look at the thing that wants to consume you and let it run its course,” they say simply, but their eyes are far away. “Let the rip current drag you out. But you can’t stay. If you stay, you’ll get lost. Even the strongest swimmers drown in time. You understand?”

I gape at them. “No, I’m—I’m not going unbound, I’m not using it,” I say, even as I feel the power clawing at my throat, whispering yes. “You’re crazy.”

“And yet you’re here, begging for my help.”

It feels as if my body is made of glass, waiting for just the right resonance to shatter. “Not like that.”

Sam watches me so clearly panicking, and they sigh. They look sad. “I think you should go home, Maeve.”

“No. I’m not going until you let me in.” This, at least, is true.

“If you don’t want to use unbound magic, that’s your choice,” they say. “But if I send you in there, you can’t get out without magic. You will be trapped.”

“My friends have magic. They’ll get me out.”

“I would not be certain that your friends are still casting, if they are even alive.”

“If you don’t help me, I’ll find another way. I swear on every tie that binds me that I will,” I say, realizing too late that now, there are no ties, that the vow means nothing.

But Sam just smiles, the movement slowly crinkling their face. “I believe you.” They stand, taking a jacket from its hook. “Come on, then.” They see my confused look and laugh softly, and it sounds like waves breaking. “She’s a creature of the brackish water. Where would you keep the door to her cage, if you were me?”

A streak of light from White Island cuts across the water.

We board Sam’s boat and cut across the choppy, dark sea, lighthouse looming above us like some great obelisk. Harbor seals watch us from the water as we disembark.

Inside, the lighthouse is strangely quiet. I hear the rush of waves, feel the ocean reverberating throughout the structure, but it’s all muted. We ascend. The spiral staircase feels strangely other, as if I am in the middle of a Port spell, in the place between here and gone. Sam stops on the penultimate landing. A ladder leads upwards towards the light. Even from below, I can see that the glass is clouded with birds.

“That means she’s watching us, doesn’t it?” I ask.

They look to the flock. “Some of them,” Sam says. “But some, I’d wager, are here on their own account.”

They pull a key from the chain around their neck and slot it into a minuscule keyhole hidden between bricks. A lock clicks, and a section of the wall opens to reveal an empty frame that once held a painting. I reach forward, but instead of grazing the damp stone wall of the lighthouse, my fingertips stop midair, right where the canvas would be.

The frame of Chez Tortoni hangs before me, inscribed with all the symbols of the spell. I feel the bright zing of unbound magic radiating from it, sparking across my skin like static electricity.

I picture the painting in my mind: The man sits, pen to paper, whatever he is writing or drawing visible only to him. Looking at the viewer as if he knows something that they don’t.

“There is no way out without magic,” Sam repeats.

“I know.”

“In the end, it’s your decision, what to become,” Sam says, so softly that I almost don’t think they’re talking to me.

I open my mouth to ask them what they mean, but then they place their hand on the frame. As they bring the spell to life, I watch their eyes rend. Their irises divide, shift until Sam has two in each eye—one their own storm grey, and the second a reflective, avian yellow. The two overlay in a sick Venn diagram that screams strange, screams wrong, screams other.

I shrink back.

“It’s easy to get lost in there,” they say. “And once you’re lost, there’s no coming back. You need to keep sight of who you are.”

I find myself wanting to ask them something stupid, like What if I don’t know? What if I am nothing? But I swallow it down. It’s too much to wrap my head around all at once—the unbound, the hollowness inside me, Sam’s Venn-diagram eyes. And what if I use the magic and still mess up? I’m trying to save my friends, not kill them.

“Good luck,” they say. The spell comes to life, coursing through the whorls of the frame. The only time is now.

“Thank you.”

“Tell her I’m sorry that I wasn’t more,” Sam says.

I take a step forward. Into the space between here and gone, a pocket of reality that is only real because thirteen witches demanded it be so.

I am once more behind the frames.
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I FALL THROUGH A HOLE IN THE FABRIC OF EXISTENCE AND LAND face-first in the courtyard of the Other Marsh. It’s foggy and grey; mist swirls around me in ominous pockets. I have the brief, horrifying thought that the hours between Gabriel’s entry and mine have stretched into days, that I am already too late.

A grackle lands on the grass in front of me. Up close, I realize that Gabriel was right; their heads really are iridescent, closer to the rainbow sheen that reflects off of oil than black. “Are you with her?” I ask it, feeling stupid. It takes flight with a loud squawk, and I am left uncertain if that is bird for yes, you idiot or absolutely not.

I scan the museum. Something’s off; the Other Marsh around me seems dimmer than before, less sentiently evil, as if I’m in a part of a video game that hasn’t quite rendered.

I take flight on Ash’s broomstick. It feels so odd to travel through a world made of magic without any of my own to anchor me, like I’m an empty bottle bobbing on the ocean. I don’t need to scour the marsh to find my friends; I know where the Lady is. Off the map, on the fourth floor. Where the owner of the museum lived.

I am going so fast that I almost miss it.

A downed broomstick lies at the foot of the stairwell next to a slumped silhouette that can only be a body. I fly forward. My heart claws its way up my throat, and I am terrified that it is going to be Ash, Imani, Gabriel. But when the body’s features come into view, it’s Jess.

I call out to her even though I know she won’t answer. Her face is waxy; her skin is spiraled with grey-green whorls of lichen.

I reach down to search for a heartbeat, but her body crumples inwards under my hands, flesh giving way to reeds and cattail fuzz, as if she is some sick scarecrow with human skin. Her emptiness echoes against mine, and I know that her magic has been stripped by the Lady. That she is gone. There is nothing I can do.

I continue upwards. The paintings around me are all empty; Rowena is somewhere else.

On the second floor, I find another massive portrait of the Lady where a maintenance door should be, barring the way out. This time, I fly right up to her, glaring into her veiled face. In the dim light of the evening marsh, the painted lantern glimmers with real light. I purposefully turn away and then look back, expecting her eyes to jump to mine, daring her to take her attention off of my friends and come for me instead, but she doesn’t. She is focused elsewhere.

As I look back, my eyes snag on a small figure in the background of the painting, roaming the marsh as if lost. Ash. I reach towards the canvas as if to grab her from it, but my fingertips touch only cloth stretched tight.

You’re losing them.

The words echo across the marsh in a not-voice made of screaming wind and ocean currents. I twist around, but no one is there. I race down the hall, but before I turn the corner, I look back at the painting. And oh, I wish I hadn’t. Because the Lady has noticed me now, lips twisted in that all-too-familiar half smile. I have been seen.

I soar onto the third-floor landing. Birds flash through the mist—a grackle, a saltmarsh sparrow, a gull. The strange dullness that covered the courtyard marsh is gone, and I know this must mean that I am getting closer to her. The third floor feels alive, feral, hungry; the juncus beneath me twitches as if it wants to wrench me from my broomstick but can’t quite manage it. As if the Lady is present but not turning her energy to me. Not yet.

Sounds of struggle echo down the hall. A scream, and then the unearthly shriek of something else. I whip around the corner and immediately shrink back, but there’s no chance that they’ll see me. Not with the monster before them.

The three-headed egret lets out an inhuman cry as it bears down upon Emmett, Tristan, and Imani. Imani dodges a striking beak and emerges from the marsh reeds with a spell jar in hand. This time, there are no fireflies; the jar explodes into a fiery saltmarsh sparrow that dives for the egret in a plume of sparks. The monster roars in pain, but advances.

Tristan tears a spell jar from his bandolier. Light catches on the object inside of it, and I recognize the brooch that the Fletchers showed me at the Marsh House, when they were bragging about the spoils they’d taken from slain Revenants. Emmett barks a sharp order: “Not yet, we need it for her!” But it’s too late. The jar is already airborne, sailing towards the egret.

It shatters midair as the spell ignites, shards of the brooch solidifying into blades that rain down upon the egret. They strike in a hail of memory—unbound coursing through human veins as a witch fails to return to herself and rises instead as something monstrous, terrible, and other. The blades shear the screaming egret into ribbons of black, brackish sludge. As it disintegrates, I see what it was guarding: another portrait of the Lady. Veiled. Smiling. Pleased.

“Well done. And so you pass every test.” Ash is standing so still that I do not notice her until she speaks, face expressionless except for that crooked smile. I have the sudden urge to go back to the canvas I’d seen and carve her out of it. She’s Not Ash; she is white-eyed, crowned in a halo of marsh reeds, Rembrandt hanging in a small frame around her neck. “But before you press forward, you should know that you are not alone.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I see a flash of yellow hair. I turn and come face to face with Rowena, who has appeared in the empty seascape to my left.

“Come out or we’ll kill Ashley,” Emmett drawls, flicking open his reclaimed silver knife in a clear threat. I should have thrown the damn thing in the marsh before Tristan captured me. “I’ll give you credit, I didn’t think you’d make it back in. You’ll have to tell me how you managed it.”

I descend to the marsh and pocket Ash’s broomstick before walking out of the mist towards them, hands raised. I mouth the word sorry to Imani, all too aware that if she has a plan, I am ruining it. Then I turn to Emmett.

“You got in,” I say, not bothering to hide my desperation. “Let Ash and Imani go, they’re not part of this.”

Emmett tsks. “I should have known to look for you skulking around the moment that he showed up.”

He can only be Gabriel. My stomach twists. “He’s here?”

Emmett exchanges a look with Tristan. “Was.”

“Was?” I am suddenly unsteady; an image of Jess’s husk-like body flashes through my head.

In answer, Emmett nods to the painting of the Lady on the wall, which I now realize is not a painting but a tapestry woven from marsh reeds. Without asking, I know that this is the entrance to the fourth floor.

“We caught him earlier trying to drag Ashley away. To steal the Rembrandt, no doubt. We couldn’t have that,” Emmett says. “We were going to kill him ourselves, but that seemed like such a waste when we could give him to her. We sent him onward. He never came back.”

I realize with a hollow pang that Gabriel meant it when he said he’d look after Ash. That he did try.

“I hope he found his grimoire before he found his death,” Emmett says. “We were debating what order to follow him in when the egret appeared. Ms. Davis was going to lead us, but now it looks like we have a new volunteer.”

Behind him, Tristan barks a laugh. When I meet his eyes, I see a vast, terrible undercurrent of grief beneath that disdain. The claw hangs around his neck. “I’m sorry,” I say, and he quiets abruptly.

“Jess knew what it meant to sacrifice,” Emmett says, smooth. He turns towards the painting, gesturing me onwards. “How deep that sweet dark water goes, nobody, nobody, nobody knows,” he whispers. “Except us. Lead the way, Maeve.”

Ash jerks around, as if something deep within her is struggling to the surface. Her brown eyes flash through the milky white as she struggles to speak. “No,” she whispers, a human voice, mangled, as if she’s drowning. “Y—can’t—”

Suddenly it’s like Emmett isn’t even there. I close the distance between us and crush her in a hug. “I’m so sorry,” I whisper. She doesn’t respond, but it doesn’t matter; Ash will always know my heart. For a moment, I feel a surge of determination. Ash is in there. Ash is alive. “Thanks for the broomstick,” I whisper as I pull away.

“I didn’t—” she gasps, but then her face goes slack. I hesitate, but whether the pin was sent by Ash for her rescue or by the Lady luring me here to be killed, I honestly don’t care. I’m here.

“Adorable,” Emmett drawls, gesturing towards the tapestry with the knife. “But it’s time for you to be going. Unless you’d like us to make Ashley go first.”

The tapestry looms above. I move towards it with trembling steps. Emmett and Tristan hang back, but Imani is right behind me.

“What the hell are you doing?” she whispers. In answer, I try to slip her the broomstick pin. An escape for an escape. I do not want Imani dying in here, either. “No, Ryan,” she hisses, pressing it back into my palm.

“Plan?” I ask.

“Well, it was swipe the Gardner art before Emmett can, grab Ash, and run,” Imani mutters. “But now you’re here. We’re the best witches in this coven. I’m sure we can figure something out.”

I feel my face twitch into a smile. I grasp her hand in one fierce squeeze. She returns it.

I am at the base of the tapestry. The Lady stares down at me, veil arcing across the plane of her cheek just shy of the half smile that, from the warped perspective below, looks less like mirth and more like grief.

Decades of wild magic have decayed the tapestry into little more than a collection of hanging threads. They part easily at my touch, and the contact sends a shock of unbound magic echoing off of my new-found hollowness. Familiar pain pierces my head: For the first time since I was stripped, I feel my eyes warp and twist until I am afraid that they are going to pop. I breathe in, out, willing it away.

“Well? What are you waiting for?” Emmett asks.

I am, frankly, waiting for the reeds to rise from the floor and strangle the four of us, but they don’t. I step through the tapestry.

I don’t know what I expected: the water of the undermarsh, perhaps, the strangling hold of switchgrass, a nest of many-headed birds. Instead, my feet hit solid wood. My surroundings come into focus, and I wish desperately for the undermarsh, for a lair of rot and ruin, for anything else but this.

I am standing in the foyer of the Marsh House.
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I BLINK. THE FOYER REMAINS. I STEP INTO THE HALL, RESISTING the urge to take off my shoes.

Grey-green rings of lichen spiral over the walls. A crab skitters across the floor. The air is dense with salt, the tips of reeds sprout up through the floorboards. The others file in behind me. Our footsteps echo as we walk down the hallway, and I know that there is no foundation beneath us. Only undermarsh.

We find her in the gathering room. She sits at the head of the table, her back to us, looking out of the windows and onto the marsh.

Except there are no windows. Instead of glass, there is only canvas stretched tight, paintings, the illusion of an outside where none exists. Still, she stares, as if searching for something among the oils.

A hoard of objects is scattered across the floor. I scan over candles, lockets, tomes, before pausing on something I know: the storybook Ash and I wrote. The one that we lost to our spell a year ago, to our failed attempt to summon her. These treasures, then, must be the offerings made to the Lady throughout the decades. Ritual objects that were sucked in by the power and pull of her magic, lost helixes that have reappeared here, at the center of the Other Marsh.

The stolen Gardner paintings are not here. But he is.

Gabriel is lying on the ground among the helixes, body crumpled, face ashen. My heart jerks into my throat. I move to step forward, but Imani grabs my arm and holds me fast.

“Gabriel—” I whisper, voice breaking at the sight of him lying prone and dead and—

Opening one eye the smallest bit to see who is saying his name.

I almost collapse with relief.

His eyes widen, then flick towards one of the offerings: an ancient tome. His grimoire. He looks beat to all hell, but not dead or drained like Jess. She’s toying with him, like a cat toying with its prey.

Rowena turns to face us. Even though her face is obscured by her veil, I am struck by how young she seems, how petite.

“You’ve finally come,” she says. Her voice is part human, part wind grown a mouth, the sound of reeds rubbing together. Her lips move ever so slightly out of sync with her words, as if she is only pretending to speak through them for our benefit. “You overcame the egret faster than I anticipated. I was hoping for more time to play with my food. But no matter. You are here. Welcome.”

Emmett steps forward, reaching into his jacket and producing the three red-winged blackbird feathers, which gleam black and orange in the half-light. “I’ve come for my Favor, Rowena. A promise made, a reward earned.”

She pauses, tilts her head ever so slightly. She has to know that Emmett is going to kill her the moment she grants him his wish, right? The moment he has enough power to do it?

As she shifts, I see what she is looking at: a figure in the paintings behind her. Young Rowena is in these paintings, too; she is knee-deep in the ocean, wading to shore, yellow hair twisting in the wind. Rowena fights through the sea yet remains in place, as if she is doomed to do laps inside the oils forever. A bird flies over her shoulder, white and black with a bright orange beak.

Something is off here. But before I can put my finger on it, the Lady moves.

She stands and walks out from behind the table, stepping around Gabriel’s prone body.

As she does, the Glamour on her dress melts away. My jaw drops. Behind me, Imani lets out a small gasp, and even Emmett is stunned into silence. The Lady’s dress is stitched not of fabric but of canvas, grafted together from priceless art. Her skirt, Landscape with an Obelisk; a bodice of Degas sketches; and there, tearing along one side of her leg, The Storm on the Sea of Galilee. The paintings are not in the Other Marsh because they are anchored to her, a cage. She is smothered in them, stitched from bodice to hem, prison made garment.

At the upper corner of her sleeve, there is a small tear that appears to be bleeding ever so slightly. A pinprick hole just large enough to fit Portrait of the Artist as A Young Man.

She sets something on the table: a marsh reed folded into the shape of an egret, now crushed.

“You will have what you seek,” she says to Emmett. She turns to Tristan. “I see you, and who you have lost. She can be returned to you; I have done it before, I would do it again.”

“I … would like that,” he says softly. The Lady nods.

Ash is next. “My brilliant light,” the Lady says. “So clever. The perfect brain in an imperfect vessel. Do you not also desire your reward? The power I promised you when you first set out to find me?”

“She doesn’t want it,” I say. The Lady ignores me.

Movement flickers in the corner of my eye. I struggle not to look as Gabriel uses the conversation as cover to inch towards his grimoire.

Ash, still frozen, doesn’t answer. After a moment, Rowena lets out a slight “Ah!” and snaps her fingers. Ash collapses to the ground, a marionette with cut strings. “Apologies,” the Lady says. “I forget how distressingly weak one is, when one is both mortal and bound.”

I dart down to Ash, relieved when the eyes that open are her own brown and not the dead white of a girl possessed. I press the broomstick pin into her hand and feel her fingers curl around it.

“She’s lasted so much longer than I thought she would,” the Lady says, mouth twisting in that familiar half smile. “I thought she was too weak to wield the Rembrandt, that she would succumb to the marsh and I would strip her in time. Imagine my surprise when you succeeded in rescuing her. How the marsh shook when she took the Rembrandt out! For a moment, I believed my prison was going to collapse. But it held.

“I was delighted when I realized how much the Rembrandt strengthened the bond between us. The painting is of my prison, after all, and here, I am in control. It makes reaching into her mind quite easy. She tries to keep me out, of course, with all those clever wards—tries.” She smiles down at Ash. “Do you really think that you are enough as you are? Enough to resist me, to escape this marsh, to survive outside of it? I will tell you now that you are not.”

Ash splutters for words; I squeeze her hand so tightly that my knuckles go white.

“Ash.” It’s Imani, a warning.

“And you,” the Lady says, turning to Imani. “So loyal. So busy playing by the rules that you don’t notice the game changing underneath you. Wouldn’t you like to take the matriarchy that you deserve? We both know that they are never going to give it to you. But I could.”

Imani is speechless. Behind the Lady, Gabriel extends a hand ever so slowly towards his grimoire.

Without breaking eye contact with Imani, the Lady brings her heel down on Gabriel’s outstretched hand. Bones crunch underfoot, and Gabriel lets out a mangled cry.

“I’m not quite finished with this one yet,” she says idly. “He wants so desperately, it’s delicious. Something to savor.”

She looks from her foot on Gabriel’s mangled hand to the small hoard of objects at her feet. “Glimpses of the outside. Helixes, sent from my admirers,” she says, and she sounds almost shy. “You’ll have to allow me this one indulgence of my vanities. It’s been quite a few years, after all. One would think that being ageless would shorten their span, but every one without her seems longer than the last.”

She sets her gaze on me, grinding her heel into Gabriel’s hand as she does so. He whimpers. I feel the weight of her eyes through her veil, know that she is seeing too much. “I had such high hopes for you, Maeve,” she says in that not-voice. “And yet you insist on taking only half the steps. Strong enough to save your friends yet too weak to do so. In my day, we would throw broken, half-bound casters like you into the lake, tied with stones. A kinder death than the inevitable unbinding. But I could fix you. I see you, I know that is your wish.”

“You don’t,” I say, but it comes out weak.

“I do,” she says. “Because that is what I would wish for.”

I feel myself start to slip. Imani curls a hand around my wrist, bringing me back to earth. Once I rein in my thoughts, I realize that the Lady must not know about what Emmett did to me; she speaks like I still have magic to fix.

Her gaze finds each of us once more. “Let those brave enough to claim their rewards come forward,” she says, inclining her head. Emmett hands his knife to Tristan and advances, feathers in hand.

Imani’s grip tightens, and I know that she is anchoring herself as much as me.

“Disappointing,” the Lady says to us. She turns to Tristan. “Not you?” she asks.

“I would like to grant his reward myself,” Emmett says.

“Ah yes. With your wish,” she says. “To harness the unbound.”

He smiles at her, bright and victorious. “To be strong enough to wield it and keep my mind. To seize its power and use it to reclaim my home and the friends that we have lost.” Grief flashes across the Lady’s face, lightning-quick and so acute that it gives me pause.

“Makes what we have to do all the harder, doesn’t it?” she asks, but she’s not talking to Emmett. “Only one comes forward,” she whispers softly to herself. “It will do.”

Emmett meets the Lady in the center of the room. Behind them, in the oils, young Rowena watches.

You’ll forgive me this one indulgence of my vanities.

The Lady, whose marsh is full of portraits of her, calling her tributes her one vanity. It finally clicks. I have been so stupid.

Sam, talking about how much the Lady hates the sea. Rowena in the painting, up to her knees in salt water, flanked by a puffin, a seabird through and through. A voice in the undermarsh telling me that I was losing him. Rowena’s eyes finding mine in every vision, urging me to act before it is too late.

Every year without her seems longer than the last.

If the Lady knows my heart, then perhaps I know hers, too. Because as I pull a half-dead Ash to her feet, I know that there is only one thing that could goad me back into a deal with a coven that I swore to leave forever.

Emmett extends the feathers to the Lady.

“Thank you,” she says. She looks back to the painting behind her, to Rowena, as she takes them, and my thoughts finally solidify into words.

The Lady’s marsh is not full of pictures of her. It is full of pictures of the sister she lost. And if Rowena is not the one that went unbound—

“Thank you, Rowena,” Emmett says. The Lady clasps his wrist in her hand.

“She’s not Rowena,” I whisper before I can stop myself. “You’re Constance.”

The Lady whips her head around to face me, not a movement but an inhuman jump through space and time. Her mouth stretches into her crooked half smile at the simple pleasure of, after so many years, hearing her own name.

She reaches back and drops her veil.

Her face is not warped or marshlike or rotting with the unbound; it’s human. She looks just like she did in the memories. Not Rowena, with her yellow hair and watery eyes and cut throat, but Constance. Hair dark like marsh water, face open and plain. Once-dark eyes gone unbound yellow. The stories got it wrong. Rowena did not resurrect herself. Her sister did, selling her soul to the unbound to save the person that she loved most.

“The third vision,” I whisper, remembering what Emmett said in the turret. “The funeral. She died again, didn’t she? Died for real, and you needed—”

“—to bring her back to me. Where she belongs,” Constance says.

“But you didn’t have enough magic, and so you made the deal.”

“Your coven didn’t have enough magic, so they made the sacrifice,” Constance says. “They struck us from their records, but I didn’t mind. I constructed my own legends, wove the strength of fable into my spell. Incredible, the power words have to keep a spirit close. How much easier it is to tether someone to the world when people believe they still roam it.” She looks to the canvas windows, where Rowena is struggling through the painted sea. “And so I became her. Until I could amass the power to return her to my side.”

She places her second hand on Emmett’s, nails black with half-moons of marsh dirt.

“Legends are a funny thing, Mr. Emmett,” she says, tracing a finger across the back of his hand. She sounds almost shy. “If you’d paid any attention to those feathers, you’d know by now that the thing about stories is that sometimes, they’re just made up.”

She digs her nail into the back of his hand and the room lurches, as if the center of gravity has abruptly shifted. Magic rises around me, echoing through my hollow body; I feel suddenly sick and off-balance.

Emmett screams, a sharp, animal sound. It happens before I can move: His body bends impossibly inwards and breaks. Bones crack like twigs, his body crumples, folding in on itself like a bird’s nest crushed underfoot. It is as if he has been depressurized, as if she is sucking him away from within.

“It takes a massive amount of power to drag a soul from the unbound and back into a body. I know; I’ve done it. But the initial unbinding is something that can only be done once,” Constance says, voice unaffected even as Emmett’s screams echo through the room. Her eyes have gone the reflective yellow of a night creature. “My sister has been tethered to my side all these years. Just when I was about to accumulate enough power to resurrect her, to end this loneliness, I was trapped here. Locked away, no more lives traded for petty favors.

“But it was not complete isolation,” she says, turning that sly smile to me. “I could still extend tendrils of power: my lantern lights, my dreams. Before there was Ashley, there was one other I spoke to. Your matriarch. Elizabeth.” My grandmother’s name tolls through the room like a bell.

“This spell is tricky; I couldn’t tell her where I was, nor could any who wished to free me enter the marsh. So we created a story. Something for Elizabeth to sow, something that would convince someone clever and desperate to seek me out. All we needed as a compelling lure. Say, a shard of power that I never intended to give up.” She laughs. “And here you are—five lovely bodies, a weakened prison. All the power I need to escape. Thank you. I will think of you all when my sister and I are walking the marsh together again.”

She tsks lightly as she looks back down to Emmett. “Your heart’s desire,” she says. “Didn’t you ever think that it was too good to be true?”

Emmett lets out another gurgling, broken wail. Constance bends down to what remains of his bloody face and cradles it in her hand. “Hush,” she whispers, and I feel that awful lurching again as she pulls at him, as she crumples his body inward. “Hush.” And he never makes another sound again.
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THE DENSITY OF THE OTHER MARSH WARPS AROUND US AS THE Lady claims Emmett’s magic. She bends over Emmett’s crushed, broken body, touching her forehead to what remains of his, all her concentration focused on the place where their bodies connect. She breathes in, out, inhaling the essence of him.

Imani pulls me back with the word “Run.”

Gabriel has the same idea. He swipes his grimoire and is up like a shot, fleeing towards us along the edges of the room as Constance devotes her focus to the crumpled mess of flesh and splintered bone that was once a man who promised to fix me.

Tristan takes one staggering step towards Emmett before turning and bolting down the hallway ahead of us.

I wrench Ash upwards just as Gabriel reaches us. Imani follows, and together we sprint out of the gathering room. As we round the corner into the hall, I make the mistake of looking back. Constance’s movements have gone fast, jerky, inhuman. Her dark hair writhes like sentient reeds. When she moves, scarlet flashes among dark plumage, a red-winged blackbird dyed with blood. Her eyes meet mine, unbound and wild, and something in me calls to her. Pain spikes through my head. I tear my gaze away and run.

We flee down the hall. Rowena runs with us through painting after painting, mouth open in a scream that needs no translation—Get out.

Constance’s words chase after us, echoing on the marsh wind as the air around us solidifies into mist: “You cannot outrun me. I told you, did I not? I am coming for lives. As is my right. As I was promised.”

The house around us shudders, glitches away—my feet sink into the wood of the hall as if it was marsh dirt. And then I blink and it is marsh dirt; the hall is gone. I am struggling through a reed-claimed, rotted foundation, as if the house surrendered to the marsh decades ago—

The tapestry looms ahead of us through the mist. Tristan is already gone. Gabriel darts through, then Ash. I am mere strides away when I hear the order.

“Stay.” Constance’s disembodied voice booms across the ruins, layered with Emmett’s. With the power of the matriarch she’s slain.

My hand is grazing the threads of the tapestry doorway before I realize that I am alone.

Behind me, Imani has frozen.

“Give in now, and I will be generous.” Constance’s voice echoes through the mist. I whip my head around, but I can’t pinpoint her through the fog. Dark shadows flit above us, birds circling for the dive. “Perhaps I will continue to let your coven sacrifice its young to me. Perhaps I will let you be matriarch in my stead, my regent …”

I rush back, grabbing Imani by the shoulders. She’s shaking. The coven is more than her home, it is helplessly intertwined with her life, her purpose. I feel every thread of her magic stretching taut, tying her to North Shore. “Please,” I whisper. “You have to.” A dark silhouette coalesces out of the mist, approaching us through the ruins. “Break it!” I beg, frantic. “Any spell I can do, you can do better, remember?”

She doesn’t move. I grab her with strength borne from panic, hauling her through the reeds that have reclaimed the hallway.

“Disappointing,” Constance says.

A reed twists around my ankle, and we topple to the ground. The birds descend, diving in a sea of beaks and claws that score my arms, my face—

Until suddenly the talons vanish, fleeing from a burst of bright, warm light. A fiery saltmarsh sparrow dives for the birds in a flash of memory—Imani, as my grandmother Compels her to stay out of this, flooded with white-hot fury. The sparrow drives red-winged blackbirds into the earth. It burns away the mist to reveal Imani, hands bloody, holding a crushed spell jar to her chest. I feel her magic swell around me, know the touch of it like a sister’s. I feel how much she loves the marsh, the sea, our coven. And I feel how deeply it hurts her when she takes that thread and cuts it.

“Any spell you can do,” she says, voice ragged, holding a hand down to me. I take it, and she pulls me up. Together, we race through the tapestry, tumbling back onto the third floor.

We run right into Gabriel and Ash, already on the broomstick.

“Don’t keep me waiting like that!” Ash cries. “Get on!”

Imani grabs her hand and piles on behind her, leaving me staring up at Gabriel, left hand mangled, grimoire in his bag at his side. He’s looking at me as if I’m a ghost.

“How—” he starts, voice catching, as if he can’t decide if he’s relieved or devastated that I’m standing here before him.

“You really thought you could get rid of me that easily?” I ask. I want to say so much more: that I’m sorry, that he was right, that it would be impossible for him to ever be dead to me. But I just take his uninjured hand and mount the broomstick behind him.

“The Storm on the Sea of Galilee,” Imani says. “That’s our only way out. Ash, can you keep her out of your head long enough to get out of here?”

“I’ll try,” Ash says.

We soar through the museum, joined by blue-black and brown grackles, beaks wide, alarm calls screaming. A flock, a plague. Behind us, Constance screams, and I feel the Other Marsh twist to her will.

When I glance back at the tapestry that led to the fourth floor, the image of the Lady is gone. All that remains is the background marsh and Rowena trapped within it, hand extended as if she is trying to tear her way through the threads. However badly Constance wants to keep her tethered to this world, it’s clear that Rowena wants out.

Reeds rise up ahead of us, but before I can brace myself, they’re already shriveling away. Ash clutches the Rembrandt, blood trailing from her ears, her tear ducts. She’s using the power of the painting to shape the Other Marsh, just as Constance does.

“Ash—”

“We need it,” Ash says, panting. “We don’t stand a chance against the marsh otherwise. I don’t think she’s strong enough to do everything at once—she has to choose between possessing me and controlling her own body. I can keep her out.” Her eyes flicker that grey-white, but she shakes it off as we hurl ourselves down the hall. “I can keep—”

The Lady bursts through the tapestry behind us, screaming with the voices of all the creatures on the marsh. We race around a corner, downward, and her voice chases us, echoing through the museum like the voice of a god:

They imprisoned me here to die, where the only place I’ll ever see my sister is the paintings. They want to reduce me to a legend? Let them. I will be the worst fable they have ever written.

We whip onto the second floor, swerving past cordgrass and cattails and into the Dutch Room. But this Other Dutch Room is warped, strange, wrong. The ceiling is lopsided, the walls twisted in ways that defy the laws of physics, as if we are trapped in an M.C. Escher sketch. I realize, too late, the degree to which the Fletchers have destabilized the Other Museum. Every empty picture frame is broken, oozing brackish blood. Only the frame of The Storm on the Sea of Galilee remains intact, hanging in the center of the far wall across what feels like miles of Other Marsh.

We’re almost halfway across the massive room when Ash goes rigid. Her eyes roll back in her head, coming up haunted and grey. I grab for her as she lists forwards, and the broomstick jerks off balance, sending us tumbling to the ground.

The reeds are on us instantly. I fight upwards; I can hear Imani and Gabriel doing the same somewhere off to the side. Ash alone remains unencumbered by the Other Marsh; she stands above me, clutching her head, muttering to herself as the Lady claws through her brain. Abruptly, she jerks up, too straight, too still, white-eyed. “So foolish. You can’t use my power without giving something in return, Ashley,” she says, but she’s not Ash anymore.

I scan the marsh around me for Constance, but there is only Ash.

“Get out of her, you hag—” I snap.

Clear, tinkling laughter echoes through the room. And I realize that I didn’t look up.

The Lady is splayed across the ceiling above me. Pools of water ripple around her; reeds sprout downward from air vents, turning the ceiling into a reflection of the marsh below so lifelike that it makes my stomach twist with vertigo. I steady myself, half expecting to fall upwards into her. She smiles down at me, yellow eyes glazing over white as she speaks not through her own mouth but through Ash’s. “Your friend is going to kill you for me now.”

By the time I turn back to Ash, it is already too late. She falls upon me, the walls of the room bending inwards as the museum molds itself to the will of its smallest piece of stolen art. Reeds grasp my ankles, yanking me down into the mud as Ash advances with jerky, foreign movements.

“Ash, please,” I whisper.

She pauses, and for a moment, I believe.

And then the reeds around me snap taut, breaking my skin, cutting into my flesh.

“Ash!” But Ash is not here. It is a sick, other thing that smiles at me as a pool of brackish water forms around my ankles, as reeds spiral their way up my forearms and legs, tight enough to break the skin. I barely feel them; I’m too busy scanning Ash’s eyes for any sign of her and finding absolutely nothing. No. Not like this, please—

Not Ash cocks her head. “You failed me, Maeve. If it wasn’t for you, I wouldn’t be like this.”

“I know,” I say. My voice breaks, caught in the idea that this is it, that the last time I’ll ever see her, the real her, has already come and gone. “I was a bad friend. I was trying so hard to protect you that I never stopped to ask if you wanted or needed it. I acted like this was all about me when it was about us.” Tears are streaming down my face unchecked. I stopped struggling against the reeds a long time ago. “And I get why you did it. What she was giving you that I wasn’t. I’m so sorry I made you feel like you weren’t enough. I love you, Ash. No matter what happens, it’s going to be OK with us. It’ll always be—”

A reed wraps around my throat, cutting off all air. I choke, writhe desperately, but only succeed in breaking my own skin. Blood trickles down my neck.

“Always,” Not Ash echoes. And if I think she pauses, what is that but my imagination giving me one final act of kindness?

Above, Constance is laughing. “She has only ever held you back, my sweet. Kill her, and I will give you power she couldn’t even dream of.”

Black spots creep around the edge of my vision. I find Ash’s blank white eyes through the reeds and try to tell her something that she already knows: that it’s OK. My vision flickers; I gasp for air that does not come.

Ash reaches a hand to the painting around her neck. It happens so fast, the way she seizes power, just like she seized our Scrying spell that first time we Scried Gabriel. One moment the center of gravity is above, with Constance, and the next Ash has given herself wholly to the painting, yanking the room around us into submission.

The walls crack, shake, and a massive statue mounted over the doorway tumbles onto the floor.

The impact rocks the museum, breaking the grip of the reeds and sending me sprawling backwards. When I look up, Ash is above me, eyes brimming with magic. She yanks me upwards and into her arms.

“I’m sorry I made you feel like your magic was the only thing that mattered,” Ash says into my shoulder, and we’re both crying now. “You’re more than enough for me, too. Magic or not. Unbound or not. You’re still my best friend.”

I hug her back as hard as I possibly can.

Through the air around us, a voice cracks like a breaking limb.

“You are very much going to regret that.” Constance says, peeling herself away from the ceiling marsh. She’s coming downwards. To us.

I move to get in front of Ash, but she shoves me back. “No.”

“Ash—”

“Do you trust me?”

“Yes.”

“Someone has to stall her. Get to Storm. Activate the gateway. I’ll be right behind you. I promise,” she says.

Imani and Gabriel stagger up to us, arms and legs covered in angry red marks from where they fought free of the reeds. “I’ll stay, too,” Imani says, hand going to her bandolier of spell jars. Three remain, sloshing with the viscous liquid that ignites into her fiery creatures. “She can either control Ash or use her own form. This way, at least one of us can have a go at her.” She looks to Gabriel cradling his mangled hand, then to me. “You’re hurt, and you have no magic. Ryan, get to the frame so he can activate the spell. Bust up whatever is in your way. You’re pretty good at that.”

The Lady drops to the ground in a swoop of feathers. She hits the marsh, and it shudders with the impact in a way that makes Ash’s downed statue look like child’s play. She’s landed before the windows looking out over the courtyard; thirty yards of upland marsh stretch between us like a battlefield. The frame of Storm is on the wall at our backs, and I can almost hear her goading: Run. I’d like to see how far you get.

Constance is not pretending to be human anymore. Feathers arc across her face, her arms, black and brown and orange. Red-winged. She walks towards us slowly, leisurely, as if she has all the time in the world to tear us limb from limb.

“I used to want to bring my sister back in a mortal body like yours,” she says. “But they’re so weak. Like bringing her back within a worm. How easy it will be to break you now.”

“Go, Maeve,” Ash whispers. I look from her to Imani and nod.

“If you two don’t meet us at the frame, I’m going to kill you,” I whisper.

Ash cracks a smile at me. “Go big and go home,” she says.

Together, they turn to face the Revenant.

And Gabriel and I turn and run.
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WE RACE THROUGH THE DUTCH ROOM WITH ALL THE BIRDS in the marsh screaming overhead. Behind us, Ash and Imani stand before the Lady like a ship before a storm. The frame shouldn’t be far, and yet it is; as we run, I swear that the Dutch Room is stretching underneath our feet, that the Other Marsh is warping to prevent our escape.

Constance’s voice cuts across the marsh as she approaches Ash and Imani.

I remember breaking you, Ashley. So delicate, then. And now—see how your friends flee. See how they leave you for dead—

The museum shudders around us as Ash taps into the painting. A reed catches Gabriel’s foot and he stumbles, but I yank him upwards. I grab his good hand in mine and run. We shove through reeds and bat away diving birds as we race towards Storm’s empty frame.

One hundred yards. Fifty. Thirty.

Tristan appears out of nowhere, lunging out of the reeds and ripping Gabriel’s hand from mine. He tackles Gabriel to the ground, snapping the strap of his bag and sending it flying into the grass. Tristan’s blade flashes silver in the dusk. I don’t think; I charge, knocking Tristan off of Gabriel and rolling into the reeds.

He comes down on me in a hail of fists and elbows. I am struck so hard I see bright white light, feel my nose crack and taste my own blood, salty like the ocean. I kick out, then freeze as I feel the cool press of Emmett’s blade against my neck. My blade.

“Tristan, let her go,” Gabriel gasps, struggling to his feet. His good hand is wrapped around his torso, clutching what have to be cracked ribs.

Tristan hauls me to my feet, keeping the blade at my throat as he does so. Blood trickles across my skin. “One move and I’ll kill you,” Tristan whispers. As he rises, he reaches for something in the grass with his free hand. Gabriel’s bag, where it had fallen when Tristan tackled him.

The bag holding his grimoire.

“Let her go,” Gabriel repeats. “We can get out of here together—”

“It’s too late for that,” Tristan says, pressing the point of the knife into the hollow of my throat. “The Lady found me, above. Told me that if we give her the girls, she can bring them back to us. Not just Jess and Emmett. Lou too.”

I splutter for air, craning my neck backwards as Tristan presses the blade closer. I make desperate eye contact with Gabriel and mouth the word run.

“You really believe that?” Gabriel asks. “They’re not coming back, Tristan. They’re dead. But we can still survive this.”

“Just like you, to give up on them,” Tristan says. “And to think I really thought we could be brothers again.”

A scream cuts across the marsh. I turn, blade scraping my skin, just in time to see the distant figure of Imani on the broomstick plummet out of the sky.

The time for subtlety is over. “Run—Gabriel, please—”

“Let her go,” Gabriel says. He pulls a small spell jar from his pocket. “I don’t want to do this. Don’t make me.”

Tristan raises the satchel. Gabriel’s eyes follow it, filled with unmistakable desire. “This is what you want, isn’t it?” he asks.

“Tristan—”

“Fetch,” Tristan says. He throws the bag and grimoire sideways into a pool of dark water and yanks me backwards into the reeds.

He has barely taken a step when the spell jar shatters at our feet.

The Other Marsh becomes a strobe of agony. Tristan releases me with a cry and I fall into the grass, but I can’t run, can’t even move; the pain is blinding and all-consuming. It feels like someone is peeling my flesh away from my chest, my face. And my arm—my arm is on fire, is pure anguish as my muscle and sinew are pried apart, cleaved down to bone.

As I stare in horror at the heron’s wound, reopened, I realize what has happened. Gabriel’s spell to undo his enchantments, the one meant for his grimoire, has been used on us. All the wounds that Gabriel healed on me have reopened. My arm hangs limp, scratches crisscross my face. I press a hand to the gash on my sternum as it bleeds anew, and behind me—

Tristan and Gabriel traveled together for over a year, hunting Revenants across the northeast. Revenants that struck back with claws and teeth and sorcery. Tristan is on the ground, broken, limbs akimbo, deep gashes sliced across his body. He clutches at himself, blood welling through his fingers, and lets out a terrible, strangled cry. Then the reeds fall upon both of us.

Gabriel pulls me upwards, batting away the reeds coiling around me. He frantically scans my body, taking stock of my injuries, making sure that I am alright.

Only then does he look to Tristan. Tristan is not fighting the reeds. He is lying still, bleeding into the Other Marsh, unfocused eyes on the ceiling of the museum. I know without asking that Gabriel had an intimate knowledge of all the parts of us that he’d fixed. That of the two of us, he knew I would emerge alive, and Tristan might not.

My eyes travel to the pool where Gabriel’s grimoire sank. It is glassy and still, book long gone.

But Gabriel only has eyes for me.

“I’ve got you,” he says. “It’s alright. You’re going to be OK.” And his hands are filled with me, and not his book, and I know that somewhere behind him, the grimoire is sinking into the otherworldly mud of the undermarsh. I open my mouth.

“Don’t say it,” he says, mouth twitching into a smile. So instead of calling him a liar, I throw my single functioning arm around him, burying myself in his chest, and when I pull back, he is kissing me, fierce and swift and desperate. I kiss him back, and when we part, I am smiling up at him with my whole bloodied face.

And then everything goes suddenly, horrifyingly quiet.

We turn. Behind us, the Lady’s army of red-winged blackbirds have abruptly ceased screaming. They alight on the marsh and go completely still, like statuettes. They circle a downed Imani and Ash, who are clutching each other, wounded and exposed. Ash whispers something to Imani that I pray isn’t goodbye.

The Red-Winged Lady walks towards them across the marsh.

“You’re simply not strong enough,” she says, even as Ash attempts to rise to her feet, broken and bloodied. Ash staggers, falls, stays down.

“No,” I whisper.

Constance shakes her head. “I meant it when I said that I would give you the strength. The power. Join me, and I will even spare your friend.”

Constance extends a hand to Ash. Sick grey-white, the color of a drowned tree.

Ash takes it. A scream builds in my throat as Constance helps her to her feet.

“I would like my Rembrandt back,” she says softly.

Ash holds the painting out to the Lady. The canvas is black, wet as if with blood.

But it’s not blood.

In the reeds behind them, a glimmer of light reflects off of Imani’s last spell jar. But instead of the sloshing, shimmering liquid she uses for her fire constructs, it is empty. As the Lady takes the saturated canvas, Imani raises a bloodied hand and snaps her fingers.

A spark jumps from Ash’s bangle to her fingertip and catches on the painting.

The Rembrandt burns. Ash wrenches her hand away and dives for cover as the painting is devoured, flaring abruptly and completely to light. Blackened edges curl inwards as fire claims the canvas.

The Rembrandt burns in Constance’s hand, and the world around us breaks.

A shockwave of magic ripples through the museum. The flame jumps from the Rembrandt to the tines of the Lady’s feathers to her gown, setting the Gardner art alight. Constance screams, a birdlike wail that echoes too far, too long. The marsh is awash in the scent of burned paper and flesh.

The fire spreads across her gown, first one painting, then another. As each painting catches, the museum quakes underneath our feet.

The Red-Winged Lady that was once Constance collapses into the marsh, submerging herself up to her eyes in the dark water, desperate to put out the fire. For a moment, my heart leaps, but then her rage-filled half voice booms across the marsh.

You will not escape me.

She raises a hand from the water and points to the wall behind us.

With a sound like thunder, the empty frame of The Storm on the Sea of Galilee splits in half and crashes into the marsh below.




[image: Thirty-Six]

THE MUSEUM SHUDDERS BENEATH OUR FEET. I KNOW WITH AWFUL certainty that destroying the Rembrandt and setting the other paintings alight has damaged the Other Marsh beyond repair. It’s collapsing in on itself, and Constance has trapped us inside to die with her.

Imani and Ash fly over on the broomstick, dismounting to gape up at the broken frame with us.

“We can’t get out,” Imani whispers, leaning against Ash with a clearly wounded leg. “We can’t get out,” she repeats. “You didn’t see her—she’s not dead, she just fled into the undermarsh—”

“Chez Tortoni,” I whisper. “There’s one more—”

But before I can finish, a low rumble shakes the museum. As one, our heads turn to the windows that open onto the courtyard, and we watch in horror as the archway to the Fenway Gallery collapses into the marsh below. Chunks of stone and plaster crash to the ground as the museum buckles under the weight of a failing spell.

Birds take flight in frenzied spirals, calling alarm. I know this world is dying by the urgency of their escape; they flee, flitting out of existence, disappearing into thin air. No—not thin air. Into the spaces between spaces, gaps in the mist, holes in the fabric of the world around us. Into the unbound.

The world around us lurches, and for a brief, sickening flash, I see all the spaces between spaces, that strange Other Sight. It makes my head spin, forces me to screw my eyes shut as the unbound bucks around us, as it breaks free of the spell that forced it to form the Other Marsh.

I crack an eye open. A plague of grackles cuts through the sky, twisting out of this world, away to safety, following a path that only avian eyes can see. Avian eyes and unbound ones.

The unbound writhes around us like water coming to a boil as the Other Marsh dies.

Another archway collapses into the courtyard. The walls of the Dutch Room shudder, but hold. For now.

Ash and Imani pivot, desperately trying to plan our escape. “Chez Tortoni’s in the Blue Room,” Ash says. “We’ll never make it—”

“I can get us out,” I whisper.

They freeze.

“What?” Gabriel asks. I’m leaning on him, bleeding lightly. One of his arms is curled around my waist, keeping me up.

“I can get us out,” I repeat. As I say it, I know that it’s true. This is how we get there from here.

“You don’t have magic—” Ash starts.

“There’s magic everywhere,” I say. The Other Marsh wind whips through my hair, and I am suddenly convinced that I can feel the chill of real-life winter on North Shore.

Imani looks at me like I’m losing it. “Unbound magic, Maeve—”

“Atmospheric magic,” I correct. “It’s how they made this place. It’s how we’ll get out.” My eyes follow the fleeing birds as they streak through the museum. Blackbirds for the Lady, gulls and puffins for Rowena of the sea, and grackles for someone else. For, perhaps, us.

“I can get us out. I swear,” I say, turning to each of them. Because if they don’t think that I can do this, the spell is undone before it is even cast.

“OK,” Gabriel says. He slides something into my pocket. Emmett’s knife. Tristan’s knife. My knife.

The marsh around us shudders. Imani curses, but nods. “Picked a hell of a time to come out of retirement, Ryan.”

“Are you sure?” Ash asks, eyes wide and worried. “Will you be OK?”

“Better than if we stay here,” I answer. That, at least, is true.

“Then get us out of here, Maeve.”

We link together, forming a circle, a mess of bruises amidst a collapsing universe. Ash’s hand in mine, hers in Imani’s, Gabriel’s good arm on my wounded shoulder. I’m all too aware that I’m gambling with more lives than my own—but if I don’t, we’ll die.

“Go big and go home, I guess,” I whisper to myself.

I take stock of my body—broken nose, mangled arm, countless cuts—and come to the hollowness at my center. The unbound claws against my defenses, and for once, I do not push it away. I do not yank my shields up and repeat over and over in my head that this is not who I am.

Instead, I attempt to open, to change the tide and call the sea into the bay, onto the rocks, to fill all the pools of power that now lie empty. The fear comes; the fear never left. Ash, dead; me, wandering the marsh as a twisted Revenant.

I don’t realize how much tension I’m holding in my body until I let it go. The unbound envelops me in a haze of peat and salt, desperate to fill all empty and fractured spaces, like wind in the winter or water cracking stone. It whispers for me to stop fighting. To give in.

So I do.

It hurts. A lot. Like I’m one giant wound dunked in the ocean, like a throatful of fire, like underwater lungs screaming for air. Dimly, I am aware that my knees have buckled, that the others are holding me up.

My head splinters with now familiar pain, and this time I let my irises tear themselves apart. I feel them separate, wait for the yellow eyes to overtake me entirely, but then—it stops. It all stops. I find my footing. I open my eyes.

The others gasp, and I know I have Sam’s Venn-diagram irises, the yellow of the unbound overlayed over my own. Half unbound, half other, and wholly something else.

I can see all the colors that I have been missing. And more than that—I can see the structure of the Other Marsh, the way the world is tightly woven like an expertly crafted spell. And in between threads, the smallest spaces. Gaps in the weaving which grackles are, even now, arcing through.

I exhale and reach for the magic. I stop swimming against the rip current and let it carry me out to sea. I’ve been swimming against it for so long, but I should have known better. You do not survive a rip current by swimming against it. You let it carry you out. You swim parallel to shore. And then you find your way home.

The power rips through me like a shot. I take my good hand from Ash’s and extend it towards one of the threads around us. Less a thread, now that I think of it, and more a current. Energy in motion. Magic swells around me, thick with my desire to return home.

You’re going to kill them all.

Constance’s voice comes on the wind. I try to ignore her, to keep reaching—

We both know it. You’re going to break them. I know what it is to break and be broken.

But I am not thinking of breaking and being broken. I am thinking of Gabriel catching frogs in my apartment, of Imani giving me a key, of Ash, always. It’s easy. Just twist.

I curl my hand around the thread and grab it. The spell revs into motion, desire made action.

Constance emerges from a pool of water and dives for us.

I see her from the corner of my eye, racing through the mist, charred and dripping with brackish water. She’s shed the form of the Red-Winged Lady in favor of her own shape, that of a girl. She hurtles towards us just as I take a fistful of the magic coursing through me and twist.

The skylight shatters. The last grackle careens through our new tear in the universe as the museum collapses.

A heartbeat before we vanish into the place between places, Constance grabs my outstretched arm.

It’s too late to shake Constance off; the spell is already in motion. Her grip tightens as I reel the Marsh House towards us, fingernails digging into my flesh. Through the spell, I feel a wave of fierce delight. She is free. No paintings, no prison, no match for her power. She is going to kill them all and get her sister back—

I do it without thinking.

The Marsh House materializes around us. The lines of the porch, the trees overhead. The moment my feet touch the earth, I break the circle, tearing free of Ash and Gabriel and tackling Constance. Right before we hit the ground, I twist us into the space between spaces.

Someone screams my name, but I have already disappeared. Like a winking light on the marsh, there and then gone.
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WE MATERIALIZE OUT OF THE SPACE BETWEEN HERE AND GONE and collapse onto cold, damp earth. I had cast with no plan, no destination. We’re somewhere out on the marsh, beyond the Marsh House and anywhere I know. Mist surrounds us, casting us in a grey half-light that could just as easily be dusk or dawn. The air is the kind of bitter cold that punishes every inch of exposed flesh.

The landscape around me is warped, the colors too bright, too vibrant, too strange. The unbound was overwhelming in the Other Marsh, but in the real world? It is twisted and impossible, complete and total sensory overload. I catch sight of my own reflection in a pool of marshy water; my eyes are a Venn diagram of gold and brown.

I blink hard, trying to force the world to make sense again. I wring the unbound out of me like water from a cloth. Slowly, the pain in my head eases.

A few yards away, Constance pulls herself to her feet. She looks upwards and stills. For a moment, she is just a girl looking at a sky she has not seen in decades.

And then she turns that long-dead gaze to me. I straighten, ignoring the protests of my mangled arm, my slit sternum, my broken face. We don’t need to talk. We know that neither of us will let the other leave. Constance bares her teeth, and the marsh ripples beneath her. I lose my balance and tumble to the ground.

As I pull myself upwards, I see her. Two blue eyes look up at me from the underside of a pool of water, just as they had on the Back Bay Fens. The eyes of someone blonde and dead who never asked to live this long.

“She doesn’t want to stay here,” I say, picking myself off the ground. Constance and I circle each other, birds of prey. “Your sister is trying to escape. That’s why she helped us, isn’t it?” I ask. “She helped me save Rosemary’s life, sent me the broomstick pin on one of her birds. Was she the one that had the idea to bind memories to the feathers? She left me messages in them, you know. She wanted me to know who you really were.”

Constance’s face twists in a way that answers my questions. “She doesn’t understand what it is to be what I am,” she says. “All I need is time.” Her voice is raw, and as I watch her move across the marsh, I realize just how long ago she should have been dead. She is only barely held together by unbound magic, nothing but sinew and dirt and that strongest of all forces, desire. A second life like this would be no second life at all.

“She—”

“Do not talk of love you do not understand,” she hisses.

She lunges for me with all the wrath of the marsh, with wind and water and reed. I unfurl the knife even though I know that it is laughably too little, like trying to take on a hurricane with a baseball bat.

I just barely dodge; she soars past in a hail of feathers before pivoting back to me, adjusting her coif.

She charges for me again, and this time we collide. I crash to the mud beneath her. The gash in my arm that Gabriel’s spell reopened screams in pain. The reeds come alive, pinning me to the marsh as she smiles that crooked smile above me. She presses a hand to my chest and pulls.

Nothing happens. Her smile falters. “You’re … empty,” she says, and she looks genuinely sorry for me. “I always thought it was cruel that some survived being stripped. You’re not enough. No matter; there are others.” Her nails elongate into small, sharp claws. The largest transformation she can muster in her weakened state, but a deadly one nonetheless. “A kindness, then.”

She presses her claws into my chest. I grab her wrist, try to push her away, but she’s too strong. The world becomes pain as Constance drives me back into the cold, wet earth. Her claws break my skin, inch towards my heart. Frigid water dampens my hair; my skin goes white as the marsh claims every shred of body heat. As I drain into the marsh, I feel the current of unbound magic coursing beneath it, waiting.

I tap into it.

This time, the magic comes immediately, fiercely, ripping through me like a winter wind. My grip tightens on her wrist and I pry her nails out of my chest with a sickening squelch.

Constance’s eyes widen as she takes me in, burning half human, half wild. A thought, the flexing of a muscle I didn’t know I possessed, and the reeds are turning on her, yanking her off of me as I stagger to my feet. Because this is my marsh, too.

“You—”

“Me.” I rise, one hand to my bleeding chest. When I look down, I see bright, sinewy fibers of sea lavender stitching my skin back together, grafting muscle to bone, patching up my wounds. Suddenly, I can move my arm. Suddenly, the switchgrass in my chest means that my breath tastes like the wind.

Birds darken the sky, a whole plague of grackles that blocks out any rise of moon or sun. Flocking to me.

Beneath me, Rowena watches from her pool of water. Her form flickers, trapped beneath the marsh. Eyes pleading. An idea forms in my mind. Through the mist, I can see the delicate line where marsh meets sea, where reeds finally yield to the ocean. Where Constance’s hold on the unbound will be weaker. Sam’s words echo in my mind: The Lady hates the sea. But Rowena, keeper of gulls and puffins, clearly doesn’t.

Constance rises before me, baring her teeth. I set my feet in the grass and my eyes on the ocean behind her.

If I am going down, I am going down with a fight. I am going down like this, wild and fierce and terrible. I feel the wind and the pulse of the water and the birds all shouting as one. This time, when I run across the marsh towards Constance, it is not against the reeds but using them as springboards. Water? I skate across it as if it were ice, gliding towards her.

My grackles soar through the sky on offense, dashing red-winged blackbirds into the earth. A plague. I unfurl the knife and advance on Constance recklessly, driving her back towards the sea. I suffer as many injuries as I give; between Constance’s claws and the birds diving from above, no hit or scrape goes unanswered. But I don’t care about that—I only care that we move. I fight like an animal, knife like teeth. Blood in my mouth grows indistinguishable from the salty air.

We exchange blows, dancing over the marshlands, growing ever closer to the border between reeds and sea. We pivot, and suddenly I am the one facing inland; Constance bears down on me with the whole marsh at her back. I step backwards, but instead of finding solid land, my boots splash into the ocean shallows.

Seawater spray erupts over us, salt burning through every injured piece of me. Constance strikes out, and this time, her claws hit, slashing across my torso in thick, red strokes. This is not like the other wounds. This is deep. I stare down at the cuts for a moment in shock, not fully comprehending the depth of the wound until gravity claims me. I fall to my knees in the ocean, skin crunching on the unforgiving sharpness of oyster shells.

Constance advances. As I clutch myself together, blood—marsh water?—seeping through my fingertips, I realize that I can’t blame her for being hungry, for being what the unbound made her, any more than I can blame the waves for eroding the cliffside.

Constance takes the knife from my hand and tosses it into the water. It sinks beneath the surface. My hands fall with it, the frigid ocean current numbing my fingertips. She takes my face in her hands. “Don’t worry,” she says softly. “It won’t hurt.”

I gasp, fighting to stay up, to stay conscious. My eyes fall to Rowena in the water. Kept by her sister’s side always. She gives me the smallest nod.

The marsh is Constance’s domain. But we’re not on the marsh anymore. I close my eyes and feel the path of ocean currents and the rhythm of the waves pounding beneath my skin. Sam was right; the unbound magic of the sea is wild and foreign and stranger than that of the marshlands. But I can still find the strand I am searching for amidst the threads that knit this world together. A spell that should have been broken a long time ago.

Underwater, a cold hand slides a knife into my palm.

Constance places a hand on my chest, and I reach out with all the magic I have left. I find the threads tying a certain girl to this world and I pull them apart.

Constance’s nails pierce my sternum, a screaming, searing pain—but then she stops. She freezes, eyes drawn to something over my shoulder. Someone emerging from the ocean behind me.

As Constance hesitates, I wrench myself off of her and twist into the space between spaces, reappearing behind her.

For a moment, I see what Constance sees: Rowena, rising until she stands knee-deep in the sea, shrouded in mist. Her form flickers and fades. By the time Constance recovers from the shock of seeing her sister freed, it is already too late; Rowena has dissolved into the ocean fog. Constance turns on me with a howl right as I drive the knife into the space where her heart should be.

It sinks deep into flesh that should have rotted hundreds of years ago. Constance chokes, falls, bringing me down with her. Together, we kneel in the ocean, salt and frigid, frigid water. Dimly, I realize that my extremities are bloodless, the pale white of death. My hands are covered in Constance’s brackish blood. Her form swells with magic, hers and the unbound’s and that of every witch she stripped. An ocean. It rises to heal her, to do the only thing it knows after so many years: to endure.

But nothing can last forever. I reach my sea-lavender hand to Constance’s chest and pull.

Her mouth half opens, as if to say no, but it’s already too late. I’ve grabbed hold of the current inside of her, the same way she has grasped life after life all these years. I yank the unbound magic out of Constance and feel it flood into me, vast and overwhelming, a cacophony of life.

The waves lap against us. Constance falls into me; I cradle her greying body as she breathes, quick and shallow.

“Alone,” she whispers, and she sounds, for the first time, afraid. “I failed her, I—” Her eyes comb the shoreline and pause in the middle distance. For a split second, the light shines through the mist exactly right and I see her. Bird on her shoulder, standing knee-deep in the water.

Constance’s breathing slows. She turns to me and forms that Mona Lisa smile one last time. “And so another rises,” she whispers. “A fate that I would not wish on anyone.”

She exhales, and her body stills. It dissolves in my arms, flesh then bone then marsh, until I am cradling a bouquet of water reeds as if it were a child.

Constance is gone.

Constance is gone, leaving a wave of unbound magic in her wake, magic that suddenly and swiftly pours into me. I go rigid as it rips through me, as my body stutters and twists and changes to accommodate. It’s not until I am looking down at myself that I realize the extent to which I have been remade. My wounded arm is stronger for having been rewoven. The lacerations on my face and sternum have been mended with reeds, my broken nose set right with driftwood. As I watch, my mortal wounds, the deep slashes across my torso and puncture wounds in my chest, are stitched together with seaside goldenrod and black grass. I am no longer even bleeding, but leaking marsh water.

And I know that if I let go of the magic, all of this goes away.

But here, now—I am immaculate, able to remake myself in whatever image I choose, to obliterate the old Maeve from memory and just be. I am breathtaking, like the wind and tides and screams of drowning sailors. I could stay, this could be mine; I could rise above the flat, two-dimensional existence of the mortal witches who step on the back of my marsh like gnats, like worms, little pieces of nothing.

The future sings to me, beautiful and terrible, an eternity walking the marsh.

And then I feel them. Footsteps like pinpricks in my back. Three pairs, drawn by clouds of dark birds to the cove where I am trying to make an impossible choice between being obliterated and simply dying.

With sudden, sharp clarity, I know which would be worse.

I exhale, loosen the muscles I’ve been using to clutch everything so tightly for so long. I draw the magic out of me like the moon draws the tides, like how Gabriel once drew a cattail from my arm. It’s funny; I used all the years I spent as a witch to kill Constance, but it’s the months I spent as an ex-witch, perfecting the art of pushing magic away, that I use to save myself.

The wind sweeps through me, bitter cold. The magic is gone; suddenly I’m just a girl with filthy reeds woven through her flesh. There is so much blood in the water. Red blood, my blood. I let out a delirious laugh as the world lurches around me, abruptly empty and sepia-toned. I kneel in the water and wrap a hand around my torso, desperately trying to keep my organs inside my body where they belong.

A shout. My vision swims, but I make out their silhouettes as they emerge onto the marsh. I mouth words I know they can’t hear.

Help me.

I fall face-first into the water. Cold and brackish, a song of silt and salt.

And on the wind, my name.
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THE GRACKLE LANDS IN MY HAIR.

I shake my head and the bird takes flight, squawking in offense. It refuses to sit regally on my shoulder like Imani’s or circle me with a menacing aura like the one attached to Ash. But I suppose the thing about familiars is that they choose you, not the other way ’round.

It squawks again. “OK, I’m coming,” I say. The bird is right. I don’t want to be late.

The sea stretches away in a grey-green line, crisp against the thawing winter sky. I wave to the silhouette of White Island Lighthouse and get into my car, swinging down the mirror to double-check my eyes. I blink, and my eyes flick from the two-irised Venn diagram to their usual brown on command. Sam’s right; I really am getting better at this.

I tuck a sheaf of damp paper into my jacket. I’ll worry about it later; right now, I have a ritual to attend. The beater car that Imani helped me fix up flares to life, buoyed by only a few enchantments. We spent the long, dark days of winter rebuilding it as the coven rebuilt itself. And now, they’re both finished.

I meet Gabriel in Ipswich. He’s in the old graveyard with two ex-Fletchers; I watch from the car as they hand him a key and part ways. As soon as he’s alone, a bird makes a dive for his open hand, dropping something into it. He takes this as the sign it is and spots me.

“You know it’s weird when you make the birds do that, right?” he says, walking up to the car.

“Hey, I don’t make them do anything.”

“Well, reach into the fabric of the universe and tell mine to stop bringing me bottle caps,” he mutters, fastening his seat belt. I roll my eyes, but I’m smiling. I look him over, checking to make sure that he’s returned from negotiations with his ex-coven in one piece. He has.

As per usual, he’s doing the same, checking me for any signs of becoming an undead monster that roams the marsh. He doesn’t find any. He nods at the empty back seat. “They’re not coming?”

I shake my head. “Said maybe next year. But I think they’ll come around.”

As we drive, my mind is on the folded paper in my jacket. But I can’t tell him, not yet. One thing at a time.

We arrive at the Marsh House as dusk settles and park next to a cobalt-blue car. The wind nips at our heels, small, playful bites. Snow still covers the ground, but dusk is so much later than it used to be. March. The spring equinox. The moon is right; reformation is at hand.

We returned from the Other Marsh to find that a week had passed and North Shore had fallen; the covening bonds collapsed with the death of the matriarch. While I was in the hospital, Ash and Imani set out to make a new home on North Shore. Most of the old families left when it became clear that they wouldn’t re-create the coven in North Shore’s image. Most of the Fletchers, too, vanished into the wooded hills like rocks into deep water. But some of them just wanted a home. Some stayed.

The house still stands, candles gleaming from every window.

We join the crowd walking into the marsh. As we pass the graveyard, my eyes find a new headstone: one for Constance and Rowena, marked with all the proper rites for rejoining the unbound. Some things never die, but those girls weren’t one of them. They just took longer than most.

My grandmother is nowhere to be seen. I find my parents in the crowd and give them a nod. We haven’t been talking; I think, for the first time, that my mother is afraid of me. Given all that’s happened between us, I think strained silence is about the best outcome that we could have asked for. For now, it’s enough.

As we pass, coven members openly stare. I don’t blame them. After all, I’m half unbound. In the right light, my eyes play home to two irises; my voice sounds reedier than normal. I’ve heard that kind of thing sets people on edge.

Ash says that the unbound has cast my eyes into mysterious, dark hollows. Imani says she can see it in the tilt of my jaw, the way birds flock to me as if I walk through life with armfuls of bread. Rosemary simply says that it makes me look cool, and if she practices hard enough, we can be twins. I like that one best.

The coven circles, but I don’t join them. Instead, I stride into the center. Conversation ceases. My eyes flicker unbound, and I reach into the space between spaces and pull out the coven grimoire. It slides into my hands, purring with a cocktail of bound and unbound magic. The coven links arms.

Gabriel stands off to the side, back against a tree. I know that he’s watching me, trying to gauge if I feel broken, or like I’m missing something. I don’t. He gives me a small shrug. Well? Get going.

“Would the candidates for matriarch please enter the circle?” I ask.

When Ash and Imani step from the crowd towards me, I can’t help but smile. The coven could not ask for a better pairing.

I have no speech about covening or ties or our responsibility to each other, nor do they need one from me. I am, after all, only an interim leader; what with the current matriarch dead and our last one in disgrace, our options for ceremony master were slim. It turns out there was only one person who had a strong enough connection to the marsh to release the grimoire into it so our matriarchs could seek. Me.

For a split second, the pupils of my eyes lurch apart as I push the book into a slot between threads and let it vanish onto the marsh. The moment it has disappeared, of course, I know where it has gone. But all I do is raise a hand and send Ash and Imani on their way.

They link arms and seek it as a pair. Their coven, their rules. It only took Ash a few months to alter the covening charms so that we can have as many matriarchs as we’d like. For now, only two. They disappear into the tall grasses together.
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THE AFTERPARTY IS louder and wilder than usual, as if we can make up for all the horror by being extra alive. I find Ash and Imani decked out in cattails and seaside goldenrod in unseasonal bloom.

“Matriarchs,” I greet, and my smile just about splits my face in two. I reach into my jacket and hand them a new oil painting. A saltmarsh sparrow arcing over the marsh. “Sam said the matriarch’s office needed new décor.”

Ash hugs me, a conversation without words. That all things will change, but we are eternal. “Maeve, I want you to know that I will always be your primary ritual partner—”

I hug her back as tightly as I can. “I know. And you mine. I am so, so proud of you.”

Imani rolls her eyes, but she smiles at me. “Every coven needs a crazy aunt,” she says. “Keeps things interesting.”

I hug her too. “Congratulations, matriarch.”

“Hey, we’re all winners here. Your car actually runs, remember?” she asks. She glances across the room at Gabriel, who is surrounded by witchlings. From his animated movements, I know that he’s telling them a story, one about a museum so vast it made up an entire world. “Besides, the boy isn’t too bad, either.”

I flush, but before I can retort, Imani and Ash are swarmed by a sea of covenmates. By the time I untangle myself from the crowd, Gabriel is nowhere to be seen. Griswald catches my eye, deep in conversation with a strange witch that I vaguely recognize from Sam’s photographs of the Order. She raises a cup to me. I raise mine back.

I step out onto the porch. It is too cold for anyone to be outside, so of course it’s littered with teens. I weave through them and towards the figure at the end, sitting on the railing, staring not in the direction of the sea, but inland. I sit next to him.

“It’s done, huh?” Gabriel asks.

“Finally,” I say, leaning into him. “Did you have any luck?”

“I did, actually. My contact knew where they were keeping the stuff; some self-storage unit up in Manchester. Gave me this,” he says, flashing a silver key. “Apparently the unit is warded to hell, fried a couple of their guys when they tried to get in. He said it was more trouble than it’s worth. I figured we could take a crack at it. Someone should, at least. I think some of that stuff needs to be returned.”

“And then what?” I ask, half afraid of the answer. Because no matter how long he’s been staying at my studio, I know that this is temporary at best. He can’t remain. Neither of us can.

He shrugs. “I don’t know.”

“I have something for you,” I say, tamping down my nerves. I pull the pages from my jacket and hand them to Gabriel. When the Other Marsh collapsed, it left all kinds of debris in the space between spaces. I’ve spent the last few months sifting through them, hoping against hope that one book might have survived the undermarsh. It didn’t.

Gabriel’s eyes go wide. It’s not the complete grimoire, only a handful of water-stained pages.

“I would have told you we were looking for it, but I didn’t know if we’d find anything,” I admit. “Sam and Rosemary helped. Soon Rosemary will be able to commune with the birds better than I can, and—” I’m rambling. I try again. “I know it’s not much. And I like having you here. But I think we both know that it’s not forever.” I swallow. “I hear the White Mountains are beautiful this time of year.”

He smiles, but it’s tight. “I … don’t know if I can.”

“I mean, on a scale of one to an unbound, undead Puritan witch, how bad could family be?” I ask, voice light.

He raises an eyebrow, and I put up my hands in mock self-defense. He smiles and rolls his eyes, but all too soon, he quiets, looking down at the pages.

“I don’t know,” he repeats softly.

I turn back to the horizon. “I’m not staying,” I say. “I need to disappear for a while. Ash and Imani and the coven have enough going on without me lurking around, unbound, reminding them how bad it got.”

He looks up suddenly. “Where are you going?”

My mouth is suddenly dry. “Actually, I was kind of hoping that I could go with you. To get the loot, return it to where it belongs. And if you decide you want to make a stop along the way, we can go there, too. Or not. I know I’m not exactly the poster child for familial relationships—”

“Really?” he asks before I can even finish. “You would really come?”

“Of course, I mean, only if you want—” I lose the end of the sentence entirely as he kisses me. I kiss him back, tangling my hands in his hair. I know that the way he moves is something that I will try to memorize as long as he will let me. We break apart, breathless.

“Are you sure?” he asks, as if he doesn’t believe it.

I beam at him. “We’ve got the car, and the birds can keep tabs on North Shore for me. Though I’m sure if Ash figures out we’re going after a cave of treasure, she’ll be right on our heels.”

“It’s a storage unit, not a cave,” he says, but then he pauses. “You would do that? For me?”

I nod. “Yeah. I would.”

“OK,” he says. “Let’s … let’s do it, Maeve. Yeah. I’m not saying that it’ll be pretty, but I’ll go.”

We are both smiling at each other like idiots. The night is alive with quiet animal noises and the swoop of wings. I kiss him again, and when we part, I swear I can feel the breadth and depth of all the spaces between spaces around us. And for once, it feels as if I stand a chance at navigating them, if only because when I stumble, I will have hands to pull me back to solid ground.

I lean my head on his shoulder and listen to the far-off vibration of the ocean as the world thaws. I relax into him, into the marsh, into myself, easy like breathing. Like oil sinking into canvas, like fiber woven into thread woven into the ties that bind us to each other.

The inland stretches before us, thrillingly dark and deep and vast. Out on the marsh, a saltmarsh sparrow takes wing. We watch it arc across the sky until it disappears into the unbound with the faintest flicker of light, spiraling through the universe on a path of its own making.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

THESE SUGGESTED QUESTIONS ARE TO SPARK CONVERSATION AND enhance your reading of Portrait of a Witch Undone.


	This book centers around the priceless stolen Gardner art, but also asks the question of what makes art “priceless” or worth stealing. What do you think makes art “good” or “valuable”? Is “good” art always the same as “valuable” art? How do societal norms shape this perception, if at all?

	Who do you think is the real victim of the Gardner heist? The museum? The artists themselves? The public? Why?

	If you were going to steal one piece of famous art, what would you steal? Why? If you were to use that piece in a magic spell, what do you think it would do?

	In this novel, Maeve struggles with how to define herself after failure. Have you ever failed at something? Did it change how you viewed yourself? What did it take to move past it?

	One theme in this novel is how characters interact with legacy. How does legacy shape the way that Maeve, Emmett, Imani, and the Lady act? Are there ways that you have felt legacy shaping your own life, positively or negatively?

	History being rewritten, obscured, or lost is a major theme in this novel. Do you know of any examples of this happening in real life? Have you ever realized that a piece of history you learned or a story you thought was true was not what actually happened? How did you feel when you learned the “real” truth?

	In 2022, Elizabeth Johnson Jr., the last remaining convicted “witch” in the Salem Witch Trials, was officially pardoned. This pardon came 329 years after she was sentenced, thanks to the work of an eighth-grade history class from North Andover, Massachusetts. Most convicted witches were pardoned soon after the trials, thanks to the work of family and friends, but Elizabeth, unmarried and childless, slipped through the cracks of history. Do you think correcting her sentence matters, even though she died centuries ago? What do you think this says about who we remember, and the kind of person who so often “slips through the cracks” of historical record? Do you think an individual person can have an impact on how we tell or correct history? Why or why not? How does this relate to the theme of uncovered history in the novel?

	This novel is about legends and stories, including the stories that we tell to ourselves, about ourselves. At the beginning of the novel, what stories do Ash, Gabriel, Maeve, and Imani tell themselves about the way that they have to be? How does this narrative change by the end of the book?

	Throughout the novel, Maeve is struggling with not living up to her potential and being the witch her coven wanted her to be. Was there ever a time in your life when you felt pressure to live up to a certain standard? Do you think it’s a good thing to put that kind of pressure on young people? Why or why not?

	In this novel, witches use memory and emotion to cast spells. Do you have a favorite memory? What kind of spell do you think you could cast with it? What memory do you think you could use to cast a spell for strength, beauty, love, or fear?

	In this book, magic is tied to wild places. Today, many of our wild places are threatened by pollution. How do you think the unbound in the novel would change if the Great Marsh grew polluted? Do you think places like the marsh and other habitats are important to preserve, even if you may or may not live there? Why or why not?

	This story began with the author’s desire to explore some of the ghost stories and mysteries near her hometown. Are there any ghost stories or unsolved mysteries surrounding where you grew up, or where you are now?

	Have you seen the missing Gardner art (if so, stop discussing this book and go collect your $10 million dollar prize money)? Who do you think did it? Do you think it will ever be found?

	In this novel, there are tons of birds! Grackles symbolize Maeve and her friends, the Red-Winged Blackbird symbolizes the lady, the Heron is a symbol for the coven, and the Saltmarsh Sparrow represents the health of the marsh ecosystem. If you and your friends were to have a symbolic bird familiar, what would it be? Why?

	Do you believe in the transformative power of art? Is there a piece that you find especially compelling, famous or otherwise? If you could walk into its frame, where do you think it would take you?
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