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				1

				Cassie

			
			“Is there any particular question you’d like to ask the cards?”

			The girl sitting across from my sister tilted her gaze to the darkening sky, crossing her arms tightly over her chest. With the sun down, the crisp fall day had turned chilly, shadows cast by the skeletal trees that towered over the Pioneer Village’s ramshackle wooden huts creeping ever outward. I wasn’t sure how the poor thing wasn’t frozen solid in her distressed black top and miniskirt. Maybe the cold was distracting her from focusing enough to dredge up the right query; sometimes the most pressing things people needed to know could be elusive, hovering right at the edge of their conscious mind.

			Or maybe she could feel Tori’s rising impatience and needed a little encouragement.

			“A lot of people want to know about their careers,” I offered, moving to stand at Tori’s shoulder. “Or about an important relationship?”

			“Oh, yes!” The girl’s eyes went wide, threatening to dislodge the tiny spiderweb stickers accenting her glittery smoky-eye makeup. As overwhelming as they could be, there was something endearing about the hordes of pointy-hatted tourists that overran Salem every fall, as if our town was Goth Disneyland instead of a place of genuine power, with an undercurrent of tragic history. What I loved most about Salem was that it could be all of that, at once. “There’s this guy at work that I have a…thing with, but I can’t tell if he really feels—”

			Tori lifted a forestalling hand. “Just hold the question in your head, the cards will hear you.” She shuffled the deck a few times, then held it out to the girl. “Lay your hand on top, and really focus on what you’d like to know.”

			Behind her, I stifled a little shudder of disapproval. I never allowed anyone to touch my deck—a reader’s relationship with their cards was intimate, dependent on keeping the deck imbued with only their energy—but Tori had always dismissed the prohibition as irrational, even within the often fluid parameters of our craft. According to her, if a $9.99 deck from Walmart was so attuned to you alone, why even bother trying to read for someone else? I’d given up arguing with her about it. Part of a successful practice was tweaking it until it felt right to you, anyway.

			Out of the corner of my eye, I caught the flash of the girl’s friends snapping a photo as she nodded solemnly, eyes closed, and rested her hand on Tori’s worn deck. I’d wanted us to drape dark satins over the makeshift teepee structure, twisted branches woven together with rough twine, that we’d agreed on with the Faire of Darkness’s organizers as our “booth.” Readings were personal, and besides, satin walls lit only by a crackling antique lantern would have been perfect; the autumn breeze drifting in like ghostly breath, carrying with it curls of incense and the rich musk of decaying leaves. But Tori was convinced that providing enough visibility for a mid-reading photo op was almost as important as the vibes, and clearly she’d had a point.

			At least that concession had swayed Tori into letting me thread some of my favorite hair chains through her long, dark waves. Paired with the dramatic feline flicks of her eyeliner, and the gauzy Stevie Nicks skirts she’d layered over practical thermal leggings, my sister looked every inch the scrying witch she was.

			Tori shuffled the deck one last time, angling the cards to highlight the poured-resin tray, its smooth surface glimmering in the bloody cast of the red-filmed uplights hidden at the bases of the Pioneer Village structures.

			“The first card represents your role in the relationship,” Tori said, then flipped one onto the tray, the Fool. She tapped a glossy black fingernail against the traditional image of the major arcana card, the stark white outlines against the dark background turning the jester’s costume more ominous than the card’s intended meaning. “The fool represents potential. Possibility.”

			“Okay, that sounds promising,” the girl said, leaning forward.

			“It could be.” Tori flashed one of her curated enigmatic smiles, the impatience beneath it barely concealed, and flipped the next card. The five of cups. “But the other person in this relationship is guarded. They have emotional walls up.”

			“Oh my god, that is so creepy! That’s like, exactly him. Do you—”

			But Tori was already reaching for another card, and I barely managed to keep from admonishing her to slow down, to give the reading the time and respect it deserved. “The last card represents the state of the relationship,” Tori said, flipping it over. “The moon. Hmmm.”

			“Is that good? Is it bad?”

			“It’s unclear. The moon represents the unknown. The cards are telling you that given your current position, and theirs”—Tori tapped the first and second cards in turn, as if this conjunction was the only one that mattered—“this may not be the time to pursue this relationship.”

			“Oh.” Her shoulders sank, a wilting black rose. “Okay.”

			“That doesn’t mean there’s no hope. If you embrace the unknown represented by the moon, the force of your intentions could help you realize the result you desire. In fact, have you ever had a personalized spell jar made for you?”

			Her face brightened. “No, but I’d love one! You can really do that?”

			“Of course. We have all the ingredients to summon emotional healing and openness. If you give the spell jar to this person as a gift, it might erode the barrier they’ve placed between you.”

			The woman nodded eagerly, and I noted the much more genuine slant of my sister’s smile as she rose and moved to the velvet-draped table we’d tucked against the edge of the nearest rustic cabin, briskly scooping the ingredients, barely even pausing to explain them before she handed the jar over.

			“I think your best bet is to offer it to him directly. Intentions matter, after all,” Tori said, all gravitas. I allowed myself the tiniest eyeroll. “Okay, with the amethyst chip, that comes to eighteen dollars.”

			“Wow, thank you so much,” the girl gushed, handing over a twenty. “You can keep the change. And do you have a Venmo? For tips?”

			“Have a blessed evening,” I murmured once the girl and her gleeful friends drifted away together, leaving our booth abandoned again. My heart sank; I’d been hoping at least one of the others would take a turn with the cards. We’d had tons of visitors stop by to snap pictures, but it was getting late, and this was only our fourth reading of the night. It was disheartening, and I understood why Tori’s readings might have turned lackluster over the course of the evening. But maybe if she’d bothered to give this woman a fraction more of her gift and attention, one of the others would have been enticed to follow in her footsteps.

			I turned to my sister, unable to keep the annoyance from my tone. “Maybe I should take over the readings.”

			“I don’t mind doing them. We can trade off later.”

			“But you’re not even trying, Tor,” I ground out between gritted teeth.

			“That is exactly what those cards meant,” she shot back, voice low.

			“It’s the most basic version of what they meant, sure. But if she’s bringing in such positive energy, and he’s got walls up because he’s dealing with some sort of personal grief—which we both know is usually the subtext with the five of cups—then the moon card could mean they’re venturing into the unknown together. You could have told her that.”

			“Or I could have done the smart thing and sold her a spell. Since, you know, that’s why we’re here.”

			“We’re here to help people!” I could feel myself practically vibrating with frustration, jittery all the way down to the quantum level where everything connected.

			“I get what you’re saying. But both can be true, right?” Tori gave my upper arm a tender squeeze, a beseeching look in her dark eyes. “The spell I crafted would help her start things off with positive energy, agreed?”

			“Agreed,” I conceded. That wasn’t entirely off base. “Just stop bringing your anxiety into it, okay, Tor? I know money’s tight, and I know you want tonight to go well. But that’s no reason to close yourself off to the full range of your gift. Of our gift.”

			Tori bit the inside of her lip, then nodded. “Right. I’ll try to be more open, for sure.”

			“Great. In that case, I’ll make up some sachets. It’s empowering to let people craft their own spells.”

			“Good point,” she said. “Just remember, don’t put—”

			“Too much inside, I know.” I moved away, bending to retrieve more of the spell ingredients from under the table. As maddeningly profit-margin-focused as Tori could be, the fact that she grew most of our sage, rosemary, lavender, and mugwort herself, in the sunny kitchen window of the tiny apartment we shared near Derby Wharf, at least meant that she infused them with more meaning just by handling them so intimately.

			By the time I finished with the sachets, we’d had only one more request for a reading, and the crowds had begun to thin. I could feel Tori’s anxiety writhing around her like thorned vines, twining with my own disappointment at our meager turnout. Just to rub salt into the wound, my lower back began to throb from all the standing, especially in the high-heeled lace-up boots Tori had warned me against. But they’d been so perfect with my moss-green velvet dress, and our mother had always taught us that our bodies were conduits for magic—that what we chose to wear could help foster a more receptive frame of mind.

			I dug my knuckles into the small of my back, gasping a little at the sharpness of the pain and the incremental release that followed.

			“Your back bugging you again?” Tori said, impressively refraining from an “I told you so.” “Let me grab you an Aleve from my—”

			“No,” I cut in, sharp enough that hurt streaked over her face. I flashed her a smile, instantly contrite. Yes, I was way too old to be fussed over, but mothering me had become an ingrained habit for my sister—she’d been my legal guardian since I was twelve—and on better days, I still appreciated it. “Sorry, Tor, I didn’t mean to snap. They just give me such a stomachache, it’s not even worth it. I’d rather suck up a little back pain than trade it in for feeling like I popped an ulcer.”

			Tori opened her mouth, remembered I was a full-fledged adult and not the gangly little kid whose scraped knees she’d patched up so many times, and closed it again.

			Then the woman emerged from the shadows.

			Her mouth and jaw were tight with strain, but it wasn’t the tension that stood out. She wore a simple red cable sweater and jeans, her auburn hair drawn back into a ballerina bun at the nape of her neck. Nothing like the hordes of glam-goth chicks who’d been sifting by us all night, which meant likely not a customer.

			I was about to turn away when she caught my eye and beelined toward us, deftly navigating the uneven, unlit ground that had tripped up so many tourists. She moved with a lithe and economical grace that gave me an entirely inappropriate little flutter when she reached the edge of our booth.

			“Are you the Bishop sisters?” she said, tilting her head. “Descendants of Bridget Bishop?”

			“That’s right,” I replied with a spurt of surprise, wondering where this was going. I’d recently convinced Tori that it wasn’t just appropriate but respectful to spread more mindful awareness of our familial ties to Bridget Bishop, one of the first witches executed during the Salem trials. After all, our bloodline was the only inheritance our mother had been able to leave us, along with our family name and the legacy of our gift. Why wouldn’t we want to pay homage to it as meaningfully as we could on every outlet available to us? It was the recognition that Bridget, and our mom, deserved.

			“Good. Because I need your help,” she said, voice low, hazel eyes intent on mine.

			My heart gave another unprofessional leap, because this woman was hot. Her pulled-back hair revealed sculpted cheekbones, heavy-lidded eyes under slashes of brow, a slim, patrician nose, fine-cut lips. Throw in a squared-off jaw and porcelain skin, and her face gave an impression of clean symmetry, a sensible kind of beauty. I usually fell hard for tattoos and exotic piercings—the beautifully broken aesthetic that had broken my own heart way too many times—but looking at her lit up my brain’s pleasure centers like signal flares.

			Tori moved up next to me, radiating wariness. “What sort of help are you looking for? A reading? If you’re in search of answers, the cards can—”

			“I’m not looking for anything that basic,” the woman said, her voice laced with a hint of irritation. “As I understand it, you two are supposed to be real witches?”

			“Bridget’s power is strong in both of us, yes,” I said, trying not to bridle at the casual skepticism. “Whatever you need, we can draw on that power for you.”

			“I see.” She nodded slowly, studying me with incisive eyes. “I need a protection spell. And not one of those multipurpose generics I’ve seen at every other stand. Something that actually works.”

			Next to me, I could feel Tori’s antipathy rolling off her like a noxious mist. As self-contained as my sister could be, her unfiltered emotions were pungent. While I sensed cautious interest here, I was willing to bet she’d already pigeonholed this woman as a waste of time, a skeptic trying to finagle a show for free.

			“I understand,” I said, lifting my hands, the woman’s gaze flicking over my short, bare nails. I knew they didn’t exactly scream “witch of distinguished ancestral bloodline,” but I couldn’t stand the pokiness of trying to handle herbs and cards with the stiletto-pointed manicures our more aesthetically oriented sisters in the craft often favored. “You want something more targeted, that’s perfectly reasonable. Could you give us a better sense of how we can use our gift to help?”

			She slanted her gaze away, sucking on the inside of her cheek before she met my eyes again. “Look, there’s a guy at the office. He’s new, and…well, there have been some unwanted advances. I’ve spotted him at my bus stop a few times, too, and I know he doesn’t live anywhere near me.” A shadow flickered over her face, her jaw setting. “I had a stalker once before. It’s not an experience I’d care to repeat.”

			Bright fury scorched through me like a struck match.

			Tori probably thought I didn’t remember the string of Mom’s boyfriends who strode through our apartment as if they owned it, their presence emanating a miasma of oppressive, unspoken threat. It wasn’t something we talked about. And it was true that Tori had shielded me from the brunt of it, spiriting us away to the beach or the Common if it was warm enough, nestling inside a coat closet or an attic if it wasn’t. Always telling me stories that featured the two of us as the main characters—the Bewitching Bishop Sisters, a fearsome cross between witches and superheroes, impervious and invincible. And, most important, invisible to those men.

			I might have been only six when our mother disappeared, but I hadn’t forgotten what it looked like to be afraid of a man.

			I reached out to the woman, impulsively. After a moment’s hesitation and an arched brow, she took my hands. Her palms were warm, her grip strong and capable, not even a quiver of uncertainty.

			“You probably already know this, but I’m Cassie,” I said. “What’s your name?”

			“Brynn,” she replied, after a lengthy pause.

			“That’s such a pretty name.” A corner of her mouth curled, warming the pit of my stomach. “Can you tell me more about the specific kind of protection you need from this man? Magic offers many paths, and we’ll want to pick the one that leads where you want to go, both safely and directly.”

			Brynn’s eyes narrowed, and an icy waft of breeze riffled loose tendrils of her hair, lifting and then dropping them with such featherweight slowness that they hovered around her face. It made her aura feel strangely cryptic, like an oracle on a distant mountaintop. I stifled the urge to drop her hands, a little rattled by the sheer, unnerving power of that energy. But I was a Bishop, and I could feel Tori’s steadying presence just behind me, the bond between us like a silver cord strung through the air, lending me strength.

			“If I don’t do something, I’m afraid he’s going to turn violent,” she said, curt. “Is that specific enough?”

			“Then you’re going to want both an unbinding and a protection spell,” Tori cut in, before I could respond. “Magic that layered requires extra effort on our part, a significant exertion of will. Which will, of course, be reflected in the price.”

			I stifled a sigh. Of course, I understood that our expertise and labor deserved compensation—the more equitable the interaction was, the more easily the magic could latch on—but Tori could be so intent on money that she sometimes overlooked more delicate moments during a client consult.

			But Brynn’s lips quirked in an enigmatic smile, unfazed by my sister’s pragmatism. “No problem at all. I’m willing to pay for quality.”

			While Tori and Brynn settled up, I headed over to the spell jar table, so thrilled I could nearly feel the blood thrumming through my veins. I couldn’t imagine a better season to sever the ties that bound this woman to a stalker on the brink of turning dangerous. Samhain was the time for endings, the space in which the eldritch forces we worked with hovered nearest to this plane. And along with them, I knew that Tori’s and my own ancestors, the unbroken line of gifted women who always stood at our backs, would bend their own powers toward helping another woman in need.

			“Is it alright to ask questions about what you’re doing?” Brynn said softly, making me twitch. I’d been so focused I hadn’t even heard her approach.

			“Of course, this is your spell,” I murmured back. My sinuses and hands had heated up, the way they always did when I handled substances that resonated with certain arcane properties. Tori had once floated the idea that the tingling might be allergies. Sometimes she thought she was so funny. “I’m starting with peppermint oil as the base. Clean and bright, good for fresh starts. Then a piece of straw from a broom and a bit of lemon peel, to show that you mean to cleanse this man from your life.”

			Brynn gave a thoughtful nod, lips pursed. “Very clever.”

			“We want some cumin in there, too,” I went on, “and a pinch of chili powder—heat to chase him away. I like to add a little chip of onyx, too, which means you won’t accept being thwarted.”

			“Impressively thorough,” she remarked, peering over my shoulder for a closer look.

			“And a single iron nail,” I added, dropping one in with a clink. Tori insisted that shoe tacks from the Dollar Tree made perfectly good substitutes for rusty nails pried loose from a haunted dwelling, and I’d never managed to muster a solid counterargument. “To show you’re ready to hammer the door shut on him.”

			Then I tipped a bejeweled perfume bottle I’d been gifted by a local perfumer friend into the jar, sluicing a stream of cheap vodka into the mix before giving it a clockwise swish. While the quality of the booze didn’t matter, directionality did, as I kept having to explain to Tori. Widdershins, a reversal of progress, was not what we wanted here. “Alcohol,” I explained to Brynn. “To symbolize a toast to freedom.”

			“Ah, I see. That makes perfect sense.” She scrunched up her nose, shooting me a crooked smile. “Hoping I won’t have to take an actual sip, though. Just the whiff brings me right back to my college dorm, and not in the good way.”

			“You’re in luck—no drinking required, and it’s about to smell delicious. We end on a fall note, with a cinnamon stick,” I announced, plucking one up with a flourish—hamming it up for her just a little, because why not. Magic was supposed to be whimsical, too. You didn’t get docked points for having too much fun with it.

			Tori cleared her throat. “A whole cinnamon stick, Cassie? Wouldn’t that…overwhelm the other elements?”

			“It would not,” I replied, a little testily. It drove me nuts how cheap Tori could be when it came to crucial elemental components; we clearly weren’t splurging on the gas-station Popov, so what was the problem? “It represents the ushering in of a new season, marked by festivities and a lack of cares, which I’m sure we can both agree is important in this case.” I eyed Tori, waiting for more objections, then carried on when none came. “Brynn, see if you can add something of his to the jar. Could just be a paperclip or a favorite pen, anything he tends to handle a lot at the office. After that, you’ll want to close it up tight and seal it with black wax dripped from a candle, to keep the potency of the spell intact.”

			“If you don’t happen to have any black candles, we can provide one!” Tori interjected. “For an extra five dollars.”

			“Wonderful,” Brynn said, sounding weirdly triumphant. “Even better than I expected. Cassie, Tori—thank you both for the demonstration. Your reputation doesn’t do you justice.”

			Tori and I exchanged unsettled looks. “Demonstration?” Tori repeated, her body turning rigid. I reached out and laced my fingers through hers, trying to coax us both back from the precipice of fight-or-flight. “Just what the fuck are you talking about, exactly?”

			“I’m sorry for the false pretenses,” Brynn said, brow furrowing, though an anticipatory gleam still shone in her eyes like candlelight. “There’s no stalker. I’m perfectly safe. It’s like they say—you really never know when some community theater experience might come in handy.”

			“Literally nobody has ever said that,” Tori muttered.

			Brynn lifted an amused brow at her. “At any rate, your social media is impressive, and the Salem community had only lovely things to say about your talents when I started doing my due diligence a couple weeks ago, searching for someone suitable. But given the sensitive matter at hand…well, I had to audition you myself. And I’m thrilled to say you passed with flying colors.”

			“You invented a violent stalker,” Tori said, glaring at her. “I think I speak for both of us when I say that’s extremely fucked up.”

			And embarrassing to boot, I thought, my cheeks flaming in the chilly air, because I’d believed her, felt protective of her, even. Sure, her aura had been a welter of unusual signals, but that initial tension had struck me as authentic.

			“But you paid for the spell,” I protested, hurt seeping into my voice as I curled my hand around the useless spell jar I’d infused with such earnest intent. “Why would you do that? Who even are you?”

			“I know your time and expertise are valuable, and I’m hoping you’ll take that payment as a gesture of good faith,” she said, clasping her hands in front of her waist. “And my name really is Brynn. Brynn Chilton. I don’t want to take up too much more of your time tonight, but I have a rather…unorthodox request for you both, if you’ll hear me out. On behalf of my employer.”

			Curiosity welled up in me despite myself. I glanced over at Tori, questioning. She gave a shrug; since Brynn had shelled out so readily for a spell she wasn’t even going to use, Tori had also concluded it was at least worth hearing her out.

			“We don’t do weird shit, full stop,” Tori said. “So if this some fucked-up sex thing, don’t bother.”

			Brynn laughed, low and throaty. “What I have in mind is entirely aboveboard. No nudity, kinks, or any questionable conduct,” she said, her voice still so warm with held-back laughter that a ridiculous part of me felt a tiny bit let down. Keep it in your pants, Cassie. This woman just lied to you. “But it would entail a long-term house call.”

			She threw a glance over one shoulder, eyeing the dregs of tourists still coursing between the booths. Faire of Darkness vendors did an even brisker trade when the perfume of incense, apple cider, and melting beeswax merged with the deeper magic of nightfall, casting an enticing spell over the cabins and the overhanging trees, scraps of mist clinging to their roots. No one was paying the slightest attention to us.

			“I’m a nurse,” she explained, turning her gaze back to me and Tori. “Specializing in geriatric care. I’m currently working as a home health aide, for a woman I believe would benefit from your talents. Mrs. Berwyn—Rose, as she now permits me to address her—and I have become very fond of each other since I took over her care. She’s a widow, and though she’s always had an active interest in the occult, I’d say it’s become much stronger now that…”

			She looked up at the sky, blinking to stave off tears. “Please, excuse me. I’m not family, and the reality is that she’s almost ninety. Even if she hadn’t recently taken a turn for the worse, she’s likely near the end of her life. But it’s still hard to accept, with so much pain and grief still haunting her.”

			Tori made a rolling “keep-it-moving” gesture with a finger. I jabbed her discreetly in the ribs, because this was genuine emotion; I could feel the grief emanating from Brynn, the oppressive gloom of a thunderhead.

			Brynn nodded, nibbling on the inside her plush lower lip. “Rose’s only son died, years ago. They’d already been estranged for decades by then. I don’t believe she even attended his funeral. I know that finding some measure of peace with him would mean the world to her. Which is why I needed to be sure I was dealing with witches of the highest caliber.”

			“So you want us to mend fences with a ghost for her,” Tori deadpanned.

			“Establishing contact with him—and helping facilitate their reconciliation, ideally—would be the goal, yes,” Brynn clarified. “But we wouldn’t want to start there. Rose would be livid to know that I revealed this much of her private pain to strangers, even if it was out of a desire to help. What she wants is something to occupy her attention, take her mind off the constant pain. And what better diversion than a pair of talented spiritualists? You’d be something like psychics-in-residence at her ancestral home in the Berkshires for, say, a couple of weeks? With access to Rose’s extensive collection of magical arcana.”

			My palms started itching at the idea. I loved playing with tools of the craft that had stood the test of time, and a wealthy, elderly occultist would have access to artifacts I’d never be able to get my hands on even in Salem. And how could we pass up the chance to help someone in such need, when our gifts could do so much to ease the transition to whatever came next for her?

			Because we could never have nice things, Tori was already shaking her head. “No. Absolutely not. For starters, this is our busiest, most profitable season. We couldn’t possibly take that much—”

			“I’m aware it’s a major ask,” Brynn cut in. “That’s why Rose is prepared to offer you twenty-five thousand dollars for your time. Your food and lodgings would, of course, be provided. She’s also willing to offer five thousand up front, as a sort of signing bonus.”

			There are these moments when the world seems to pause. Everything comes to a crashing halt, as if snared by a spell cast to trap time and compress it into a bead, strung on the abacus that kept a tally of your most important choices. This was one of them, I could feel it, the decision that would change everything for us. We’d be able to manage our own storefront, like we’d always dreamed. Maybe we could even afford an actually nice apartment, somewhere with a pretty view and a little garden I could tend to, without the perpetual bogeyman of next month’s rent howling from under our beds.

			“No. No fucking way,” Tori repeated, shaking her head.

			“Tor!” I gaped at her. “What are you—did you hear how much they’re offering?”

			“Exactly. Every part of this reeks. This stranger marches up to us, feeds us a sob story as an ‘audition’ ”—she gave the word scathing finger quotes—“and now expects us to pull up stakes and come be her employer’s spooky circus attraction, in the middle of nowhere? Yeah, I’ve seen that movie. I know how it ends.”

			“But, Tor…” I said helplessly, trailing off. Tori trusted no one in the world besides me—and on some notable occasions, even I hadn’t been in that exclusive club—and she wasn’t entirely wrong. This did have the hallmarks of an arthouse horror film, and I was always the one screaming at the heroine to not go into the fucking shed where they do the Russian soul-eating rituals, are you for real right now?!

			“I understand,” Brynn said, holding up her hands. “No hard feelings whatsoever. If you do change your mind…” She fished out a card from her back pocket, slid it onto the tray. “I hope you have a very productive rest of the night, and thank you again. Truly. It was a pleasure to meet you both.”

			She turned on her heel and walked toward the tree line with that confident stride, a slight, tantalizing sway to her hips. Tori had already turned away, shuffling her tarot deck in a showy attempt to lure one of the final stragglers to our booth.

			So only I caught it when Brynn paused, dropping a tiny glimmer of a wink over her shoulder at me. Like an unspoken promise that this wouldn’t be the last I’d see of her.
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				Tori

			
			Cassie was still pouting by the time we packed up our things and braved the throngs of increasingly tipsy tourists wandering into every crosswalk and oozing over the edges of sidewalks, cackling as they tried to fit all their tiny witch hats into sloppy selfies. After we’d waited several minutes for one group dressed in cropped One Last Ride for the Bride! shirts, featuring a witch clad in a pointed hat with a princessy bridal gown trailing over her broomstick, even Cassie had reached the end of her notable reserves of patience. She tapped the horn lightly, the Masshole version of Dearest gentlewomen, allow me to beg your pardon, and frankly a far more polite response than the gaggle of women deserved.

			Three of them flipped us double birds, sneering.

			“You’d think they’d make more of an effort to keep visitors happy,” one of them muttered to another, tossing her Housewives-ready waves over one shoulder. “We’re what keeps this town going, after all.” Then they all tromped away in a chorus of indignation and eye rolls, righteous in their entitlement. They managed to clear the lane just as the light turned red again, a parting curse from the bachelorette party demons.

			“God I hate this fucking town in October,” I said, glancing over at Cassie, her hands tight on the wheel.

			“You should probably figure out how to get over that, seeing as how you won’t even deign to consider using our gift more effectively. And profitably.” She fixed me with a delicate arched eyebrow, then turned back to the windshield. I could feel a little whirlwind behind my sternum, a dusty swirl of guilt and annoyance—because did she really need me to tell her what a sketchy setup that was? But Cassie could be remarkably stubborn, and after the miserable showing at the Faire of Darkness, I didn’t have the energy to explain to her for the umpteenth time that some instincts—the survival instinct, say—were a better guide for major life decisions than her precious aura readings.

			We unloaded the car in silence, our mutual sense of having been wronged crowding the narrow, tilting staircase that led up to our apartment.

			“I think I’ll head to Market Basket. To restock supplies,” I said once we finished. It was a weak excuse—we had more than enough bulk sage and salt to last for a dozen more Faires, at least if our foot traffic was anything like tonight’s had been—but Cassie simply nodded, lips pressed tight as she set herself up at our tiny kitchen table for her nightly tarot pull.

			I took my time wandering the aisles, poring over the labels on various herbs and spices, considering a pile of tiny, misshapen gourds for several indecisive minutes, before eventually conceding defeat and returning to the apartment, hoping—most likely in vain—that Cassie’s beloved cards would have informed her just how wise my decision was. I had almost reached our landing when the door to the first-floor apartment whipped open, revealing a particularly sour-faced Mrs. DiRenza, the flower pattern on her ratty bathrobe somehow only sharpening her general fug of unpleasantness.

			“I’ve been waiting for you. Where have you been?”

			“Out,” I said, working hard not to let my annoyance creep into my voice. “I’m sorry to have kept you waiting, Mrs. DiRenza. What’s up?”

			She sniffed, folded her arms tightly across her middle, and turned her gaze to the scuffed paint of the entryway, away from me.

			Fuck, fuck, fuck, this wasn’t good.

			“I’ve been trying to get a hold of the two of you all week. You’re two months behind on your rent. I can’t run a charity any longer.”

			My stomach plummeted so fast it felt like my esophagus was tearing away, an actual, physical hole forming somewhere in my chest.

			“I’m sorry about that, but I promise it won’t happen again. It must have just…slipped my mind, what with all the bustle around the season.”

			“That’s not the point, Victoria. And frankly, I don’t believe you.”

			“Why don’t I run upstairs and get my checkbook now? I can pay the back rent, and November as well, just as a show of good faith.” There was no way we had enough in our joint account to cover three months of rent, but maybe Mrs. DiRenza wouldn’t cash the check right away? Or I could “mess up” the date. That could buy us at least a few days…

			“That’s the least you can do.” Mrs. DiRenza’s arms tightened further, color creeping up her crepey neck. “But your lease is up at the end of the year, you’ll need to find somewhere else to live after that.”

			I blinked, briefly unable to process what she was saying.

			“But…we’ve always been good tenants, haven’t we?”

			Her lips pursed, but she didn’t make a move to confirm or deny it.

			“If you wanted, I could take over shoveling the driveway this winter. Just as a thank-you for your understanding? And we could help out with the common spaces, do some vacuuming, whatever you need.”

			“I’m sorry, Victoria, but my decision is final.” She finally turned her gaze back to me, sighing. “The rent has been under market for years now. I can’t keep subsidizing the two of you.”

			“Subsidizing?” The word squeaked out of me of its own accord. “That’s not…”

			“Leave the check in my mailbox. You have until the end of the year. Good night.”

			Without another word—or another second of eye contact—she scurried back into her own apartment, slamming the door behind her.

			I stood there for almost a minute, brain buzzing, trying to process the news. It wasn’t the first time we’d been kicked out of an apartment—far from it—but it was the first time I’d started to believe things might finally be easier, at least for a little while, at least financially. Tonight’s Faire aside, we’d both been better lately, more responsible, more diligent about hustling up business. The rent really had been an oversight…mostly.

			And if Mrs. DiRenza followed through on her threat—and I had the sinking feeling that she would, that she had made sure to catch me alone so she wouldn’t waver in the face of Cassie’s undeniable kindness—we’d be even worse off than we were now, which I hadn’t even thought possible just a few hours ago. And yes, the rent was a bit late, but she didn’t even really need our money, had been passively profiting for decades off the rundown shithole apartment she’d owned outright since before we were born.

			Jesus, how could I possibly explain this to Cassie? How could I tell her that yet again, we were going to have to pack up our things and drag ourselves to some even less desirable part of town, and somehow scrape together a first-month-last-month-security-deposit?

			Brynn’s offer flashed in my mind, my stomach twisting because every part of me was still screaming No, bad idea. Nothing comes easy, especially money, and anyone saying otherwise is probably trying to play you. And yet…what other choice did we have? Even if I stiffed Mrs. DiRenza on the rent—and honestly, I might at this point—we had nowhere near enough to fund a move, especially if she was right about market rates.

			Jaw set, I turned back to the door, rapping sharply and continuously until I heard the angry shuffle of Mrs. DiRenza’s slippers against the hardwood floors—floors she’d actually bothered to refinish in the past century in her unit.

			“I believe I was very clear, Victoria,” she spat through the sliver of open door, the chain lock visible above her dyed-red hair.

			“You were. And I’m being very clear now: Do not speak a word of this to Cassie, or I will lay a hex on you so fucking foul your ancestors will feel it in their graves.”

			“What in the—I never,” she breathed, penciled-on eyebrows shooting up. “How dare you say something so vile to me?”

			“You were so thoughtful to make your intentions clear about profiteering off the dump you call an apartment. I just thought I’d return the favor.”

			Her eyes narrowed.

			“Fine. I’ll leave it to you to break the news to your sister.” Her eyes raked over me, the stale breath of her apartment—cheap, cloying vanilla candles mixed with the damp smell of wet dogs—insinuating itself into my nostrils. “I pity Cassandra, you know. If she hadn’t been stuck with you, who knows how things might have gone for her?”

			Fire exploded through my chest, barreled down my limbs, all I would have to do was lift a hand and I swear to god it would torch off that nasty smirk…

			She slammed the door again, flipped the deadbolt, and that was that.

			I slumped into the apartment a minute or so later, forcing myself to breathe deeply. Cassie can’t know. I wasn’t sure why it was so important to protect her from everything—she was twenty-five years old, not the kid she’d been when Mom left. I knew she didn’t need me the way she did then, and yet it was vital that she not know about this, that she believe we were making a choice because it was right, not because we’d been pushed to the very edge of the cliff. Again.

			“Tori? I know we left things a little…weird, but I just had the strongest pull and I think we need to talk about this some more.” Cassie’s clear voice rang out from the kitchen nook before she emerged around the corner, a mug of turmeric chai steaming gently in her hands.

			“Actually…I’m glad you said that,” I said, nodding, trying to force the sense of a giant steel-toothed trap looming up around me out of my mind. “I’ve been thinking about it and…maybe I was too hasty.” I moved past her into the kitchen, making a show of putting away the handful of spell ingredients I’d purchased, hoping against hope it would distract her from the expression I knew I wasn’t managing to fully control.

			“Ohmygosh, that’s amazing!” Cassie hugged me from behind. “I knew that’s what my pull meant. It was the only explanation that made any sense.”

			In spite of myself, I smiled, letting myself inhale her warm, familiar scent.

			“What card did you pull?”

			“The Ace of Pentacles,” she said, proffering the card itself, a single, lurid lily bursting forth through fertile earth, its roots tangling into an abundance of pentacle signs, like living buried treasure. “The only thing that can mean is…”

			“Upcoming prosperity.” I bit back the bitter laugh rising up my throat. What timing.

			“Obviously I thought of Brynn’s offer right away. That much money is just…” Cassie shook her head, shock apparent on her face. Then her eyes locked onto mine, her grin radiant. “I knew it had to mean you’d reconsidered. That you realized what an incredible opportunity this would be for us.”

			“I guess the cards were right,” I said, smiling weakly. She went to dig our luggage out from the back of the hall closet, clearly unperturbed by—even welcoming—our traipsing away to some remote mansion in the middle of nowhere where for all we knew they hunted the poors for sport. “You can feel it too, can’t you? That sense that something is happening? That things are going to change for us soon?” She flashed me a smile over her shoulder, any friction between us dissolved by my about-face.

			“Definitely,” I said, the hole in my middle growing with every painful breath.

			I managed to resist my frantic need to learn something meaningful until we’d both gone to bed for the night, Cassie’s eerie synthesizer music penetrating the paper-thin walls, the long, trancey bell tones apparently capable of “lowering vibrations to optimize spiritual powers in sleep.” Or did they raise vibrations? They were supposed to impact vibrations somehow, that much I’d managed to retain.

			I clicked through page after page featuring Brynn Chilton—social media profiles that were privacy-protected from strangers like me; a bland, brief profile of her on a private nursing and home healthcare website “serving Western Massachusetts”; a LinkedIn stacked with a long list of nursing and private healthcare roles, replete with recommendations for her attention to detail and her proficiency and her empathy that doesn’t infantilize.

			She appeared to be exactly who she claimed to be, and a cursory search on Rose Berwyn cemented her story. There weren’t many recent entries on the elderly widow, but archived news articles made it clear that her family had piles of money, more than enough to fill an ancestral manse with whatever tchotchkes she liked—even arcane, reputedly magical ones.

			Still, I couldn’t shake the gut-deep anxiety gripping me, the sense that we were making a huge mistake.

			After all, nothing had ever gone majorly right for the two of us in our entire lives. Why would it start to now?
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			I stared out the window of the Honda, every dip and twist in the winding, shoulderless roads leading to the mysterious Rose Berwyn’s home drawing haunted sounding clanks and groans from the car’s ancient suspension.

			Our shitbox of a vehicle had never been more on brand.

			Some of the trees had already lost their leaves, their brilliant golds and reds crackled and faded and fallen this late in the season, but enough were still in color to give the entire scene a postcard feel, the bright flares of beauty a bittersweet farewell before the long dark of winter. It almost made me understand the foliage tourism you heard about on the local news every fall. I mean, not really, but it was pretty. Calming, even.

			“If you want to go so fast, fucking pass me already,” Cassie growled from the driver’s seat, angry gaze flicking to the rearview mirror. As though she’d heard, the woman in the pickup who had been tailgating us for the last few miles roared past at the next straightaway.

			“Almost there,” I said, patting Cassie’s shoulder, and she nodded, drawing in a deep breath. Driving was the one activity that seemed to bring out the…well, me in my sister, her uncanny ability to let things roll off her neutralized by whatever Frankensteinian power brought piles of metal and wires and highly combustible fuels to life. She was a good driver, if a little timid in unfamiliar settings, but she’d have been behind the wheel regardless. None of our foster parents had bothered to teach me to drive at the normal time—I’d learned only a few years ago, and only because Cassie insisted. What if something happens to me, Tori? It’s not like you’re gonna be able to afford to Uber for every grocery run if I’m out of commission. Which was morbid, but also fair.

			By the time Cassie was ready to get a license, though, I’d officially adopted her, and I insisted she have the quintessentially teenaged experience. It wouldn’t have happened if it weren’t for the generosity of my friend Owen from the café I’d been waitressing at back then, who may have hoped we’d eventually sleep together, which I may have been aware of when I started saying yes to all those post-work hangs just after Cassie got her learner’s permit. This is gonna sound so boring, but would you ever want to hang out tomorrow and help me teach my little sister to drive?

			Maybe I should feel guilty about using him that way. Or maybe men in general should feel guilty about how much of the best parts of their personalities are tied to sex hopes.

			Cassie passing her driver’s test had actually been my motivation for returning to the skills Mom had passed down, my only inheritance from the woman who’d tapped out before I even got my first period, and one I’d spent years refusing. But even a shitty used car cost more than I’d ever had at one time in my life, and then you needed insurance, which was apparently crazy high when you had a teenager driving, and there were only so many shifts I could work, only so much in tips anyone could bring in at a diner. The first time I’d set up a makeshift tarot-reading booth on the Common—just a hand-lettered sign scrawled on a length of butcher paper from work and a few flower-patterned scarves draped over a cardboard box—I made $250 in one afternoon.

			It wouldn’t always be that good, obviously. Sometimes I even thought the universe had been playing a joke on me, making my first foray into faux mysticism such an unalloyed positive that I’d been fooled into following in my mom’s footsteps and, once I was too far down the path to turn back—once I’d dragged Cassie along with me—it finally revealed the Bridge Out sign, like in one of those old Wile E. Coyote cartoons.

			But I’d gotten Cassie the car. The same car she was still driving, miraculously, almost ten years later—the sex hopes of our mechanic friends might have played a role in that, too. And even though I was capable of driving now, Cassie was our default chauffeur in pretty much all situations, and definitely on trips to the beautiful, remote Berkshires.

			I rolled down the window, letting the scents of the countryside flow in—wet leaves and rich soil and just…air. Air that was mostly oxygen and…nitrogen? Carbon dioxide? Whatever was supposed to be there instead of exhaust and the fetid exhalations of sewers and dumpster-packed alleys.

			We kept weaving beneath jewel-toned boughs until we finally reached the turnoff that led to the Berwyn estate. Cassie flipped on the directional and slowly rolled onto the pebbled lane.

			We drove for about a minute past huge trees, their branches reaching out for one another above the road. I shivered slightly as we passed from shadow to shadow, the dense foliage hemming us in on every side oppressive, even ominous.

			“Where are all the houses?” I said, squinting between the trunks, trying to distract myself from the skittery feeling at the nape of my neck. All I could see on either side were rolling fields enclosed by an aggressively bucolic fence, the kind made from long split rails, effective at containing or repelling precisely nothing, unless you counted the poors.

			“It’s hilly here,” Cassie said, shrugging. “Maybe they’re just hard to see from where we are.”

			But then the drive curved, first to the right, then to the left, before opening onto a giant loop that passed by multiple buildings, all in the same elaborate style. Gingerbread trim trickled off the sloped roofs, and turrets sprouted up at regular intervals along each building: a single, simple one with open sides on the first, least ornate structure; two on the second, slightly larger building—it looked about the size of the house Mrs. DiRenza was in the process of kicking us out of, though the scale of the wooded hills unfolding around the clearing made it a little hard to guess—and finally, atop the absolutely massive mansion hulking over the right half of the cleared land, three separate turrets keeping guard over the front, the rear, and what I guess you’d have to call a wing of the house. It was hard to tell from this angle how far back it went.

			“Holy fuck,” I murmured as Cassie turned into a little parking area between the house-sized building and the giant-sized house.

			“Is this…a hotel? Or…”

			“If it were, we wouldn’t be able to afford it,” I said, staring openly at the mansion. Everywhere I looked, some new piece of ridiculously elaborate detailing jumped out at me—architectural surrounds hugging each of the dozens of windows, spindly columns lining a porch that curved around the second floor, a single band of stained glass tucked just beneath the witch’s-hat roof of the front tower. That room must literally always be bathed in colored light, no matter where the sun stood in the sky, and Jesus how much did that single luxury cost?

			And yet, even with all that open space in every direction, I felt…observed. That skin-prickling sense of something watching you, and weighing you. All those ancient, warped windows felt like so many narrowed eyes, and there seemed to be infinitely many places someone could hide themselves away. Or something sprang to my mind unbidden.

			I sniffed aloud, annoyed with myself. It was a giant building, for god’s sake, and while its dark paints and elaborate details seemed custom-chosen to maximize on creepiness, creaky old houses couldn’t actually hurt you, not outside the horror movies Cassie had always been equally obsessed and terrified by. And yet…I wasn’t so keen on spending the night here, let alone the weeks we’d agreed to. Stupid animal brain, responding to vibes. I was getting as bad as Cassie.

			We were both still staring when the grand double doors on the columned porch swept open and Brynn emerged, her warm smile the first thing that felt even a little bit welcoming about this place. She walked toward the car as Cassie and I got out.

			“You found us!” Brynn sang out as she approached. “Was the drive okay?” Her pleasant expression didn’t falter, but I saw her glance briefly at the car, the rust spots starting in the wheel wells suddenly glaring against the backdrop of so much money.

			“Uhh…yeah,” Cassie said, looking bemused as she slowly turned toward our hostess. Or hostess-proxy. “Uneventful.”

			“Always good. Did you need help with your bags?” Brynn moved closer, reaching a hand toward the backpack Cassie was dangling from her fingers at the same moment that Cassie moved to sling it onto her shoulder. Their hands brushed, and Cassie’s eyes jerked to Brynn’s just as Brynn’s magneted to hers. They laughed awkwardly and Brynn raised both hands in front of her. “Sorry, used to just stepping in.”

			“No, don’t be sorry.” Cassie giggled—actually giggled—cheeks pinking as her gaze dropped to the pebbled driveway.

			I didn’t think Cassie had it this bad. Not that I couldn’t see the appeal. Brynn was objectively attractive, no question, but Cassie usually tended to fall hard for chaotic good, emphasis on the chaotic.

			But I wasn’t going to argue with her finally dating someone with a real job. Our lives were precarious enough without some beautiful manchild or manic pixie type adding their particular flavor of not-a-single-piece-of-shit-together to the mix.

			“Anyway, no time like the present, right?” I said, flashing a too-wide smile before moving to the trunk and hauling out the two beat-up roller suitcases we’d packed. “Where should we head?”

			“I can lead you to your rooms,” Brynn said, efficiency settling back over her immediately. “You’ll be in the guest wing of the main house, if that’s alright.”

			“Sure you’ll have the space?” I muttered. Brynn raised an eyebrow and I felt heat creep up my neck. For someone whose entire livelihood rested on reading the room and reacting accordingly, I could be shockingly bad at censoring myself. Luckily, though, she leaned forward and lowered her voice.

			“It’s bonkers, isn’t it? Until I got this job, I had no idea people actually lived in places like this. At least…not in this century.” She pulled a shocked face and I exhaled a single relieved laugh.

			“It’s like something out of a movie. Do people, like…get lost trying to find their way out, or…”

			“Don’t worry, you’ll get the hang of it before too long.” She glanced at the front door, and the tiniest hint of impatience strained her jaw. I had a sense that it was the first emotion I’d read on her that she hadn’t wanted me to.

			We started toward the porch steps, Cassie drifting behind me, gaze still jumping between the house and Brynn’s narrow figure, silent in her awe.

			Brynn opened the doors as wide as they would go, but the trickle of light that made it through was immediately sucked up by the dark wood paneling the walls and geysering upward into a grand, double-wide staircase, the stairs splitting off at the first landing to wind away into parts unknown.

			Cassie let out a low whistle.

			“We’ll be heading to the back staircase, which is just through here,” Brynn said, the muted tap of her shoes on the hardwood bringing me back to the moment. I followed her into a hallway, glimpses of other rooms opening up on either side—an ornate parlor with a baby grand piano and uncomfortable-looking furniture to the left, a sprawling library to the right, the walls of built-in bookshelves broken up by floor-to-ceiling windows through which I could just glimpse the late afternoon light on the lawn. We passed a few more closed doors before emerging into a large, surprisingly dated kitchen. Everything in it was obviously expensive, of course, the glass-fronted cabinets lining the walls clearly hardwood, the vaulted ceiling painted in terra cotta colors. The stove even had a surround, the ornate wood paneling around the hood and columns—literally, columns—built along either side giving confessional booth vibes.

			It would have been Architectural Digest–worthy…in, like, 1992.

			“The back stair is just through the butler’s pantry. I promise, I’m not trying to treat you like the help, it’s just the fastest way to your rooms.” Brynn smiled briefly and led us through a narrow prep room—the cabinets filled with what looked like crystal—and up a dark, steep staircase.

			We emerged into another hallway. Dark wood wainscoting gave way to deep burgundy brocade paper above, and dusty-looking oil paintings hung every few feet. The ceilings were high, the hallway more than wide enough for two people to pass side by side, and yet it felt strangely claustrophobic, the shining swirls of deeper red on the wallpaper like artful drips of blood. My shoulders crept closer to my chin.

			“We have you in these two rooms,” Brynn said, opening a door on the right. “They have a Jack-and-Jill bathroom. I hope that’s not a problem, but there is another bathroom just down that hall, third door once you turn the corner,” she said, pointing down another hallway.

			“I’m sure we’ll manage just fine. We share a bathroom at home, after all,” I said. Brynn smiled, clearly relieved, then opened the door.

			Holy Laura Ashley.

			You could tell the room had been grand once—still was, in a way. But it was drowning in so many floral prints—on the ruffled bedspread, the chairs tucked around a weighty claw-foot table near the window, the heavy curtains hanging from giant carved posts, and on both the ivory wallpaper and its pastel-blue border—that it felt like you might wake up choking on petals.

			“Wow, it’s so…cheery!” Cassie said, voice upticking with fake enthusiasm.

			“That’s a lovely way to put it,” Brynn said, throwing me a sly half-smile. Not without a sense of humor, then—I might actually be starting to like her for Cassie. “The bathroom is here,” Brynn said, crossing to the corner and opening a door onto a space entirely covered in green marble—walls, floor, and vanity surfaces, with the ceiling painted to match. Beneath ornate gold-framed mirrors were gold-toned sinks possibly meant to resemble clamshells? But there were two of them, and a matching gold toilet that I had to assume worked, and a—yes, gold—claw-foot tub encircled by a curtain with a swoopy top fabric piece, heavy gold cording fringing the bottom—a valance, I think you called it? None of it was even a little bit my vibe, but the bathroom was about the size of my bedroom back in Salem, so I would not be lodging any complaints.

			The opposite door led to a room that was a mirror image of the first architecturally, but instead of eighties queen bee, it was pure hunting lodge, all navy and forest plaids and paintings of dogs with pheasants in their jaws and even a slightly ratty-looking deer head mounted over the massive mahogany fireplace.

			So girl room, boy room. How progressive.

			“I’ll take this one,” I said, throwing my luggage on the floor, feeling Cassie’s smirk at my back.

			“Works for me. I prefer to sleep without the watchful gaze of taxidermy,” she said. “Brynn, do I have enough time to shower before we meet Rose?”

			“She’ll probably appreciate you calling her Mrs. Berwyn until she tells you otherwise.” Brynn raised her eyebrows conspiratorially. “And you have the entire afternoon to settle in. Rose is resting right now, but she’s looking forward to meeting both of you at dinner tonight. Which is at seven. Until then, please make yourselves at home. The house, the grounds…explore, grab something to eat, whatever you need. This is your home for at least the next two weeks.”

			At which point we’d hopefully be walking out of here with a fat check and a new apartment lined up. As long as we played our parts, which raised the question…

			“Where exactly will dinner be? If we passed a dining room, I…didn’t clock that.” I grimaced. I could still occasionally get lost in Salem and I’d lived there pretty much my entire life.

			“Don’t worry. I’ll be here at ten to seven to take you down. Until then.” Brynn turned her smile onto Cassie for a few seconds, heavy eyelids lowering slightly, then, seeming to remember herself, walked briskly to the door, leaving us alone. Once I’d given it a solid minute—and peered into the hallway to make sure she wasn’t lingering in hopes of catching Cassie—I turned to my sister, eyes wide.

			“Holy fuck, am I right?”

			“My thoughts exactly.” She turned slowly, taking in the room again. Outside the window, a brisk breeze stirred the boughs of a massive maple tree, and its orange and red leaves whispered furiously at the disturbance. “Can you imagine how lonely it must be? This much space and no one in it but you and the nurse who takes care of you?”

			“I wasn’t thinking so much of the lonely as how insane it would be to have a couple extra homes besides your mansion.”

			And how stomach-clenchingly creepy it all felt, but if I started down that path with Cassie, we’d spend all the time between now and dinner ruminating on what sorts of shades might be lingering here, the sort of ridiculous bullshit I was happy to spout for tourists, at least so long as they were paying, but couldn’t manage to listen to otherwise without rolling my eyes.

			“Well, there’s that, too. Though I think the first building might have been a barn,” Cassie mused, tugging aside a dusty tartan curtain to get a better view of the grounds. I could just make out the borders of a heavily landscaped garden. It must have been hidden behind the house on the way in. “Do you need a shower? I always take longer.”

			“Don’t worry about me.” I opened my bag, pulling a few dresses out to hang in the hulking wooden wardrobe that dominated the back corner of the room. The hangers were padded satin. Even the hangers here are rich. “I think I might go check out the garden.”

			“Enjoy. Maybe I’ll find you there later.”

			She definitely wouldn’t. Most likely she’d get sucked into one of her witchy forums, diving into the differences between a Samhain ritual under a waning gibbous moon versus waxing gibbous or some other such ridiculousness before she even managed to get into the shower, and somehow she’d end up scrambling to make it to dinner on time. Cassie might be very in tune with the universe, but she was far less well acquainted with time.

			“Set an alarm, Cass.” I glanced at her phone. She rolled her eyes, but I could see her already navigating to the clock app as she retreated through the green marble monstrosity and back to her room.

			I hung up a few more things. It was possible I should have gone with a slightly more…formal wardrobe than I’d chosen, though at least I’d thought to pack all the “witch costumes” I wore during the season—that was why we were here after all, right? Once that was done, I headed into the hall, making directly for the staircase in the corner before I could get turned around. Even if I’d actually felt like “exploring” the mansion, the rooms up here were most likely bedrooms or studies (offices felt like they belonged somewhere less grand), and it would be awkward to bust in on the elderly Rose without warning. Better to lean into the witchy vibes at dinner and make the right first impression.

			Also, my need to get out from under the heavy, dark bones of the house was approaching the physical.

			Luckily, the kitchen led out onto a flagstone terrace, elaborate cast-iron furniture springing up like weeds around its surface. I ran my hand over the back of a lounger as I made for the garden, then quickly pulled it away as the creamy paint flaked beneath my fingers, glancing around instinctively to make sure no one had seen me damaging the property. I was alone, though, so I tilted the seat cushion away from the back. The underside was furred with mildew.

			It was possible the widow Berwyn had let a few things slide in recent years. Or decades? The house felt aggressively solid, even grand, but it also seemed a little shabby, almost forgotten.

			Maybe Cassie was right about the lonely thing.

			Luckily, the garden clearly wasn’t subject to the enchanted-castle vibes that gripped the house itself, its neat pebbled paths and carefully trimmed hedges weaving around and between an abundance of greenery and flowers, mums and dahlias in every color blooming exuberantly, huge lavender bushes and massive sage plants perfuming the air, squash vines trailing over the ground, bulbous butternuts punctuating them every few feet. A white wrought iron bench sat beneath a vigorous Japanese maple in the center of the pristine space, its leaves a deep blood orange, and I made straight for it, something in my chest loosening as I settled onto the cold metal seat that overlooked the rolling, wooded hills behind the house. I might not believe in the mystical powers of herbs, but there were few places I felt more at ease than a beautifully tended garden.

			I was letting myself soak it in, the anxiety of the precarious situation we’d left behind—and the more immediate anxiety of knowing we’d need to make a good impression tonight if we wanted this job to work out—melting away in the golden glow of the late afternoon. I wasn’t quite so zoned out, though, that I didn’t hear the crunching gravel behind me, the sound too regular and heavy for squirrels or birds. I twisted to see who it was, startling a tall, slim man in the act of carefully moving around the side of the bench.

			“Sorry. I was trying to let you catch sight of me before I said anything, didn’t want to freak you out. Clearly the move was freaking myself out instead.” He laughed lightly, an easy grin taking over his square-jawed face.

			Though his presence alone surprised me—I suppose Brynn had never told us we would be Rose’s only guests, but I’d certainly come away with that impression—I scanned him rapidly, the way Mom had taught me so long ago. How people held themselves, what they wore, what they looked at—all of it gave you hints to who they were and, more important, what they wanted.

			This man had his hands in the pockets of his slightly worn wide-waled corduroys, the leather loafers poking out beneath them scuffed but clearly well made. Rich. Or at least in contact with the rich regularly enough to realize that well-made things you’d let grow shabby spoke of wealth much more eloquently than anything loud or new. His relaxed pose said he was at ease here, and the scruff along his jaw—neither well-kept nor deliberate enough to count as a beard—meant he probably wasn’t trying to impress anyone. And the lopsided smile, the blue eyes crinkling against the setting sun, the strong jawline and slightly wavy hair just-this-side of too long, meant he was absolutely used to people liking him on sight.

			I mean…anyone with eyes would like the sight.

			“Always important to try to keep the universe in balance,” I said, opting for a witch-adjacent response. I had no way of knowing how much he’d heard about us, better to play it safe. “I’m Tori, by the way. Or Victoria, depending on who you speak to.” I thrust out my hand, which he gripped tightly but not painfully. And a strong handshake to boot. “Brynn didn’t tell me Rose had family staying with her.”

			It was a slightly risky play—I was certain he was close to the widow somehow, but if I was wrong about the specific how, the first thing he’d tell her was that her witches weren’t too quick on the uptake. But if I was right—and I was confident, if not absolutely certain, that I was—it would give us a huge leg up from the start.

			Gratification blossomed through me as he let out a surprised laugh, dropping my hand to give a light golf clap.

			“How’d you know I’m family? Rose was very clear, Brynn wasn’t supposed to give the two of you any more details than she had to.”

			Brynn’s words about Rose’s son flashed into my mind, her concern for the old woman’s well-being plain on her face. Though really, she hadn’t revealed much more than the fact that Rose had a son who had predeceased her, and that making peace with that before her own death would help immensely.

			The existence of any other family, living or dead, definitely—and it seemed deliberately—hadn’t come up. Interesting. Was it a test from Rose, or just an oversight?

			“She didn’t,” I said, returning his easy smile. Honestly, it was hard not to. He was one of those people whose affability was annoyingly contagious.

			“So how’d you guess?”

			“I’m just that good,” I said, raising a mischievous eyebrow, and he laughed again.

			“In that case, I suppose I should ask how Rose found you? I mean, I know she loves all the…whatever it is you do.” He grimaced lightly. “Sorry, not trying to neg you, I just never really got into the occult stuff.”

			“I feel like even if you tried, it would slide right off you.”

			“Are you negging me now?” His lips curled with amusement.

			“I’m saying you seem very…well-adjusted. Which isn’t usually the starting point for people who just can’t get enough eldritch lore, you know?” He flashed a Sure, let’s go with that face, and I found myself actually liking him a little. Most men who rocked boat shoes weren’t the best at being teased by strange women, at least not the ones I’d met. It made me want to keep the ball in the air, an instinct so vanishingly rare in the last…god, ten years? More? Either way, the flicker of enjoying someone new—and hot—was unexpected and I didn’t want to let it go just yet. “To answer your question, my sister and I are kind of a big deal,” I said, smiling coyly. “We’re descended from Bridget Bishop herself.”

			“Should I know what that means?”

			“She was one of the original witch trial victims.”

			“How spooky.” He waggled his fingers in the air and I couldn’t help but laugh.

			“Depends on your point of view. Pretty sure the entire lesson of the trials was that most of the accusations were based on personal grudges, not actual proof of witchcraft.” Why had I said that? Being Bishops was our whole thing. But his gaze was so attentive, and I couldn’t seem to help it, I wanted to keep it trained on me, keep him listening. “If our…ability to reach beyond the veil”—oooh, that was good, pure Cassie, I’d probably won back some ground with that—“is heritable, I’m not sure Bridget was the starting point.”

			“Still, it sounds impressive. I, for one, am fully convinced of your magical talents.”

			“Wait until you see what I can do with a pack of tarot cards. Trust me, you’ll never feel more seen than when I read you.” Somehow, not entirely deliberately, my voice had turned very suggestive. But I couldn’t pretend I didn’t relish the way his eyes flicked to my lips for a moment, his Adam’s apple quivering. Dear lord, slow your roll, Tori. Fucking the extended family is not the mandate. I made my voice extra bouncy, like Cassie meeting a child, since clearly I couldn’t be trusted to handle normal. “But you never told me your name. And do not say ‘Shouldn’t you know that already,’ because that is aggressively not how it works.”

			“Perish the thought,” he said, raising both hands in mock defense. “I’m Parker Harris.” He extended a hand again, apparently a WASP-introductions reflex, then laughed and dropped it. “Sorry, did that part already.”

			“I was gonna say. Don’t get excessive, Parker, it’s not the done thing. Speaking of…” I glanced at my watch. Somehow, chatting with this handsome stranger had sucked away all the excess time I’d thought I had. “I should probably freshen up before this big dinner. I’m guessing this look isn’t the done thing either.” I gestured at my distressed jeans and cropped black sweater. Parker tilted his head to one side, conceding the point. “Will I see you there? At dinner, I mean?”

			I shouldn’t have shown my cards that way. Letting him know how little we knew about this setup wasn’t the best call, not to mention the fact that I’d basically undercut our whole “ancient lineage of magic” thing just to get a laugh. But it had always been hard for me to spew that BS, and something about Parker and his smile that pulled you into the joke with him made me feel…not quite reckless, but definitely less guarded. Which for me might as well have been the same thing.

			“I’m very happy to say you will.”

			“Alright, then. See you soon.” I rose, taking a second to stretch my arms over my head in a way that tugged my sweater higher—Jesus, Tori, what is with this obvious thirst trap shit?—then headed back to the kitchen, forcing myself not to glance back at Parker until I was through the patio door. He’d taken my seat and was staring at the riot of fall colors in the woods beyond, and if he was thinking about me, the back of his head gave no sign of it.

			I sighed, then repressed a shriek at the chuckle off to my right.

			“Parker has that effect on people, doesn’t he?”

			The man leaning on the finger-crook of the tiled breakfast bar had to be in his mid-fifties, and he was sporting that navy-blazer-over-an-unbuttoned-dress-shirt look that older men seemed to think made them look dashing, when it really just made them look like the guy you try to avoid at the club. His salt-and-pepper hair was swooped back from his face in a carefully gelled pompadour, and the amused smirk twisting his lips definitively did not give the impression that he was laughing with me.

			“Did I startle you?” He stared at me coolly, then sipped from the steaming mug he was holding.

			“A little,” I admitted. “I’m Victoria, by the way. Victoria Bishop.” I took a few steps toward him and extended my hand, trying to channel Parker’s ease into the unfamiliar gesture. Navy Blazer’s lips flicked in a smile too lazy to reach the top of his full cheeks, let alone his eyes.

			“Charmed, I’m sure,” he drawled, wrapping his hands more tightly around the mug and turning his gaze on its interior. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to check on a few things before the markets close.” He flashed me an acid look and strode out of the kitchen into the main hallway. I had a feeling he wouldn’t have taken the back staircase even if it were more convenient.

			Feeling strangely claustrophobic, I scanned the kitchen, sending up a silent prayer of thanks for the Keurig I immediately spotted nestling against the stove…hutch, I guess you’d call it. I didn’t want to linger any longer than I had to—with the buzzy warmth of Parker’s smile fading, and the bitter flavor of Navy Blazer’s disdain still coating my throat, my openness with Parker was feeling distinctly rash, and I wanted to avoid any further encounters I hadn’t prepared for. But I needed the caffeine—dinner with an elderly occultist had felt relatively manageable, but I was realizing the little show Cassie and I were putting on had a bigger audience than I’d anticipated. And—if Navy Blazer’s sneer was any gauge—a far more critical one.

			Upstairs, Cassie didn’t answer when I tapped lightly on her connecting door, and when I cracked it open to peer in on her, I found her passed out on top of the floral duvet.

			“Cassie! You need to get ready,” I called from the threshold. She rolled over with a groan.

			“Five more minutes?”

			“Nope, time’s up.”

			“Fiiine,” she grumbled.

			I retreated to my room, quickly gulped my coffee, showered, and scanned first my wardrobe, then my makeup bag. The Stevie Nicks skirt, definitely, with the bell-sleeved black sweater that hung over my hands—turning every card flip a bit mysterious—and a smoky eye to round it all out. It felt costumey, but that was the point, wasn’t it? I had to focus on the role I’d come here to play. Looking down and seeing an explosion of tulle and lace would help me stay on script.

			By the time I’d added the final touch—carefully layered necklaces, individually simple (I wasn’t going for carnival fortune teller, after all) but very vibey in the aggregate—it was a quarter to seven. I knocked on Cassie’s door.

			“Ready?”

			“Mmm?”

			Oh lord, she’d fallen asleep again.

			I burst through and went to the bed, rubbing the top of her shoulder the way I used to do back when she was in school. Mom waking me up that way—with a gentle caress—was one of the few positive memories I had of her, and once it was just me and Cassie, it had felt important to preserve it for her, too.

			“What time is it?” She blinked awake, pushing herself into a sitting position.

			“Six forty-five. So…hope you’re hungry?”

			“Fuck! I just meant to rest my eyes for a second. Fuck.” She pushed off the bed, fists clenched at her sides. “I should change, right? Oh wait, I didn’t even shower. Do I smell? I probably smell…”

			“Cassie, you smell great. And you look great. Honestly.” Cassie’s actual style was very boho, lots of gauzy fabrics and earth tones, and the flowy emerald-green maxi skirt and chunky ivory cable-knit sweater she’d chosen that morning perfectly accentuated her reddish hair and soft good looks. If I was playing up the dark arts vibes every way I knew how, Cassie was exuding I just happen to be at one with the earth and all the spirits, I couldn’t stop magic from finding me if I wanted to without even trying.

			“You should know, Rose won’t be the only person at dinner. She has family here and they seem to know who we are.”

			Instead of looking thrown or panicked, Cassie simply nodded. I suppose that’s what actually believing we were magical gave her—total calm in the face of at least two potential bullshit detectors.

			“I’m glad she has people around her.”

			She finger-combed her hair in the heavy wicker-framed mirror over the white dresser, sighing as she leaned closer to wipe away a dusting of mascara flakes from beneath one eye. She’d only just managed to swipe on a layer of pale pink lip gloss when Brynn’s sharp knock sounded at the door.

			“Ready?” I said to Cassie, holding her gaze. She bit back a yawn and nodded.

			“As I’ll ever be.”
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			One entire wall of the dining room was windows—narrow wavy-glass windows that were obviously original to the house—but with the sun long down, they only seemed to emphasize the oppressive dimness of the room, the fire flickering in the hearth behind the head of the table and the giant, filmy-looking crystal chandelier hanging over the center of it waging a futile war on the darkness oozing from every corner. The shadows the woodwork cast wavered in a way that made the space feel almost sentient.

			It’s a good thing I didn’t scare easily, because this room—all dark wood and blood-red brocade and weighty-looking heirlooms, any of which could easily have doubled as a weapon in a real-life game of Clue—was even creepier than the rest of the house.

			“Rose has you two next to her, here and here.” Brynn pointed to two high-backed chairs on either side of the massive throne-like seat just in front of the fire. “Settle in. I’ll be back with her in just a minute.”

			She hurried out, leaving Cassie and me alone in the somber space.

			I moved over to the mantel and lifted a fussy-looking porcelain dog, one of a pair that anchored each end. Its face looked like a hieroglyph of the animal it was meant to represent, the details that had been picked out in gold and—weirdly—blue paint surprisingly flat for something that was very clearly three-dimensional. It was heavier than it looked, and my breath caught as I felt it slipping my grasp.

			“I’d leave that alone if I were you. It’s shockingly expensive.”

			With a hard swallow, I replaced the figurine, taking a step back for good measure. A woman had entered through the pocket door at the opposite end of the room. She was dressed in an impeccable ivory pantsuit, a broad belt over the jacket emphasizing her narrow waist, and her burnished-gold bob framed a preternaturally youthful face. She had that puffy, vaguely feline look of someone who has used far too many fillers, and in the low light, I honestly couldn’t tell whether she was thirty or sixty.

			“It’s very…unique.”

			“Staffordshire dogs aren’t rare per se, or at least the repros aren’t, but Aunt Rose only ever purchases originals, of course.” She gave a saccharine smile and strode across the room, her stilettos leaving small circular divots in the thick pile of the oriental rug. She moved past me, nudging the dog back into place with a bony finger—her hands would put her on the older end of the range I’d guessed at, but I’d give her this, there wasn’t a line on her taut, smooth forehead. “Aunt Rose can be so particular. I wouldn’t want you all to get off on the wrong foot. She deserves a little diversion right now.” She widened her smile, then turned and moved away from me again, stopping in front of a massive china cabinet, seemingly absorbed with its contents.

			Except she was definitely just using its glass front to sneakily scope us out. I made a show of closing my eyes, tilting my head toward the ceiling, and murmuring nonsense words silently, as though incanting some deeply important spell, then pressed my hands together as though in prayer, nodded to them, and opened my eyes. I’d done exactly nothing, but judging by the widening of her eyes in the glass, it had had the desired effect. Focusing on moving slowly, airily even, I made my way to my seat and settled into it, tracking her gaze in the windows opposite. Her nose twitched as though she’d scented something unpleasant, but otherwise she remained motionless in front of the cabinet.

			After several long moments, a large, dour woman appeared at the door, her meaty hands throttling the handle of an elaborate bar cart. She pushed it into the corner, the wheels squeaking painfully with every step, then glanced around furtively. Catching my eyes on her, she abruptly stood back from the cart with a scowl.

			Strange…

			“There you are, Marta. Finally.” The niece turned to the new woman, lips pursed. “I hope you at least managed to make the drink I requested?”

			“Of course, Madame Linda. Anything Madame wants,” Marta said, her voice so deep it was practically a growl. She thrust a thumb at a frosty martini perched on the corner of the cart. Linda’s body tightened, but she didn’t say anything, the two women staring daggers at each other for several long seconds.

			“Yes, well. I’m sure you’ll need to be finishing dinner,” Linda said, head tilting toward the door. For just a moment, Marta’s eyes flicked back to Cassie and me, and if there was any curiosity in their small, dark surfaces, I couldn’t find it. In fact, weirdly, it felt as though the contempt she’d turned on Linda only intensified as she stared us down.

			I was searching for something to say—What have we ever done to you? prominent among the options unspooling in my mind—when she turned and plodded out, grumbling under her breath. Linda waited several seconds after her departure to stride over to the cart and pluck off the drink, placing it carefully on a coaster atop the polished dining table. Cassie slid into the seat opposite mine, catching my eye to throw me a reassuring little smile, and then the door we’d come through opened again, admitting a tiny, slightly hunched old woman in a carnation-pink bouclé suit and pearls, her wispy white hair pulled into a chignon at the base of her knobbled neck. I started to stand—a formal greeting felt important—but before I’d fully shifted my weight, the woman in the ivory pantsuit was hurrying over to Rose, a vaguely pitying—no, that wasn’t right, it was more infantilizing—smile plastered on her face. I could feel myself bristling at the expression, its dismissal dressed as warmth. Did she truly believe she was being kind, or did she know she was faking it?

			“Auntie Rose, it’s so good to see you.” She bent and folded her arms around the older woman’s frail frame. “How are you feeling?”

			“I’m fine. For god’s sake, Linda, stop fussing.” Rose sniffed with disgust and disentangled herself from Linda’s embrace. “We ate together just last night.”

			“It’s just so nice to finally get to spend real time with you, Auntie Rose. I suppose I get a little sentimental.” She blinked hard, admirably attempting to cry, or at least give the impression of having done so.

			“I should work on dying more often. Maybe I’d warrant an occasional phone call that way.” The fan of wrinkles around Rose’s puckered mouth told me distaste was a habitual expression (though she may have been a smoker). The icy stare she flashed Linda said that, physical frailty aside, Rose was no pushover.

			Linda drew back, shock flitting over her face before she thought to laugh lightly.

			“You’re terrible, Auntie Rose. I call all the time! It’s just hard to catch you with the time difference.” Linda threw a long-suffering smile at Brynn—maybe she saw her as her best ally?—and retrieved her martini, which she carried back to the seat Rose was settling into. “I made you a cocktail, by the way. Three olives and a splash of brine, just how you like it.”

			“Thank you.” Rose’s expression didn’t soften in the slightest, but she reached for the drink and took a long draught. “I appreciate that.”

			“Of course. You deserve it,” Linda minced, then returned to her seat. I could have been imagining it, but I thought I caught a hint of triumph in the twist of her lips. The fact that I wasn’t quite sure what point she’d scored unnerved me slightly. These people were all wearing masks, and while I thought I could see through some of them, they kept switching them out at a moment’s notice. How was I supposed to know how to play this when there are so many players in the game, and I can’t quite understand their motives? Given a little time, I was sure I could read any one of them, but as a group…

			I was trying to decide the best approach to take with the tiny yet formidable Rose when the far door opened.

			“Parker, sweetie, there you are.” Linda rose yet again—dinners like this must constitute half her workout regimen—and moved to kiss Parker on the cheek, then pulled back, fixing a faux-stern glare on the man who had to be her son.

			Which really? This is why I didn’t let myself get distracted by butterflies. At best, they disappeared eventually. At worst, they tricked you into willingly putting yourself around people like her. Linda hadn’t done anything particularly egregious yet, but some sixth sense—not magical, one that subconsciously noted micromovements and changes in intonation I hadn’t fully sifted through yet—was telling me to steer clear of her.

			“You know how much your Auntie Rose hates tardiness.” Linda stabbed a finger in Parker’s chest.

			“I told you I’d only be five minutes, Mother.” He rolled his eyes indulgently, then crossed the room and bent to give Rose a kiss on one crumpled-silk cheek. She leaned into it, face softening ever so slightly. “And I think she’ll forgive me this once, since otherwise I’d have been dining in my boxers.”

			“Park-er!” Linda singsonged.

			“Oh for god’s sake, Linda, no one believes in your modesty,” Rose said, voice sharp.

			Parker leaned lower, eyes locking onto his great-aunt’s.

			“How are you feeling tonight, Aunt Rose? Can I get you anything?”

			Was the warmth in his eyes as he looked at the old woman genuine, or did I just want to believe that?

			“I’m fine, Parker, just fine,” she said, taking him in. “Don’t you worry about me.”

			“I know better than to do that,” he assured her, and she chuckled, clearly delighted, reaching out to pat the hand he’d rested on the arm of her chair. “Are you going to give me a chance to redeem myself at the cribbage board later?”

			“Maybe if you’re lucky,” she retorted, squeezing his smooth, strong fingers with her own, twisted and gnarled by time. With a last smile at his great-aunt, he moved down the table to a seat opposite his mother, eyes never meeting mine.

			That didn’t feel great. Either he’d been playing me before, in the garden, or he was distancing himself deliberately now, neither of which seemed like a good sign.

			But I couldn’t dwell on it. I flicked Cassie a gaze and she gave the tiniest nod. We turned as one toward Rose.

			“Mrs. Berwyn, I wanted to take the chance to formally—”

			“Dear god, don’t suffocate the woman. Is there a reason the two of you are huddled around my poor cousin like a pair of carrion crows?”

			Navy Blazer twisted his thin upper lip as he raked his eyes first over Cassie, who wilted slightly under his open hostility, then over me.

			“I asked for the Bishops to be seated near me, Callum,” Rose said, reaching for her martini. “Which you might know if you’d bothered to arrive on time.”

			“I came as quickly as I could, Rose,” he said, a taut smile that fooled no one stretching his lips. “Unfortunately the needs of an entire hedge fund simply refuse to recognize your down-to-the-second dinner hour scheduling.”

			“Is that what you’re calling your little distraction?” She sipped her drink, lips twisting maliciously. “It’s a hedge fund now?”

			“That’s what I run, Rose.” Callum’s jaw twitched, even his fake smile long gone.

			“What an important name for losing other people’s money. I’m sure my cousin Peter would have been so proud of how impressively you’ve frittered away his bequest.”

			“I built this fund myself,” Callum bit out. “My father would be proud of that.”

			“It must feel nice to believe that.” Rose smiled caustically and sipped her drink again. Her eyes sparkled brighter, as though the acid the two of them were spitting at each other was reviving her.

			Jesus fuck, no wonder we were getting paid a ludicrous amount to be here. I could feel my heart racing even though hardly any of the bile was even aimed in my direction.

			And then Rose’s ice-chip eyes were on me.

			“So. What do you have to say for yourself, Victoria? Or is it Cassandra?”

			“Victoria,” I sputtered, choking a little on my own name. Which, great first impression, Tor. Way to project confidence.

			“I did want to ask you about the girls, Auntie Rose,” Linda said, running her finger along the back of the butter knife at her place. “I know you like a little fun with all your mystical…pursuits”—Linda waggled her fingers in the air, turning the entire occult into jazz hands. Which, not like I disagreed, but still rude—“but is this really the right time to bring strangers into the house?” She turned a wide-eyed gaze on her aunt, all concern, then flashed a pitying smile at Cassie and me. “I’m sure the Bishop name sounds impressive at first blush, but then…wasn’t the whole lesson of the witch trials that none of those poor women had done anything magical at all? That it was all just a bunch of personal grudges? Or am I forgetting my history?”

			Judas. I darted a glare at Parker, but his eyes were resolutely on his mother. I knew I shouldn’t have said that. I’d known the minute it came out of my mouth. But at least my blabbering had helped clarify things: The first thing he’d done was go tell Mommy exactly what I’d said, presumably to help her cause. Linda clearly couldn’t be trusted, and neither could he.

			And the argument—damning though it was—was one I’d made to Cassie more than once, that our storied heritage wasn’t just dubious, it missed the entire fucking point. If Rose was as shrewd as those eyes implied, having it out in the open from the jump might not be the worst thing. I just needed to find the right way to shut Linda down while simultaneously reassuring our hostess that yes, she could trust us with however much money she had lying around in her multitude of precious antique sofas. But before I got there, Cassie cleared her throat.

			“None of us can know whether any of the accused actually had magic,” Cassie said, eyes trained on a point just above her plate, tone thoughtful. “What I do know is that it’s available to all of us. Magic exists with or without our participation. Harnessing that magic may or may not be something Bridget Bishop did, but the violence that was enacted on her has a way of…creating a tear, if that makes sense. A rip in the fabric between the planes. The people who loved her would have been at the center of that torn fabric. Their pain, and the rebounding effects of the undeserved violence that Bridget suffered, would have opened them up to the universal magic, even if they didn’t realize it at the time.” Cassie looked up, locking her gaze onto Linda’s. “Whether or not Bridget had magic herself, we inherited the power of what was done to her.”

			“Am I the only one who thinks that sounds utterly ludicrous?” Callum sniffed, leaning back and throwing an ankle over his knee in an exaggerated pantomime of boredom.

			“I can’t possibly know, Callum,” Rose said tartly. “I can guess that a mind as narrow as yours wouldn’t be particularly receptive to ideas you haven’t been spoon-fed over a lifetime, but as to everyone else’s minds? Who can say.”

			She turned to Cassie, pale blue eyes flickering.

			“Of course, I likewise can’t guess how much of what this young woman has said—it’s Cassandra, yes?”

			“That’s right,” Cassie whispered.

			“—of what Cassandra has said is true, and how much of it is clever, well-rehearsed pablum.”

			“Mrs. Berwyn, I promise you, we’re not here to take advant—” I started, but she lifted a hand, turning her vulture gaze on me.

			“Still, I’m sure you understand why I’d like to feel certain. As Linda so self-servingly pointed out, the two of you are unknown quantities.”

			“I suppose that’s true. Is there something you’d like to know about us? We’re happy to answer any questions you have.” In my lap, I twisted my fists into the frothy fabric of my skirt. Suddenly it felt ridiculous to have tried to sway this sharp, unpleasant old woman with the power of fashion.

			“Oh, I know plenty of facts. Brynn’s excellent with the…What’s the word again?” She turned to Brynn, standing silent in the corner of the room.

			“Google?”

			“That’s it. Google. I know plenty about you. What I don’t know is whether the two of you are really as talented as she’d have me believe, or whether you’re a couple of very accomplished charlatans.”

			“Is there…some way we can reassure you on that point?”

			“I’d like you to do a reading. Right here, right now. If you catch my interest, I’ll consider keeping you around. If not…I’m afraid we’ll be saying goodbye after tonight.”
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				Cassie

			
			A stunned silence fell across the table like the drape of an altar cloth, both anticipatory and ceremonial. I’d expected this dinner to be a low-pressure meet-and-greet with Brynn and Mrs. Berwyn, to let our new employer get the measure of us before we started talking magic. Instead, it was a torrent of incompatible energies, and I hadn’t had the chance to shore up my psychic defenses. Tori clearly had her guard up, given the wary but familiar way her gaze skimmed over the assemblage before all that bickering even kicked up. My sister could be like that in new surroundings, careful as an orb weaver venturing beyond her web. A helpful quality, generally, but I felt a brief, tingling rush of annoyance at her for not being clearer with her pre-dinner warning.

			But whatever game this was, I abruptly realized it was a lot closer to Survivor than The Great British Bake Off, sprawling mansion notwithstanding. Maybe even Clue, given the intense, borderline creepy cook in the mix—I could imagine Marta lurking in the shadows, an ominous silhouette with the outline of a cleaver in hand. And Tori and me, cast in the role of hapless newcomers.

			Game on, I thought, drawing myself up. This was what we were born to do, after all, no matter how hostile the audience.

			So when Tori caught my gaze—panic sparkling in her eyes like black ice, her face a subtle question that anyone else would have missed—I mustered up the confidence that came with our blood legacy and delved into my sweater pocket for the velvet drawstring bag that held my deck, pushing back my elaborate place setting to make room.

			“It would be my pleasure to read for you, Mrs. Berwyn,” I said, giving her an open smile even as I registered the surprise in those shrewd eyes—she clearly hadn’t expected either of us to be up to the challenge. But family tradition witches were the Girl Scouts of the occult community. Or possibly the Swiss Army knives? Either way, whether you needed a multipurpose knot or a peek into the future, us famtrads came prepared.

			“Though I do usually prefer a more private setting,” I added, “so the energetic flows don’t get tangled up.” Because your first cousin once removed, or whatever the hell that’s even called, feels like a bunch of electric eels in a very tiny tank, I wanted to add but didn’t. Also Stepford Linda over there is actually three wasp nests in a designer pantsuit. So far, only Parker didn’t make me want to shed my skin—but who knew, the night was young! “Maybe you’d like your family to give us a moment while I read for you?”

			“Oh, no, that won’t be necessary,” Rose said, practically crowing with glee. What had happened to curdle this woman into such barely subdued malice, I wondered, just as Callum gave a derisive snort.

			Maybe that was all it took. This wake of vultures, either pretending to care about her or not even bothering to hide their contempt. The monstrous candelabra set in the middle of the table—so layered with hardened wax that it might have been procured from some Gothic monastery—threw every scornful expression into stark relief.

			I could feel myself soften with the profound sadness of how lonely she must be, even—especially—surrounded by all of them. I’d always wished Tori and I had any extended family, but if this was what it looked like in practice, maybe we’d been better off with just each other.

			“And neither will that shoddy deck of yours,” Rose went on. I’d been shuffling my cards by rote, infusing them with benign intent, but I froze at that. “My eyes might be going, but even I can still spot mass-produced schlock. Those brazen colors, on top of all that frivolous modern nonsense?” She wrinkled her nose, crepey cheeks bursting into a tracery of folds. “I like my arcana traditional, thank you very much. Brynn, would you fetch my deck? You’ll know where.”

			I wavered, anxiety crawling up my throat at the idea of handling someone else’s cards, and worse, ignoring my own when they were right there. It felt like emotional cheating. I’d cultivated a long-term relationship with this deck and its imagery, all riotous florals and regal fauna, and it wasn’t mass-produced. It had been designed by a Salem artist, its limited production funded via Kickstarter. Though I doubted that distinction would endear itself to Rose either.

			“Sorry, but that won’t work for us,” Tori cut in just as Brynn pushed back from the table. I shot my sister a grateful look, though a rebellious part of me wished she hadn’t felt such a predictable urge to come galloping to my rescue. “Cassie feels strongly about the sanctity of a reader’s deck, Mrs. Berwyn. And so do I.” That last part was patent bullshit, but not the moment for splitting hairs. “Kicking things off by breaking with Bishop family tradition undermines the intent of our partnership, don’t you think?”

			“Oh, for crying out loud,” Linda muttered under her breath, and I suppressed a smile, because that was the perfect, most helpful reaction. I wouldn’t have thought of it myself, but I could see why Tori had phrased it that way, deftly shuffling us over to Rose’s side of the board, positioning us as members of her team rather than the opposition.

			Rose’s arctic blue eyes flicked back and forth between us as she considered, folding her hands in front of her—her knuckles reddened and gnarled with arthritis, the gesture clearly habitual enough that even pain didn’t deter it. I covered her clasped hands with one of mine, taking care not to hurt her. Her liver-spotted skin felt like suede under my palm, and she flinched, as if unaccustomed to spontaneous affection. But I didn’t pull back, and neither did she, her eyes thawing a fraction.

			“I understand,” I said softly, awash with tenderness for someone so deprived of the small, animal comfort of casual touch. “We practitioners can be very set in our ways, and that can be a good thing. It carves a reliable path for the magic to follow. But I’m the reader tonight, Mrs. Berwyn, and so it will have to be my deck.”

			Mutiny flashed in her eyes, and I felt a flare of panic as I teetered on the edge of losing her. Then Brynn, still lingering by the door, caught my eye over Rose’s shoulder and tipped me the tiniest wink of encouragement. Faint but heartening, like the silvery moonlight filtering through the rippled glass of the dining room windows.

			“But I also understand that we’re asserting guest right at your hearth,” I soldiered on, trotting out antiquated language on a hunch that it would put an elderly occultist like her at ease. “And this space must be steeped in your rites and practices, which naturally follow your own rules. I wouldn’t want to interfere with that kind of established flow. So why don’t we split the difference. We use my deck, but you cut and draw. Shared control. A show of mutual respect for the benefit of all the presences, seen and unseen, gathered in this room.”

			Callum barked out a harsh laugh, but that was good—that was what I’d wanted. Rose pondered, long enough that the room’s flickering shadows turned sinister, angular and reaching, as if they were a living, hungry part of this ancestral manse.

			“Mutual respect,” she murmured, an approving glint in her eye. She withdrew her hands, but it was only to relax back into her throne of a chair. Whatever kind of test this had been, I’d passed at least this first part. “I could do with more of that, especially from someone with an actual spine. Precious little of that to go around these days, with a few notable exceptions.” She flung a fond look at Brynn, who’d drifted back over to her chair. “Go on, then, girl. Let’s have it your way.”

			“Our way,” I corrected gently, and she smiled back at me, a mischievous grin undimmed by age. I picked up the deck and shuffled the cards one more time, then pressed them to my heart before setting them down. “Would you like me to use crystals, too? Something simple, to enhance emotional openness and psychic acuity? There are…many competing energies in this room. Crystals would be helpful in terms of clarifying them.”

			Callum snorted like a truffle pig—the man really needed to get his sinuses checked—but Rose’s sparse eyebrows peaked with interest. “I suppose it can’t hurt. What did you have in mind?”

			“Clear quartz for amplification, selenite for cleansing. Would that be alright?”

			Rose’s head dipped with grudging respect. “I couldn’t have chosen better myself,” she said. “Victoria, fetch the crystals for your sister.”

			“Oh, no, that won’t be necessary,” I said hastily, feeling Tori seething at the command. “I always carry the basics on me. So they can absorb my own energy signature throughout the day.”

			“My holistic coach swears by that, too!” Linda chimed in, sounding enthused for the first time. “Apparently it works wonders for anxiety and depression.”

			“Don’t you already have a dedicated medicine cabinet for those, not to mention an entourage of doctors? Throwing in a bunch of rocks seems like overkill,” Callum sniped. Linda clenched her jaw, her lips tightening.

			Feeling a pang of sympathy for her—there was nothing wrong with drawing on different disciplines for health, only judgmental assholes did that kind of gatekeeping—I plunged back into my pocket and scooped out the crystals, their familiar shapes warm from my own body heat. I set them on either side of the cards, and even just the two seemed to shift the atmosphere of the room, the quartz glittering like a shard of fallen star, the selenite its milkier twin.

			Then I scooped the deck back up and shifted my gaze to Rose. “Normally I wouldn’t ask, so as not to sway the reading, but since we’re doing this together—what question would you put to the cards?”

			Her expression turned crafty again, the storybook witch emerging from the cave. “I should think that would be obvious,” she proclaimed. “Whom here can I afford to trust?”

			I caught my breath, exchanging a fleeting glance with Tori, the unspoken equivalent of What in the actual fuck have we gotten ourselves into? Answering ripples of shock and fury raced down the table, but only Callum took it upon himself to object.

			“Rose, this is outrageous,” he hissed, hunching forward. “I know you’ve always liked a two-bit circus, and that’s your business, but this is beyond any rational person’s—”

			“Then leave,” Rose said, quiet but so trenchant the words sliced right through the hushed conversation between Linda and Parker, huddled at their end of the table. “This room, or better yet, my property entire. I’m sure your little hedge maze positively yearns for your ministrations in person.”

			“Hedge. Fund,” Callum ground out through clenched teeth, his already ruddy jowls splotching even darker, and I could have sworn I saw Parker bite the inside of his cheek to keep from laughing.

			She swatted the correction away. “Whichever manner of hedge. If you don’t wish to hear what’s said tonight, that’s your prerogative.”

			Callum shot me a venomous look, then subsided into a silent glower.

			“In that case,” I said, my skin still itching from the spiky energy of the room, “we’ll go with the Guiding Star spread. As I’m sure you know, the cards can’t answer that kind of direct query with something like a name. But they can offer a constellation of influences for your consideration, to help guide you toward the answer.”

			Rose squinted, skeptical but willing to indulge me. “I’ve not heard of that one. More newfangled nonsense, no doubt. But the floor is yours, Cassandra. Go on, tell me how it works.”

			I handed her the deck, cringing inwardly as her knobby fingers curled around it—that foreign touch on my cards still felt like an intrusion, even if I understood the need for the concession. As she cut the deck, I noticed that her nails were longer than I’d have expected, immaculate ovals polished a cloudy, delicate pink like strawberry milk. A professional manicure, on someone who clearly didn’t have the strength to get out much, and definitely not for that kind of luxury. It was most likely Brynn’s handiwork, and the thought of how painstaking she must have been to avoid hurting Rose’s joints told me without words that this was an act of love—a gesture that went well beyond transactional caregiving.

			Not that I’d really doubted it, remembering Brynn’s face at the Faire of Darkness when she talked about Rose’s dead son. There was a connection strung between these two, resilient as spider silk.

			“You’ll want to draw five cards,” I instructed Rose as she cut the deck. “The first goes in the middle, and the other four around it at the cardinal directions. Like a compass with a center point.”

			She gave me a jerky, distracted nod, concentrating on drawing the cards and setting them down with as little tremor as possible. I kept my own hands folded on the tabletop, making it clear that I wasn’t engaging in any sleight of hand.

			“We’ll start with this one, true north,” I said, indicating the topmost card without touching it. “That card represents what’s in your heart. The enduring flame of your deepest desire.”

			Rose flipped it over, revealing the five of cups. Idina, the artist, had rendered the cups with cut-glass brilliance, some of them shattered or tipped over as they clustered around a cowled woman on her knees, her head buried in her hands, her shadow sprawling long behind her.

			“The cups, as you know, are the suit of emotion,” I said to Rose, my throat tightening as a scowl tugged at the corners of her mouth. She clearly knew what this card meant; Idina had kept the traditional Rider Waite imagery mostly intact. “This five indicates a backward focus, a fixation on some terrible grief looming in the past. An inability to slip out from beneath the suffocating shadow of loss.”

			Rose’s scowl darkened, enough that I shrank into myself even though I hadn’t said anything that wasn’t true.

			“I do hope you have something better up your sleeve than the dread shadow of the past, when it comes to someone who’s accumulated quite as much of it as I have,” she snapped. “How terribly trite and obvious. Perhaps this was a mistake, after all.”

			I squared my shoulders, refusing to be cowed. It wasn’t the first time someone had reacted negatively to one of my readings; lashing out when something struck at the very core of you was natural.

			“I think you’ll find the deepest meaning of this card lies in its placement,” I said softly. The card clearly referred to the unresolved trauma of her son’s death, but there was no way for me to bring that up without betraying what Brynn had shared in confidence. “In a way, your innermost self loves this grief, clings to it because it’s all you have left of whatever—whoever—it is you lost. But on another level, you yearn for the true peace of letting go, of finally righting the wrongs that haunt you in the darkest hours.”

			I mustered a smile, trying to radiate my understanding of just how complicated an ambivalent loss could be. I had a very-likely-dead mother of my own who occupied a very similar place in my heart. “As my sister likes to say, both things can be true.”

			I glanced over at Tori, reassured by her solemn face, the tiny nod that only I caught. When I looked back at Rose, her eyes were glossed with held-back tears. Tight-lipped, she jutted her chin back at the spread. I directed her toward the easternmost card. “The next one stands for a powerful influence entrenched in your world, embodying the strongest intent around you. Someone of long tenure, accustomed to their place in your personal constellation. And here we have…the six of pentacles, reversed.”

			This one was rendered as a series of ornate flowers blooming on a vine, each blossom cupping a pentacle at its center. Right side up, it would have meant generosity and nurturing, the sanctified act of giving care. My mind flew to Brynn, the attentive way she tended to her employer, her charge, her friend. But reversed, the card reflected a chokevine dynamic—a manipulative force, acts of service warped into a form of control, even exploitation. How could that mean Brynn, so invested in Rose’s happiness that she took the time to paint the old woman’s nails? Could it be Marta, who’d probably been around much longer? What was more nurturing than feeding someone…unless you had some other, more sinister agenda in play?

			But there was someone else it could have been. Someone even likelier.

			“Given its placement, this card represents a powerful will,” I concluded, thinking of the way Linda had bustled over to her Auntie Rose, plying her with cocktails and simpering at her with those calculating eyes. “Self-interest, disguised as concern for another’s well-being. Does that strike a chord with you, Mrs. Berwyn?”

			“Oh, I’d say more an entire percussion section,” she cackled, shooting a spiteful glance down the table at her niece, who was staring into the depths of her own cocktail, her bony hands splayed on the tablecloth. “Though who can say for certain, isn’t that right, Linda? Hard to hear much of anything down the line, what with all that time difference in the way. Do let’s go on, Cassandra. I think I’m beginning to enjoy myself!”

			The next card indicated a complicating factor, and Rose turned up the eight of swords—one of the few cards I hated in any form, in any deck. It was beautiful, like all of Idina’s interpretations, no matter how dismal the meaning. A Ulysses butterfly, its delicate blue wings speared through with thorns.

			“Isolation and entrapment,” I told Rose. “The bonds of duty, in the form of both spiritual and physical confines. Here, I believe it reflects the complication of your environment, when it comes to knowing who to trust. Maybe you feel trapped, behind bars both literal and metaphysical. But given where this card sits…” I cocked my head, trying to phrase it without provoking her. “It might, in some ways, be a prison of your making, too. Or at least the perception of one.”

			“Not a great deal new there,” she conceded, with surprising grace, “though it is gratifying that even the powers beyond the veil sympathize with my lot. And this next one?”

			“The second-to-last position reflects what you should fear,” I said, trepidation creeping up my throat as Rose turned over the King of Pentacles, reversed. Idina had painted him as a faceless monarch with an elaborate crown, a ruby-topped staff clutched in one hand. Around him, open coffers spewed an overwhelming hoard of flowers studded with pentacle-coin centers. “Right side up, this card suggests a person with abundant wealth and financial acumen. But reversed, the opposite is usually true. Someone venal and greedy, but inept. Blinded by an obsession with status and wealth that obliterates everything else around them.”

			I chanced a glimpse at Callum, since I might as well have poked him in the eye with the card. But there was no fist shaking or chair toppling, not even a spluttering rant. Instead, he went rigid, only the purplish crimson of his cheeks betraying any internal turmoil.

			It spooked me so much I’d have preferred a table flip. Better the enraged silverback doing obvious gorilla things you could defend yourself against.

			“My, my,” Rose marveled. “And they say the cards never give it to you straight! Let’s wrap this up, dear. What’s this last one for?”

			“The way forward,” I explained, a flush of satisfaction warming me as Rose revealed the Fool, romping in a field of vines and flowers as the moon waxed and waned through all its phases above her. I’d have to buy Idina a drink for having rendered the Fool as a woman with strawberry-blond waves only a little lighter than mine—exactly the kind of cosmic “coincidence” that meant the universe was not only listening, but nodding in agreement.

			Rose liked it, too, her worn face softening; she already knew what it would mean here. “Embracing a new relationship, a fresh start that marks a bold journey into the unknown,” I said, smiling at her, “with all the risks, wonder, and possibility that accompany an open heart.”

			A slow clap resounded through the dining room, so loud it made me jump.

			“Brava,” Callum said, the word so heavy with sarcasm it had acquired an additional load-bearing syllable. “A masterful performance, flawless casting in your little morality play. My aunt Rose, the embattled matriarch; you and your sister, swooping in on your brooms to rescue her from our predatory clutches. My cousin, Linda, the scheming shrew—and of course myself, the greedy villain.” He rolled his bloodshot eyes. “How original.”

			“Watch yourself, Callum,” Rose snapped. “Just because the girl has you pegged is no call for rudeness under my roof. She and Victoria haven’t even been here a full day, hardly long enough to form their own assessments of your character. It isn’t Cassandra’s fault that the cards know you for what you are.”

			He scoffed, propping himself up on crossed arms. “Well, I don’t know about the rest of you, but I didn’t come here to be judged by a pair of buskers. I mean, you heard her just now, that whole ‘wonderful new friends, auspicious beginnings!’ spiel. And look at those ridiculous fortuneteller costumes.” He swept a meaty hand at Tori, who was glaring daggers at him. “Sultry Wednesday Addams over there, and this one, playing the cherubic ingenue for all she’s worth.”

			What felt like all the blood in my body catapulted to my cheeks. He could slut-shame us all day without the arrow ever piercing; neither of us had ever suffered from a lack of confidence over how we dressed or looked. But the way Tori and I had capitalized on our appearance in the past, dangling the promise of a date or a flirty favor to tide us over when times were particularly tough, definitely landed in the neighborhood of what he was implying. The way he’d not quite said it, the suggestion clinging to the words like slimy lichen—it made those blurred lines feel like something close to shame.

			“I”—I blinked furiously, my sinuses stinging—“That isn’t what I—”

			“What my sister means to say is that we didn’t come here to be judged, either,” Tori shot back at him. “Cassie and I may be practitioners of an ancient craft, but you’ll find we’re also consummate professionals. So you can take your condescending snark and shove it right—”

			“Speaking of professional opinions,” Brynn cut in, walking over to set a hand on Rose’s shoulder. Tori subsided, jutting her chin the aggressive way she did when she’d crossed over into tinderbox territory. “I think tempers may be running a little high all around, what with so much excitement in one evening. Rose, what do you think of a change of plan—dinner in your rooms tonight, instead? I know this is all very thrilling and new. But we wouldn’t want to tire you out before Cassie and Tori even have the chance to settle in, hmm?”

			It was the diplomatic move, forcibly reminding all of us that Tori and I were guests here too—and that crotchety as she was, Rose was still a frail, elderly woman who’d recently had a health scare.

			“Much as I hate to admit it, I think that would be the prudent thing, my dear,” Rose said, tilting back to smile up at Brynn. Even in the dim light, her sunken face looked wan. “All that high dudgeon may not be quite what the doctor ordered.”

			She turned to me, a stubborn twinkle still in her eye, and I found that, even while I burned with residual humiliation, I liked this feisty woman. “Thank you for the reading, Cassandra. It was enlightening. I look forward to spending more time with you and Victoria in the days to come. Now, if you’ll all excuse me.”

			She hoisted herself up with Brynn’s help and shuffled over to the door.

			“I think I’ll turn in early, too,” I said. If I stayed, I was almost certainly going to cry, and I didn’t want to give anyone here the pleasure of seeing me melt down. “I hope everyone has a pleasant night.”
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			Half an hour later, when a light tap came at my door, I was snuggled under about an acre of floral duvet, self-soothing with one of my “swoonworthy alien barbarian” romances—a genre that never failed to hit, because honestly, how could it not. I frowned, sitting up against the cushioned headboard. Tori would have just slipped through the Jack-and-Jill bathroom. I’d even kept the bathroom door open, a comforting tunnel connecting us in this off-kilter place, and I hadn’t heard her come up yet.

			I could think of only one other person who knew where we were in this hulking house, and who might care how I was doing.

			Suppressing a silly flutter at the bottom of my belly, I stuffed my sexy feral aliens under the duvet and sprang out of bed. By the time I swung the door open for Brynn, I’d fluffed up my hair and wiped at the undersides of my eyes, making sure I was as streak-free as I was going to get.

			“Hey, Cassie,” Brynn said, giving me a solicitous once-over that seemed to linger on the slippage of my sweater, where it bared a slice of collarbone and shoulder. She held up a plate covered by a dome, which I’d only ever seen in movies. That kind of cover probably had a rich-people name, but damned if I knew what it was. “I thought you could use something to settle your stomach. It’s peanut butter and jelly, nothing fancy. I wasn’t sure if you’d be up for more. I just couldn’t imagine anything more horrific than going to bed hungry after a near-lethal dose of Callum.”

			I sputtered out a laugh, then bit my lip, stupidly overwhelmed by the kindness of the gesture. I did most of the cooking for Tori and me, and even in my romantic relationships, I couldn’t remember any of my exes so much as scrambling eggs for me. Not that this was a romantic thing—Brynn was clearly just being considerate. But she had bothered to do this for me and made it herself, unless Marta kept very unconventional hours.

			Brynn grimaced. “I’m sorry, are you— You’re not allergic to nuts, are you? And of course I should have asked if you even wanted anything. But you’ve had such a long day and a very long evening, and I—”

			“No, this is so lovely, thank you.” I took the plate from her, unable to suppress a smile at how cute it was to see someone so poised get flustered. “I’m starving, and Tori will happily tell you all about my peanut butter problem. This is exactly what I needed.”

			My eyes glossed over again, that shameful ache creeping back up my throat. Even through the haze, I could see Brynn’s face soften with sympathy.

			“Oh, Cassie. I’m sorry. Would you…maybe like a little company? Totally understandable if you’d rather be alone. But I, for one, could use a little decompressing.”

			The relief that swept over me felt disproportionate—I hadn’t realized how lonely and isolated I’d felt in my drafty, unfamiliar room, without Tori close by.

			“I’d love that,” I said, stepping aside to let her in. “I know I’m being silly, I just…I guess I’m still a little thrown by the way he…”

			“Acts like a ruthless bastard with complete disregard for other people’s feelings?” Brynn supplied, briskly plucking the plate back from my hands and setting it on the dainty writing desk tucked into one corner. “Normally, I’d reach for extenuating circumstances—boarding-school childhood, overbearing father, too much money, too little love, et cetera. But let’s just say I wouldn’t be surprised to learn that Baby Callum crawled around squishing ladybugs before he learned to walk.”

			I gasped in mock horror. “Not the ladybugs!”

			She nodded solemnly. “Leaving them alive might mean someone else gets to make a wish on one.” She headed toward the velvet-cushioned nook in the bay window, tossing me a coy smile over her shoulder. “Plus, they’re colorful and whimsical. Clearly not qualities he appreciates.”

			My heart rate bumped up as I followed her to the window seat, curling up into the opposite corner. The warped glass radiated cold, only a nominal barrier against the fall night. Even with the moon so close to full, glowing like a lantern, the thickly forested dark beyond the glass was so dense that I could barely make out the grounds, aside from the silvered silhouettes of enormous trees. But the sugar spill of stars was more than bright enough to illuminate the architecture of Brynn’s profile.

			“You know, Callum’s a lot more bark than bite,” she said, turning to me. “Try not to let him upset you—it’s exactly what he wants. Especially since you did such a wonderful job with the cards. Rose loved it. She couldn’t stop crowing over how gifted you are. You lifted her spirits, and that’s a rare thing these days.”

			A flush of delight drifted up my throat. “Did she really say that? It’s very kind of her. And I’m so glad she enjoyed it. I love tarot, it’s one of my favorite elements of our tradition.” My breath hitched. “I guess that’s why it hurt so much, what he said. Demeaning the practice that way.”

			She tilted her head in question. “What do you mean?”

			“It’s the subtext that bothers me. I hate that—this idea that magic, witchcraft itself, always comes down to some kind of feminine wiles. Women dancing with the devil, weaponizing sex. All that tired patriarchal bullshit men fall back on when something scares the shit out of them. Something sacred and real that actually, for fucking once, centers feminine divinity and power. Something that has nothing to do with them at all.”

			“Wow.” Brynn grinned at my vehemence, a slow, deliberate curve of lips over those strong teeth. “Tell me how you really feel, Cassie.”

			I deflated, slumping against the wood paneling. “Sorry. That was very soapboxy of me. I shouldn’t have—”

			She reached over and curled her fingers around my wrist. Her palm was very warm and pleasantly coarse, because of course she had to be strong, the caregiver who could easily manage Rose’s weight. “Of course you should have, Cassie,” she said, low and fierce, hazel eyes fixed on mine. “And for the record…”

			Those arresting eyes darkened, and the stirring I’d felt bloomed into a dancing flame, a candle cupped inside me. Careful, Cassie. She’s gorgeous and charming, but you don’t know her. Don’t leap before you look, like you always do.

			“I don’t think feminine wiles are anything to be ashamed of, either,” she said. “Celebrated, maybe. Worshipped, perhaps.”

			The atmosphere between us shifted, warming and melting like wax. In response, I leaned toward her the tiniest bit, close enough that I could smell soap, the delicate floral scent of her shampoo. Her gaze slid between my eyes, and with a languid, feline blink, her lips parted. My heart was pounding so hard, in heavy shudders, that I could feel it changing the rhythm of my breath.

			Then a long, whining creak sounded from the corridor beyond my door, so loud it seemed to echo through the room.

			“What the fuck?” I whispered to Brynn, eyes wide. “What was that?”

			She shook her head, looking equally spooked. “I don’t know. It could have just been the floorboards expanding? This whole house makes so much noise when it settles, especially when it gets cold. Or…”

			Or it could have been a footstep, someone listening in on us—but wouldn’t they have had to move away, eventually? Not to mention, I’d lived in a wide variety of rickety shitholes, and that hadn’t sounded like any normal house-settling sound I’d ever heard before.

			Given the fraught history of this house, maybe there was another possibility, something without such a mundane explanation.

			We both sat still for a moment, ears pricked, my arms rippling with goosebumps. But the sound didn’t repeat. I heard nothing but the clatter of regular footsteps up the stairs as someone else turned in for the night.

			That heady vibe between us evanesced, vanishing into the ether. I cleared my throat and we both straightened, leaning away from each other.

			“Well, whatever it was, I’ll take it as my cue,” Brynn said, crisply unfolding herself from the seat and striding toward the door. “I’ve kept you from that sandwich for too long. And from bed, you must be exhausted. Rose will want a bright and early start tomorrow.”

			I nodded, nibbling my lip. A mixture of disappointment and relief brewed inside me, because had I really just almost kissed our employer’s caregiver? Didn’t I know better than to fling myself at people at the first hint of attraction? Wasn’t that a lesson I’d learned the hard way too many times already? Just the idea of Tori’s reaction made me want to huddle under my duvet with the alien barbarians, possibly forever, safe from making any bad decisions that weren’t on the page.

			“Sandwich and sleep, definitely!” I agreed, leaping up myself. “Thanks again. For everything. I’ll see you tomorrow?”

			“Absolutely. Good night, Cassie.” She paused at the door, long enough to toss me a sparkling smile. “That was really nice, chatting with you. I hope we get to do it again.”
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			When Cassie had fled the dining room—her shoulders lowered precipitously, every muscle tense, clearly doing her best to hold it together—I wanted to follow. The ache in my center felt like a hook, pulling me toward her and the comfort I knew she needed—but I found my feet sticking firmly in place. Some instinct not to cede the battleground was fixing me there, even though it meant abandoning Cassie to the storm of emotions I could see bearing down on her, and—possibly worse—stranding myself with the circling vultures that passed for Rose’s family. Though after seeing Rose’s glee at Cassie’s tarot-mediated callout of Linda and Callum, I was starting to think that that was probably a genetic inheritance for the entire Berwyn lot.

			“Well, I for one need a drink. A strong one.”

			I turned to where Callum was rising from his seat, scoffing under his breath as he made his way to a bar cart in the corner topped with weighty crystal decanters and an artfully arranged trio of rocks glasses. He began lazily plucking ice from a squat silver bucket and dropping it unceremoniously into a glass before dousing the cubes in brown liquid and jamming the stopper carelessly back into the neck of the decanter.

			He flicked a sneer at me, and the fire that blazed through me in response thawed whatever had frozen me to the spot.

			“Great idea,” I said, flashing him a syrupy smile before making my way to the bar cart, where I did my best to appear nonchalant. Tiny brass placards hung around the neck of each decanter on delicate chains, labeling them Sherry, Brandy, Gin, and Whisky. I wasn’t a gin girl, wasn’t really sure what brandy tasted like, and sherry felt like a drink that should have been permanently stranded in a Victorian novel. So, whisky then. Which felt broad—were we talking bourbon (wonderful, no notes), or rye (acceptable in a pinch), or would I get punched in the mouth with a peaty scotch?—but needs must.

			I took a tentative sip of my drink. It didn’t taste familiar, exactly, but it felt smooth going down in a way nothing I’d ever drunk had, and it left behind a lingering burnt caramel flavor. Relieved, I took another, larger sip, stepping aside as Linda moved up behind me, a tight smile pinching her overfilled lips.

			“That was certainly interesting,” she murmured as she bent to retrieve an ornate little goblet from a lower shelf of the bar cart. She pulled the stopper on the sherry and poured, then took a delicate sip—her pinkie literally raised as she lifted the glass to her mouth—before turning to face me. “Did you two plan that little spectacle?”

			“I’m not sure what you mean,” I said, fighting a physical urge to retreat. Whatever veneer of politeness Linda had been wearing before had been stripped away, her eyes narrowing as they raked over me.

			“So we’re supposed to believe your sister just happened to turn up cards that she could twist into thinly veiled indictments of myself and my cousin? Spare me.” She laughed lightly, rolling her eyes. “You must see how convenient that appears, Victoria.”

			“Mother…” Linda turned to Parker, his brow lowering as he glared at her. She widened her eyes and gave an innocent shrug.

			“I’m just saying what we’re all thinking, sweetie.”

			“Really? Because I wasn’t thinking that.” Parker’s voice was low as he made his way to the bar cart and turned to catch my eye, his expression unreadable in the dim room. I couldn’t help but notice the way the shadows accentuated his strong jaw, his slightly unruly hair fully Heathcliffian in the flickering firelight. Something fluttered deep in my belly as I caught his eyes dropping, ever so briefly, to my lips…

			Jesus, Tori, snap out of it. Tortured chaos energy was Cassie’s weakness, not mine—and fuck if I needed the traitor’s help anyway.

			“Rose drew those cards herself, we all saw it. And Cassie explained the significance of each point in the spread before she flipped them over.” I tilted my head to one side, fixing the syrup-smile back on my face. “If you have an issue with the cards that were pulled, I think you should take it up with Rose.”

			“It wouldn’t have been hard to ensure the ones on top served your purposes.” One thin eyebrow flicked up a half inch before the weight of Botox in Linda’s forehead overcame it.

			“We’re witches, not card sharps,” I said, unable to keep the distaste this woman engendered in me from curling my upper lip. “Cassie interpreted the cards that came up. The ones Rose pulled.”

			“Yes, be reasonable, Linda,” Callum said. He’d moved a few feet away and was leaning languidly against the brocade wallpaper, eyes fixed on the drink he was swirling slowly. “Why go to all the trouble of planting specific cards in a tarot deck when you could simply spout explanations that served your purposes regardless?”

			“You really don’t understand how tarot works,” I said with a tiny laugh that I knew would annoy a man like Callum. Navy blazers with shirts unbuttoned hated women laughing at them.

			“You’re right about that. I spend my days in the real world, not playing pretend and taking advantage of old women.”

			“Excuse me?” My mouth dropped open.

			“Sorry, was I mumbling? I was saying I think you and your sister are con artists.”

			“Wow.” I blinked, unsure how to respond to such a direct attack.

			“Can we keep things civil? Auntie Rose asked Cassie and Tori to be here. She’s the one who wanted the reading…” Parker was speaking too gently and slowly, like a hostage negotiator trying to get the gun out of the crazed criminal’s hands.

			“I love how generous you are, sweetheart, but it can leave you with a bit of a blind spot.” Linda lifted a hand to her son’s cheek, cupping it with what she probably thought passed for tenderness. “Not everyone’s motives are as pure as yours.”

			“Oh for god’s— I’m not a child, Mother.”

			“Really? Have you finally graduated, then? Wonders never cease,” Callum muttered. Parker’s shoulders tensed.

			“I’m sure you’re aware that Ph.D. programs take some time, Callum. And to finish my thought, I don’t think Tori and Cassie’s motives are even relevant. Aunt Rose hired them. If tarot readings make her happy, what right do we have to weigh in?” Parker took a sudden step backward, nose wrinkling. Linda gave a prissy little exhale as her hand wrenched away. That warmth in my core flared again—he wasn’t chaotic, he was reasonable. He was on our side.

			Then I glanced around at the ominous setting and the cruel sneers on Rose’s remaining relatives’ faces and forced myself back to reality. This was emphatically not the time to let Parker’s masculine beauty distract me.

			“As her family, it’s not only our right, but our duty to make sure she’s not taken advantage of,” Linda said, changing tack. Her eyes drifted to the ceiling, as though she were contemplating beatitudes, or how much a gut-reno would cost.

			“For once, I agree with Linda,” Callum said. “Rose may have brought them in as entertainment”—his narrowed eyes flicked toward me for a long moment—“but that doesn’t mean they’re not trying to take advantage. She’s a sick old woman, she’s very suggestible right now, if you ask me, some people might see that as an opportunity.”

			“I’m really not sure how—” Parker began, but I coughed loudly, cutting him off.

			“I’m sorry that Rose doesn’t trust you.” I made a point of smiling slightly, the better to infuriate Callum.

			Callum’s heavy brow lowered.

			“That much was very clear well before the tarot deck came out. I’d imagine the cards that, again, Rose drew reflected her own feelings about the current situation. Who she can trust…and who she can’t.” I turned to Linda, arching one eyebrow.

			“I never!” she murmured, hand flying to her throat.

			“We’re here to provide Rose with some much-needed distraction, it’s true. By helping her engage with a lifelong passion during a difficult time. I’m sorry if you feel threatened by Cassie’s and my gift, but I assure you, the only skin we have in the game is helping Rose find comfort in whatever way she would prefer. If our work happens to clarify some of her feelings regarding the people in her life, that’s just a bonus.”

			“Hmmph!” Linda actually sniffed, like some offended aunt managing her niece’s marital prospects, then shook her head slowly, eyebrows tenting in an approximation of pity. “How disappointing. Though not surprising, I suppose. Rose always has gotten a perverse kick out of slumming it. I just hope it doesn’t turn around and bite her this time.”

			My breath caught. I’d been called a lot of things in my time, but Linda’s cool, disinterested perusal as she drained her sherry, the word slumming still echoing in my ears, made me feel vulnerable in a way I couldn’t remember ever feeling. I forced myself to pull my arms away from where they’d unconsciously wrapped tight around my middle.

			“I think I’ll head up,” she said, delicately placing the glass on the edge of the bar cart. “This evening has been…tiring.”

			With that she turned, leaving another perfectly circular imprint on the carpet, and strode out through the pocket doors at the far side of the room.

			“Excellent idea,” Callum muttered, moving to the bar to refill his glass nearly to the brim. He took a slow sip, then a sudden step toward me, so that his tanned sneer hovered just inches above my face. He was so close that I could smell whisky on his breath, mixed with something slightly sour, and the bulk of him—broad shoulders, a height I hadn’t fully appreciated before—was unnervingly apparent at close quarters. “As far as feeling threatened, the only ones who should be worried here are you and your sister, Victoria. I’m watching you. Both of you. And if I don’t like what I see…well, I can’t be responsible for what happens.”

			I somehow managed to stay upright until he’d lumbered out after Linda, then collapsed into the nearest chair. Luckily, I hadn’t filled my glass too full; the hand holding it was shaking violently, rage and shame overloading my circuits.

			I was used to people treating me like trash. Watching too closely as I considered my options in the clothing store, or giving me a disdainful look they probably didn’t even realize had crossed their face when I showed up to tour the apartment, or answer the Help Wanted sign, or any of a hundred other tiny, normal actions that most people did without feeling the weight of other people’s judgment, the acrid stench of Don’t let that one out of your sight they gave off curdling the atmosphere.

			But to be told point blank that I was trash who couldn’t be trusted was…surprisingly gutting. It’s not like I couldn’t guess what Linda and Callum thought of me. For someone who prided herself on cutting through bullshit, I was apparently much more heavily reliant on at least one form of it—the social contract of side-eye—than I’d realized.

			“Are you okay?”

			I turned and stared blankly at Parker, hovering awkwardly beside the bar cart, brow wrinkled in a mix of concern and what was most likely embarrassment. I just blinked, unable to formulate a response.

			“I’m really sorry about that. I didn’t realize…I mean, Callum’s always been a bully, and my mom has some very…elitist ideas. But I never thought…” He bit his lower lip, wincing. “I can’t believe they acted that way.”

			“Oh?” I took a long, steadying sip of the whisky. “Then I guess I’m glad I could serve as a learning moment for you.”

			His wince deepened. Which plucked at something in the middle of my ribcage again—the guilt gave his handsome features a boyish air that was unfairly endearing—but I resolutely ignored that. We were in a nest of vipers, clearly, and he was of the same serpentine stock. There’s no way he really cared about how I felt.

			“I think I’ll head up, too,” I said, rising. Thankfully, my hands seemed to have steadied.

			“Before you go…”

			I turned and flashed Parker an unsubtle Get on with it expression.

			“I just want you to know that I’m glad Rose had you read the tarot. Or, well…Cassie. They needed to hear that.”

			“Is that right.”

			“No, honestly. I’m not saying you doctored the cards or anything, by the way. But the reading she gave? Honestly, it was dead on. And I’m glad it’s out in the open now. Rose has her sharp edges…” Parker’s tongue moved around his cheek, working to dig out some diplomacy. “But she’s old, and even if she’d rather drop dead on the spot than admit it, I think she’s scared. I know what she thinks of Callum’s and my mom’s motives, and she’s not wrong, but I also know that she doesn’t want to be alone right now.”

			“So you’re saying you actually want my sister and me to threaten your inheritance? Excuse me for not quite buying that one.”

			“I’m saying I don’t want Rose to get strong-armed by Callum and Linda just because they’re technically family. Especially because neither of them needs a cent from anyone. I have no idea what she plans to do with her money, and honestly? I don’t really care.”

			“Oh, come on.”

			“No, really. My mom had family money even before she divorced my dad. Which was extremely lucrative for her.” A tiny bubble of triumph rose through me—I knew Parker had come from money. It was always nice to have my skills confirmed, though.

			“And you heard Rose at dinner. Callum had the kind of trust fund that let him build toy hedge funds instead of block towers.”

			In spite of myself, a gasp of a laugh slipped out. The corner of Parker’s mouth twitched up, a devilish spark lighting in those bright eyes. That effervescence I’d felt in the garden reawakened at the base of my spine—wry humor was my kryptonite—but I tried to ignore it. Trust no one, Tori. You’d think it wouldn’t be this hard to keep the lessons of a lifetime in mind.

			“You really don’t pull punches in this family, huh?”

			“Do you in yours?” He quirked a brow, his smirk pulling out a hint of a dimple.

			“Point taken. You were saying?”

			“I was saying Linda and Callum don’t need Rose’s money in the slightest, they’re just being…” His tongue pushed out between his lips in a charmingly unpolished thinking hard look.

			“Grasping?”

			“Exactly. Frankly, it’s kinda gross.” His nose wrinkled. “You may not believe this, but I love Rose. She’s…the closest thing I ever had to a grandma.” His Adam’s apple bobbed rapidly and he took a deep, steadying breath. “As far as I’m concerned, it would be a damned shame for such a smart, sharp-tongued woman to get taken advantage of at the very end of her life.”

			“And what if my sister and I are the ones taking advantage?” I turned toward him, throwing my shoulders back, defiance stiffening my spine.

			“But…I mean, you’re not, right?”

			“You believe that, do you?”

			Why was I doing this? Just because Parker had let me down before, that didn’t mean I needed to pick a fight with the only person here who had shown me even an ounce of consideration. Who was trying, even now, to make sure I knew I had an ally. And yet I couldn’t stop myself from saying the words. It was like picking a scab. I knew it was a mistake, knew I was only hurting myself, and yet the urge was undeniable. If you think I’m trash too, I will make you fucking say it.

			“I’m sorry, did I do something to piss you off? Because I’m…not really sure what’s happening here.” I scanned Parker’s face quickly, then forced myself to slow down and read the individual features—the furrowed brows, the wounded look in his large eyes, the counterintuitively relaxed jaw, as though he not only hadn’t braced himself but genuinely hadn’t seen the blow coming.

			I could be wrong—with him, I could clearly be wrong—but everything I was seeing told me he was genuinely hurt and confused.

			“I guess if I knew my family’s motives weren’t exactly pure, and I genuinely believed my great-aunt deserved some distraction, I wouldn’t run to my mother the first chance I got to arm her with the precise argument that would most easily undermine Cassie and me.”

			“Wait…what?”

			“Oh, come on. You expect me to believe she just happened to come up with that ‘Isn’t the lesson of the witch trials that they’re not real witches’ crap off the cuff? We spoke outside, then you turned around and told her everything you could about me.”

			“Tori, no. I swear, that’s not what happened.”

			“Forgive me if I don’t believe you.”

			“No, listen. Rose was the one who told everyone who you were. She got a huge kick out of watching Callum and my mom trying to wrap their heads around a pair of ‘practicing witches’ moving into the house for a few weeks. Maybe I should have said something before in the garden, but…we all already knew your names, your lineage, all of it. She even made Brynn show us your socials.”

			I froze my expression while I turned this over in my mind. It tracked with what I’d seen that evening—Rose’s propensity to play games, to try to get a rise out of people. And Brynn had even told us not to act too familiar with her—not only not to mention her son, but to not even use her first name. It wasn’t a stretch to guess that the information embargo wasn’t just Brynn thoughtfully warning us about her employer’s quirks, but that our coming in blind was actually by Rose’s express command.

			In fact, that little power struggle over which deck Cassie would use was clearly another game. Or, more accurately: a test.

			“Okay,” I finally said, nodding slowly. A part of me felt relief—I hadn’t sunk this massive opportunity with a single flirty joke—but more of me was consumed by a sudden, massive onslaught of anxiety, millions of crawling things pouring over my body all at once, their tiny feet prickling too fast and pervasively for me to shake off.

			One thing was clear: We couldn’t trust anyone here, least of all Rose. In fact, the best assumption was that anything we did or said might be some obscure test.

			“Do you want me to walk you to your room?” The warmth I’d felt in the garden suffused his features, but it had shifted slightly, flared into real heat. The air suddenly felt charged with possibility, and I couldn’t help but notice the way his hand had risen toward mine, the pull between us magnetic.

			The yes was so visceral it almost shot out of my mouth of its own accord, some animal part of me desperate to prolong the closeness with him. I could feel the intimacy crackling between us growing more potent by the second, could imagine how it would spark and bloom in the confined twists of the mansion’s dark hallways…But I recovered quickly, shaking my head and flashing a small smile. Trust. No one.

			“I can manage, thanks.”

			“Okay. And again…sorry about them.”

			“Don’t worry about it. We’ve dealt with way worse.” Parker smiled gratefully, raised his glass to me, and retreated, leaving me the privacy I needed to top off my own drink before heading out the opposite door, following the hallway carefully until I reached the back stairs.

			The door at the landing was open a crack, and I was about to push through it when some instinct froze me in place. I wasn’t sure if it was just the oppressive dark oozing from the hallway beyond, or lingering unease from the confrontation in the dining room, but I couldn’t shake a sense of threat. Breath held, I leaned toward the cracked door, forcing myself to peer around the edge. Nothing’s going to be there, Tori, I admonished myself. Just a bunch of creepy oil paintings and some dated décor. And yet, as I leaned closer, goosebumps stippled my arms.

			The hallway was darker than the staircase, the lights embedded in the baseboards dimmer and farther apart, but there was still more than enough illumination to pick out the looming figure standing mere feet away, back to me, body blurred by the gloom. Their head twisted slowly, first in one direction, then the other, before they leaned in, pressing an ear to a door. After a few long moments, the figure straightened, then, after another furtive glance in either direction, pressed a hand to the door, palm flat against the wood. After several long moments, they stepped away and retreated down the opposite hallway, hurried steps flickering in and out of view as they passed the sparse running lights, their form bizarrely insubstantial in motion.

			I lingered at the threshold for several long seconds, trying to bring my breathing back to normal. What had they been listening for? What had they done with their hand? Who was it? Abs clenched defensively, I pushed through the door and made my way to where they’d been standing…just outside my room.

			Using my phone’s flashlight, I scanned the surface of the door briefly, searching for…honestly, who knew. A listening device? Signs of a hex? Some buried part of me knew how ridiculous I was being, how paranoid, but the rest of me could feel the shadows crawling over my skin, searching for some point of entry. Gulping, I threw the door open and pushed it shut hard behind me, switching the light on. It was exactly as I’d left it, and a quick search inside the wardrobe and beneath the bed confirmed that no one was lying in wait. Still, I couldn’t shake the uneasy feeling. Deliberately, I flicked the lock on the door, then crept through the bathroom to Cassie’s room. She moaned lightly as the light from my phone passed over her sleeping features, but she didn’t wake as I locked her door too. Breathing shakily, I made my way back to my room, forcing myself to undress, slide into bed, and douse the protective ward of the light. This was ridiculous. There was nothing dangerous here. Nothing to be afraid of. And yet…

			I hadn’t been lying to Parker, we had dealt with worse than Callum and Linda. I just wasn’t sure we’d dealt with worse than this…whatever this was.
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			I sat up sharply, breath coming fast, the heavy bedding in the guest room tangling around my limbs like a shroud. It took me a solid five seconds of staring blindly around the unfamiliar space, movements jerky with anxiety, to realize where I was—the taxidermy room—and what was actually happening—someone knocking at the door. The sharp, staccato sound had worked its way into the anxiety dreams I’d been cycling through all night as some new and terrible threat, but thankfully they were already dissolving in the gray light creeping in around the heavy curtains.

			I stumbled to the door, the sudden retreat of adrenaline leaving me leaden, and pulled it open a crack to peer into the darkened hallway.

			“Sorry. I woke you, didn’t I?” Brynn smiled apologetically.

			“It’s no problem,” I mumbled, blinking rapidly in an attempt to bring my brain online. “Did you need something?”

			“Not yet, but I wanted to give you and Cassie a chance to prepare. Rose is a very early riser, and I’m sure she’ll want to see you two sooner than later.”

			“Oh…what time is it?”

			“A quarter to six.” Brynn grimaced. “But I made coffee,” she added, lifting the tray she’d been holding. “And toast.”

			“Right. Okay. I mean…thank you.” No wonder my entire body felt like a sodden sandbag, 5:45 was a genuinely ungodly hour to be awake. I stepped back, opening the door far enough to take the tray from Brynn’s hands. “We’ll be ready.”

			“Awesome. And…sorry. I would have told you last night, but I figured that was already a lot to process.”

			“Not your fault. Anyway, that’s why they invented coffee, right?”

			Brynn smiled, commiseratory.

			“Alright. I’ll be back for you soon.” With that, she turned and strode down the hallway, her crisp, efficient bearing not dampened in the slightest by such pedestrian concerns as the absolute ass-crack of dawn.

			I allowed myself a few sips of coffee before I made my way through the bathroom to Cassie’s room, rubbing her shoulder lightly, then more insistently, until she groaned herself awake.

			“Tori?” She blinked, confused, then sat up sharply. “Is something wrong? What time is it?”

			“It’s stupid early. And nothing’s wrong, at least not yet. But Brynn just came by, we’re going to need to be on for Rose in…” I considered for a moment. Brynn hadn’t actually supplied a timeline. “Soon. But she brought coffee.”

			Cassie nodded, then robotically swung her legs over the side of the bed. Her eyes were still puffy with sleep, and exhaustion had softened the edges of her features in a way that reminded me of the little girl she’d been. Ache bloomed beneath my sternum, the need to protect her from whatever this thing was that I’d signed us up for suddenly unignorable, its petals unfurling into every corner of my chest.

			“Here, take mine,” I said, handing her the still steaming mug, which she sipped gratefully. “Just focus on waking up, I’ll get ready first.”

			By the time we’d plodded through our morning routines, dressed, and put away enough coffee to manage something like sentience, the light seeping into the rooms had taken on the golden hue of a fall morning. Cassie was leaning over her gilt clamshell, carefully swiping mascara over her eyelashes, when I heard another sharp knock on my bedroom door.

			“I’m guessing that’s Brynn,” she murmured, not looking away from her task.

			“Probably. But listen, before we go…did you want to talk about last night?”

			“What about it?” She turned to look at me full-on. It was one of the things I loved best about Cassie, the way she gave her full attention. She certainly hadn’t learned it from me.

			“Just…are you okay? It was a little intense.”

			“I am,” she said slowly. “Brynn and I talked a bit before I went to bed, which helped.”

			“Okay, well, if anything feels off today, or, you know…if you’re not comfortable, just give me a signal and I’ll take point, okay?”

			“Sure, but I don’t know why it would.” She frowned, clearly puzzled by my somber tone. “Tori, what aren’t you telling me?”

			I mentally revisited the conversation in the dining room the night before, Linda and Callum’s hostility, Parker’s maybe-support—if  I could actually trust him, still very much an open question—and what he’d told me about Rose, the way she was playing with us just as much as with her relatives.

			“Tori?”

			“It’s nothing,” I said, taking the excuse of more coffee to cover my expression. Cassie had held her own last night, frankly better than I’d managed to. And the more I thought about it, her absolute faith in our powers was quite possibly the best approach to take with Rose. Knowing that the family thought we were con artists trying to bilk an old woman out of her fortune—and that Rose viewed us as catnip-stuffed mice she could bat around when she got bored—wouldn’t help Cassie keep that calm, even-tempered energy that argued our case at least as effectively as her knowledge of the tarot. “We just need to pay really close attention, okay? Whatever Rose wants from us today, assume she’s checking to see that we’re everything we claim to be.”

			“I mean, yeah, obviously.” Cassie rolled her eyes hugely as the knocking sounded again, louder this time. “Are you going to get that?”

			I stuffed down the answering flare of annoyance at Cassie’s bored-teen tone—and she wondered why I sometimes still treated her like the kid I was raising, instead of my peer in the miseries of adulthood—and made my way to the door, smiling broadly as I swung it open.

			“Ready?” Brynn didn’t smile so much as look amused.

			“As we’ll ever be.” Brynn’s gaze shifted over my shoulder, and I turned to find Cassie flashing Brynn a private smile, fingers lifted in a tiny wave that was painfully adorable in a way I knew Cassie was aware of. I inhaled deeply to keep myself expressionless. I liked Brynn, more every time we interacted, but this was beyond not the time to get distracted by a lovely face.

			Though I was one to talk.

			“So? Where are we heading?” I made my voice extra chipper, Who’s drooling? Not you two! Brynn flashed a closed-lip smile, and if she was embarrassed to have been caught out, I couldn’t see any sign of it in her placid expression.

			“You’ll be meeting Rose in her collection room, in the front tower.”

			“That sounds exciting,” Cassie said, falling into step alongside me as we trailed Brynn along the corridor, the expansive grand hall visible below as we crossed to the tower room in the front corner of the building.

			The door looked as if it had been ported in from another house entirely, or maybe some sort of temple. The actual slab was plain hardwood, like the others we’d seen, but the frame was covered in delicate carvings—all of them carefully picked out in gold paint—that I immediately recognized as symbols of the occult.

			But if there was any unifying theme to the ones Rose had chosen, I couldn’t make it out. There were ouroboros curling at the top corners, a triple moon dominating the center of the crossbar, a Thelemic hexagram traced roughly into the left-hand jamb, a smattering of Celtic knots along the right. Ankhs crowded in on pentacles and triangles oriented in every direction, wheels of the year rolling past callouts to the horned god while eyes of Horus looked on. After so many years with Cassie, I could name most of the symbols traced in the wood—though all those triangles consistently tripped me up—but if there was a meaning deeper than…honestly, fandom, I couldn’t discern it.

			Brynn pulled a key from her pocket—a heavy metal thing that could easily fit into the room’s identity or the general late-nineteenth-centuriness of the rest of the house—and unlocked the door, ushering us in with an open arm.

			I stepped into the large, circular room, the air inside close and a little musty. The claustrophobic feeling that the stale atmosphere gave only deepened as I took it in. On every surface were things. Tables stacked with crumbling-spined notebooks, jewelry, cups and bowls and tiny jars with desiccated cork stoppers. Built-in shelves followed the curve between the small octagonal windows that punctuated the walls, the books they contained facing outward, faded covers like so many unseeing eyes.

			I repressed a shudder. The room felt off, and not because of all the mystical power I’m sure Rose ascribed to the various scraps of fabric and fragments of bone; because it was so…unchecked. There was almost a dragon’s hoard feel to it, pieces elbowing one another for space, the disorder—and accumulation—the first real evidence that age and loneliness might have started to rust the blade of Rose’s clearly formidable intelligence.

			“Wow,” Cassie murmured, eyes huge as she rotated slowly to take it all in. I could read the hint of unease tugging at their corners, but to anyone who knew her less intimately, it might be wonder.

			“I’m glad you think so,” Rose said, and both of us whipped our heads toward the deep wingback chair tucked behind a tall glass display case. Inside, a vaguely female mannequin was enshrouded in a moth-eaten cloak that had probably once been a vibrant purple. Gripping both arms of the chair so tightly that I heard a joint crack, Rose pushed herself upright. She was dressed in a loose navy velvet pants set, and though she’d taken care to layer on a heavy pearl necklace and a large gold bracelet with a cameo in the center, it was clearly high-end athleisure. Appearances evidently mattered to her, but not enough for her to endure a skirt suit like the one she’d worn to the previous night’s dinner for an entire day. I filed the knowledge away to examine later.

			Brynn hurried over to offer her arm, but Rose flicked her away, reaching for an emphatically this-worldly cane, chrome with splayed, rubber-tipped feet. Carefully, she picked her way around the perimeter of the room, stopping a few feet from Cassie, whose gaze had fixed on an ancient-looking spirit board, wooden with black-painted letters, a simple sickle moon and star near the No and a black circle by Yes, probably meant to be the sun, its only adornment.

			“That’s an original,” Rose said, pointing a crooked finger at the board. “From 1891. You know the board itself told them the name. Ouija.”

			“Is that right?” Already Cassie’s eyes were skipping away.

			“Don’t believe in spirit boards, I take it?” Rose’s eyes narrowed and I itched to jump in, but Cassie was already shaking her head, her attention fully on a small leather-bound notebook nearby.

			“It’s not that,” Cassie said, turning to smile warmly at Rose. “I know other practitioners who love working with them, and I’ve had the occasional positive experience, too. They’re just not my preferred medium, so to speak.”

			“Oh?” Rose’s penciled-on eyebrow crept toward the edge of her snowy hair, pulled back into a loose chignon at the base of her neck. In the brighter light of morning, her scalp was visible in places. “I thought the two of you were supposed to be filled to the brim with ancient magic.”

			“The board is just a tool. Finding the tools that resonate with your own abilities is part of the journey.”

			Rose let out a little “Hmmph,” but Cassie seemed unbothered, reaching toward the notebook.

			“May I?”

			“Of course. Feel free to get a closer look at whatever strikes your fancy. I’d be very interested to see which items you feel drawn to.”

			Rose glanced at me expectantly, and I flashed a weak smile before moving deeper into her lair. I aimed for the bookshelves—the windows on either side made that section of the room feel slightly less suffocating.

			Rose watched us for a few moments—I forced myself not to turn, but I could feel her gaze moving over me, then Cassie, assessing—but before long she couldn’t help herself. She moved up next to me, tapping at the cover of a book in the center of the shelf just below my sightline.

			“Ever heard of this?”

			“The Book of Thoth? Of course,” I said, smiling. I might not be into the lore like Cassie was, but everyone knew Aleister Crowley. You couldn’t sling magic and avoid the asshole—and he was, from the limited Wikipediaing I’d bothered to do, very clearly an asshole. “It’s not something we use to guide our own tarot practice, of course,” I said, in case Rose felt like giving a pop quiz on the contents. I’d never actually read anything Crowley had written—his brand of grab-bag world religion mysticism had always felt especially bullshitty to me, and anyway, the variety of “magic” we peddled didn’t really jell with his high-holy-orders approach.

			“It’s an original, of course,” she said, lips twisting in a smug smile. “I wonder if you can sense any special power? In the book, that is.” I turned to Rose, careful to keep my expression neutral as I took in the slightly acid amusement crinkling her face, her eyes narrowing as she waited for me to respond. She’s looking for you to fail. Hoping for it, even.

			Proceed with caution, Tori.

			“To be honest, I don’t feel any particular power off the book,” I said, smiling apologetically. “Though it could just be that I’m not personally responding to it. Maybe because his tarot practices are so different from our own.”

			“Oh?”

			“There’s…a harshness to Crowley’s interpretations. And that energy permeates his decks if you use them,” I said, tiptoeing forward. I wasn’t entirely sure that that was right, but I knew his reputation for personal cruelty. Frankly, I avoided Thoth decks less because of any mystical “feels” they gave and more because Crowley’s renaming of the court cards and about half of the arcana confused the tourists who came in armed with the deeply specific expectations that only an incredibly superficial understanding of a subject could impart. I’ve never heard of a princess card. “That’s not to say it wouldn’t be powerful in the right hands. Tarot is deeply tied to the intuition of the practitioner.”

			“I’ve never liked his tarot much myself,” Rose said, allowing the tiniest spark of warmth to enter her icy blue eyes. “For such a libertine, the man could be horribly rigid.” She stretched to tap a black mirror bordered with small convex circles, delicate etching weaving around their edges. “This is the more interesting Crowley relic in my collection.”

			I blinked at the dark reflection of the room, the tiny funhouses created by all those circles within circles. What was the play here?

			“A scrying mirror. It’s beautiful,” Cassie murmured, moving up next to us. She lifted it off its stand, shifting it lightly in her hands as she peered at the foxed surface. “It was really Crowley’s?”

			“You think someone sold me a dud?”

			“No, I just thought he used a crystal for his scrying,” Cassie said, gazing into the mirror’s center for another long moment before replacing it.

			Rose cackled appreciatively.

			“This one really knows her stuff,” she said, jabbing a finger into the soft flesh of Cassie’s upper arm. “He did use a crystal. This belonged to one of his many lovers. A gift from him.” Rose removed the mirror from its stand and turned it over, showing a smooth papered back, a note scrawled into the corner, With love, Aleister.

			“Fascinating,” Cassie said, and I could tell she really meant it.

			We made our way around the room, Rose pointing out various items that Gerald Gardner was supposed to have owned—that perked Cassie right up, she was a genuine fan of the OG Wiccan, impressively able to sidestep his dashes of bigotry with a blanket I don’t agree with that, of course, but he was a product of his time. It doesn’t negate everything he contributed to the craft. The entire time, I watched Rose, pitching my answers to the tiny shifts in her posture, the flick of an eyebrow, the changes that lasted no more than a moment but hinted at what was going on beneath the surface, if only you knew what to watch for. Before long, I felt reasonably comfortable that—whatever the precise test was—we were passing.

			“Is this a toadstone?” I picked up a ring, the setting relatively plain around the brownish stone.

			“It is. One of my first acquisitions, actually.” Rose’s face softened as she took the ring from me, turning it over carefully in swollen fingers. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Cassie watching her closely. “We would scour all the estate sales when Andrew was young,” she murmured, gaze darting up over my shoulder. Then, seeing me watching, her entire face puckered and she slapped the ring down on the table it had come from. “Ugly old thing, don’t you think?”

			“Toadstones certainly aren’t the most beautiful objects,” I said, twisting the ring around so the stone faced me, stealing a single glance at Cassie as I did so. She was looking over my shoulder now, and started moving slowly that way, clearly pulled by whatever Rose had latched on to. “Still, handy thing to have. If they worked, I mean.”

			“How so?” Rose’s face was shuttered now, nothing to help me guess how to respond.

			When in doubt, go on instinct.

			“They were thought to protect against poison, weren’t they? In fact, you might want to wear this, at least until your relatives clear out.”

			Rose drew her chin back, seemingly startled by my callout of her toxic-as-fuck family, and my stomach plummeted.

			Then she burst into a rich, deep laugh, head thrown back.

			“I should, at that!” She wiped a finger under one of her eyes, still chuckling. “Who knows what those scavengers might put in my tea while I’m not looking, hmmm?”

			“You can never be too careful,” I said, relief liquefying my limbs. I flashed her a conspiratorial smile that just made her eyes twinkle more. “If you like, Cassie and I can provide food tasting services as well.”

			“I just might take you up on that,” she said, gaze drifting to where Cassie was picking up a small curio box, a braid of hair tucked inside. “That’s from Kate Fox.”

			“Of the Fox sisters?” I moved over to take the box from Cassie, not having to feign my interest. The Fox sisters weren’t just famous for talking to ghosts—which they did in front of crowds of thousands, just absolutely raking it in for years—they were famous for faking it all. Those were some witches I could get down with.

			“What do you think of them?” Rose said, tone casual in a way that told me my answer mattered deeply. Luckily, the Fox sisters were territory I genuinely understood.

			“They were frauds, of course,” I said, replacing the entombed lock of hair on the shelf. “But they’re fascinating regardless. And they did a lot to popularize spiritualism. Even if they weren’t the real deal, they’re important figures in the occult movement.”

			Rose nodded appreciatively, then her brow furrowed as Cassie reached for something else on the shelf.

			“Where did this come from?” Cassie said, voice low as she turned what I could now see was a faded cardboard box over in her hands. It had a very seventies feel, an image of a wide-eyed boy with a heavy bowl cut pulling scarves from a silk top hat on one half of the cover, the rest of it dominated by groovy-looking lettering proclaiming Magician’s Toolkit! More Than 30 Tricks Inside!

			“That’s nothing,” Rose said, shuffling forward so quickly I thought she was going to upset an occasional table with her cane. “Just some old junk,” she added as she snatched it from Cassie’s hands. I could see Cassie’s eyes flitting over Rose rapidly, see her taking in the extra hunch of Rose’s shoulders, the jut of her tiny chin.

			“Really? Because it has a very powerful energy,” Cassie said. “I noticed its aura from across the room.”

			“What sort of ‘energy’ are you talking about?” Rose asked, posture still defensive. There was a rawness to her tone, a vulnerability that hadn’t been there at any point since we’d met her. Cassie extended her hand, eyes gentle as she gazed at Rose, and finally Rose handed back the box. Cassie traced a finger over the picture on the front.

			“There’s a lot of emotion here. Excitement, and laughter.” Her eyes flitted to Rose’s face. “A strong sense of shame.” I could see Rose’s bent spine stiffen. I wanted to jump in, to warn Cassie away from whatever she was doing, but she continued, tone soft as she gazed down at the mass-produced schlock in her hands. If I’d been paying more attention, I’d have picked it out myself, even without Rose’s obvious tell earlier, one Cassie had clearly clocked. I wondered, briefly, if she was aware that’s what she’d done, or if she truly thought she’d been drawn to the box energetically.

			“Mostly, what I feel from this is just…love.”

			“Love,” Rose croaked, mouth slightly open. She was clearly hanging on Cassie’s every word. “That’s not…Are you sure?”

			“Definitely. I don’t know about its value as a magical relic, but this kit is very powerfully infused with love. I wonder, did someone—”

			“I’m tired,” Rose barked, eyes wide and glistening. Beneath the powdery pink of her blush, her skin had gone waxy. “Brynn, help me. I need to get back to bed.”

			“Of course, Mrs. Berwyn,” Brynn murmured, hurrying over to Rose’s side. By the time they’d picked their way around the clutter to the door, Rose seemed to be breathing more normally. Brynn wheeled a chair in from the hallway and helped Rose to settle into it. She pushed it a few feet down the hall, bending down to whisper something in Rose’s ear. Rose nodded once, tightly, then Brynn hurried back into the room, pitching her voice low as she trained an intense stare on Cassie.

			“We should talk alone,” Brynn said. “Can you find your way back to your rooms? I can meet you there.”

			“Of course,” Cassie said, nodding. “Is everything okay?”

			“I think so. I’ll know more soon.”

			With that, she hurried back to Rose, and after a moment, the sounds of their retreat faded. When I turned back to Cassie, her eyes were still on the place where Brynn had been standing.

			Without Rose there observing, the overwhelming claustrophobia of the space descended on me again. Anxiety scrabbled over my skin, hunching my shoulders.

			“That was a pretty bold move, Cass. You sure it was the right time to trot out the dead son?”

			Her eyebrows shot up.

			“That’s not…I wasn’t trotting anything out! That’s what that object is giving me!”

			“Really, you got all that from the box? Not the way Rose’s eyes went straight to it when she mentioned the name Andrew?”

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Cassie folded her arms tightly across her chest, turning to stare out one of the windows. “That reading was genuine, okay? Rose was probably drawn to that object for the same reason I was, because it’s practically pulsing with energy.”

			My chest tightened, anxiety and annoyance turning my body into a pressure cooker without a steam valve. It was one thing for Cassie to wax on about auras for some tourist, or the way the moon was affecting her “spellcraft” but what we were doing here had so much higher stakes. It was more money than we could earn in months, enough that Mrs. DiRenza kicking us out sooner than I cared to think about might not completely ruin us. The least she could do was acknowledge the times when our actual craft—reading people, not fucking energy—came into play, and plan ahead with me about how to use it.

			“Bullshit aside, I need you to strategize a little better about when you’re going to drop bombs on Rose. Because you totally blindsided her just now. And me, for that matter.”

			“Yes, Tori.” Her tone was one giant pout. “Anything else, or can I go chat with Brynn? I’m sure she can give more insight on when precisely to give Rose the services she’s paying us for.”

			“Fine, go,” I spat, annoyed with how regressive this had become. When our lives got stressful, I tended to focus harder on controlling the details, while Cassie, true kid sister that she was, got more defiant about not letting me do so. I still shuddered when I remembered her high school years. “Just be careful with her, okay?”

			“What do you mean?” she said, the thorns she was sprouting practically poking through her sweater.

			“I mean that Brynn seems nice enough, but we don’t know her that well.” I thought back to what Parker had said, about Brynn showing them all our socials. She might have let some details slip about Rose’s son to help us succeed, but she definitely hadn’t been arming us with all the information she could have. “I’m not sure we can trust her.”

			“Oh my gods, Tori, doesn’t it ever get old?”

			“Doesn’t what get old?”

			“Going around suspecting everyone! Brynn set us up with this job, she helped us get our bearings, last night she even—” Cassie blinked rapidly, stopping short.

			“She even what?”

			“She…helped calm me down. After all that crap at dinner.”

			“Really.”

			This time Cassie did roll her eyes, hugely.

			“Yes, really. And this morning she brought us coffee, she’s meeting with me now, presumably to help us plan our next steps. How is that not enough to trust her?”

			“Okay, but the way she singled you out just now—” I started, the idea not fully formed in my mind yet.

			“What do you mean?”

			“She made a point of saying she wanted to meet up with you, but she didn’t include me in the invite. Why do that? Try to get you alone, I mean?”

			“Because so far it’s been the most convenient?” Cassie flashed me a Could you be any more idiotic? face.

			“Or because she’s trying to manipulate you.”

			“Stop it, Tori!” Cassie’s hands flew down, fisted, and she stomped her foot hard on the ground. “Stop treating me like a fucking child! What have I done to make you think I can’t handle this situation?”

			“I mean…nothing, but—”

			“But what? Because last night, with the reading, I was the one who figured out how to thread that needle, not you. And believe it or not, after an entire lifetime with you, I have my eyes open. I don’t need you constantly reminding me that no one could ever possibly be in our corner. I’ve got that lesson down at this point.”

			“Cassie, that’s not—” I reached for her arm, but she shook me off preemptively and took a sharp step to the side.

			“Just…forget Brynn. Can you trust me for five minutes? Maybe?”

			“Yes,” I said, voice small. My skin felt sticky with shame. “I trust you, Cassie. I do.”

			Something flickered in her eyes, but her jaw stayed set as she nodded once.

			“In that case, I’ll see you back at our rooms.”

			She pushed past me into the hall, leaving me in the collection room, simultaneously huge and impossibly confining.

			Not wanting to follow too closely—you didn’t need to be a professional to read her signals—I glanced back at the shelf where Cassie had found the magic kit, picking up a pair of dowsing rods to glance at the yellowed sheet beneath them proclaiming their mystical powers. I bent lower, wondering which famed occultist the various objects purportedly belonged to—this was Dafo’s very own hairbrush—when something blinked at me from the back of the lowest shelf.

			Frowning, I parted a pair of bell jars, then swept aside a cluster of semiprecious crystals to peer into the darkness beyond—revealing a white cube with a cord plugged into its back, the gleaming circle in its black face peering back at me.

			A lens.

			Nauseous saliva flooded my mouth as I hurried to shove the jars and gems back into place. It was a camera—some sort of nanny cam, probably, transmitting video to some distant device. And it had been hidden at the back of a low shelf, presumably so no one would find it. I took a few steps away from the shelf, hoping whoever had placed it there wasn’t watching the feed at that precise moment.

			Or, fuck, what if they’d seen our entire argument? What then?

			I forced myself to take a slow perimeter of the room, eyes peeled for any other digital lights, but I didn’t spot anything, and the close air and towers of dusty objects were starting to make my throat tighten with panic. As casually as I could manage, I made my way out into the hallway, then walked back to my room, step after deliberate step, not quite sure why it was so important that I appear calm, but absolutely certain that I had to maintain that façade, in case any other cameras were tucked away, waiting to see what I’d do next.

			Inside my bedroom, I checked behind curtains and in drawers, under shelves and behind mounted animal heads, but I didn’t find any other cameras. My heart rate started to slow, the space and relative freshness of the air doing as much as anything to calm me down.

			It might mean nothing. The room was filled with Rose’s most prized objects—she might have asked Brynn to set up a camera or two for security.

			But somehow I didn’t believe that explanation, didn’t believe that a woman whose main protective measure was an antique lock would go in for closed-circuit monitoring.

			Which raised the question: Who had put the camera there, and why?
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				Cassie

			
			I stormed toward my room without a backward glance at Tori, spine ramrod straight even as my stomach churned. Fights with her always left me feeling like I’d swallowed a cauldron of some foul brew. Just because she happened to be older, it didn’t put her automatically in charge of everything we did as a team.

			The more I considered it, the more my outrage grew, ballooning behind my sternum as I roamed the manse’s labyrinthine corridors. My sense of direction was usually excellent, but these hallways felt like a Minotaur’s maze of dark wood, bloody brocade, and identical doors, gloomy even in the daylight, leading inward to some terrible secret at its center. And my mind kept straying back to that horrible creaking whine from last night…and what had happened just before. Maybe I had slipped a little, but Brynn and I hadn’t actually done anything wrong. I wasn’t some flighty idiot, so in love with magic and whimsy that it blinded me to the reality of our situation when it came to Rose. I knew just as well as Tori did how much was at stake here, how life-changing this could be as long as we stuck the landing.

			But we had a real responsibility, too, as witches and as Bishops. Brynn had confided in us that Rose’s grief still haunted her, and hadn’t last night’s reading and her reaction to that heartbreaking magician’s kit confirmed as much? If we didn’t at least try to seize opportunities to pull the curtains back and let the light come flooding in for her, what did that make us?

			It all boiled down to the painful fact that even years into our partnership, my sister still didn’t trust my instincts. And I couldn’t shake the miserable ache of how different things might have been if we still had our mother. Someone who embraced our gifts fully, the way I did. Someone who would have understood the rightness of relying on magic as a guiding star.

			By the time I finally stumbled upon my room, the first tendrils of doubt had begun creeping in. Bringing up Andrew should have been something I ran by Tori first. And even if my sister insisted on attributing her perception to simple powers of observation, with the kind of stubbornness that came from a deep-seated fear of what we were really capable of, Tori was unquestionably adept at reading people. With a guilty glance at the bay window—streaming with honeyed morning light that made my unease at the hallways’ gloom seem silly—I let myself acknowledge how close I’d come to blurring the line with Brynn last night.

			And how much I couldn’t afford to let that happen again.

			“Cassie?” The soft sound of Brynn’s voice filtered in, muffled by the heavy wooden door, as if I’d conjured her through thought alone. I jerked back so hard I bumped up against one of the bedposts, sucking in a breath at the sharp jab of pain in my hip. “Cassie? Are you in?”

			“Yeah, I’m—I’m here,” I managed, wrestling with uncertainty. I couldn’t turn her away, not when I’d already agreed to meet her. That would be rude on top of weird, and I wanted to see Brynn anyway. I just needed to be careful with my heart, for once, to remember that one wrong move here could jeopardize everything for us. “Just a second, please.”

			I took a deep breath and finger-combed my waves, then pressed the backs of my hands against the last vestiges of heat in my cheeks. I’d always had a glass face, but I’d also had enough practice in schooling my expressions at the sight of devastating tarot spreads that I could at least fake normal.

			But as soon as I swung the door open, the sight of Brynn’s face struck me right in the solar plexus. Bright spots burned on her high cheekbones, and there were faint smudges of brown mascara under her lower lashes as if she’d hastily thumbed away tears. “Hey,” I said, scanning her face, my concern mounting. “What’s wrong? Is Rose—did something happen?”

			She sniffed, giving me a wan smile as she stepped by me. “She’s alright now,” she said, voice thick, glancing over at the cushioned chair in the corner. “Cassie, I’m sorry, I’m still a bit rattled. Do you mind if I sit down, just for a minute?”

			“Oh my gods, of course! Please, go ahead.” I perched on the side of the bed across from her as she sank into the chair with a heavy sigh. “Can I get you something? A glass of water, maybe?”

			“You’re so sweet to offer. You know, I can’t remember the last time someone asked me that, actually. If I needed something. Some water would be great.”

			By the time I’d filled one of the spare glasses on the bathroom counter and brought it back for her, Brynn had gathered herself enough to accept it with a firm hand.

			“I’m sorry if I scared you.” She shot me a chagrined smile, curling both hands around the glass. “I’m supposed to be the medical professional around here, not the one getting coddled.”

			“You’re only human, and you clearly care about Mrs. Berwyn.” My voice wavered, partly with indignation on her behalf. Brynn obviously did care, no matter what Tori thought; I could sense the distress wafting from her, nothing about it manufactured. But Tori could be paranoid that way, when she felt a piece of her carefully woven control unraveling. If I was being honest, I couldn’t blame her—the universe hadn’t exactly blessed us with opportunities for building trustworthy foundations with anyone but each other—but it did create a bias that we couldn’t afford to ignore. “What happened with Mrs. Berwyn, if it’s okay to ask?”

			Brynn cast me an uncertain look, and I quickly backtracked. “No worries if you can’t talk about that, of course. I know about HIPAA rules, it’s really none of my—”

			She waved it away. “No, no, it’s fine. You already know she’s ill. It’s no secret to anyone with eyes. She’s old, is all, and so much more fragile than she lets on. That kind of sudden upset tends to impact her physically.”

			I nodded, swallowing hard against the dry lump of guilt in my throat. Maybe Tori was right; I hadn’t thought the consequences through, the kind of damage I might accidentally inflict. Good intentions didn’t always equal positive outcomes, not even in spellwork. Restraint and judgment brought their own weight to bear, too.

			Brynn heaved another long sigh. “You’ve heard the expression ‘taking things to heart.’ That’s what Rose does, except literally. With her condition, her blood pressure can vacillate dangerously, which sets off a whole physiological cascade, and then we’re off to the races.” She gave a grim smile, shaking her head. “By which I mean the hospital, with all the attendant risks of infection. On top of the fact that Rose loathes everyone in scrubs as a matter of principle.”

			“That’s a lot of burden for you to shoulder alone,” I said softly, suppressing the urge to reach out and pat her knee. Shoulder, safe. Knee, too intimate. Surely I could keep that straight.

			“Sometimes.” She dragged a weary hand down her face. “I shouldn’t complain. This is my job, and Rose has been more than generous with my pay. But you’re right. It can get a little much, being the only one she leans on.”

			“Well, we’re here now too,” I assured her. “Could I ask what set her off? I mean, I know it was the reminder of Andrew. But was it what I said about the kit, the emotions attached to it?”

			“Cassie. This is not your fault, okay?” she said, holding my gaze, her own unwavering. “Yes, the kit triggered her, but Rose is the one who chooses to keep it there. And once I had her stabilized, she went quiet for a while.” She exhaled a fond laugh. “A very long while, for her. Five whole minutes, at least. Then she asked me if I believed what you’d said, about it being infused with love and laughter.”

			“And what did you say?” I asked, my chest seizing. I wasn’t sure why it mattered so much to know whether she’d backed me up, but I badly wanted her to believe the truth of what I felt, to assure me that she wasn’t in Callum and Linda’s treacherous camp.

			“I told her that of course I believed you,” she said, her eyes still so intent, that warm hazel swimming with green and gold. “I consider myself a decent judge of character, and I think you’re a good, kind-hearted person, Cassie. I would never have agreed to invite you into Rose’s home if I’d thought for a moment that you’d lie to her.”

			Relief spread through me, shot through with simmering veins of delight. Tori and I weren’t stranded here alone, hemmed in by the bramble of Rose’s relatives with no one but each other to rely on. We had an ally, someone who cared not only about Rose’s well-being but maybe—at least a little—about ours, too. Yeah, she hadn’t specifically called out Tori’s kind heart, but that was only because Brynn and I had a more immediate connection. She’d never been anything less than cordial to Tori, and it wasn’t her fault if my sister sometimes managed to misinterpret even obvious gestures of kindness.

			Brynn pressed her lips together, clearing her throat. “Would you feel comfortable heading back to my room with me? There’s some things I’d like to share with you. That’s why I asked to meet in the first place, before I decided to trauma-dump all over you, apparently.” She gave a husky, rueful chuckle, rolling her eyes at herself. “I don’t feel comfortable being away from Rose for too long while she’s recovering, in case she needs anything, and my room adjoins hers. Would that be okay?”

			A miniature swarm of butterflies fluttered in my belly at the idea of getting a peek at Brynn’s room. “For sure,” I said, rising from the bed and gesturing toward the door. “Lead the way.”
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			With Brynn by my side, the corridors lost nearly all their earlier menace.

			“So, what’s your room motif?” I asked. “Should I be bracing for a bunch of dead-eyed porcelain dolls? Vintage stuffed bunnies? Some Victorian gentleman-scientist’s display of giant beetles? Just so I can prepare my psychological defenses.”

			She chuckled, shooting me an amused look. “No insect décor, sorry to disappoint. Only my—” An alarm went off on her watch, and she paused, flicking through the apps. “I’m sorry, I almost forgot. It’s time for Rose’s midmorning smoothie. She’s still napping, but she’ll want it once she’s awake.”

			“Marta doesn’t make those for Mrs. Berwyn?”

			Something indecipherable rippled over her face. “We tried that for a while. They need to be augmented with Rose’s supplements, sometimes her medicine, too, so the measurements have to be precise. The process wasn’t…well, smooth, pun not intended. It’s easier if I make them for her myself. It should only take five minutes or so. Want to head downstairs with me, keep me company?”

			“Yeah, of course,” I said, those butterflies swarming again—she could just as easily have left me up here to wait if she didn’t want to spend more time with me. “Maybe you can teach me how not to get lost in this place. I feel like someone disabled my internal GPS.”

			“Trust me, it’s not you. It takes time and practice. Even I still get turned around sometimes.”

			By the time we reached the kitchen, I’d gotten a much better sense of the mansion’s layout, with Brynn’s easy chatter defusing that stifling malevolence. But I paused at the door, abruptly remembering Marta’s baleful, beady glare from the previous night, the harshness of her aura. My nerves had already frayed enough for the day without another encounter with her.

			“Actually, do you mind if I hang out in that sitting room we just passed? I need to, uh, check my email, update our social media,” I said, improvising. “Admin stuff.”

			Brynn’s forehead creased a little, but she nodded. “Sure. You’ll miss the pulse-pounding excitement of watching me blend powders and fruit, but I assume you’re prepared to live with that.”

			“Magic teaches us that there are always consequences for our choices,” I said gravely. “Plus, I have an excellent and affordable therapist.”

			She was still laughing as she disappeared into the kitchen, my own stomach warm from that sparkling rapport. Focus, Cassie, it’s not like you’ve never done fun banter before. I was wandering back toward the sitting room, trying to wipe the ridiculous grin off my face, when I heard the hiss of whispers drifting on the dusty air.

			My feet rooted to the spot, a chill snaking down my spine. The fear that spiked through me was so intense I almost did the sensible thing, namely ignoring the hushed sounds and minding my own damned business.

			But the curiosity was just as overwhelming. Unlike in the movies, spectral activity rarely manifested with actual sound, much less anything intelligible; if there were apparitions here making themselves so boldly known, something was terribly wrong. Something Tori and I needed to know, if we truly wanted to help Rose.

			Skin bristling with goosebumps, I followed the sound, stealing a glance over my shoulder to make sure no one had spotted me, until I stood just outside the smaller door to the left of the kitchen, my ear pressed to the crack. Dim light filtered from within, and I could smell the salty, savory scents of preserved food. A pantry, maybe? The door wasn’t cracked open enough for me to make out anything inside, but the location made sense, and probably connected to the kitchen through another door.

			Then I heard “Why can’t you just listen, for once”—no apparitions, only Linda’s strident tone, unmistakable even as a furious whisper. “I told you exactly how much, and why it’s necessary. Did you want me to draw you a diagram? All you have to do is put it in the gin!”

			“But it will change the flavor!” Marta this time, the consonants harsher and more guttural, a hint of pleading in her voice. “People will notice. I am telling you, she will notice.”

			“Oh, please.” A scoff. “She can barely taste or smell anything. And it won’t bother anyone else. Just do as I’ve asked. You don’t want to test me on this, Marta. And really, it’s better for both of us this way. I know you’d like things to be…easier for you, too. Do we understand each other?”

			“Fine! Fine, I will do it. Just as you ask, Madame.”
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			I was still reeling on the way up to Brynn’s room, so jumpy and distracted that she asked me twice if I was okay. I’d invented a headache, because how could I trust her with what I’d just heard, risk telling her without clearing it with Tori first? It had sure as shit sounded like Linda urging Marta to poison Rose’s drink. But could I be misunderstanding the context? And when Marta mentioned “people” noticing the change in taste…surely they wouldn’t poison everyone? But Brynn had stopped letting Marta make Rose’s smoothies, and Linda was a stack of scorpions clothed in Chanel. Maybe—

			“Cassie, are you sure you’re okay?”

			I was so lost in thought I nearly barged past Brynn, who’d stopped walking and turned to face me, bemused. I could feel myself starting to tell her, the words already forming on my tongue. Then the thought of what Tori would have to say about my choosing to trust Brynn like this, so impulsively, popped into my mind like a massive Stop sign. Tori could be overly cautious, even downright paranoid, but given what I’d just heard, treading carefully was the only option that made sense.

			“I’m fine,” I said, forcing a smile. “Really. I think it’s just the early morning catching up to me.”

			“Ah.” Brynn’s face melted into sympathy. “I’m sorry. I’ll have a word with Rose. No sense running you and Tori ragged.”

			“Oh, no, not at all!” Way to go, Cassie. Day One and already complaining on the job. “I’d hate to offend Rose with something that’s very much a me problem. I’ll be fine, I promise! I’ll make sure to catch up on sleep tonight.”

			She studied me for a long, thoughtful moment, then nodded. We fell back into step, silence pooling around us, until Brynn drew up in front of a nondescript door.

			“Here we are!” she announced cheerily. “No creepy dolls or bunnies. Very unlikely to require therapeutic intervention. I hope.”

			I wandered in after her, still a little dazed. Pale blue floral wallpaper covered the walls, and the sleigh bed was made up with a simple gray comforter, crisp white sheets and pillows peeking out underneath. An intricately patterned mauve-and-plum coverlet draped across the bottom provided the only real color, and a knitting basket sat next to the rocking chair by her window, the needles speared through a ball of yarn. On her bedside table, I spotted a hardcover, a landscape scrawled with a neon title—a thriller, which was fine, not everyone had the refined taste required for alien smut. A spiral notebook and a pen lay beside it, along with something that looked like a tablet with a grayscale lockscreen, plugged into its charger stand.

			I blinked, stymied by how impersonal it all felt. Aside from the faint scent of Brynn’s soap, there wasn’t much else to betray that this plain—honestly, dull, compared to the rest of the house—space belonged to her.

			“I haven’t exactly made it my own, have I? I keep meaning to, but there never seems to be time for anything besides a little reading before bed, maybe a yoga session while she’s resting. The time I spend wrangling insurance claims alone…” She trailed off, shaking her head.

			“I can imagine. The whole medical system needs a complete overhaul.” Or so I’d heard, given that Tori and I hadn’t had medical insurance since we were foster kids. Fortunately we were both healthy as horses, and the bills from our handful of urgent care visits were destined for the trash. What were the debt collection agencies going to do, send someone to repossess the ratty futon we’d picked off the street?

			“This is really beautiful work.” I moved to the bed and swept a palm over the coverlet. “Must have taken a while.”

			“I do love knitting,” she said, watching me admire it. “My sister and I used to have these silly knit-off competitions. Sometimes I try to beat my own records.”

			“You have a sister too?” I glanced around the room again, wondering if I’d missed any picture frames. Tori’s and my yellowed fridge was plastered with the evidence of years of shenanigans, and presenting each other with creative photo collages often substituted for gifts that cost actual money. “What’s her—”

			“We aren’t close anymore,” Brynn interjected, her face shuttering. “I’m not close with any of my family, actually. We’re very different people. Who don’t fully approve of one another. To put it mildly.”

			“Gotcha,” I said carefully, not wanting to overstep, in case her relatives were dickhead homophobes or some even worse permutation of trash people. “I didn’t mean to bring up painful memories.”

			She smiled, that sweet close-lipped grin that had such an inconvenient effect on me. “You really didn’t, Cassie. I don’t think you could, even if you wanted to. I usually don’t mention her at all.” She shrugged, dipping her head, loose tendrils of glossy auburn hair sliding over her temples. “You have that effect on people, you know? A certain softening.”

			I flinched inwardly at that, recalling what I’d said to Tori just an hour ago, how unsoft it had been. I’d have to catch her after this, try to smooth things over, or I’d feel like shit the rest of the day. And we couldn’t afford to be out of sorts with each other here, not even with Brynn’s support.

			“Why don’t you take the rocking chair,” she said, clambering up onto the bed and settling into a limber cross-legged position that made my hamstrings and bruised hip ache in sympathy. I made a mental note to snag an Aleve from Tori’s purse when I got back to our rooms, ulcers be damned. “I should really have more seating in here, but I think you might be the first guest I’ve ever had.”

			“It must get lonely,” I said, before I fully considered how that might come across. “Not that Rose isn’t extremely vibrant company, of course, when she’s feeling up to it.”

			She bowed her head, sadness tinging her face. “That’s part of what I wanted to talk to you about. Yes, she’s very lucid and spirited, you’ve seen that. But she has congestive heart failure, which is basically a death sentence for someone her age. She’s had a pacemaker for almost two decades, but about six months ago, the tachycardic episodes resumed anyway—her heart is barely responding to that stimulus anymore. That’s why I was brought on, to try to prevent constant rehospitalization.”

			“So the outlook isn’t good?” I probed gently, unexpected grief swelling in my chest. I barely knew Rose—or Brynn, for that matter—but the idea of what it must be like for Brynn to watch someone so vivacious slip away, fending off the inevitable with those little acts of love, made me want to bawl outright. “This sounds like hospice.”

			“It is. The episodes have been clustering, too, and accelerating. The last episode was particularly bad.” She swiped at the corner of her eye. “Honestly, I thought she might not pull through at all. That was when the family flew in.”

			“Gods, Brynn, I’m sorry. I mean, obviously I knew she didn’t have long. But I didn’t realize what a toll it must take on you.”

			Brynn nodded, chin trembling. “That’s why I want her to enjoy the small pleasures that are left to her, and to go out with dignity. I trust you and Tori to help her with that—even if it means pushing on her pressure points sometimes, when it comes to Andrew.” Her jaw clenched tight. “But it’s also so unfair, the way she’s set this up for you. It’s not that she’s unkind, but Rose is a complicated person. Part of your and Tori’s appeal was the scandal of it, how much umbrage the family would take at your presence. She wanted to see you sink or swim. That’s why she wouldn’t let me give you any context about Andrew, or the fact that the others would be here too.”

			I bit down on the inside of my cheeks. I understood my role here, but to hear that Rose had planned to dangle Tori and me in front of her family like bait left a bitter taste in my mouth.

			“Thank you for telling me,” I said. “Really. And thank you for tipping us off about Andrew, back at the Faire. I assume that that was your decision.”

			“Yes, she’d forbidden me to mention him. But then I met you.” She gave a clipped, frustrated shake of her head. “It was so clearly wrong to keep you in the dark. I tried to mitigate it a little here, too, when she was telling them all about the Salem witches she’d invited to join us, playing coy about whether or not she believed you were the real deal. That’s why I showed everyone your socials, told them a little about your history as Bishops. It’s really impressive to see you two in action, Cassie. I thought it might prime them to be more receptive.”

			“That’s kind of you. You didn’t have to do any of that for us.”

			“I wanted to. Even more so now. You’ve been incredible.” Brynn twined her hands in her lap, fidgeting with her fingertips. “That’s why you deserve to know why she’s so sensitive about Andrew. It’s awful, letting you flail around in the dark, when deep down she wants you to know all of it, to expose that ugliness once and for all.”

			The back of my neck prickled with foreboding. “What ugliness?”

			Brynn licked her lips, stilling her twitching hands. “It wasn’t just a sudden falling-out, what happened between Rose and Andrew before he died. Rose’s husband, Pierce…he wasn’t a good man. She won’t talk about him very much, but I’ve put the pieces together from what she’s let slip. I think she did love him, but he could be very cruel. Maybe even abusive, and not just to her.”

			She met my eyes, her gaze grave. “She’s never come out and admitted it, but I think that the bastard hit Andrew. Knowing Rose, she could very well have turned a blind eye to preserve the peace. She’d have justified it to herself as a necessary evil, part of keeping the family together.”

			“That’s horrible,” I whispered, fingers drifting to my lips. Brynn’s revelation summoned up the stomach-turning memory of our mother’s more harrowing boyfriends, though Tori had made very sure none of them ever dared lift a hand to us. But if they had, what would Mom have done, when so much of her life was devoted to finding one—The One—who’d deign to stay with her?

			“I could be wrong, of course,” Brynn added. “But I think that’s what drove her and Andrew apart down the line, after Pierce died. When Andrew was old enough to understand how deep a betrayal it was, her failure to protect him.”

			A feeble, distorted squawk fractured the silence between us. Both of us jumped, and then Brynn scrambled up, grabbing the smoothie and hurrying to the door to the left of the credenza beside her bed.

			“That’ll be Rose,” she said, glancing back at me with her hand already on the knob. “I’m sorry, Cassie, I really wanted to talk more. But I have to see what she needs. We can’t risk another emergency.”

			“Of course, go.” I shooed her away, mind whirling. “We could chat more later?”

			She smiled at me over her shoulder, and despite everything, the sweetness of it swept me right back to the window seat, both of us caught up in the enchantment of that lantern moon, the star-strewn velvet of the Berkshires sky.

			“I’d really like that,” she said, then slipped through the door and pulled it shut behind her with a click.

			Once she was gone, the silence turned stifling. As I stood to leave, the notebook next to the thriller caught my eye. There was so little in this room that bore any actual stamp of Brynn. It was probably a dream journal or something dull, maybe a log of Rose’s medications. And it was right there, out in the open. How much could it hurt if I stole the tiniest peek?

			I reached for it, my hand hovering over the matte black cover—just as Brynn’s voice resounded through the room. “And what do we have here, hmmm?”

			My pulse skyrocketed, head whipping toward that adjoining door, but it was still shut. I blinked, perplexed, until another burst of sound issued from the same direction, both staticky and overloud, an unnerving ghostly crackle. This time, I pinpointed the source—that tablet, in its charger against the wall. I peered closer, squinting at the screen to make out a grainy image of Brynn bending over a hospital bed. What I’d mistaken for a lockscreen was a grayscale video feed, its perspective skewed enough that I could see only the bed’s rightmost side, along with the skeletal rod of an empty IV stand.

			So this was a medical monitor, with the camera unit in Rose’s room. The hammering of my heart subsiding, I wondered why it wasn’t centered on the bed: I could see more of a hulking escritoire and the large, blurry painting that hung over it than I could of Rose. Probably either Rose or Brynn had knocked the other unit askew at some point and hadn’t bothered to fix it, since the sound mattered more anyway.

			Turning away, still flooded with mortification, I headed back toward the main door. Aside from a wax-sealed letter manifesting in my hands, I couldn’t imagine a clearer sign from the cosmos that invasion of someone’s privacy was not fucking okay. What the hell had I been thinking? Even out in the corridor, my chest felt corset-tight, the mansion a huge fist closing around me. Shades of abusive husbands and abandoned sons, possible poisoners.

			What tangled mess had Tori and I stumbled into? And how was it already screwing up my judgment so abysmally?
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				Tori

			
			After my “rummage through every single thing in your guest room” episode had finally passed—if anyone was hiding a camera in there that I hadn’t managed to find, I’d at least look possessed, if not precisely magical—I started to feel calmer.

			Briefly.

			Then Cassie’s face, twisted with frustration as she accused me of never trusting her, reappeared in my mind, the gut punch of her words landing even harder now that they’d had enough time to work their way through the porous parts of me, eroding my defenses from the inside.

			Was she right? And if she was, what did that say about me? Because I could see already the truth in what she’d said about her actual performance, last night and today, the evidence smack in front of me that she was competent—excellent, even—at our shared vocation, her instincts, whether magical or mundane, invariably accurate. So if the problem was demonstrably not in Cassie, then…was it in me?

			The turn of my thoughts was making my skin feel too tight, and I sprang off the bed, suddenly unable to tolerate the unwavering gaze of the taxidermy. I hurried through the connecting doors in the bathroom, hoping to catch Cassie in her room, but it was empty. By the time I made it back through to my own to fling open the hall door—I couldn’t emerge from her room, there was no way she’d be okay with the idea of my “invading her space” right now—I just managed to catch the swish of her flowy skirt around the corner, a wisp of red-gold hair flickering out of sight. I scurried down the hall, her name already leaping into my throat, but once I turned the corner, I saw that she and Brynn were walking together, heads tilting toward each other intimately. Cassie pulled away to laugh lightly at something Brynn had said, a little tinkling bell tone of pure delight, and when she turned to gaze at Brynn for a moment, the genuine happiness I caught on her face twisted the rebar of guilt already impaling me.

			You make her think you don’t trust her and then try to taint the single thing that’s making her genuinely happy right now. What kind of sister are you?

			I watched them disappear around the next turn in the hallway, my shoulders slumping under the twinned weights of guilt and anxiety. However urgent my need—and I could feel its filthy nails scrabbling up my inner walls, leaving long, raw furrows everywhere it touched—forcing it on her at this precise moment wouldn’t help anything.

			Without quite choosing to do so, I found myself wandering past our rooms and down the opposite hallway, one place I could be almost certain Cassie and Brynn weren’t. I passed by several closed doors, their heavy, dark wood revealing nothing. If only Rose could have conveniently carved sigils into all her entryways—lots of four-poster beds on every guest room, maybe a stack of papers on every study—I might have mustered the courage to open one. Most likely, though, they were bedrooms. Possibly the ones where Linda or Callum were staying. With a little shudder, I hurried on, as though the idea might conjure one of Rose’s toxic relatives into being.

			Eventually, I stumbled onto the entrance hall. I wound around the perimeter, glancing idly at various oil paintings on the walls, until I reached the door beneath the staircase that Brynn had led us through. I could probably manage to find the kitchen again, and food was quickly becoming necessary.

			I passed by closed door after closed door, trying to remember whether there were any different turns I should be taking, trying not to give in to the weird vertigo of so much enclosed, dark space, as though the house was bearing down on me from all sides. I was ready to give up and flee back to the safety of my bedroom when I caught a glimpse of the library we’d passed the first day. Relieved to realize I was on the right track, I was continuing past it when I caught sight of him out of the corner of my eye.

			Callum. Fuck.

			I could just ignore him. He didn’t seem to have seen me, the door was only open a crack…then I noticed his intent focus. He was bending over a statuette tucked into the corner of one of the bookshelves, its abstract swoops and curves resembling nothing so much as a bunch of Play-Doh shapes mashed together by a bored toddler.

			So undoubtedly high art, then.

			Callum tapped at the phone in his hand, angling it for photo after photo, the flat click of the shutter sound effect echoing slightly in the high-ceilinged room. When he’d finished, he slipped the phone into his breast pocket—pinstripes today—and gingerly lifted the piece from its place.

			Was he planning to…steal it? Replace it with a cleverly—or really, lazily slapped together would probably work—fake? I was pondering whether I should bust in on him—if I managed to startle some confession out of him, surely we could use that in a future reading for Rose—when a long, thin hand darted into view to pluck it from Callum. Moments later, a voice sounded.

			“What about Linda? Will she know?”

			The voice was feminine. Youthful. I leaned closer to the door, craning for a glimpse of the woman’s face…

			“Please. The only thing my cousin can be bothered to pay attention to is her precious failure-to-launch. That, and her own reflection.”

			“She saw me drive up earlier, though. What if she tells—”

			“Are you going to help me or not, Gretchen?”

			A long moment of silence. I leaned closer, my ear probably visible in the door frame if anyone bothered to look.

			“Obviously I’ll help. I know what happens if you don’t pull this off. But if this is going to work, we need to ensure that—”

			Creeaaakk.

			Fuck. Fuck fuck fuck.

			I took a step back, head darting to find the fastest exit route, but before I could make a move, the door swung all the way open, revealing a woman in a tight-fitting cherry-red sheath dress, long near-black waves loose over her toned shoulders, her full lips and large brown eyes tight with suspicion and fury. She had to be around my age, but judging by her sharp stilettos and careful coiffure, we were light-years apart on the adulting timeline.

			She shouldered past me, flinging her hair over one shoulder without a backward glance as she made her way down the hallway that led to the front entrance. I was still watching her retreating form, scanning for any clue as to who she was or what she was doing here, when Callum loomed into the doorway, nostrils flaring like a predator that’s caught a scent.

			“Let me guess, in addition to your extensive knowledge of the arcane arts, you and your sister are proud to be able to offer your services as professional eavesdroppers and sneaks to my poor sick cousin. For an additional fee, of course.”

			“The door was open,” I said, flicking up an eyebrow with as much nonchalance as I could muster, knowing it would infuriate this sour, self-impressed little troll. A tiny balloon of joy inflated in my chest at the twist of his lips—there was something almost pleasant about having the gloves fully off with Callum. Sure, it meant every interaction would be a sparring match at best, a verbal throat punch at worst, but this place—and these people—already had the hairs on my neck prickling most of the time. Unleashing some of that sparking, staticky energy onto such a deserving target almost counted as fun. “Who was that?”

			“Was I unclear just now? Your inserting yourself into my business is inappropriate.” He made a shooing motion. “Go find someone else to harass.”

			“I thought I’d grab a book,” I retorted, drifting over to the nearest set of shelves and glancing over my shoulder at Callum with a tiny twist of my lips, channeling my best disappointed parent vibe. “Though judging by your tantrum, you’d clearly rather no one see what you and Gretchen are up to in here. Word to the wise, when you’re looking to shoplift, it’s best to start with something small and portable.”

			“I have no doubt that you’re well versed in petty crime,” he said, sneering, then belatedly replaced the statuette on the shelf, disappointment twisting his features briefly. “But as it happens, we’re simply helping Rose take a thorough inventory. For insurance purposes.” His Adam’s apple bobbed, not that I needed the tell to know he was lying through his teeth.

			“I’m sure she’ll be thrilled to hear that.” His face pinched, the combination with his pale, gelled pompadour telegraphing “constipated lion.”

			“I think I’ll head outside for a while. Cheap perfume gives me a headache.” With a parting glare of pure disdain, he swished out of the room, chin actually tilted up, his expression a pantomime of the disgusted patrician.

			Once I could no longer hear the muted thuds of his heavy footfalls retreating along the hallway, I darted over to the statuette, turning it over carefully in my hands, looking for a signature, or some other sign of what made it so interesting, but I couldn’t find anything, just the general impenetrability that seemed to signal quality in abstract art. I’m sure there was something to “get” in the bulbous protrusions tapering into narrow strips of bronze, but I was emphatically too much of a pleb to feel it. The sense that Callum would enjoy that—abstract art being beyond my abilities—puckered my lips.

			I scanned the bookshelves, selected a thriller at random as cover, and made my way back along the hall. Curiosity piqued by whatever had just happened, I poked my head into a cozy den, another formal sitting room, and what looked like a graveyard for late-twentieth-century fitness equipment. The mats beneath the exercise bike and the wooden NordicTrack were clean, but dust had settled more deeply in the cracks, mapping the fault lines of the ancient rubber in furry gray. Presumably someone had used the space more recently than 1992, but the air felt stale, the promise of health the room offered somehow making its abandonment sadder.

			No plotting relatives, though. I couldn’t decide whether that felt fortunate or not.

			I closed the door and followed the hall to the kitchen, stomach growling lightly as I entered. Unfortunately, Linda—immaculate in a gauzy petal-pink blouse, faux leather leggings, and a full face of makeup—was standing across the hooked breakfast bar from Marta. The cook was methodically tenderizing a large pork chop on the lower counter, the heavy thud, thud, thud of her mallet punctuating their conversation.

			“Mrs. Rose has never listened to me, you know that,” Marta said, her always heavy tone weighed down still further with bitterness. “I might as well be a piece of furniture for all she cares what I think.”

			“Still…could you not have just put them in the back of the fridge for us? I had those oysters shipped in from New York as a special treat for my son.”

			“I already told you, Mrs. Rose has a shellfish allergy. It is very serious. No shellfish in the house, period. And no, I’m not going to bear the brunt of yet another tongue-lashing only to learn that she has no intention of bending the rules.” Marta thwacked the meat as though it had insulted her mother, not bothering to make eye contact with Linda as she summarily dismissed her. I wouldn’t have thought it possible—Marta seemed to move around in a force field of nonspecific contempt—but I found myself feeling grateful to the dour, hulking cook. Cassie also had a shellfish allergy—relatively mild, as long as you didn’t mind sudden, intense GI distress. Still, given the way everyone had been treating us so far, making specific meal requests was one minefield I was glad to be able to avoid.

			Linda gave a prim little sniff.

			“You really shouldn’t be opening other people’s mail in the first place,” she said and turned on her heel, clearly ready to make her dramatic exit. She stopped short, frowning, when she saw me blocking her path.

			“Next time I’ll leave the raw seafood outside for you until you feel like retrieving it,” Marta muttered, sprinkling salt over the mutilated meat before placing it in a bowl filled with some sort of marinade and moving the next chop onto her torture table. “Unless you’d rather I add it to—”

			“Victoria,” Linda said, too loud, voice a squeak. One eyebrow hitched as much as it could manage as she turned to catch Marta’s eye. Marta glanced up at me, clearly unperturbed. Though actually…maybe I just couldn’t figure out how to read her unchanging glower. Not even twenty-four hours in this viper pit, and I felt lost at sea, a lifetime of practice reading people flickering out beneath the oppressive fug of eeriness and competing motives.

			“I was…just gonna grab a yogurt or something.” I grimaced, moving toward the fridge. The cook, true to her superhuman lack of fucks to give, had already returned her attention to her grim task.

			“Once you do, do you have a few minutes? I’d actually been hoping to catch you alone.”

			Dammit. Of course she had been.

			“Sure,” I said, not even bothering to feign warmth. “Give me a second.” We both knew where we’d left things last night, after all.

			Linda nodded, folding her arms across her slim frame, angling herself away from the cook in a way that felt somehow more insulting than fully turning her back on the other woman.

			Deliberately, I opened the fridge, taking my time before I selected an apple and a jar of peanut butter. Usually I’d have just grabbed a spoon and alternated bites to create health food mouth nachos, but with Linda’s tart judgment like an essential oil permeating the air, I found myself tugging open drawers and cupboards until I’d located a knife and plate, clumsily cut the apple into slices, and slathered a mound of peanut butter on the rim. It wasn’t exactly highbrow…unless you knew my default setting.

			Once I’d replaced the peanut butter, Linda slapped on an impatient smile, exhaling heavily to make sure I knew how long I’d kept her from her busy schedule of berating the help.

			“The garden, perhaps? It’s so pretty this time of year.”

			“Sure,” I said, feeling more disoriented by her icily polite veneer than I cared to admit. It frankly wasn’t an emotional state I had much experience with. When Cassie and I were angry with each other, we might pout, or bicker, or throw passive-aggressive barbs, but we always let each other know our shit was still in play. Trying to freeze each other out would have been the fastest way to force a discussion, but with Linda, it felt like an armor I couldn’t see a chink in.

			We crossed the patio in silence, dew still clinging to the loungers, the bulk of the house keeping them in shadow. I shivered slightly—the sun was bright, but the air had a bite in it that went straight through the thin sweater I was wearing.

			Linda made for a small bistro set beneath the spreading branches of a gigantic maple tree aflame with late fall color. She gestured at the chairs expectantly.

			“Probably easier for you to eat that sitting than walking.” She tilted her head toward my plate, expression blank.

			“Right. Thanks.”

			I settled in opposite her and scooped a bit of peanut butter onto an apple slice, suddenly self-conscious. Was there a non-trashy way to eat apples and peanut butter? Had I already plopped down on the wrong side of some invisible line in the sand demarcating class? The sound of my chewing suddenly seemed deafening.

			But when I glanced up, Linda’s attention was on the house, overfull lips twisted into a little moue of worry.

			“Thank you for agreeing to speak with me, Victoria,” she began, gazing at our reflection in the bay window of what I was fairly certain was the library. “I wasn’t sure you would after the turn things took last night.”

			My shoulders jumped up, abs tightening protectively. I’d recited a litany of retorts beneath my heavy swaths of plaid last night, running through everything from arch laughter at her rather feeble attempt to gain the upper hand, don’t you think, Linda? to an even lower blow than she’d taken, aimed for what I assumed was her Achilles’ heel: obvious signs of aging. But already they were abandoning me, adrenaline washing away both my brilliant quips and my streetfighter throat punches, leaving me tense and jumpy, ready to physically fight off whatever insult she flung at me next. I didn’t say anything, simply stared at her, waiting for her to launch her attack.

			“I owe you an apology, Victoria. Last night I was…upset about the way Auntie Rose was acting, and I’m afraid I took some of that out on you.”

			You called me trash. The words were echoing in my head but not making their way out.

			“I’m sure you understand that emotions can run high with family. It was a shock to realize Auntie Rose had invited strangers into the house at a time like this. And your sister’s reading was…”

			“Her reading was completely accurate. And Rose drew the cards.” My jaw felt too tight to let the words pass, but I forced them out.

			“Of course. But you have to admit it was a bit aggressive, from where my cousin and I were standing.”

			I did not have to admit that. If you don’t like being called a money-grubbing snake, get up off your damn belly. But when I glanced up at Linda, her eyebrows were tented in an unfamiliar show of pain, and judging by how hard she was gripping the edge of the table, her knuckles white, even this not-really-an-apology was costing her dearly.

			I didn’t want to let her off the hook. But fuck, I really wanted to know why she was willing to go through this with me. What could she want enough to endure this? With someone she clearly thought so little of on so many levels? Linda was awful, yes, but was she a threat? Suddenly I had to know.

			“I understand that must have been hard for you to listen to,” I finally said. Not untrue, but not precisely what she’d demanded from me, either. She seemed to hear it as a peace offering, though, because she slumped with relief, smiling slightly and nodding.

			“It was. Which is why I was harsher than I should have been. I hope you’ll accept my apology?”

			“Of course,” I said, trying on one of Cassie’s vague, beatific smiles. “I appreciate it. Especially considering the difficult position you’re in.”

			“I really am.” Her eyes widened and she exhaled heavily. “Even Parker doesn’t seem to understand that. Though I suppose you and your sister are more perceptive than most people.” Her tinkle of laughter rang false, her hand reaching across the table in my direction—but not actually touching mine—a simulacrum of intimacy.

			This must be even juicier than I’d imagined. There’s no way she’d give either of us a single shred of credit if she didn’t want something in return. So what could possibly have Linda trying to bring me on as an ally?

			I made a show of focusing intently on spreading peanut butter over a slice of apple, angling myself in a way that allowed me to see Linda’s reflection clearly.

			“You’re worried that someone might be taking advantage of Rose, I take it.”

			Her mouth dropped open for a moment, but all I could see in her expression was surprise. Not very informative.

			“Yes and no. I don’t think there’s some specific threat to Rose, but the way she’s pushing her family away is…alarming.”

			“You’re close, then?”

			“I’m sure she wouldn’t say so.” Linda’s arms reflexively wound around her stomach, nose crinkling as though she’d caught a foul smell. “I don’t know if you noticed, but Rose can be extremely difficult when she wants to be.”

			“Oh, I definitely caught that,” I said under my breath. Linda’s grateful laugh took me by surprise. She leaned in, conspiratorial.

			“When she laid into Callum? I shouldn’t laugh. He’s taking time away from work to be here, but god, the look on his face!” She widened her eyes. “He can be so full of himself, but Rose has always been an expert at cutting people down to size.” Linda mimed a sharp jab, an invisible shiv gripped in her fist.

			It was a form of bonding that was immediately identifiable—Let’s get closer by shitting on a common enemy—but the enemy in question was her cousin, and while they didn’t seem close, they’d managed to join forces pretty quickly last night against what I’m sure they viewed as their shit-bonding target, namely, us. I dug a fingernail into the pad of my thumb, trying to focus my thoughts. Reading Linda at this particular moment wasn’t difficult, but the layers of family history, clashing personalities (individually thorny as fuck), class—to say nothing of all the things I didn’t even know were in play—made every exchange with a member of the Berwyn clan feel like four-dimensional chess. The skills I’d honed over a lifetime, the ones I’d passed on to Cassie, were focused on the here and now. Responding to a single person’s emotional present required discernment and close observation, but most people, most of the time, gave you everything you needed to understand them. Here, though, it felt like trying to describe the shape of a massive iceberg based only on the tiny tip that protruded above the surface of the water. Knowing it was there, looming beneath, was nowhere near enough information to navigate safely around it.

			“She definitely didn’t pull any punches last night,” I said, opting for the most neutral form of agreement I could find. There was a weird familiarity in the sudden intimacy Linda was thrusting toward me, and while I couldn’t quite place it, it had me tensing up.

			“Serves him right,” Linda said, leaning back in her chair. “He’s always been so patronizing.” She began picking idly at the polish on one thumbnail, eyes narrowing on the task. “I hated when he’d show up here. He was a bully even as a kid.”

			“You came here as a kid?”

			“All the time.” She blinked at me, almost as though she was surprised I didn’t know. “I must have spent six weeks every summer here, maybe eight? I’d look forward to it all year. Rose has always been…sharp-edged, but at least she acted like she wanted us around.”

			“Us?”

			“Andrew and me,” she said simply, gaze drifting off over my shoulder. “She doted on him. It was like stepping into a sitcom family or something, seeing a mom actually care what her kid was doing. I used to pretend Rose was my mom too. I always assumed she knew that.”

			“It sounds like you two were really close once,” I prompted.

			“We were. At least I thought we were.” She shrugged, sighing. “It was a long time ago. And after she and my mom had their big falling-out, I stopped coming, of course. I begged to come, I think I even tried a hunger strike the first year, they were all over the news back then, but Mom was even more stubborn than Rose, if you can believe it.”

			“I’m sorry,” I said, channeling Cassie again. “That must have been hard on you.”

			“It was.” She nodded slowly, eyes misting. “This was the place I always felt the most like myself, and then it was just…gone.”

			I nodded, my apple abandoned. Something about the self-protective curve of her body, the unfocused gaze, told me she very much wanted to linger over her hurt, now that she’d finally let it out.

			“It’s just so unfair, you know? She acts like I’m only here to swoop in for all her precious collectibles once she dies. But I’m not my mom, I didn’t ‘steal’ all the family heirlooms or whatever it was Rose believes she did.” Her nostrils flared. “I’m sure there’s something I’ve done in the past to piss her off—there always is with Rose—but it’s like she wants to focus on that and ignore everything else, you know? It’s not my fault just because she needs someone to blame.” She retrieved a tissue from some unseen pocket and dabbed lightly beneath her eyes, blinking rapidly, gaze turned upward.

			The pouting set of her jaw, the way her eyes darted down to one side once she’d finished shoring up her makeup, even the nervous nail-picking she was returning to—it brought her back in a flash, so fully and suddenly it almost took my breath away.

			Mom.

			She had always been just like this when she felt like someone had wronged her—which was often. First she’d get confiding, then she’d lay out her sob story, and then my job had been to agree with her—to confirm that the boyfriend, or landlord, or person she’d gotten into a screaming match with at the Market Basket was completely in the wrong, that she’d been treated unjustly, that the latest bump on a road that was only potholes was clearly, and entirely, of someone else’s making.

			It didn’t make me trust Linda. If anything, it made me that much more wary—Mom was always, always playing an angle, even when there wasn’t anything particular to gain. Even with us, her kids. It was clear that there was some serious narcissism in play with Linda—in fact, it was probably genetic with this crew, the combo-pack of needing everyone to acknowledge their brilliance, beauty, benevolence at all times, while simultaneously feeling deeply victimized by the world.

			Still, I didn’t doubt that Linda actually felt this way. She might be too willing to see herself as the wounded party, might have a blind spot perfectly tailored to cover her own flaws, but she believed the story she was telling me, I was sure of it.

			“There’s comfort in holding on to old grudges. Anything that’s familiar enough starts to feel safer, you know?”

			“Oh my god, that’s so true.” Linda leaned forward, eager. “My therapist has said the exact same thing.”

			Makes sense, seeing as I was distilling a bunch of social media armchair therapy accounts.

			“People often need help to see that a different option might actually be better. The fear of the unknown is strong.”

			She nodded slowly, then sighed, pity drawing down her mouth.

			“That’s what I worry has happened with Rose. She’s just so set in her ways, so used to holding on to this story about having been wronged, that she can’t see that it’s not really serving her, you know?”

			“That makes sense,” I said, judiciously failing to note that Linda might be holding on to some not particularly useful stories of her own. I wondered, briefly, how much her ability to mimic therapyspeak counted as being fully actualized in her mind.

			“Honestly, I’m impressed by your insight, Victoria. I know I may have come off a bit…dubious about your skills last night, but I realize now that you really do have a remarkable amount of perception.”

			I gifted her my zennest of smiles.

			“I hope so. Really, the ability to tap into deeper levels of perception is a huge proportion of Cassie’s and my gift. Those powers are there for all of us if we just open our minds.” Or learn how to read the tiny shifts in body language and micro-expressions that almost everyone unconsciously displays. Potato, po-tah-to.

			She drew in a deep breath, nodding even more rapidly. Jesus, she was eating this up. Probably because I was seasoning it all with flattery. When Linda spoke again, she was leaning so far forward it looked as if she might slip off her chair.

			“That actually leads me to what I was hoping to discuss. Clearly you see my predicament. I just want to help Rose and be here for her in a time of need. But she has it in her mind that I have some ‘ulterior motive.’ ” She curled her fingers in the air. “I thought if the…let’s call it focus of your readings shifted a bit, it might help her see that her family has her best interests at heart. Or at least some of us do.”

			“You know that tarot cards all have specific meanings attached, I assume? The meaning of any given card in a deck is fixed.”

			“But surely the way you convey that meaning can change,” Linda said, her smile a shade frostier. “Otherwise what real skills would you even be bringing to the table? Interpretation is everything.”

			God, she was exactly Mom, just with money. Asking for something with a veiled threat waiting in the wings as an insurance plan.

			“That’s true,” I said, keeping my expression neutral. “Helping to put the cards in context is both a gift and a skill.”

			“And what better use for that gift than reuniting an old woman with her family when it matters most?” Linda’s smile was wide, and you’d almost say it was genuine but for the tiny narrowing of her eyes as she watched me, her gaze just a shade too intent.

			“Bringing Rose peace is a goal we all share,” I started, flicking through my options as quickly as I could. Refusing Linda outright would be satisfying, of course, but I had zero sense of what the blowback might look like. When my mom felt wronged, she could go full scorched earth; what would that look like for a version of Mom with money?

			But on the other hand, I couldn’t make this woman any promises. Not only because my entire being revolted against the idea, but because our staying here hinged on Rose, and she clearly had her own opinions. Not to mention a pretty thorough understanding of the occult. And if we couldn’t pass whatever tests she’d set for us, we were, quite simply, fucked. The “down payment” Brynn had sent probably wouldn’t even get us into a new apartment, and two months wasn’t long enough to scrape together much more. We needed the rest of that money.

			“I can’t change what the spirits are trying to say,” I finally said, gaze fixed on my apple, the borders of the plate going blurry as I stared. “But I can do my best to focus on the positive in their messages, if that makes sense.”

			“Of course, really that’s all I’m asking. I’d never want you to ignore your principles.”

			Bullshit. Which I swallowed with a smile—no point in antagonizing her now. With a cheery exhale, Linda pushed herself up from the table.

			“On that note, I have a few errands to get to before the day gets away from me. Thank you, Victoria.” She bent to lay both hands over mine on the metal tabletop. “I so appreciate you having an open mind about this.”

			Her smile was once again perfunctory as she patted my hand once, briskly, then strode into the house, not bothering to look back.

			I sat there, slowly making my way through the rest of my apple, turning over what had just happened. Having Linda believe I was in her corner couldn’t hurt. But if I didn’t deliver for her, what then? And how would Rose react to all this?

			Four-dimensional chess. And I could barely remember the rules for checkers.

			I was just finishing my snack when a movement at the far corner of the house caught my eye. Relief surged through me as I recognized Parker’s long, lean form, hand already raising in greeting. I lifted my own hand, forcing myself to ignore the other surges starting inside, but deeper, and lower.

			Stop being ridiculous, Tori, no one with that much money would ever look twice at you. My body, however, refused to get the message, blood thrumming insistently as he started to lope along the curve of the driveway…

			…then stopped short near the barn. I frowned, confused.

			Seconds later, she emerged. Gretchen, her features glowing with recognition and warmth now, their elfin beauty evident in a way I hadn’t appreciated when she shoulder-checked me at the library door. She hurried over to where Parker stood and threw both arms around his neck, giggling as he lifted her off the ground in a twirling hug. When he finally released her, he didn’t move back, didn’t—or couldn’t—pull his eyes away from hers, coyly downturned now.

			What were they saying to each other?

			But really, what did it matter? I gulped, all the sparkly feelings of a moment before abruptly falling to earth, dingy and sad as confetti after the parade has passed.

			Whatever they were saying, their body language was very clear. They knew each other—well. Liked each other—possibly quite a lot. Shared the sort of easy intimacy you only had with people you were very close to.

			Jesus, what were Cassie and I even doing here? Everywhere I turned was some new threat, spoken or otherwise, and I couldn’t get a sense of what anyone was after. How could we possibly give Rose what she wanted? What if we wound up wasting the best two weeks of Salem’s season and all we came away with was the five K that had yet to post to our bank account and a pack of obscenely wealthy enemies?

			We should just go. The smart move would be cutting our losses now and leaving. I was looking at all the proof I needed—Parker, the one person I’d started to let myself think might be on our side, was clearly in league with Gretchen, who was working on some sort of plot with Callum, who was vindictive enough to…

			I didn’t even need to play it out any further. It was pretty obvious all paths led to This is exactly as bad an idea as you thought it would be.

			Even though every charming twist of Gretchen’s lips, every scrap of laughter that carried across the distance, pricked at me, a million tiny needles, I couldn’t force myself to pull my eyes away from the pair until my phone buzzed on the table, alerting me to a missed call that had apparently been stymied before it could even ring by the abysmal reception in the Berkshires. Needing distraction more than I cared to admit, I dialed in to my mailbox to retrieve the message.

			“Victoria. This is Florence DiRenza. I probably don’t need to tell you that the check you left me bounced.”

			Even for my sour landlady, the venom in her voice was remarkable. The chilly day suddenly turned frigid, wrapping its long, emaciated fingers around my entire body.

			“Since you won’t answer your door, I’ll let you know here. I’ve started eviction proceedings. I’m asking the court to date the beginning of your fourteen-day notice to when we spoke last week. That means you’ll have one week to vacate the apartment, or else…”

			I let the phone drop from my ear, muscles suddenly too weak to hold it aloft anymore. Forget two months to get it together—if we didn’t ace this job, we’d wind up homeless.

			I’d been so focused on the calls coming from inside the house, I’d let myself forget: No matter how bad things were here, this was meant to be our refuge from what was waiting—and now barring us from returning to—our own front door.
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				Cassie

			
			Tori wasn’t in her room.

			Her purse was there, puddled on the desk, and in her absence it struck me as ineffably sad, lonely and abandoned in its slump. I rolled my eyes at myself, laughing a little. Inanimate objects had their own potent vibes, but projecting my bummer feelings onto them was a brand-new low. She had taken her phone with her, which I determined after rummaging through it in search of pills. For someone who didn’t care if hundreds of tourists smeared their collective energy all over her deck, Tori hated anyone touching her stuff. But since this was mostly for medicinal purposes, she’d probably forgive me.

			Deflated, I wandered back into my room and closed the bathroom door behind me, wishing I’d thought to ask Brynn for a snack or soda from the kitchen. Anything for a little dopamine hit to take the edge off the unpleasant emotions churning in my stomach. With a flare of insight, I suddenly realized why I felt so off-kilter, besides the obvious—I hadn’t had time for my daily tarot pull. It was a well-worn ritual, comforting as handling a favorite crystal, and I’d gotten so used to starting my mornings with it that I hadn’t fully appreciated how much it impacted my mood.

			With deck in hand, its familiar energy thrumming in my palms like a purring cat, I instantly felt calmer. I closed my eyes, taking deep, centering breaths as I shuffled, never forcing, letting the cards slot themselves into place however they chose.

			Tell me about today, I asked them, the familiar words chiming like bells inside my mind. Tell me what I need to know to meet it best prepared. Our mom had taught us that query mantra. When we were little, she’d pulled a card for herself and one for each of us, almost every day. Sometimes she wasn’t up to it—hungover, Tori would have scoffed, though I was pretty sure Mom just hadn’t been a morning person, like me. But it was still a regular ritual, reliable enough that it had become ingrained in my memory as a token of her love. A unique blessing passed from her to us, an energetic legacy without interruption, like a storybook candle whose flame never guttered or went out.

			My heartbeat calm and reassuring as a metronome, I opened my eyes and cut the deck, drawing the first card from the top.

			The Knight of Swords stared up at me, reversed.

			My newfound calm gushed away, even though it was a beautiful card—the knight astride a chestnut horse in a field of wildflowers, brandishing a sword so sharp it winked even in the illustration. A single lily drooped from a chink in the knight’s armor, where it had been tucked like a lady’s favor.

			Upright, this knight had positive associations, could be a heroic, protective influence characterized by swift decision making and determination. But reversed…the card indicated someone frighteningly driven, maybe even reckless when spurred by anger, love, or the desire for victory. It suggested the presence of a new, dangerous interloper. A stranger who bursts in to disrupt the status quo, with an implacable disregard for obstacles.

			I slid the card back into the deck, both puzzled and chilled. What was I supposed to take away from this? We’d already met Rose’s family…so why did the cards think I needed to prepare for someone like that now?
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			Fifteen minutes later, I was lurking by the kitchen door, trying to detect if any food prep sounds were emanating from within. The pantry, at least, was quiet, and I hadn’t stumbled across any other whispered arguments on the way.

			The kitchen and the corridor both seemed deserted, the silence so complete I could hear the tick-tock of a grandfather clock somewhere deeper in the house. I nudged the door open, peering around it into the massive kitchen—no one in sight. A white pastry box on the breakfast bar caught my eye. I crept over and gingerly opened it, giving it a little sniff; savory for sure, maybe meat pies? The smell made my stomach growl, and if they’d been delivered from a bakery as opposed to handmade by Marta, they were probably safe. I’d only heard them talking about liquor, anyway.

			I scooped up one of the pies in its wax wrapper and stole back out of the kitchen toward the sitting room, the sunniest place I’d seen in the house so far. Just as I picked the most comfortable-looking wingback chair, I caught a flicker of movement through the picture window that took up an entire wall. I drew closer to the window, my nose nearly pressing against the glass. Across the yard, two figures sat at a bistro table beneath a maple, its crimson leaves flickering like an autumnal bonfire. I recognized the sheen of my sister’s dark hair in the sun, the black sweater she’d worn this morning, and across from her sat…

			Linda?

			A sliver of shock ran through me. What could they possibly be talking about? The way they leaned toward each other across the table looked almost cozy, a chat between friends.

			Was this what the card I’d drawn had warned me about, a dangerous interloper trying to win my sister’s trust? But Linda wasn’t new to the equation, and while Tori hadn’t heard the woman’s insidious whisper-hiss in the pantry this morning, even she couldn’t have missed Linda’s scorpion aura.

			I watched, mind wheeling, as Linda pushed away from the table and strode off, disappearing beyond the window frame. Tori stayed seated, and for a moment I could barely move, struck by the poignant sight of her. She seemed so small, dwarfed by those ancient branches—a blood-red leaf drifting down to settle on her hair before she brushed it away—that it pierced the tenderest part of my heart. The unguarded center where I loved her the very most, even when we were at odds.

			Bursting with questions, I swept out of the room and toward the front hall—or, at least, in the direction I was about sixty percent sure led to the entrance where Brynn had first collected us. It still took me almost ten minutes to find my way outside, and by the time I’d made it around the house to the bistro table, Tori was gone.

			I slumped into the chair she’d been sitting in, cursing the stupid enormity of the house. I hadn’t run into her on the way out, so she’d either taken a different door back inside or gone on a walk. With a house and grounds this massive, she could be anywhere, and the Bishop legacy unfortunately didn’t come complete with a sisterly psychic connection. Billowing out an exasperated sigh, I tried texting Tori, but my reception was pretty much the same flatline it had been since we arrived. Fucking hell.

			At least I was outside.

			The bitten-apple crispness of the air and the peek-a-boo warmth of fall sunshine on my face felt like coming home. My spirits lifted even further when I remembered the turnover. It came apart in buttery flakes, but I couldn’t quite pinpoint the spices flavoring the goat cheese and mince filling—the brightness of anise and something sharper. Fishy, almost?

			Still munching, I wandered past the garden and into the wooded grounds of the Berwyn estate. Many of the trees had kept their dazzling foliage, impossibly bright shades of burnt orange and carnelian, buttery yellow and a red so dark it was almost black, their outlines traced with sunlit gold. I peered up at the cloudless azure sky through the wind-stirred mosaic of the leaves, breathing in the earthy scent of these woods. Maybe I should gather some of the prettiest of the fallen leaves for Tori as a peace offering. A long time ago, she and I had turned them into collages with Mom, one of the most precious memories I had of the three of us together and content.

			Then I stumbled onto a little clearing.

			The ground trailed with curling vines, looping around gourds half-sunk into soil and dead leaves. They were bone-pale and much smaller than Market Basket pumpkins, like delicate miniatures. Why were the woods so open here, I wondered. Had someone cleared away the trees on purpose, to make room for this fairytale pumpkin patch?

			Enchanted, I knelt to take a closer look at one, reaching out to trace its outlines—then recoiled in horror.

			As my shocked gaze flitted from one to the next, I realized the beauty had been an illusion, a trick of perspective. They were all rotting from within, gaunt and gaping, caving into themselves. The buckling dimples and protrusions formed the shapes of tormented faces freckled with decay. That’s why the gourds were so sunken; they were dying, being reabsorbed back into the earth.

			But those awful, misshapen faces…a thought floated into my mind, bloated and horrible. Andrew wasn’t buried here, obviously. But had someone been laid to uneasy rest here, once? Their tortured spirit rising up through the soil to infest these gourds?

			A branch cracked behind me, loud as a gunshot. Then, another.

			I shrieked, a shrill, half-stifled yip, adrenaline lancing through my veins. Wheeling around, I shaded my eyes from the glare—the sun felt intrusive now, a piercing eye in the sky—and squinted into the dense thicket of the woods leading back to the house.

			Nothing moved but the stir of shadows.

			“Is—is someone there?” I called out, voice shaking. Silence, nothing but sporadic birdsong. Even that felt menacing. Those hidden birds could see me, along with anyone else who might be hiding in those dark woods.

			Someone who’d followed me out here.

			I bolted toward the house, veering away from the path I’d taken, breaking into a full run, thrashing through the trees and tripping over exposed roots. My harsh breaths resounded in my ears, the thunder of my heart so loud it drowned out any other sound, until I couldn’t tell if I was imagining the hair-raising feel of eyes boring into my back.

			As soon as the house loomed into view through the tree trunks, relief swept over me. I slowed to a stumbling jog, darting glances over my shoulder. Still nothing, only the flickering shadows cast by the branches. Suddenly my fear seemed silly, overblown, even if I still jangled with adrenaline.

			What the fuck, Cassie? It was probably just a deer or raccoon or something. Nature is alive, it can be loud. You know that.

			Arms wrapped around myself, I let myself back inside, the house’s musty gloom settling over my shoulders like a mantle. Now that I knew more of its history, I could almost sense the captive ghosts of anguish and bitterness drifting like dust motes in the murk. Or maybe that was just me, still so shaken by what had probably just been an animal running away from me. In hindsight, it was so silly that imagining Tori’s reaction nearly made me laugh.

			Flighty Cassie, letting herself get spooked by a bunch of decaying pumpkins.

			But would an animal’s eyes have felt so heavy, so ominous, on my back?
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			The leaden silence weighed on me as I climbed the stairs, broken only by the creak of my own footsteps on the treads. When I caught the sound of Brynn’s and Tori’s voices, mingled in conversation, something loosened deep inside my chest.

			“Cassie, there you are,” Brynn said with a slow smile as I came into view. Tori stood beside her, hands clasped behind her back, and for once I couldn’t read much of anything in either her posture or expression. “Wonderful. I’d just come to snag you and Tori—Rose would like you both to join her for dinner. No family this time,” she added with a little wince, presumably in response to whatever expression of horror I’d made.

			“Dinner?” I repeated, bewildered. “I’m sorry, I must have lost track of time. Don’t we have a few hours before then?”

			“Last night was unusual,” Brynn explained, lowering her voice. “Between us, Rose overextended herself, which contributed to the episode today. She normally takes her dinner right around five, so your timing is impeccable, Cassie.”

			Tori made a soft sound, too faint to be categorized as a proper scoff. I barely restrained myself from glaring at her. So she hadn’t thawed at all in the meantime, which, while it made my insides cave in—like ghastly pumpkins, my brain whispered, before I banished the thought—I could sort of understand. Sometimes Tori clung to negative emotions that way, like a weird safety net. If things are already bad, they probably won’t get much worse. But shouldn’t we at least be trying to project a united front?

			“Do I have time to change?” I asked, smoothing still shaky hands down my skirt. “I’ve been outside for at least an hour. My hair must be all over the place.”

			“This won’t be a formal occasion. You’re both fine as you are.” Brynn’s gaze flicked over me in businesslike appraisal, but I caught the suppressed humor in her eyes, the way she lingered ever so briefly on my lips before meeting my eyes. Then she took a half-step forward and reached out to pluck a scrap of leaf from my hair, leaving me tingling where her fingers had brushed the sensitive skin right behind my ear. “There. Now you’re perfect.”

			“Yeah, Cassie, you’re perfect,” Tori echoed, her voice so blandly perky that only someone who knew her as well as I did would register the sarcasm. “Wouldn’t change a single thing about her. Right, Brynn?”

			“I wouldn’t, no,” Brynn replied, in the same above-reproach register, raising a subtle What even is your sister’s deal? eyebrow at me as she gestured down the hall. “So, shall we? Rose is very eager to spend more time with you both.”

			“Of course, let’s not keep Mrs. Berwyn waiting,” I said, falling into step with her so Tori had to trudge behind us, where she could fling energetic darts at our backs to her heart’s content. “Is she feeling better?”

			“Oh, much,” Brynn replied, the relief plain in her face. “She’s remarkably resilient, all things considered. Or, as she prefers to put it, too damned stubborn to kick the bucket.”

			“Sounds about right,” Tori muttered.

			“I still wish she’d agreed to rest for the remainder of the day,” Brynn continued wryly, “but Rose will have her way. And we won’t be eating downstairs tonight, so at least there won’t be stairs for her to manage.”

			“Is there another dining room up here?” I asked, struggling not to feel like a hopeless pleb. Maybe en-suite dining rooms were a thing in houses this size, the way bathrooms were. One banquet hall per guest, as the patron saint of the obscenely wealthy hath decreed.

			“Once the stairs became such a challenge for Rose’s heart, I did a little renovating, so she wouldn’t have to choose between managing the exertion and enduring, I quote, ‘the indignity of dining in bed, like some Victorian consumptive,’ ” Brynn mimicked, in such an accurate impression of Rose’s crotchety voice that I laughed despite myself. “You’ll see. I think it’s kind of cozy.”

			A few moments later, she stopped in front of an imposing wooden door, its frame heavy with scrollwork, just down the hall from Rose’s chambers and Brynn’s adjoining room. Inside, the walls were covered in the dour wooden paneling that dominated so much of the house, but the round table was a warm maple, the chairs around it upholstered in plush jade-green brocade. The gentle consideration given to every aspect of this makeshift dining room, from the nodding freesias in their diamond-cut crystal vase to the way the table was positioned off-center, probably to accommodate Rose and her wheelchair, made my chest ache a little.

			“It’s definitely cozy,” Tori conceded, in lieu of an olive branch. “What was here before?”

			“A study no one used, as far as I could tell,” Brynn replied with a half shrug. “Please, take a seat while I get her ready. The food should be up soon.”

			I drifted toward the place setting closest to me, while Tori snagged the one across the table, so that we’d be bookending Rose with Brynn sitting across from her. At least we still operated in instinctive tandem, despite the invisible tempest still brewing between us. For a moment, I waited, expecting her to at least tell me what she’d learned from Linda. When the set of her jaw stayed rigid, I sighed, relenting. When Tori dug in like this, it was my role to tunnel through the walls she built around herself, guide us back toward each other.

			“Tor, I know things are off between us,” I started, shoulders hunching at the sharpness in her eyes. “But this morning…I heard something really weird when I went downstairs with Brynn.” Her features darkened at the mention of Brynn’s name, but there was no stopping now. “Marta and Linda were arguing in the pantry. They were talking about doing something to the gin.”

			Tori’s face creased with confusion. “I’m sorry, what?”

			The jarring, squeaky rattle of wheels made me twist toward the door. Marta herself trundled in, mouth thin, eyes black and flat as buttons, pushing a cart laden with more of those silver domes. My heart leapt into my throat. Had she heard me?

			“Cassie?” Tori demanded. “What were you saying? What’s wrong with—”

			“Nothing!” I squeaked, plastering on a smile and giving Marta an idiotic little wave. Tori tipped her head, What the fuck is up with you? scrawled across her face. “Seriously, nothing. Just, lost my train of thought is all. I’m sure I’ll, uh, remember later.”

			Marta paused long enough to scrutinize me and my flushed cheeks, then grimly rolled over to a sideboard, ignoring us both. While she unloaded a feast’s worth of platters and a bottle of pale wine clicking in an ice bucket, Tori and I fidgeted in awkward silence. At least I wouldn’t have to worry about gin tonight, and this wine bottle was still corked. Having completed the setup, Marta rolled the cart back out without a parting look at either of us. Before I could pick the thread back up, I caught the rubber-tipped scuff of Rose’s cane against the hardwood, and her shuffling gait.

			Rose stood in the doorway, with Brynn at her back.

			“My clever girls,” she said, her face crinkling into a shockingly fond smile. “Thank you for joining me. I thought it might be nice for us to enjoy a meal without any, shall we say, undue disruptions. And I hear you had the run of the grounds today. I trust you enjoyed the estate?”

			Tori hesitated, scanning Rose’s face, clearly mistrustful of this jovial turnabout. “Very much,” she said, with a tentative smile. “I’m sure it’s gorgeous every season, but the fall foliage is spectacular.”

			“And it’s so peaceful out there,” I lied, as Brynn helped Rose lower herself into her chair. If Rose wanted to play the gracious hostess while pretending this morning had never happened, then so be it. It was officially showtime again. I couldn’t afford to let myself be distracted by the memory of that whispered conversation in the pantry, much less the grotesque pumpkin patch. “It’s nothing like Salem this time of year. I mean, the atmosphere nearing Samhain is always very special in a town so steeped in the occult, but it’s so different to really feel the thinning of the veil between such ancient trees.”

			Rose nodded thoughtfully. “Andrew loved it, too,” she said, and I caught Tori’s tiny jerk of surprise that she’d offered up his name so soon. “We took such long walks, the two of us, always spinning stories. In hindsight, perhaps I never felt closer to him than when we walked together. But tell me, what is your Salem like? It’s been so many years since I visited. I’m sure I’d hardly recognize it now.”

			Tori and I took turns sharing our stories, burnishing Salem with an enticing spiritual patina that I knew, of the two of us, only I experienced. Rose listened avidly, asking questions and wheezing with laughter when Tori trotted out some of our more comical tourist anecdotes. Brynn chuckled too, as she spooned food onto our plates and refilled Tori’s and my wine glasses, though both she and Rose stuck to water. She was probably accustomed to this part of her job, but it still made me desperately uncomfortable to have her wait on me.

			“You’ll have to tell me what you think of Marta’s schnitzel and spaetzle,” Rose said, her face gleaming with anticipation. It was remarkable how much more comfortable she seemed, in the absence of all the prickly defenses she’d mounted against her family the previous night. It made it easier to imagine her in her halcyon years, a welcoming hostess with a keen mind. Before guilt and loss had curdled everything around her.

			“This was one of Pierce’s favorite dishes, you know,” she added as we sliced into the tender breaded meat and gooey noodles, silverware scraping against the fine china plates. My shoulders tightened at the mention of his name, but Tori was listening with sharp interest, and I realized that I hadn’t even had the chance to tell her what Brynn had shared with me about Rose’s husband.

			“We traveled together quite a bit, especially before Andrew came along, and Switzerland was always my husband’s favorite. This is a recipe from a very old restaurant in the heart of Lucerne. They’d fry it tableside for you there, if you can imagine the spectacle! The smell of all that butter melting in cast iron…” She closed her eyes dreamily, crepey cheeks pinking at the memory. “Even now, it whisks me half a century back to when we were newlyweds. And I had Brynn open a bottle of Pierce’s favorite Gewürztraminer for you, too. It’s a bit like having a piece of him back.”

			The wine soured in my mouth. There didn’t seem to be any ambivalence in this memory of her husband. It was as if Rose were intent on glazing over any unpleasantness in the past, revising it into whatever shape she’d decided would absolve her.

			“All that butter is why this is a monthly dish at most,” Brynn chided playfully, and Rose cackled in response, shooting her a defiant look. “But I’ll be the first to admit that it’s delicious.”

			“It’s phenomenal,” Tori said through a final mouthful. “Thank you. It’s such a gift, being able to share food that means so much to you.”

			Rose’s face brightened. “Speaking of gifts, I believe it’s time. Brynn, would you be kind enough to clear our plates, then fetch what we discussed?”

			I caught Tori’s gaze as Brynn deftly cleared the table, then slipped out of the room. My sister’s pretty features stayed neutral in the waver of the candlelight, but I could sense the acceleration of her mind, read the frantic What now? roiling in her eyes.

			Brynn reappeared moments later, setting a black velvet box in front of me, a smaller one in front of Tori. We both hesitated, shooting each other uncertain looks, abruptly reunited in solidarity against whatever the hell was happening here.

			“Go on, open them!” Rose urged with an impish grin. “No poison adders in there, you have my word.”

			I flicked the tiny clasp, then levered my box open, balancing it on my palm. A necklace curled inside, alternating beads of amber and jet with a tiny bronze pendant of two hearts intertwined. It looked like a traditional witch’s vestment—Gardnerian Wiccans wouldn’t wear a ritual necklace interrupted by any kind of clasp, in order to keep the symbolism of the circle intact—but that pendant was an unusual addition. And the entire piece pulsed with power so potent I couldn’t believe I hadn’t felt its energy emanating even through the box.

			“Mrs. Berwyn,” I said, my voice catching with shock. “What is this?”

			“Ah, you feel it speaking to you, don’t you? I was sure you would!” Rose pressed her hands together, delighted as a child. “It was a gift from Gerald Gardner to his lovely and extremely patient wife, Donna. His favorite partner, some say. The twinned hearts represent their eternal love, unbroken by death or time. It’s imbued with Gerald’s originating magic. It has had only one previous owner before it came into my hands. And now it’s yours, Cassandra.”

			“What do you mean, mine?” My voice quavered, but I couldn’t tear my eyes from the necklace, its insistent heartbeat of power. Magical potency aside, I couldn’t begin to wrap my mind around how much something this rare and significant might cost.

			“It’s a gift, my dear,” Rose said, her voice almost tender. “Befitting your own powers. Victoria, what do you think of yours?”

			I’d been so taken with the necklace that I hadn’t even noticed Tori’s own awestruck silence as she gazed into her box. “The toadstone ring,” she said, incredulous. “The one I saw earlier, in your collections room.”

			“A perfect fit for you, don’t you think?” Rose pressed, lifting a wispy eyebrow. “Not very flashy, but wily, cunning. And protective above all. I knew it wanted to be yours as soon as you noticed it.”

			“But Mrs. Berwyn, this is too much,” I squeaked. “We—we can’t accept these.”

			“Nonsense. You can and you will,” she said, with a dismissive wave. “Indulge an old woman and try them on.”

			Wide-eyed, I glanced over at Brynn for reassurance. She gave me a small nod, her lips curving, as if granting me permission. You deserve this.

			“Thank you, Mrs. Berwyn,” Tori said, having arrived at the same conclusion—there was no way to turn these gifts down without offending Rose. “I can’t begin to tell you how grateful we are.”

			Rose gave a satisfied nod, her gaze shifting between us as I slid the necklace over my head, its beads uncannily warm against my skin. Watching Rose take such obvious pleasure in giving us gifts, I had a flash of her as a doting mother, the same happiness on her face when she’d given Andrew that magician’s kit.

			“You’re both very welcome. And I’m sure you won’t mind if I ask another favor of you,” she said, reaching a shaky hand into a pocket of her navy jacket and drawing out a smoky quartz pendulum, quivering at the end of its delicate chain as she dangled it above the table.

			“This beauty was handmade for me nearly thirty years ago. Its guidance hasn’t betrayed me yet.” She breathed out a rueful laugh, watching the point twitching in her unsteady grip. “But I’m afraid my hands have, time being the thief of all things. Victoria, you’ll act as my proxy, in consulting the powers that be.”

			Tori stiffened. I knew what she’d say before she even opened her mouth, given the lackluster way her pendulum readings went. Something about them struck her as particularly hokey.

			“Mrs. Berwyn, I would love to, but I have to be frank with you—I’ve never had much affinity for pendulums unless I’m using one that belongs to me. Cassie, on the other hand…”

			I nodded quickly. “My energy is a little more malleable,” I agreed, wanting to shift the spotlight off Tori. “I’d be happy to ask for you, if that’s okay?”

			Rose considered, her mouth working, but ultimately her desire for a premium-quality pendulum experience won out over the petty urge to put Tori on the spot.

			“So be it,” she conceded, dropping the pendulum into my palm. “I can’t risk a false reading, not with so much at stake.”

			I took a few deep, grounding breaths, establishing a connection with this unfamiliar instrument until I could feel it as if it were an extension of my own hand, my energy sparking all the way down the links in its chain and through the conductive facets of the crystal, pooling in that fine tip.

			“I’m going to calibrate it first,” I said, letting my eyelids fall to half-mast as I focused. “I am asking this pendulum for guidance and clarity, so please answer with a yes or no. Question one: Is my name Cassandra Bishop?”

			Though I kept my hand steady, the pendulum began a slow sway, away and then toward me, picking up speed—the forward and backward direction that traditionally indicated yes. I waited for it to still, then asked if we were in Salem, which spurred a side-to-side swing, an equally definitive no.

			“Nicely done,” Rose said, though there was a new, anxious waver to her voice. “First question. Can I place my trust in Callum?”

			I repeated the query, keeping my hand level. Still, the pendulum practically jerked from side to side, prompting a bark of laughter from Rose. “Of course,” she spat, face twisting. “That treacherous cur wouldn’t know loyalty if it sank its jaws into his face. Ask about Linda next, please.”

			This time, the pendulum swung back and forth before lapsing into a clockwise circle. “It’s unclear,” I told Rose. “I’d say a provisional yes. But uncertainty, more than anything else.”

			Rose pulled a sour face. “It’s true that my darling niece rarely knows whether she’s coming or going, unless martinis are involved. But is that an indication of underlying malintent, or a mere lack of native intelligence? I’ve never been able to tell. Next question, Cassandra: Who else shouldn’t I trust?”

			I cleared my throat. “As far as I know, there’s no way to ask an open-ended question with a pendulum, Mrs. Berwyn. In my experience, the answer has to be yes or no.”

			Rose’s cheeks sucked in, but she nodded. “You’re right, of course. I’m merely avoiding the question that matters most, and that won’t do.”

			The room’s atmosphere shifted like a barometric drop. Rose shrank back into her chair, looking abruptly wizened and drawn. For a long moment, she said nothing, though I could feel the pendulum’s weight straining against my fingertips, wanting to be asked.

			“Do I have enough time?” she whispered, in a small, scared voice utterly unlike her normal tone. “That’s it, Cassandra. Ask it if I have enough time left.”

			I repeated the question through a tight throat. Do I have time to make amends? was what she really meant. No wonder it had sucked all the air out of the room.

			The pendulum began to swing, in a slight, hesitant clockwise circle. Then it slowly reversed itself, rotating in a counterclockwise ellipse, before jerking to a stop so sudden it was as if its point had become magnetized to the tabletop.

			“It doesn’t know, Mrs. Berwyn,” I said softly, though it should have been obvious to her what those ambiguous movements meant.

			“Ask it again!” she demanded, so shrill it made me jump, thumping a liver-spotted fist on the table.

			“Rose, you promised me you wouldn’t get worked up,” Brynn coaxed. “Why don’t you take a sip of water? We can take a break, and—”

			“No!” Rose’s gaze ricocheted between the three of us, wild-eyed against the ashen pallor of her face. “Cassandra, remember whose house you are in. Do as I say and ask again!”

			I repeated the question, swallowing hard as the pendulum swung in more of those pitiful, helpless circles.

			“I will not accept this,” Rose declared, her breathing turning ragged. “No, no, it doesn’t end this way, not when I still need…”

			She pressed a fist to her chest, eking out a strangled cough. Terror broke over her features, and her eyes flew to Brynn, who was already rising. Tori was on her feet too, rushing around the table toward me, her own face stricken.

			“Brynn, it’s a stampede,” Rose managed through shallow breaths, her lips turning a terrifying pale blue. “The hooves, they’ve come for me again…”

			Brynn strode past us, her expression grim as thunder. “This is over,” she snapped, gesturing at the door. “You need to go. Now.”

			Tori and I stumbled out of the room, and the door slammed shut behind us like a condemnation.
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			I stared at the heavy carved wood of the door for a solid minute. My heart seemed to have lodged itself somewhere in the middle of my esophagus, its steady thump choking off my ability to speak, to breathe.

			The closest to a medical emergency I’d ever been was the time Cassie got bitten by a friend’s overstimulated dog at a sleepover and I had to meet her and the girl’s parents at the ER, since urgent cares weren’t open that late. By the time I showed up, Cassie was more or less calm, acknowledging that the nasty-looking bite hurt, but nothing felt seriously damaged, and anyway, she should have known to keep her distance when the dog’s aura was pulsing such an insistent red. Several hours waiting on painful plastic chairs—and one presumably giant bill I was more than happy to let the friend’s parents pay—later, the experience had fully downshifted into tedium and exhaustion, any real drama dispensed with before I’d managed to find a parking spot in the shockingly full hospital lot.

			Which is to say: Nothing had prepared me for how horrifying it would be to witness something like the scene we’d just been ejected from.

			Dimly, I felt a pain in my palm. I glanced down to find my hand fisted tight around the toadstone ring, a sharp edge of the setting digging hard into my flesh. Still feeling dazed, I slipped the ring onto the index finger of my right hand. Surprisingly, it fitted almost perfectly.

			“Do you think she’ll be okay?” Cassie murmured, her voice child-small. Unable to squeeze words past the lump of my heart, I finally just shrugged.

			“Maybe we should…” Cassie tilted her head along the hallway in the direction of our rooms. “Brynn clearly doesn’t want us hanging around.”

			“Right,” I squeaked, turning robotically and striding down the hall, the oil paintings and dark wood smearing into undifferentiated blurs of gloom as I plodded past.

			If Rose wasn’t okay, what would that mean for us? Rose’s heart issues weren’t our fault, obviously—and she’d been the one asking the questions of the pendulum—but I could all too easily imagine us taking the blame for her natural causes, because really, why not blame the trash?

			And fuck, what about Linda? She thought we were allies now, but if our first chance to help Rose ‘soften’ her view toward the family ended in sudden death, what sort of vengeance would she dish up ice-queen cold? In a way, she scared me most; Callum was too much of a blunt object for us not to see him coming, but Linda might set a snare we genuinely didn’t recognize until—

			“Do you want to talk about it at all, or…?”

			I stopped short, blinking rapidly in an effort to regain my equilibrium.

			“What in particular?” I said, the train of my thoughts flying by so fast I was impressed I managed to formulate the question.

			“Uhh, maybe the woman we’re working for nearly dying just now?” Cassie’s expression was equal parts scorn and disbelief. “What else would I mean?”

			Callum’s threat in the library. The dark-haired woman he and Parker were both clearly friendly with. Marta and her mallets. Linda’s request and the possible fallout. And circling above the entire scene, pinning us in place with her gimlet gaze, Florence DiRenza, a vulture in a housecoat.

			“Clearly you would like to talk about something. Besides the obvious, I’m guessing.” I didn’t quite manage to keep the annoyance out of my voice as she waded behind me into the blue-green ocean of plaid.

			“What’s the point?” She threw her hands up, nose crinkling as though against a foul smell. “You’re obviously still pissed about this morning, which even for you is pretty childish, Tor.” She sniffed again, more forcefully this time. “To think I’d been planning to apologize.”

			“Sorry…what?” I blinked at her, genuinely trying to rearrange the nonsense she was spouting into something I could grab hold of. Worries still hovered around me like gnats, their flitting movement too distracting for me to focus on whatever obscure point Cassie was trying to illustrate. This morning was a million years ago. We’d bickered. What, precisely, about that ground needed retreading?

			“Wow. Wow.” Cassie’s eyes went huge, a look I recognized as purely Mom, her fury pulsing so strong against their thin membranes that they bulged. “What the fuck is your actual problem?”

			“My problem?” Embers swirled around the dry branches of my ribcage. “Which one of us is throwing a tantrum right now?”

			“See, there it is again. Are you even capable of not being completely condescending for like…ten minutes? Or is that part of your whole ‘I’m so much savvier, I’m actually paying attention’ thing?”

			“One of us has to.”

			A bark of laughter exploded from Cassie, propelled by her clenched fists.

			“Right. Because I’m your ‘partner’ whenever you don’t feel like doing the job you signed us both up for, but the second anything goes wrong, you’re the disappointed parent again. Sorry, forgot for a sec.”

			That I signed us up for? What the fuck else was Cassie going to do with her encyclopedic knowledge of the different properties of clear versus rose quartz? Did she not even realize what life usually looked like for people like us, barely high school graduates scraping by in a tourist town? I’d waited plenty of tables and mopped up puke after countless nights tending bar before crawling back to whatever shit apartment we could afford at an hour so close to the time the alarm went off for me to help get Cassie out the door to school that it made me want to weep. Fuck, even if we’d had more options, did she legitimately not understand that feeling invested in what you did, being passionate about it even, was so vanishingly rare that I’d never even bothered to hope for it? She was the one who saw her work as serving some higher calling, the one who sighed happily when she recounted a particularly insightful reading she’d given. I hadn’t chosen anything for us, I’d made every decision, since the day I turned eighteen and could step up as the mom neither of us ever really had, for her.

			If I still sometimes treated her like the kid I’d fought to raise when I was still a kid, it was because of shit like this. Prancing through the world so totally oblivious to how good she had it that she spent her time complaining about all the ways I’d wronged her.

			“Maybe you want to give me a performance review on the pendulum work?” She shot me an expectant look, arms folding tight across her narrow waist. I could feel the embers catching, the blaze shooting up my spine. “Was I holding it in a way that met your specifications? Was I sitting right in the chair, or is there room for improvement there?”

			“Jesus fuck, Cassie, will you lay off for once? Does it never get old feeling so goddammed put upon all the time?” Cassie drew her chin back, clearly startled by the intensity of my response.

			“You’re the one who’s still pissed at me for this morning,” she shot back, lower lip jutting.

			“Believe it or not, I have far more important things to worry about than you feeling like you’re not getting treated with enough respect.”

			“Of course. Why would my feelings matter?”

			“Actually, yes, Cassie. Why would your feelings matter more than us getting evicted from our fucking apartment as we speak?”

			“Than us…wait, what?” Her mouth dropped open, all the rage—and color—leaching from her face in a moment.

			“Right before we left, Mrs. DiRenza told me we’d have to move out once the lease was up,” I said, the fire that had been swirling through me suddenly snuffed, its fuel consumed, leaving nothing but emptiness and ash. I collapsed onto the bed, dropping my head into my hands. “Which obviously isn’t great, but the check I wrote for back rent bounced, apparently, so now she’s started eviction proceedings. We have a week according to her, two at most.” I looked up, the effort enough to make me want to curl into a little ball on top of the plaid bedspread and sleep for days, possibly more. Over Cassie’s shoulder, the mounted deer stared at me with lifeless, filmy eyes.

			She blinked rapidly for a few seconds, her chest heaving with shallow breaths, then dropped her gaze to the floor between our feet and drew her lower lip between her teeth. When she spoke, her voice was low but firm.

			“Were you planning to tell me before the boxes were packed?”

			“What? I just did tell you.”

			She looked up at me, gaze steely in a way I’d never seen from her.

			“You threw it in my face in a fight. If we hadn’t been doing this”—she moved her hand between us, summing up all the frustration of the last few days, and of our entire lives—“would you have even said anything?”

			“Cassie…of course I would have told you. I mean, shit…we would have needed to move out, right?” I tried a weak laugh, but Cassie just stared, somber. “Where is this even coming from?”

			“You keep things from me, Tori. You always have.” I expected to find renewed fury on her face, but all I could read from her lowered eyelids and angled brows, the way her grip had tightened around her own body, as though she was expecting a blow, was deep, real hurt. My stomach lurched. “You don’t trust me.”

			“Of course I trust you,” I protested. She shook her head slowly.

			“You don’t.” Her tongue slid along her upper lip slowly, her expression of concentration so familiar I felt I was seeing a dozen Cassies at once—the one who’d been struggling to learn her lines in the middle school play, the one puzzling out math homework I was hopelessly incapable of helping with, the one who knew she needed to end things with yet another unstable puppy-partner but didn’t know how to do it without causing pain. The twist in my guts tightened further.

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I murmured, not able to muster anything close to conviction.

			“Then where were you last night after dinner? You were clearly talking to someone, learning something you didn’t feel like sharing. This eviction bomb just makes me wonder…what else aren’t you telling me? And why keep all of it from me?” She sighed heavily. “The only thing I can come up with is that you don’t trust me, which like, I get that you feel protective, Tori, I really do, but that hurts.”

			“It’s not like that, Cassie.”

			“Then tell me what it’s like. Because from where I’m standing, it looks like you keeping me in the dark on purpose.”

			Why hadn’t I told her right away? I pawed through the back corners of my brain, searching for an acceptable answer, but the fact was it wasn’t that Cassie was untrustworthy, just that she was so…credulous. Unable to find a way to explain the difference—why the one was dire but the other a compliment in disguise, sort of—I sidestepped into another question.

			“If you had known more, would you have been more cautious? Would you have changed what you said in the collections room, about Andrew, if I’d told you what Parker said, which was basically just that Rose briefed them on us before we arrived? Would that have changed things, Cass? If you’d known she was setting us up?”

			“I…that’s not…” She shook her head rapidly, like she was trying to flick a fly off her nose. “That’s not even relevant. I was doing what we’re supposed to, I was reacting to the energy in those objects. That wouldn’t change just because Rose’s family knew more about us than we realized.”

			“Right, which is the problem.” Cassie frowned at me, clearly confused. I let out a frustrated breath. “It should change your approach, Cassie. An elderly widow using us to bait her toxic family is very different from the situation we thought we were walking into, where we’re basically occult-flavored entertainment to divert her from the fact that she’s dying. Rose isn’t some sweet old grandma we’re humoring, Cassie, she’s got fangs. That should be the first thing you’re thinking about every time we interact with her, but instead you’re so caught up with the idea of us being ‘magical’ that you stop thinking about the consequences. And me telling you otherwise would just get me an eye roll, so really, what’s the point?”

			“If you just let the universe take the—”

			“Cassie, the universe isn’t going to pay our rent.” I could feel my nostrils flaring. Cassie visibly tensed, then squinted at me, shaking her head slowly.

			“Why do you always do that?”

			“Be realistic?” It came out pouty, even I could hear it, but Cassie didn’t seem to notice.

			“Shit on our gift.” Cassie was wincing, as though my rejection of magic had physically harmed her. “Why are you so intent on boiling everything down to…you know…micromotions.” She flicked the word away—the wrong one, for someone who could hold centuries worth of arcana in her head, she could be remarkably smooth-brained about the basics of human behavior—with the back of her hand.

			“Because they’re real?”

			“Magic is real, Tori. The way you completely close yourself off to that just makes me sad for you.” Her shoulders slumped and she exhaled heavily. “Why not believe in something bigger than digging out everyone’s secret motives? What harm would that do? Especially when it’s pretty much the only thing we have left of Mom.”

			All the muscles in my body tensed at once, the blazing anger I’d felt earlier replaced with a bone-deep cold.

			“Mom never gave us magic, Cassie.”

			“She did. And her mother gave it to her, and—”

			“Call what we do whatever the fuck you want, I honestly don’t care, but do not tell me our mother gave us some divine gift. Mom was a lot of things,” I sniffed, disgust twisting my upper lip. “But I can promise you, she was not fucking magical.”

			“Tori.” Cassie widened her eyes, giving me the kind of look kindergarten teachers use on mildly misbehaving students. “That’s just not true. How else can you explain what we do?”

			“Jesus Christ, Cassie, we do what Mom forced us to do. We do the thing that she taught me to trick tourists when I was fucking seven years old. We read people, and we use what we learn to fucking swindle them. That’s it. Nothing magical, no divine inheritance of witches, just a shitty, selfish woman who wasn’t above using her own children to pull off her two-bit cons.”

			“Tori—”

			“No, just…you don’t even fucking remember her, Cassie!” Dimly, I felt a thread of the bedspread snap beneath my nail. “You don’t remember the days she’d pull me out of school so I could be a fucking decoy for gullible tourists on the ped mall. You don’t remember how many nights she just didn’t come home, so I had to ask our landlady to show me how to mix formula when I couldn’t even fucking read yet. You don’t remember the way she laughed—fucking laughed—when one of her human-dumpster-fire boyfriends talked about how good I’d look when I filled out my bikini. I was fucking eleven, Cassie. Do you remember that day? Do you remember any of those fucking days?”

			“No.” Cassie’s voice was barely a whisper, her eyes huge and fearful. Part of me knew I should pull back, that this was veering into territory I’d avoided for years for a reason. Cassie didn’t need to know what Mom was really like, didn’t need to know how much worse life had been before we were shunted off to the foster home, where we were basically left to fend for ourselves but at least we were fed, and clothed, and someone checked that we made it to school every day. There were too many kids for us to be a priority, for us to feel like someone really loved us, but that sort of neglect is relatively benign, something I was abidingly grateful for, having lived the alternative.

			“What about the time she told me to watch you for an hour while she went to pick up groceries, and then the hour turned into two hours, and then four hours, and then I had to put you to bed and lie next to you until you fell asleep and then it was the next morning and she still wasn’t back, and so I had to figure out how to get my six-year-old sister ready for school without her realizing our mom had fucking fully abandoned us?”

			“I remember when she left,” Cassie said, eyes fixed on her toes. A single tear trickled down the side of her narrow nose. The wave of sadness that hit me was so intense it curved my spine. This was why you’ve never let yourself go here with Cassie.

			But we were here now. And she was the one who kept insisting that she was an adult, that I trust her totally. And really, she wasn’t entirely wrong. I trusted that Cassie would never be anywhere but in my corner, that I could count on her in a way that I could never, ever let myself fully count on another human being. I just didn’t trust her strength, wasn’t convinced she could bear her share of the load I’d been carrying since before our mom just peaced out of our lives. I’d never wanted her to have to carry it…but maybe that hadn’t been fair. Maybe I wasn’t protecting her so much as tricking her.

			Maybe I was pulling an extremely long con on the one person in the world I actually loved.

			I reached for Cassie’s hand, squeezing it as I searched for the words—and the softer tone—that would help her understand this. Because she deserved to understand this, understand us.

			“You remember the version that I told you, Cassie.”

			“That’s not—”

			“No, listen to me. Literally from the day she left, I’ve been telling you about a version of our mom who never actually existed. Which…it’s not fair, I get that, but I never wanted you to know how little she actually cared about us. So I get it, you believe in something bigger. And I’m really, really glad that you do. But you need to let go of the part of that story where Mom left us magic. The only thing she did was leave, Cassie.”

			I could see Cassie’s throat working, but neither of us spoke for several long seconds. Finally, she pulled her hand away, turning her liquid gaze onto me. Beneath the film of tears, that steel was back.

			“All of that might be true.” She drew in a shuddering breath, closing her eyes tight. “I’m sure it’s all true. But I know she loved us.”

			“Really?” I sniffed. “What evidence do you have for that?”

			“I’m not you, Tori. I don’t always need evidence to know that something is real.”

			She gave me a small, pitying smile, and walked to the door, pausing at the threshold. She drew in a deep breath, staring at her feet as she murmured, “Just…if you trust me at all, like even a little, don’t drink the gin.”

			“What?” I was used to Cassie talking elliptically, even nonsensically, but even for her this was out there.

			“Just don’t drink it, Tori,” she bit out, then turned and stomped out of the room, closing the door behind her.

			I sat there for a minute, nails digging deeper and deeper into the comforter, the toxic sludge that I’d vomited pooling around my feet, turning my stomach. I’d finally come clean about the thing I’d been hiding from her for decades—and I was absolutely certain I’d given her the truth, the fact that she had anything positive in her memory about our mother was a testament to my storytelling capabilities, not to reality—but it felt like I’d done something unforgivable, as if I’d reached out and slapped her across the face instead of handing her the answers she’d been insisting she deserved.

			After another minute, I couldn’t take it anymore. I bounced up, motions jerky, and made my way along the darkened hallways, twisting and turning through the still unfamiliar house until I managed to find the dining room we’d visited just the night before…and, more important, the bar cart.

			I unstoppered the whisky decanter—See, Cassie, I’m overflowing with trust—and poured a generous slug into a crystal glass. Ice would have been nice, but needs must. As I sipped the drink, the last glimmers of evening light faded, the sky turning from bruised purple to ever deeper shades of blue. I hadn’t bothered to turn the light on when I’d come in, and without last night’s fire, the room was remarkably dark, the shadows in the corner thickening with every passing moment. I forced myself not to look at them, not to give in to the prickling feeling that they were creeping up on me from behind. Instead I gazed out at the edges of the forest, the silhouettes of the trees barely distinguishable now, willing the whisky to cauterize the feeling my conversation with Cassie had unearthed in me, the cringing mix of hurt and shame and sorrow, all of it multiplied between the present and a million moments in our past, only some of them truly shared.

			I was about to pick my way back around the perimeter of the room—feeling along the backs of the furniture and trying not to think about the deeper dark beneath the table—when I caught sight of a light bobbing around the corner of the house, the watery borders of its beam picking out a leg of the bistro chair I’d sat in with Linda a few hours earlier.

			Instinctively, I ducked back behind the heavy velvet curtains, but it was clear as the figure rounded the corner, phone held aloft like a talisman, they either hadn’t noticed me or couldn’t see me in the unlit room.

			The figure paused for a moment, turning this way and that, then dropped to all fours, turning the phone sideways as they crawled—elbows and knees turned out, giving the impression of a gigantic spider—toward the edge of the path. Propping the light against a rock, they turned, fiddling with something beneath one of the rosebushes that bordered the patio. When they finished, they stood, and for just a second the beam caught the sharp cut of a jawbone, the stiff fabric of an upturned collar.

			“Parker?” I actually murmured the name aloud, then jumped as his head swiveled back and forth, eyes narrowed as he scanned the empty expanse of the grounds.

			He’s making sure no one is watching him. I could feel it in my gut, the flash of intuition that Cassie insisted on seeing as supernatural but I recognized as the sum of expressions and body language and details in the environment that my conscious mind hadn’t parsed but a deeper part of me immediately registered.

			He lifted his phone again and crept to the far side of the patio, where he bent low, checking over each shoulder before propping the phone to repeat whatever he was so intent on hiding from everyone, the borders of his body disappearing into the heavy darkness of the bushes he was pressed up against.

			I’d moved the curtain aside, and even risked crossing to the opposite end of the windows in an effort to keep him in sight, but a few moments later, he stood again and, with one final check over either shoulder, extinguished the phone’s flashlight, then silently slid open the French doors that led into the kitchen.

			Heart beating in my throat, I started stumbling around the edges of the room, using my free hand to guide me in the near-total dark that had descended so rapidly. Whatever Parker was doing, he clearly hadn’t wanted anyone to see him, and for all I knew, his next stop would be the dining room for a fortifying drink of his own. He couldn’t find me here, couldn’t know that I’d spotted him in the process of…

			What? What, precisely, was he so desperate to conceal?

			I made it back to the door and, after a quick check to make sure the coast was clear, I tiptoe-ran along the hallway, weaving down the dimly lit corridors until I’d made my way back to the house’s main entrance. Pausing only to catch my breath, I tugged open the heavy front door—wincing at the creak of the ancient hinges—and slipped through it as soon as the crack was wide enough.

			The dark outside was even heavier than it had looked from inside the dining room, the moon still low on the horizon, mostly hidden behind the smattering of trees that advanced on all the uncleared land here, an ocean of greenery slowly but steadily eroding the shores of civilization. Luckily, the light over the door was on, and I used it to pick my way down the main stairs and onto the gravel path that I knew encircled the house.

			Not wanting to turn on my phone light—who might be watching, as I had been?—I walked slowly, waiting for my eyes to adjust to the darkness. Wind flowed down over the distant hills, rustling the dried leaves still clinging to the trees, their eerie whispers following me as I continued along the gravel, the night chill working its way through my sweater, then my skin, then deeper, teeth and bones chattering audibly by the time I’d rounded the corner where I’d first spotted Parker.

			I blinked, trying to situate myself, unsure which bush, precisely, he’d knelt beside, or whether this or that blob of shadow was in fact a bush, or instead some monstrous being crouched low, waiting for the moment when I turned my back to pounce.

			I’d never find out what he was doing in complete darkness. Swearing under my breath, I pulled my phone out of my back pocket, carefully placing my thumb over the lenses before I turned on the light. It glowed red through my skin, and I crouched, not daring to shift the pad of my thumb even a millimeter until I was on my hands and knees, hand fully beneath the wall of foliage that marked the borders of the path and patio. Breath held, I slid my thumb over the smallest amount, muscles tensing as the tiniest trickle of light spilled out. Slowly, stopping every few seconds to listen for approaching footsteps on the gravel, or the sudden sharp crack of a door or window opening, I picked my way along the edge of the path, phone jammed up beneath the bushes, the thorns on the lowest branches scraping dark sigils into the backs of my hands.

			I was about to give up when I saw it.

			A glimmer, light catching something shiny.

			The eye of some nocturnal predator, hidden from me even as it watched my every move?

			Swallowing hard, I forced myself to move toward it, to point my needle of light directly at…

			A camera lens?

			Fear forgotten for a moment, I slid my thumb over a hair farther, letting the light spill over its surface.

			It was unremarkable, a tiny cube with the lens embedded on one side, its focus trained along the path I’d just come down.

			I sprang up, doused the light fully, and hurried back the way I came, stumbling once in my haste to get away, out of sight, before the tiny green light I knew lived just beneath the lens came on and caught me.

			After all, the camera in the collections room had one. And from what I could tell, this—and the twin camera Parker had to have hidden on the opposite side of the patio—were identical to it.

			I was halfway along the upstairs hallway, silently congratulating myself for navigating this alternative route back to our rooms, when I rounded a corner and almost smacked straight into his chest.

			“Hey, Tori…everything alright?” Parker chuckled, a lazy grin on his handsome features, the perpetual gloom of the hall turning his blue eyes velvety and dark, and despite myself, something twinkled to life behind my solar plexus.

			“Yup!” I squeaked. “Just heading to bed.”

			Parker lifted a brow, obviously amused.

			“At six-forty-five?”

			“Oh, uh, I just meant…to my room.”

			I swallowed hard and forced myself to slow down for a second, to process what was happening. Whatever Parker had been doing just now—whoever he was in league with—he clearly didn’t know I’d spotted him placing the cameras. Something would have shown on his face if he knew—more likely several things, since from what I could tell he wasn’t good at schooling his expressions. The worst thing I could do right now was let him know I was onto him. I made a show of rolling my eyes at myself.

			“Sorry, it’s been a weird day,” I said. “Rose asked us to her rooms for a pendulum session…”

			“A…pendulum session?” His whole face twisted with the effort to make the words mean anything, and I couldn’t help but laugh.

			“Just…witch shit, basically.”

			“Ahh, the technical terminology, I see.” His lips curved slyly. Had he always had a dimple in that cheek? It heightened his air of amusement in a way I’d always found enticing.

			“What can I say? I know when I’m speaking to another professional. Since you’re just steeped in the arcane arts.” I mirrored his wry smile in spite of myself.

			“When they’re not sliding off me, that is.”

			“Who’s to say that’s not your specific flavor of occult power?” I flashed a faux-serious look. “Psychic Gore-Tex capabilities are highly valued in every coven I’ve ever been a part of.”

			“I’d say it’s been the same for me, but honestly, it’s like the memory of all my previous covens has just…” He made a little whooshing sound, flinging the “memories” away with a flick of his fingers.

			The twinkle started to disperse through my body, which for some reason seemed to be tilting closer to Parker, as though, what, I’m just a compass pointing to yachtwear now? I was really going to need to examine my shit when this was all over. “Anyway, it got a bit…tense, and I think your aunt was a little overwhelmed…” I grimaced, remembering the terror on Rose’s face, the pain in her eyes.

			Suddenly my eyes started to prickle, the weight of the day hitting me at once, and before I fully clocked what was happening, Parker’s hand was on my shoulder, warm and reassuring, and my chest ached with gratitude, my whole body wanting to curl up into that touch like a housecat, the simple kindness of it almost too much to bear. Standing so close, I couldn’t help but notice his smell, crisp and clean, like cedar and fresh rainfall.

			When I finally managed to look up, I found him already gazing at me, his eyebrows tented with tenderness, concern written on every fine feature. Heat pooled low in my belly.

			“Hey…that sounds like a lot. Are you okay?”

			Unable to form words, I simply nodded, swallowing hard until the stupid tears—which part of me registered were definitely good cover, but more of me was annoyed to be so easily overcome by—receded.

			“You could probably use a drink though, huh? I know I could, and I haven’t had to deal with half of what you and Cassie are going through.”

			I barked out a laugh.

			“A drink would be very nice right now.”

			“My room’s just down the hall,” Parker said, tilting his head backward without breaking my gaze. His hand was still on me, the weight gentle but insistent. My spine arched slightly, trying to push my body closer without me consciously willing it.

			“My mother signed us up for dinner with Callum for some reason,” Parker continued, “but there’s more than enough time for you and me to slip off the radar for a bit. I, for one, would love some time away from all the prying eyes…”

			His eyes dropped to my lips and I leaned closer yet, the pull of him too much to resist…

			And then it blared through my head, the belated alarm that should have been sounding all along…You can’t trust this man. “All the prying eyes”? “Slip off the radar”? A dinner with Linda and Callum? They were family, and as unpleasant as they might be, they clearly had his loyalty…and most likely his assistance in pulling off whatever scheme was ensnaring us all even now. For all I knew, there was yet another camera trained on us this very second, its feed quietly going to Parker’s phone—or to Callum’s, or that Gretchen woman’s—for what purpose I couldn’t guess, but certainly nothing that could be good for Cassie and me.

			Parker may be handsome, he may seem kind, he may smell so enticing I wanted to bury my face in his neck and inhale him entirely, nourishing myself with the scent—but he was one of them.

			I stepped back, dimly registering the brief flare of hurt that knitted his brows.

			“Another time,” I said, trying for a bland smile. “Honestly, I think I just need some alone time right now.”

			“Of course,” he said, smiling genially and stepping to one side. “In that case, I’ll leave you to it.”

			I moved past him down the hall. On impulse, I stopped just before the turning, glancing back over my shoulder. I had to force myself not to jump when I spotted him there, standing exactly where I’d left him, eyes trained on me. I lifted my fingers in a small wave, which he returned, then continued around the corner, heart racing.

			I couldn’t figure out what he wanted, couldn’t unravel which of my instincts about him were good and which were being overshadowed by a growing desire I couldn’t ignore.

			Clearly I’d been wrong about Linda.

			As far as I was concerned, the biggest threat here was Parker. Despite—or because of—the fact that I couldn’t quite seem to keep myself away.
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				Cassie

			
			I climbed up onto the bed, my whole body heavy, my insides sloshing with the kind of devastation I couldn’t remember having felt since I was a little kid. I was still horribly thrown by Rose’s episode, but it was the fight with Tori that had left me so sodden with grief.

			Because I hadn’t been lying when I told Tori that I believed Mom loved us—I did, with a pure, implacable certainty that lodged inside my chest like an embedded sliver of rose quartz. Painful, but also infinitely comforting.

			And she was wrong about the night Mom left, too.

			I didn’t remember much of it, only gossamer wisps that sometimes drifted through my dreams, but I remembered that I’d been flopped on my belly on the bed I shared with Tori, legs swinging, playing with the Barbie knockoffs Mom had surprised us with for Christmas the previous year, scrounged from some local charity. She always had us celebrate both Yule and Christmas, so we wouldn’t feel left out. We put up a tree every year, too, even if it was a scraggly reject that only looked more ridiculous trimmed with our dinged-up ornaments.

			I hadn’t heard Mom come in, but when she called my name I had the warm sense of her eyes having lingered on me for a while. She’d cupped my face, smelling of the distinctive mix of ambergris, vetiver, and patchouli that the Salem perfume witch still made as a signature scent—I’d never told Tori, but I bought a vial of it once, just to sniff whenever I craved a burst of Mom-memory—and tugged my forehead close to hers.

			“Hey, Mouse,” she’d said, her breath whispering over my face. Her eyes were so blue, the exact color of mine, their corners crinkling into a smile. “I have to go out for a bit, okay? I’ll be back before bedtime. You be good for Tori, promise?”

			“Promise,” I’d repeated, dutiful, even though mostly I wanted to be left alone to play. Mom leaving and coming back at unpredictable intervals was just what she did, a fundamental fact of life that didn’t upset me as long as I knew Tori would be there.

			“I’ll see you soon, Mouse.” She’d brushed her nose over mine, kissed me on the forehead. I couldn’t even remember the door closing behind her when she left.

			Tori was right about that; I didn’t remember anything of the rest of that night or the following day, not the way she’d described it. And it could have been a different night entirely, given how many memories I had of Mom telling me goodbye and to be good for Tori, all overlaid like onionskin. But I didn’t think so. Mom hadn’t told me she loved me that time, either, but she hadn’t needed to—I’d felt it, every time she stroked my hair or swept me up onto her lap. I didn’t need some stone tablet of emotional commandments to know that she’d loved us both and had intended to come back.

			Maybe that was the problem, though, the part that Tori actually had right. All these years later, I still thought she’d find her way back to us, despite all the evidence accumulated to the contrary.

			Which meant I had never fully let her go.

			A tiny, weary knock came at my door, dragging me from my thoughts. I sat up, breath catching a little, because only one person ever came looking for me via that door.

			I cut off a second knock by scrambling off the bed and pulling the door open without even asking who it was. Brynn stood in the hallway, unraveled in a way I hadn’t seen before. Her auburn hair was loose, waving just past her shoulders, and she wore a lightweight gray sweater over black leggings, comfortable leisure clothing nothing like the more restrictive outfits I’d come to think of as her work uniform. The thinner fabrics clung to curves usually concealed, and I felt a flush spark up in my cheeks at this new, tantalizing softness on display.

			“Hey,” I murmured, gesturing her inside as I backed up. “How is Rose holding up?”

			She stepped in, giving me a tremulous smile.

			“She’s stable now, but it was really touch and go this time,” she said, tucking glossy hair behind her ears. “I thought it was time to call in the EMTs, but she insisted she could wait it out after I gave her the emergency propranolol. And she was right to hold off, she’s perked up well. But…” Her voice broke, and she pressed her lips together. “It’s so clear just how near the end is. And I…”

			“You’re struggling with the idea of letting her go,” I finished, and I didn’t need to reach for the coruscations of her aura to know that much was true. “Of course you are. It’s obvious how close you two are. It’s okay to feel like you’re barely holding it together.”

			She nodded rapidly, lips tucked behind her teeth, and then her face crumpled like a little girl’s. Tears spilled down her cheeks, and she let them flow, not even bothering to wipe the trails away as they gathered at the sharp line of her jaw and dripped onto her sweater.

			Without thinking, I opened my arms to her.

			Brynn stepped into my embrace, her arms winding around my waist, cheek resting on my shoulder. She was both soft and firm, her chest plush against mine, holding on to me with the urgency of someone clinging to a life raft as I rocked us back and forth. I could feel the birdwing flutter of her heart where her breasts pressed against mine, the soft whisper of her breath on my neck, the fragrant silk of her hair against my cheek.

			I wasn’t sure how long we stood like that, in the dim cocoon of lamplight holding the night beyond the window at bay; her shoulders heaving with quiet sobs, me holding her steady. But at some point, the tears slowed, and she shifted against me with a shuddering sigh.

			“Cassie,” she said, just below a whisper, and the sound of my name carried on that warm exhale sent a new kind of tingle down my spine.

			Brynn lifted her head, nuzzling her damp cheek against mine. My body went hot, a wick taking to a lit match. Because this wasn’t about comfort anymore.

			She turned her head slowly, the tip of her nose grazing mine, and for a moment she looked directly into my eyes—a clear, wide-open hazel gaze, her irises even more vivid against the bloodshot aftermath of tears.

			Then she made a small, needful sound in her throat and pressed her lips to mine.

			It was a tentative kiss, close-mouthed and tender, but desire flared up inside me with the ferocity of a genie whirling loose from its bottle at long last. I buried a hand in her hair, cupping her nape and pulling her closer, deepening the kiss until it blossomed into something that turned my insides to liquid. She skimmed her palms down my sides, over the tuck of my waist and the flare of my hips, before pressing them flat against my lower back and tugging me even closer.

			I’d kissed plenty of people—making out being one of my favorite hobbies—but the overwhelming intensity of her mouth against mine, the sweep of tongue over tongue and the way she grazed her teeth over my bottom lip, unafraid to bite hard enough to make me gasp, stirred some dormant fire inside me. A banked ember that burst eagerly into flame, radiating through my chest with the ethereal potency I associated with crafting magic.

			Just as I meant to draw Brynn toward the bed, she pulled away, breaking the kiss but staying inside the circle of my arms. I tilted my head, bewildered and bereft, that blaze still burning hungry in my chest, my mind hazed with need.

			“What’s wrong?” I whispered, searching her eyes.

			“Nothing, Cassie, nothing at all,” she said, giving me a tender smile even as she stepped back. “This feels very right. But I just can’t. Not tonight, not with everything going on. Whatever happens between us, I don’t want you to feel like I want this for the wrong reasons, you know?”

			“Okay,” I said, nodding slowly. The needle-prick sting of rejection faded, because she was right—if we let this happen now, there would always be the suspicion that she’d latched on to me selfishly, used me for comfort. The way she’d worded it made it seem like something would happen between us. Something real, a certainty deferred rather than a possibility denied. “I understand, really.”

			Her smile melted into something even sweeter, and she reached for my hands, clasping them between us as she leaned forward to brush a chaste kiss over my lips. “Good,” she murmured against my mouth. “Because make no mistake, Cassandra Bishop—I do want you. In all kinds of ways. I just can’t fuck anything up by rushing it, okay?”

			Of course that made sense. I’d been guilty of that too, ruining something by tumbling headlong at the wrong time. “I get it, Brynn. I really do. It’s the right thing.”

			“In that case, I’d better let you get some real rest. I persuaded Rose to turn in early tonight, and I’m planning to do the same. We’ve all had a day, haven’t we?”

			At the mention of rest, that heavy exhaustion swept over me again. I tried and failed to suppress a massive yawn, making Brynn laugh.

			“Sorry,” I managed through it. “Clearly I’m way more tuckered out than I thought. Trust me, it’s definitely not that you’re boring.”

			She tucked a stray lock of hair behind my ear, then headed toward the door.

			“Oh, no worries on that front,” she said, flicking me a smile over her shoulder, those hazel eyes aglow. “Pretty sure no one’s ever accused me of boring them—the problem tends to be the opposite. See you in the morning, Cass. Have some very sweet dreams for me.”
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			The next morning, I woke slowly and deliciously, to golden sunshine spilling across my face like a blessing.

			Very golden sunshine. The kind that meant I’d slept much longer than I meant to.

			I leapt out of bed, wincing as my bruised hip twinged again—I’d have to do something about that, it ached all the way down to the bone—when a brisk tap came at my door. Still groggy, I padded across the chilly floor, expecting to find Tori come to summon me, brimming with impatience. I opened the door to find Brynn’s warm smile instead, heat kindling in her eyes as she took in my rumpled self, all messy hair and bare legs, my oversized sleep T-shirt skimming my thighs.

			My “just rolled out of bed” look apparently still held some appeal, even if Brynn herself looked immaculate, hair shining with glints of copper, face dewy and bright. How was this woman so pristine, especially after the scare Rose had given her yesterday, how vulnerable and intense she’d been last night with me?

			“Good morning,” Brynn said, a lingering shimmer from the previous night taking up nearly tangible space between us. “How are you feeling? Rose has been asking for you and Tori since she woke up. Right around sunrise, as usual.” Her face turned conspiratorial. “No worries, I ran some interference. She does listen to sense, once in a rare while.”

			“Ugh,” I groaned, swiping a hand over my face. “I’m so sorry. What time is it, even?”

			“Half past ten. Really, it’s fine,” Brynn added, when I shot her a guilty look. “Sleeping in isn’t actually a crime around here. Though it looks like Tori got an early start—she’s not in her room. Do you happen to know where she went?”

			“Um, I haven’t actually seen her since yesterday,” I admitted. “She’s always been the morning person. Not one of my talents.”

			Brynn had distracted me so thoroughly last night that I’d almost forgotten my distress, but it all came boiling back in an instant. The idea of performing for Rose, full game face on, made me want to burrow back under my comforter. I was starving, too. Maybe there were more of those meat pies downstairs.

			“What does Rose want?” I went on, blinking the last of the drowsiness away. “I can’t imagine she’s up for more magic, after the way things went with the pendulum.”

			“You’d be surprised,” Brynn said wryly. “She’s nothing if not stubborn. I wouldn’t have her any other way, but it does occasionally make both our lives much harder than they need to be. Why don’t I give you a minute to get ready, then drop you off with Rose before I track down Tori?”
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			After how distraught Rose had been when we left her, I’d expected to find her in bed. But she sat in a plush velvet armchair instead, presiding over an elegant sitting room I hadn’t seen before, though I recognized the door that led to Brynn’s adjoining room.

			“You’re looking very well, Mrs. Berwyn,” I said, giving her a tentative smile. “I’m so sorry to make you wait! I thought you might be taking it easy today.”

			“She should be taking it easy,” Brynn interjected, fixing her with a faux-stern look, one auburn eyebrow raised.

			“Then it’s a good thing I’m the one in charge of this whole shebang,” Rose shot back. She did look a little peaked, but her eyes were bright and lucid. “I’ll be toes up soon enough, won’t I, Cassandra? Plenty of rest coming my way quick, according to the pendulum.”

			“Please don’t talk like that, Mrs. Berwyn,” I said, biting my lip.

			Her gaunt face sobered, lost the macabre cheer. “Don’t mind me, girl. Just gallows humor to chase the reaper away. Come sit by me. I have another task for you and Victoria.” She scowled, gaze raking the room as if she might roust Tori from under a claw-footed chaise by force of glower alone. “Where is your sister, anyway?”

			“I’m sure Tori will only be another few minutes,” Brynn supplied. “I’ll go collect her now, make sure she finds her way.”

			“Tell her to powder her nose on her own time,” Rose snapped after her. “While I have you to myself, Cassandra, would you like to see my magpie box? You have a way with crystals, from what I recall of that bang-on tarot you read for me. But I don’t think you’ll have seen the likes of these.”

			“I’d love to,” I said, my curiosity sparking. I adored crystals, the more unusual the better. It was actually a problem when it came to our budget. “Could I get them for you?”

			She gestured toward an ormolu jewelry casket perched on the marble mantelpiece behind us, its gold-dusted frame paneled with circles of beveled glass. I rose and picked it up carefully, cradling it with both hands; it was the kind of antique that screamed “practically priceless,” and it weighed much more than I expected. I set it on the mahogany side table between our chairs, watching as Rose gingerly flicked the clasp open and lifted the lid.

			Semiprecious stones gleamed inside like a miniature dragon’s hoard. I peered closer, my lips parting in wonder.

			“Is that taaffeite?” I asked, unsure if I was even pronouncing it right. The stone was the rich, velvety shade of purple I recognized from photos, but of course I’d never seen one in person. “I thought there were only fifty or so of them in the world!”

			“Excellent eye,” she said approvingly. “And you’re quite right. I bought this one at a Thelemic estate auction nearly two decades ago. Nearly missed out on it, in fact, the bidding was so cutthroat. But nothing else works quite so well when it comes to attracting good fortune and empowerment; it was well worth the expenditure. I’d always meant to give it to Andrew, but…”

			She gave a gusting sigh, her face dimming, and I hastily turned back to the crystals before I triggered another episode. “May I touch them? I know these are attuned to you, so of course I understand if you’d prefer I didn’t.”

			“Nonsense, of course you may. Touch away. I’d be curious to see which ones speak to you.”

			Emboldened, I picked through the unusual stones, feeling the fizz and hum of their vibrations, each so distinctive I felt I could have named them even with my eyes closed. Larimar, associated with serenity and healing; benitoite, for enhancement of spiritual connection; seraphinite, stone of angels, its vibration so high and sweet it sang against my skin; and a moonstone with an unusually blue sheen, for emotional healing and intuition. They glimmered in my cupped palms in bright sea-foam tones.

			“Intuition and healing, for the most part,” Rose noted, her keen eyes roving over them. “And transformation as well. Fascinating that you gravitated toward those so unerringly. An omen, perhaps? Why don’t you keep them with you. Perhaps we might do something with them later, once we’ve concluded the more pressing order of business.”

			“Pressing business?” Tori’s voice sounded from behind me as I slid the warm handful into my skirt pocket, and my stomach clenched like a fist. “I hope I didn’t miss anything important.”

			“Victoria. Kind of you to join us,” Rose sniped, motioning her toward the chair opposite mine. Tori sank into its overstuffed cushions, her gaze sliding over me, her expression inscrutable. My stomach roiled again, more insistently this time. I felt a little shaky, too, the beginnings of the cold sweat I associated with the imminent need to throw up.

			“As I understand it, you are both well versed in interpreting auras,” Rose went on, eyebrows lifting as her shrewd gaze shifted between me and Tori. “For all the charlatans who claim it as a talent, it’s a rare art, and stronger in practitioners who come to it with the added sensitivity and power of a blood legacy. Have you found that to be the case?”

			“Oh, yes,” I said, nodding so enthusiastically it made my head spin a little. I curled my hands around the chair arms, gripping them tight, trying to ground myself. I could feel Tori’s concerned glance skim over me, but we didn’t have time for any shows of weakness now. “The trauma of what happened to Bridget—the atrocity of what was done to her—resonates through both of us, transcending space and time. It has a concentrating effect on the second sight, like focusing a lens.”

			“A lens you’re both about to put to good use.” Rose dipped her snowy head, then pinned us with a calculating look. “Luncheon is set to begin in the library downstairs, in half an hour or so. The family will gather en masse, as they do so readily when expensive liquor is involved. I’ll need you to read their auras when they find out, and then report to me.”

			“Find out what?” Tori asked, echoing my confusion.

			“My new attorney has arrived, just recently,” Rose announced, an odd tinge of triumph to her creaky voice. My stomach pooled with cold, the memory of that insidious Knight of Swords, reversed, swimming to the surface of my mind. Stranger. Dangerous interloper. Worse yet, lawyer.

			“I’ve retained her to settle certain financial affairs for me, update a number of codicils to the will.” A flicker of irritation crossed Rose’s face. “Unfortunately, I haven’t the energy to deal with her myself today. So I’ve pawned her off on that pack of hyenas downstairs.”

			“Rose,” Brynn reprimanded, both tempering and fond.

			“Did I say hyenas?” Rose bared her teeth. “Sorry, dear, slip of the tongue. I meant pack of heirs. In any case, by the time she realizes I won’t be attending, surely someone will have done something worth noting.”

			“So we’re reading their reactions to this attorney?” Tori hazarded.

			“Oh, no. Better than that.” Rose sucked in her cheeks, eyes widening with impish glee. “Since I won’t be coming, I’ll have you bring the documents, give those milksops something to cry about. Watch them all like hawks, girls, including my new attorney—the aura never lies. Once you’ve learned as much as you can, report back to me. And no dawdling this time, Victoria, are we clear?”

			“Wouldn’t dream of it, Mrs. Berwyn,” Tori said, so deadpan only I caught the sarcasm.

			Rose gestured to Brynn, who opened a handsome cabinet and pulled out a leather-bound folder, handing it to me with a secretive smile that almost made me forget the queasiness eeling around my guts.

			“Good hunting, girls!” Rose called as Brynn led us out. “Keep those third eyes peeled!”

			In the windowless hallway, the gloom was gathered so densely it felt as though the entire manse had been wrapped in a funereal shroud, despite the brightness of the day outside. The prickling sense of being observed by some eldritch presence only sharpened the edges of my nausea, my skin clamming in response.

			“I know Rose was very clear with the no dawdling, but could I use the bathroom first?” I said to Brynn, trying to psychically communicate that this would not involve anything unsexy, such as poops. “I’m feeling a little weird.”

			“What do you mean, Cassie?” Tori demanded, maternal instincts kicking into overdrive. “What’s wrong?”

			“I’m sure it’s nothing. I think I just need some water on my face.”

			“Of course,” Brynn said, her brow knitting with concern. “There’s a powder room just there. And take your time. They’ll barely have gotten under way downstairs.”

			Shooting her a grateful smile, I ducked into a bathroom that could have been designed for summoning Bloody Mary—painted a brown so deep it felt like being buried alive, the walls hung with dead flowers in tarnished frames. The sickly lighting transformed my own reflection into a jump scare, lending me the coloring of a recently dredged riverbed corpse. I tucked the heavy folder into my armpit and ran cold water over my hands, trailing damp fingers over the back of my neck and the pressure points behind my ears. Where had this sickness come from? The only thing I’d eaten today had been the meat pie I scrounged before rejoining Brynn.

			But there had been that strange taste again, the weird savor I hadn’t been able to identify yesterday either. Could there have been something in the pies, I wondered, head spinning with fear and confusion. Something mild enough that I wouldn’t have felt its effects until after a second exposure?

			I dried my shaky hands and flopped down onto the closed commode, idly paging through the folder as I sucked down musty breaths that did nothing to settle my stomach. The first few papers were in the eye-bleeding font I recognized as legalese, from the documents Tori had kept when she won legal guardianship of me. I skimmed through them—addendum, codicil, amendment, a litany of things that might mean something to an attorney and a bunch of already rich people. There was some kind of financial statement after that, followed by a spreadsheet.

			Then my own name leapt out at me.

			My pulse ratcheting up even further, I plucked the paper out of the folder, skimming it so fast that the words smeared together. The letterhead read “Warren, Vasillis & Brunswick Investigations,” and below it, someone had dissected Tori’s and my lives in excruciating detail.

			This report—because that was what it was, an agonizingly comprehensive report on us—listed our full names and birth dates, along with our every address and the duration of residence. Some were places I didn’t even remember, Mom-era apartments and the foster homes I’d been too young to register. Worse, it itemized our evictions in gory detail. Repeated failure to pay timely rent. Numerous returned checks. Complaints of marijuana smoke from other tenants. (That one I remembered, courtesy of the polycule who’d hosted such loud sex parties above our apartment that even our music at full blast couldn’t drown out the sounds, yet had still somehow chosen the path of the narc.) There was even a credit check pulled for both of us, numbers that I had thought were illegal to access.

			I slumped back, mind racing. Why was this here, among these other papers? Why would Rose have wanted this attorney in possession of something so mortifying for us, if not potentially damning?

			A sharp knock at the door jarred me so hard I fumbled the folder. “Cassie?” Tori called. “Hey, you okay in there?”

			“Just a minute!” I called back, folding the report into quarters and cramming it into my pocket, then patting the rest of the papers back into place. But even as I hurried out, my mind gnawed on the piece that had been the hardest to digest.

			Brynn had said she’d started looking for candidates only a couple weeks before she chose us, but the report was dated six months ago.

			Why would Brynn have lied to us—to me—about something like that?
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			“Alright, this is where I’ll leave you,” Brynn said, stopping a few feet short of the library door.

			“Wait…you’re not coming?” The look Cassie turned on her was liquid with need, like a kid on the first day of preschool watching Mom walk away. Tenderness flitted over Brynn’s porcelain brow.

			“Rose needs me,” Brynn said with an apologetic smile. “But I’m sure you two will have a better chance to read everyone’s…” Brynn’s brows knitted together.

			“Auras,” I supplied.

			“Right.” She smiled gratefully. “See? Total layperson. I’d just be a distraction. But I’ll find you after. I know Rose is eager to hear everything you observe.”

			With that, she turned and strode off down the hall with her trademark crispness, but her hips swayed ever so slightly more than I remembered them doing before.

			“Didn’t feel like waking me up this morning?” Cassie murmured once Brynn was out of earshot.

			“I thought you’d want to catch up on sleep,” I lied. Actually, the traces of our fight—of how far I’d gone, how much I’d said that I couldn’t take back—had clung too persistently for me to imagine approaching Cassie again. If I got too close with all that gumming up my skin and hair, wouldn’t I taint her too, and then somehow things might get even worse? What if I said something that she couldn’t forgive—what if I’d already said it? The idea of me without Cassie was so gutting it actually made me gasp aloud.

			Until I could be sure we were at least somewhere close to normal, it was just too risky. It was ironic, really. Shouting out things you’d promised yourself you’d never say: a more effective protective barrier than a spell.

			Instead, I’d let my guilt chase me outside. I’d wandered the grounds, the chill, ground-clinging mist of a fall morning dampening my ankles as I made my way through the gardens, then over to the outbuildings, the darkened windows seeming to follow my progress like so many eyes.

			The door to the ancient barn had been left open, and I’d poked my head inside, inhaling the sweet, crumbly smell of hay, still present though it was clear that the building had long since been converted to storage. Rusted gardening implements prickled out in regimented rows along the walls, the weak sliver of morning light from the doorway picking out the skeletal finger of a rake, the wicked curve of a set of gardening shears, the tired, animal bulk of a riding mower. Toward the back, there’d been a massive hulk of metal, all impaling rods and weighty plates for pressing…what, nonbelievers? I’d moved around it, curiosity overtaking the anxiety the dark, dusty space provoked in me, until suddenly it clicked: an apple press, giant enough for a fully operational orchard, complete with a little nozzle at the bottom for all the pulverized innards to dribble out through.

			I’d just worked up the courage to pull myself up on a rusted cog to peer into the massive central chute when the door to the barn slammed shut.

			I yelped, hurrying over to press my weight against the ancient wood planks, but it wouldn’t budge. Whimpering, I’d thrown my entire shoulder against it once, twice, three times, murmuring tiny prayers to gods I’d never believed in. My breath was starting to come short when finally the door burst open, tumbling me out onto the gravel drive.

			I looked around, certain I’d spot some malevolent being nearby, but there was nothing, just the whorls of fog clinging to the ground and the scritching of the tree branches telling their secrets to one another in an eerie, rasping language I couldn’t decipher. Still, I couldn’t get rid of the hair-prickling sensation of being watched, and I’d hurried back into the house as quickly as possible, where I’d holed up in the sunny sitting room near the kitchen until Brynn had come to retrieve me and deliver me to Rose.

			Now, in the hallway with Cassie, I swallowed hard, trying to quell the anxiety the experience had left me with. It was probably just the wind. Nothing had really happened. And besides, the last thing Cassie needed right now was my worries. She was already so pale and shaky she looked halfway to haunting this place herself.

			“So? Might as well get this over with.”

			“You should probably do the honors,” Cassie sighed. “If you hand off the information you’ll be close enough to read the microlooks and whatever.” Cassie glanced over her shoulder, suddenly alert, then leaned closer, lowering her voice. “But before we go in, there was something in Rose’s papers that—”

			“Oh. It’s you.” Linda stepped through the library door, a martini glass cradled in one hand as she looked us up and down. I didn’t know whether to be impressed or horrified; we were still on the wrong side of noon. I could see disdain jumping automatically to her features—a Pavlovian response to the sight of such cheap fabrics, maybe—but then she seemed to catch herself and flashed me a conspiratorial smile. “Callum’s been whining for a drink since we all arrived, but I suppose he’ll have to wait just a bit longer until…Ah, there she is.” I followed Linda’s gaze to where Marta was turning the corner at the opposite end of the hallway with the bar cart. “I’ll be just behind you,” Linda said, striding over to stop the other woman a few feet from the door, free hand drifting into the pocket of her wide-legged ivory pants. What’s she got in there? But already Linda was looking at me expectantly, clearly unwilling to converse with “the help” in the presence of…more of the help. I had no doubt Cassie and I lived on that same lowest ladder rung in her mind. Unsure what else to do, I headed in, with Cassie following just behind me.

			With more time to take in the surroundings, it was clear that the same air of decay and neglect that was slowly spreading through the rest of the house had infected the library. The day was gray, and even with the floor-to-ceiling windows, only a weak, fuzzy light managed to penetrate the room, the velvet curtains casting heavy shadows whose borders flickered with every passing cloud, with a nightmarish impression of sentience. Sconces jutted out from the dark wood of the built-ins every few feet, but their globe fixtures were dingy with dust, and the light they added was of a wavering, sickly variety, its yellowish hue making the air feel close and thick, gummy against the skin. Even the dull gleam of the book spines felt ominous, the hazy light skittering over their surfaces like some hundred-legged creature. A massive spread of cold cuts, fresh breads, savory pies, and fruits sat untouched on a table in the center of the room. Given the general gloom surrounding it, it felt perversely ominous, as though you might lift a single berry and find the whole spread seething with maggots.

			I suppressed a shudder and forced myself to focus on what we were here to do: read Rose’s relatives. And this new attorney, apparently. I spotted her in the far corner, her back to us, deep in conversation with Parker. He glanced up as we entered, and she turned to follow his gaze.

			I only barely managed not to jump.

			It was the same woman I’d seen the day before in this very room, colluding with Callum—currently ensconced in one of the wingback chairs, an empty tumbler clutched in one hand, his attention apparently occupied by his phone. He and Linda must have superhuman livers.

			The woman blinked at me, clearly as surprised as I was, then seemed to remember herself, striding over with one hand extended.

			“Gretchen Bergstrom. I’m Mrs. Berwyn’s attorney. And you are…”

			“Tori. Bishop,” I added belatedly, scanning her face for any sign of recognition. But her smile was professional, even bland, and within seconds she was turning it on Cassie.

			What the actual fuck?

			They shook hands, then Gretchen turned deliberately to Callum, her expression the picture of professional disinterest. If I hadn’t seen them together, I’d probably have assumed they’d barely met. Interesting.

			“Did your cousin inform you when she’d be joining us? It sounded like she had some changes to the will she wants me to review.”

			Callum glanced up with a look of supreme boredom.

			“You appear to be under the impression that Rose confides in me, Gretchen,” he drawled, rising from his chair as Marta trundled into the room with the cart, making his way over to pour a heavy portion of whisky even as she arranged the glassware and bottles. To anyone else it would just look like functional alcoholism—which it could be, but knowing what I knew, it felt like he was trying to distance himself from Gretchen as quickly as he could, to visually separate himself from even this brief, surface-level engagement. Even more interesting. Marta fixed Callum with a dour glare, but it slid right off his lacquered self-regard.

			Gretchen turned back to Parker, her expression warming into familiarity as she caught his eye.

			“I simply hoped she’d told someone when she expected to arrive. If there are changes that need to be filed sooner than later, I’d like to get to work.”

			“Aunt Rose loves keeping us all on our toes,” Parker said, flashing Gretchen a knowing smile, which she returned. I tried to ignore the clawing feeling that their flash of obvious intimacy awakened in my belly.

			Linda slid inside just then, crossing the room to join Parker in the far corner. I couldn’t help but notice that her keen gaze immediately fell on Marta. Turning my head just a fraction, I eyed the gloomy cook sideways as she finished arranging the bar cart implements. I was about to turn away when I noticed her glancing around furtively, clearly checking to see if she was being watched. I forced myself to keep my gaze trained on the view through the windows—or the place where a view would have been, if they weren’t so bleary—her movements just visible in my periphery.

			She lifted each of the liquor bottles in turn, uncorking them and checking the scent and fill, but with the gin—it had to be, the liquid was clear—she paused a moment longer, staring intently at the base of the crystal decanter, then swirled the bottle vigorously before replacing it on the cart.

			Had she added something to the gin? Maybe I should have made time to learn why, precisely, Cassie had warned me away from it. But Marta was already retreating, and I couldn’t focus on her more closely without drawing attention to myself. No wonder Rose hadn’t wanted to join this little family gathering. Even focusing as intently as I knew how on everyone’s expressions, and body language, and the unconscious cues that showed who they knew, liked, trusted, feared, I couldn’t get a gauge on where anyone’s true loyalties lay.

			“I’m not sure Rose intends to join us,” Cassie murmured at my side. I glanced at her, startled, and found her raising a knowing eyebrow. Her eyes flicked meaningfully to the folder in my hand.

			“Right. We just met with her and I think she’s feeling a little…overexerted after the past couple days,” I said. Cassie nodded, a sympathetic smile on her face. I couldn’t help but notice Gretchen’s gaze catching on Parker’s again, a flicker of something passing between them. Friendship? More? The clawed creature started stalking my ribcage. “She wanted us to deliver this, though.” I thrust the folder toward Gretchen a little more forcefully than was strictly necessary, dragging her eyes back to me. “Gretchen, I think she meant for you to explain it.”

			She reached for the folder, the motion pulling out the lean muscles in her arms and shoulders. I forced myself to smile blandly at her, using the excuse to really take her in—the long, dark hair, curling lightly at the ends, the wide eyes set in a small, sharp-featured face, the slim, compact frame, her towering heels barely able to raise her to average height. Really, she looked a lot like…me.

			Gretchen’s brow knitted as she flicked through the papers.

			“Well? Don’t leave us in suspense,” Callum growled. She glanced up, startled into throwing him a warning eyebrow raise before seeming to catch herself.

			“It appears she’s pulled the property out of the family trust,” Gretchen said carefully, eyes scanning the documents rapidly. “The house and grounds, that is.”

			“And? What’s that mean for us?” Callum said.

			“I think what my cousin was so forcefully expressing was whether we should be concerned,” Parker said, moving nearer to Gretchen. She glanced up at him with a wry, private smile, and he bent over her slightly to peer at the pages over her shoulder, their bodies casually close.

			And you actually believed he liked you. The thought was acid enough to pucker my lips.

			“Not necessarily,” Gretchen said, flipping over another page. She frowned at whatever she found there, then slapped the folder closed, pasting on a professional smile that you didn’t need my skills to read as a front. “I’ll need to review the changes more thoroughly to make sure I don’t give you any wrong information. Her estate plan is a bit complex. On that note, I should probably head out. I can give everyone an update tomorrow.” Gretchen flashed her false smile around peremptorily and strode out the door. I couldn’t help but notice Parker’s gaze lingering on her retreating form.

			“I assume that means we’re free to go? Because no offense, but there are far more important things I could be doing with my time right now,” Callum said, raising a lazy eyebrow and making for the door.

			“Really, Callum, it’s as though you try to be rude,” Linda muttered under her breath, taking a long sip of her martini. Callum ignored her comment and continued.

			“I guess…we should probably wait here for Brynn?” Cassie said, voice low. “That seemed to be the plan, right?”

			“Right,” I nodded, grateful for the anchor of Cassie when I was suddenly feeling so uncomfortably adrift.

			“Mind if I keep you company?” Parker said, striding over to the pair of us, easy grin already in place, and seriously fuck him for looking so charming and open and warm when I knew—knew—it couldn’t be real, at least not for me.

			“Don’t you want to catch Gretchen before she goes?” I said, unable, apparently, to stop myself. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught Linda’s lips twisting in…fuck, was she amused? The idea that I was that transparent to someone as terminally self-obsessed as Linda felt like an added failure.

			“We’ll catch up later,” he said, expression turning bewildered.

			“Right. Well…” I swallowed hard, glancing back over my shoulder, suddenly desperate to get away from him, because if I stayed, how could I trust myself? How could I be sure I was reading what was actually happening and not just projecting what I wanted? The fact that all it took to destabilize me so thoroughly was a handsome face, some floppy curls, and the appearance of actually listening to what I had to say was alarming, to say the least. “I’m just gonna run to the bathroom, I’ll meet you back here in two minutes,” I finally sputtered, hurrying out before Parker could offer to guide me, or question my obviously flimsy excuses.

			I only had to open four doors before I found a powder room, where I leaned heavily on the sink until I could catch my breath. I flicked water onto my face and dried it on the fussy hand towel—I’d been alarmingly flushed, tamping that down was vital—then flicked off the light, allowing myself a single deep breath in the darkened room before I had to brave the library—and possibly Parker—again.

			And then: movement in the corner of my eye. I inched closer to the narrow window that overlooked the garden, the flowering bushes nestled close beneath.

			Marta was bent low beneath a bush, in the process of scattering something from a bucket—whatever she’d added to the gin, maybe? But once she rose and thumped away, I saw that the detritus had a recognizable shape and off-white color. It was a pile of…

			“Oyster shells?” I murmured, mind whirring. Hadn’t she said that Rose was deathly allergic? That she’d disposed of Linda’s errant shipment? But if that was the case, where had these come from? If she’d bothered to shuck the oysters…

			Could that be what she’d added to the gin? Her sniff test at the bar cart not meant to gauge quality, but instead her way to be sure no one else could detect the hint of brine she’d added to the liquor, its flavor easily masked in a martini?

			Surely she and Linda weren’t planning to kill Rose, were they? Before the will changes went through?

			My body went cold, and the house creaked ominously around me, almost as though it could hear my very thoughts, was already whispering them on to some shadowy malefactor.

			Shaky, I exited the bathroom and started back for the library. I needed to talk to Cassie about this now, before Brynn reappeared, before we had to speak to Rose, before—

			Fuck, the kitchen. That meant I’d turned the wrong way. I spun on my heel, heading in the opposite direction, when a moan through an open door stopped me short, the hairs on the back of my neck prickling painfully.

			I knew it was ridiculous even as the word appeared in my mind. Ghost.

			Jesus, Tori, get your shit together.

			Nails digging into the heels of my palms, I forced myself to peer around the edge of the open door. There would be nothing there, no spirit, and then I could go on my merry way and ideally shake off the ridiculousness that seemed to have infected me the moment I entered this house. See, Tori, no bogeymen or tortured souls in sight, just a cracked leather couch and some dusty board games and—

			Callum. And Gretchen. Kissing furiously. Her hands were in his salt-and-pepper pompadour, and his were on her ass…

			I hurried away before they could sense me there, certain that my appearance would not be welcome. I’d only just managed to round the corner near the library when I heard her voice drifting behind me as they exited their little sex bower, which ew.

			“Don’t worry, we can pull this off. You just have to be patient.”

			“Mmm,” Callum grunted.

			“I’m serious,” she said, voice stern. “If she catches even a hint of what we’re planning…”

			Whatever she said next I couldn’t make out—they’d either closed the door or retreated. Heart pounding, I hurried back to the library, skin sparking with anxiety. Soon we’d have to report to Rose on what we’d witnessed.

			But what, precisely, had I seen? Who was the biggest threat to her? And if even one of their nefarious schemes succeeded, what would that mean for Cassie and me?
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			“That’s it?” Rose demanded, cheeks bunching as she pursed her lips. “You’re telling me not one of them went off like a firecracker?”

			Brynn had brought us back after the family dispersed, though by then I’d felt so nauseous I’d barely managed to keep track of all the auras, especially with that report burning a hole in my pocket. The ginger tea Brynn had brewed me was doing wonders, though. She’d been so considerate that it was hard to imagine she knew about the report, that she’d lied to us about Rose’s timeline. I’d been reading so quickly, maybe I’d mistaken the date. Or maybe I’d just forgotten what Brynn had actually said back at the Faire.

			“Well, that’s the thing,” Tori said. “Because the changes you asked for were so comprehensive, Gretchen didn’t go into much detail beyond the property being removed from the trust. Everyone’s auras seemed pretty unbothered, honestly. Unfazed. I’m not sure any of them really understood what the changes meant.”

			“Yes, there were no abrupt spikes or flares to anyone’s aural corona,” I elaborated, clamping down on my annoyance. But really, unbothered, after all the books we owned on aura interpretation. “No sudden color variations. None of the telltale signs of shock or even surprise.”

			“But you noticed Gretchen and Callum’s entanglement, too, didn’t you, Cassie?” Tori prodded, shooting me a meaningful look. “Their auras seemed attuned to each other, in a way that might suggest a common agenda.”

			“They did both have similar viridian shades,” I said, tipping my head. “Darkening toward purple. Those can be threatening colors, especially since theirs reflected each other so closely. But if it is a threat, it’s an obscure one. Nothing sinister or immediate.”

			“Marta’s aura was also troubling to me,” Tori added. “She wasn’t there when we handed off the documents, but the color and shape were unsettling. Didn’t you think so, Cassie?”

			“For sure,” I said, with an emphatic nod. “It was such a dark, stormy gray. And there was a sort of sharpness to it.”

			“Oh, well, that’s just Marta. She always has been a grump.” Rose vented a sigh. “Though I’m sorry to hear that about Callum. Sometimes I wonder if that man even knows his own heart. What could be a greater tragedy than being such a stranger to yourself?”

			Tori and I must have looked equally puzzled, because Rose chuckled, soft and rueful, shaking her head. “Oh, Callum wasn’t always such a piece of work. So jaded, such a hard man. His father—my cousin—was an implacable sort of person. He dismantled Callum over the years, stamped all the good out of him. I’m not sure how much of the sensitive little boy I knew is even left.”

			“It must have been so hard to see that,” I said gently, wondering about the parallels she might have drawn between Callum and Andrew without even being aware of it. Maybe that was why Callum triggered her ire in such a specific way, beyond his obnoxious personality—overcompensation for the unwilling sympathy she felt for him. “That kind of erosion. Not to mention constantly having to be on your guard, with those who are meant to be closest to you.”

			“It’s exhausting,” Rose admitted, letting her head fall back against the chair cushion. “Sometimes I regret egging them all on. Yes, they’re a clutch of petty, craven fools, the lot of them. Except for Parker—that boy is steady as stone.”

			Next to me, Tori twitched at the sound of Parker’s name, and I caught the shadow that passed so swiftly over her face. What was that about?

			More secrets she’d chosen to keep from me, probably.

			“But I fail to see an alternative, with them jostling and vying with each other, as if they’ve all already buried me in their minds.”

			“I’d be overwhelmed, too, Mrs. Berwyn,” Tori said, her voice pale. She probably felt as drained as I did, from all the animosity we’d been immersed in downstairs, combined with the strain of having to keep ourselves on such perpetual high alert. “They don’t make it easy for you.”

			“What about a healing spell?” I said slowly, the idea sliding into position, gradual and inexorable as an eclipse. “For the family as a whole. Tonight is a full moon, a perfect time for setting more positive intentions. Letting go of negative emotions that don’t serve anyone.”

			Rose scraped a bitter laugh. “As if that lot would ever agree to such a thing.”

			“They don’t have to agree,” I explained, enthusiasm mounting. “You don’t need consent to wish someone well. If they’re closed to that particular energy, it simply won’t affect them. I think that’s what the crystals, the ones I picked out from your magpie box, wanted for you. I bet that’s why I was drawn to them in the first place.”

			“That’s a lovely idea, Cassandra,” Rose croaked, her rheumy eyes damp. Sadness for her engulfed me, along with anger at the way her own blood relatives took this woman for granted, looked right through her and directly into her bank accounts. “What kind of working did you have in mind?”

			“Under a Hunter’s Moon like tonight, it’s best to be outside,” I said, mentally assembling the elements. “I have the incense we’ll need, and an open flame would be perfect, if that’s not too inconvenient.”

			Rose nodded, an eager smile tugging at her lips. “Not at all. Brynn, my ritual gazebo. The one along the western path, with the firepit. Will you take the girls there, as soon as it gets dark? I’m afraid I’m not up to an autumn wind—the chill blows right through these damned old bones. But Brynn can watch for me. You’ll bring the magic back to me, won’t you, Brynn?”

			“You know I will,” Brynn murmured, coming up behind Rose to set light hands on her frail, shawl-wrapped shoulders. When her eyes met mine over Mrs. Berwyn’s head, that shimmering sense of rightness stirred in my chest again, like an internal North Star.

			This was the right thing to do. I was sure of it.
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			The western gazebo glowed with the aftermath of old magic.

			It had appeared between the darkened trees like something snipped from a fairy tale and transplanted here, moonlight pouring in a quicksilver flood over its domed roof. Delicate columns supported the structure, and trees stood sentinel on all sides, their crisp leaves whispering in the fall-scented wind. Otherwise, hallowed silence lay across the nightscape, broken only by the trilling strains of song from some nocturnal bird. The stars winked above in a shattering profusion of light, and the moon hung fat and ripe, as if ready to burst.

			Brynn had brought a hefty flashlight, and the path itself was embedded with reflective markers, but even though the walk from the house had taken only about five minutes, it felt like standing in another world. Wild, unfettered, pure. An enclave stolen from some enchanted realm next door. Nothing like the ravening pit of darkness that was the Berwyn house, looming at our backs like a predator on the prowl.

			To my relief, the gazebo made even Tori catch her breath. After Rose dismissed us, Tori had been so chilly and withdrawn that we’d both kept to ourselves for a few hours by unspoken agreement. I’d been concerned about what kind of energy she’d bring tonight, but the sheer presence of this place seemed to affect her, too.

			“Wow,” she whispered. “Cold as fuck, but yeah. I can see why Rose used it for her own rituals. Couldn’t ask for a better backdrop.”

			“It’s a powerful place,” I agreed. “I’ll set up the altar. Tori, why don’t you fill that quartz bowl Rose loaned us? We’ll make the moon water together when I’m done.”

			“I’ll turn the firepit on for you,” Brynn offered. “It’s gas. I swapped the old one out so it would be easier when I took Rose out here. It gets surprisingly toasty.”

			The firepit also had a stone border, perfect for a makeshift altar to hold the crystals and the pillar candles I’d brought, setting one to mark each of the four elemental quarters. “Don’t mind me,” Brynn said, curling into a corner seat once she’d gotten the flames crackling. “I’ll make myself scarce, let you both do your thing. Wouldn’t want to mess up your flow.”

			“Just try to stay open,” I said, casting her a smile, the flickering firelight carving a puzzle out of her face. “Hopefully it’ll at least be interesting for you.”

			She smiled back, a flash of teeth in the dark. “I bet it’ll be fascinating.”

			Once the altar was arranged, I found Tori still standing by the gazebo steps, gazing up at that breathtaking sky with the filled bowl in her hands. “I’ve only ever made moon water with the Market Basket jugs,” she admitted, hesitant. “Not totally sure what to do with this.”

			“Here.” I dropped the moonstone, larimar, and seraphinite into the water, naming each one as it sank to the bottom. “These will amplify the lunar energy, bend it toward healing.”

			I curled my hands over Tori’s, raising the bowl up to the star-crowded sky, extending it high above our heads like an offering. “Close your eyes,” I whispered. “Think of the moon drifting down to us like a balloon. A beautiful, silver orb settling into our bowl. Capture it in your mind, the idea of it coming down to us.”

			“That’s it? There’s no, like, incantation or anything?”

			“Not for this,” I said, suppressing a twinge of irritation, because she’d have known as much if she ever bothered to crack open our mom’s Book of Shadows. She probably didn’t even know where I kept it. “Just focus on your breathing, the feel of the moonlight on your skin.”

			She cracked one eye open, squinting at me. “Moonlight feels like something to you?”

			“I’m serious, Tor. Close your eyes, and keep that image steady in your mind, okay?”

			I held us suspended in the moment as long as I could, focusing on the river of wind streaming around our bodies, the shape of Tori’s hands under my own, her rings cool under my palms. At some point, we fell into the same slow rhythm of breath. I could feel the silvering, the moment when the lunar essence seeped into the water, diffusing into those receptive stones. I lowered our hands, the bowl between us—an inky pool glimmering with crystals, its surface holding the wavering-dime reflection of the moon.

			I looked up at Tori, expecting another wisecrack, but instead her face was soft and open with wonder, lips parted in a tiny smile.

			“Mom did this with us,” she murmured. “I forgot about that.”

			“She loved moon water.” I offered her a tentative smile. “She washed our faces with it, the morning after every esbat.”

			Tori’s jaw tightened, and that fragile tenderness decayed, fell away like a husk. “I washed your face, Cass. Mom almost never got up before us.”

			I clamped down on the surge of upset, refusing to taint the moment. “Let’s get started,” I said, withdrawing my hands. “Can you put this in the western quadrant, please?”

			She gave me a stiff nod, then marched back to the gazebo. I trailed after her, focusing on the moonlight like a gentle palm laid on my head. By the time I climbed the steps, I’d rediscovered the pearl of calm at my center, the place where the magic dwelled. Tori had lit the quadrant candles, and the moon water was in the correct place. Normally I’d have begun by sweeping the ceremonial space clean with a besom—It’s just a broom, Cassie, why does everything need a stupid fucking name echoed in my head—but it felt so imbued with potential that it seemed best to build on that existing foundation.

			There was also the fact that I didn’t actually have a besom. But the craft was all about making do.

			I turned to Tori, reaching for her. Three people was better for a circle, but Brynn had made clear she wasn’t going to participate. Instead, she watched us from the dancing shadows, her eyeshine glinting like a forest animal concealed in the brush. Tori hesitated for a beat, then moved to stand by my side, sliding her fingers through mine. She gave me a little squeeze, a placeholder apology for what she’d said about Mom. Or maybe she was just showing willingness; it didn’t really matter.

			That nascent power flared back up, and I pictured a transparent circle forming around us, a dome of safety lowering over our rites.

			“Under the aegis of the Hunter’s Moon, I call upon the four quarters,” I intoned, clear as a bell, gesturing to each cardinal direction with my right hand. Some witches used athames for this summoning, but that had always felt too formal to me—the quarters would hear me just fine if I behaved more organically. “North for earth, east for air, south for fire, west for water. Guardians of the four watchtowers, attend to me now and bless these healing rites.”

			I led Tori around the circle, letting the words pour out of me like water—wishing health and serenity on every member of Rose’s clan, a communal rebirth into a more harmonious whole. As I chanted, I sprinkled a pinch of salt into the flames at the north quadrant, lit the stick of dragon’s-breath incense at the east, dripped wax from the pillar candle at the south, and flicked droplets of moon water at the west. Symbols for each of the elements, and gifts for the guardians of the watchtowers.

			Once we’d circled back to the north quadrant, I closed my eyes, summoning the faces of the people involved and the impressions their auras had conjured up:

			Rose, such a deep well of both charm and spite, still grieving for the beloved son she’d been too stubborn to reconcile with in life.

			Callum, a hurt boy trapped inside a man who wore belligerence like armor, who would never accumulate enough money to fill the chasm inside.

			Linda, whose cloying solicitude and spiky aura stood at such odds, suggesting a deep fear that she wasn’t truly loved or needed by anyone.

			Parker, torn between opposing interests, perpetually failing in his struggle to please both his mother and his great-aunt.

			I envisioned a network of silver, a web woven from moonlight, connecting them. Then I fixed my intentions, channeling healing and benevolence, sending them vibrating along those fine threads beneath the protective eye of the Hunter’s Moon.

			Guided by some intuition I couldn’t have put into words, I expanded the desire for serenity and cleansing, a renewed sense of trust that included me and Tori, too.

			The flames leapt high, and a vivid image of our mother’s smiling face—the glossy sheet of dark hair and angular features she’d passed on to Tori, the clear blue eyes that had become mine—inscribed itself into my mind. Accompanying it was a sudden certainty, clean and bright as a rung bell, that somewhere out there, our mother was watching over us. Protecting us at this very moment.

			I opened my eyes with a gasp, hot tears streaming down my chilled cheeks.

			“Did you feel that, Tor?” I whispered to Tori, clutching her hand so tight she winced. “Did you?”

			She nodded slowly, dark eyes wide, her own face shining with damp. “Yeah, Cassie. I don’t know what it was, but yeah, I felt it too.”
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			I woke with a start from the deep sleep I’d fallen into as soon as Brynn had dropped me and Tori off at our rooms. We’d barely spoken on the walk back, as if words might spoil the sanctity of the moment we’d shared at the gazebo. Tori had seemed so peaceful that I couldn’t bring myself to ruin it by telling her about the PI report, or that whispered conversation in the pantry. What good would it have done, anyway? There was nothing either of us could do about it tonight.

			For an off-kilter moment, my gaze skittered over the room. The bedside clock announced 1:34, but even without it I had that sense of deep night, forbidding darkness pressed like a cloak against the window. Then a heavy, insistent rap came at my door.

			I scrambled off the bed, heart pounding with dread. In my experience, news delivered after midnight was rarely anything you wanted to hear.

			Brynn, again. Except this time, there was nothing tender or inviting about her expression. Only a terrible trepidation that matched mine.

			“Rose needs you,” she said. “No time to explain. We have to get Tori up, Cassie. And then we need to go, now.”
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				Tori

			
			I trailed after Brynn, twisting the toadstone ring around my finger with my thumb, the fidgety action doing nothing to disperse the anxious energy pulsing through me. If only the tiny stone actually held the mystical properties that had been ascribed to it. Moving through the house in the middle of the night—the thick carpets and heavy walls leaching away the sounds of our passage, erasing us with every step—I’d never felt more in need of protection. Though from what, I couldn’t be sure. The oozing darkness snaking around our ankles, threading its fingers through our hair, its ticklish touch sending goosebumps over my entire body was all the more ominous for its amorphousness. And worse, Cassie and I had barely spoken all day, barring our “performance” moments for Rose and Brynn. I couldn’t remember the last time we’d gone so long without reconciling, and it left me feeling the vague mix of shame and nausea that usually marked a hangover.

			As though summoned by my thoughts, Cassie fell into step beside me. She leaned close to whisper in my ear, hand slipping around my wrist to grip it tight.

			“I know today was a lot, but there’s something I think you should know. There was a paper in that file Rose gave us…”

			When I glanced over, her eyes were huge, mouth twisting in a strange, eager way that the shadows turned ghoulish. Ahead of us, Brynn turned, gaze running over us quickly, taking in Cassie’s urgency.

			“Can it wait?” There was no privacy in the hallway, no way of knowing whose bedroom we might be passing even now. I couldn’t know what Cassie had to say, of course—it might be completely innocuous—but the weight of darkness pressing down on me made it impossible to ignore the animal instinct for silence, for secrecy. With so many places to hide, who—or what—might be watching?

			“Tori, Cassie.” I was startled to find Brynn still a few yards ahead of us, her always erect posture wound-spring tight as she waited in front of Rose’s door, hand hovering over the knob. “I want you to know…whatever Rose asks of you, you can refuse it.”

			Even if I could have heard what Cassie wanted to tell me, or found a way to impart my suspicions to her—the possibility that Callum and Gretchen were planning something together, that Marta might be colluding with Linda to urge Rose toward the grave a little more quickly, and in cahoots with all of them was Parker, grinning and genial to our faces, but behind our backs watching everything we did, saw, or blurted out when the stress boiled over—it was too late now.

			We turned to each other, and I saw the same mix of anxiety and uncertainty and a tiny dash of excitement that was swirling through me reflected in Cassie’s familiar gaze.

			I narrowed my eyes the tiniest sliver. We can’t actually refuse.

			Cassie’s eyes widened and she gave the barest hint of a nod, Of course we can’t.

			“Thank you,” I said, turning to Brynn. “We’ll keep that in mind.”

			With a single sharp dip of her chin, Brynn gripped the knob and, after one steadying breath, led us into Rose’s bedroom. Only now, as I watched her ramrod-straight spine, did I notice the wisps of hair escaping from her usually perfect low bun, the cords of her neck sprung with tension. It was clear that Brynn was as anxious as Cassie and I were, though whether that was because of the nature of Rose’s urgent request or simply her rapidly declining health, I couldn’t be sure.

			The room we entered was clearly grand, the light from a pair of globe lamps perched on the dresser and an occasional table near the door just enough for me to make out its main features. But like most of the other rooms I’d visited, it felt trapped, almost stifling, as though it were a relic of a life already past rather than a place where someone actually lived.

			The weighty antique dresser topped with an ornate wooden mirror, its surface foxed, dominated the right-hand wall. In the warm pool of light just behind the lamp I could make out a tight floral pattern on the wallpaper, the twining leaves and blown roses dizzying even at such limited proportions. By day, it must feel practically malicious, unchecked growth vining around you, pulling you under.

			To the left, a massive four-poster bed was piled high with fluffy bedding and fussy pillows. It was positioned so that the far side nearly touched the windows overlooking the driveway, and it threw the room bizarrely out of proportion, giving it an overstuffed feeling even with all the empty space.

			Nestled at the center of the profusion of fabric and stuffing was Rose, impossibly small and frail against such an oversized backdrop. I noticed the glint of chrome railings to my immediate left, where a narrow hospital bed had been pushed against the wall. Judging from the slightly rumpled coverings, and the conspicuously empty region between the door and the bed Rose now occupied, it was where she slept these days.

			“Thank you for coming,” Rose said, her voice tremulous, and a little raspy. “I hope it wasn’t too much trouble.”

			Brynn gestured for Cassie and me to approach the bed. As I drew closer, pausing at the footboard, I realized that Rose didn’t just look frail, she looked extremely unwell, the skin on her face waxy and slack, hands trembling lightly atop the pastel-striped coverlet. Instead of her usual chignon, her hair was loose and lank, a few damp strands plastering themselves to her bony, all-too-visible skull. Just a few hours before she’d been…not the picture of health, but much better than this. I couldn’t help but wonder whether something we’d told her, something she’d learned, had pushed her this much closer to the edge.

			But more surprising than her disarray was how diminished she appeared, and how scared. Before, in the collections room, I’d seen panic in her eyes, but this was different, like death encasing her, causing her to shrink into herself in a failing effort to avoid brushing up against its too-close walls.

			“We’re here for whatever you need,” Cassie said, leaning forward to take one of Rose’s hands between her own. The papery skin seemed too thin to contain the mountain range of knuckles and swollen streams of veins, as though she were one strong thaw away from dissolving her borders completely.

			“I was hoping you’d say that,” Rose said, a hint of shrewd amusement twisting the corner of her mouth. “What I need tonight is for you to perform a séance.”

			“You want…” Cassie frowned and dropped Rose’s hand, so fast it looked like she thought Rose might infect her. “Maybe I’m misunderstanding. If you want to make contact with someone, we could try your pendulum again. Or—”

			“If I thought talking to a rock would do the trick, I’d have requested that, wouldn’t I?” Rose’s tart tone brought some color back to her face. “I asked for a séance because that’s what I need.”

			“But séances are dangerous,” Cassie said, shrinking slightly farther away.

			“Which is why I made sure to check your bona fides before I hired you. Surely two witches of your pedigree are capable of safely engaging with the spirit world, yes? Or are you just another pair of pretenders hawking herbs and rocks to gullible tourists?”

			Her narrowed, assessing gaze flitted to me, and I had to channel all my will into remaining still, even if it felt like that moment in The Wizard of Oz when Toto pulls the curtain aside and reveals that the great and powerful Oz is just a hunched, middle-aged man with a reasonable talent at stagecraft.

			“Of course we’re capable,” Cassie protested, disapproval twisting her lips. “I’m just saying it’s rarely the wisest course.”

			“Believe me, dear, if there were any other course left open to me, I’d have taken it by now.” Rose sank back, the brief gout of animating flame guttering. The gaze she turned toward the large windows was watery. “I’m not sure what all Brynn has told you, but the fact is I don’t have much time left. And since we’ve spoken last I have reason to believe that time has grown very short.”

			“We’re not—” Brynn’s murmur felt reflexive, and when I turned to her, her face was twisted with pain.

			“We both know it’s true, Brynn. Which is why I need your help now. Before it’s too late.”

			When she turned back to us, Rose’s lower lip was wobbling, her eyes wide and pleading. She looked almost like a child, her need too raw to be contained. Cassie’s gaze flitted to me, and I flashed her the agreement we both knew we had no choice but to give. Turning back to Rose, Cassie nodded.

			“Okay, we can help you. Do you have candles? Personally, I like to use moon water to draw my wards, but we used that for the healing spell. I could probably make do with—”

			“I’d like Victoria to lead the session.” Rose gave Cassie the tight, lips-only smile of a woman used to issuing directives and having them met. “After all, she’s barely had a chance to display her talents thus far.”

			“But…I just assumed…” Cassie bit her lower lip. I could practically see her wading through the sludge of her exhaustion to dig up an answer.

			“I’m sure you did. It’s clear you’re very in tune with your gift. Victoria, on the other hand…” Rose raised one pencil-thin eyebrow as she looked to me. “Honestly, I’m not sure you even believe you have magic.”

			“That’s not—” I started, unsure how, precisely, I planned to counter her absolutely factual statement.

			“It’s not a slight, I assure you,” Rose said. “You’re clearly well versed in the tools of your craft. I’m just not sure you see it as anything more than that—a skill set you’ve perfected. I suppose I should commend you for accepting a job like this under the circumstances. It takes a certain amount of gumption to bill yourself as the real McCoy when you’re not even sure there is such a thing.” She sniffed out an echo of a laugh.

			Panic rising in my throat, I scanned Rose’s expression, searching for the tightness here, or the twitch there, that would show me the contours of the trap she was laying. But all I could find were the remnants of that visceral need, tinged with amusement.

			“I’m not sure I understand your request,” I finally said, folding my hands in front of me tightly enough that they couldn’t start shaking. The close, confined atmosphere in the room combined with Rose’s declaration had me feeling like a prey animal without an obvious bolt hole at hand. “I take it there’s one spirit in particular you’re hoping to contact?”

			Rose gave a small nod, eyes darting away for a half-second.

			“Even seasoned practitioners can struggle to achieve what you’re asking. And you’re saying you’d like me to act as your medium specifically because you don’t believe I’m as adept as my sister.”

			“No, I said I don’t think that you believe in all this the way your sister does.” Rose raised a gnarled finger, clearly relishing the moment. “Whether either of you is capable of performing the services I hired you for is an entirely separate matter.”

			The weight of stress and exhaustion was already heavy on my shoulders, but this—Rose splitting hairs even as she pulled our puppet strings—was too much. I should bite my tongue, hide behind new-agey platitudes the way Cassie did when she needed to talk someone off a ledge, but all I could feel was annoyance with the entire situation.

			“This is clearly important to you. Very important, if you’re waking us in the middle of the night with new demands. So why play games? If you actually want this, why create some random obstacle just for the pleasure of seeing whether I can clear it?”

			Rose’s thin eyebrows drew down toward each other, gaze sharpening briefly, then just as suddenly she shook her head, sighing.

			“It is important to me. Desperately so, as you can clearly see.” She waved a hand through the air, taking in the scene and dismissing it in a single gesture. “Which is why I need to be certain that anything I learn tonight is…true.”

			I squinted at her, but if she was hiding anything, she was either excellent at it, or I was just too tired to tell.

			“I appreciate your skepticism, Victoria. In fact I’m grateful for it. I don’t doubt that your belief in your gift is genuine, Cassandra, but sometimes, when we really want to believe a thing, we can…be led astray.” Rose blinked rapidly and swallowed hard, the dim light pooling in her watery eyes. Something dark that I couldn’t quite parse slid across her brow. After a moment, she cleared her throat, steadying herself. “I could be wrong, of course, but I don’t think you fall prey to that particular weakness, Victoria. And I’m trusting you won’t start doing so now. Because if anything does happen tonight, I need to be absolutely certain it’s real. Can you promise me that, Victoria? That you’ll tell me your honest experience, not what you think I’d like to hear?”

			I nodded.

			“Good. That’s why I’d like you to take the lead. And Cassandra, I’m sure the energy you contribute to the circle will be that much more potent because of your gift,” Rose added.

			“Give us a moment?” I asked.

			“Only a moment,” Rose replied, tone peevish again. “In case I wasn’t clear, time is of the essence.”

			I moved to one side with Cassie, who was already reaching out for both my hands.

			“You don’t have to do it, Tor,” she murmured, eyes darting back to Rose, the bedding piled around her like petals hiding the poisoned nectar at the center. “We both know it’s dangerous. And whatever she says, if you don’t channel the spirit she wants…” She didn’t have to complete the sentence. We could both guess how tolerant Rose would be if her oh-so-shrewd character assessment bought her radio silence.

			“Yeah, but I do, though.” I twisted my lips to one side, rueful. We’d be leaving all that money on the table. The down payment might be enough to snag us another apartment, but the fact that Mrs. DiRenza had gone full eviction meant a host of new expenses. We’d probably wind up hiring movers last minute for some exorbitant fee, maybe start footing a new bill for storage while we couch-surfed, and we might need to grease the wheels with a new landlord to make them overlook such a recent financial failure. And then what about next month, and the month after? I couldn’t keep doing this, starting over every few months or years, not when there was a chance to change our future dangling right in front of us.

			“Yeah,” Cassie said, expression falling. “Yeah. Just…be careful, okay? With your wards? I don’t care if you think it’s silly, do it for me.”

			“Okay.”

			We moved back to Rose’s bedside.

			“So?”

			“I’ll do it,” I said, raising a hand to cut her off. “But first, I’m going to need to cleanse the space and set some wards. And you have to understand I’m going in totally cold. If you have something from the person you’re trying to contact, it would give us a much better chance of success.” After all, promise aside, I might at least be able to conjure something out of what she chose, and her obvious need, if not enough for the session to feel like a success, maybe enough to buy us another day to figure out what, precisely, she was hoping we’d provide. Even attempting to speak to the right spirit might count for something.

			“I thought that might be the case. Brynn?” Rose turned to her attendant expectantly, and I startled slightly. Brynn had been so silent I’d briefly forgotten she was in the room.

			“We have white candles and cedar for smudging, if that works?” Brynn gestured at a tray on the occasional table.

			“We can work with that,” I confirmed. Brynn nodded, appeased, and turned back to the bed, carefully pulling aside the coverings to begin the arduous process of easing Rose toward the edge. While Cassie busied herself lighting the candles and placing them around the room, I moved to each window, incanting a tiny mantra under my breath—keep us safe from anything that might wish us harm—as I traced the image of a pentacle over the glass with the lightly smoking cedar, then again over the wood of the sill. Cassie was right, usually I’d have dismissed the practice as ridiculous, but gazing out at the night-dark grounds, the trees advancing over the surrounding hills like a swarming army, I was grateful for even this paper shield.

			As I crossed from the last window to the door, I noticed Brynn carefully arranging Rose on her walker near the blank expanse of wall where I imagined the hospital bed usually sat. She fussed with Rose’s silk robe for a moment.

			“For heaven’s sake, get on with it,” Rose snipped, a hint of her usual fire in the words. With a small smile, Brynn turned back to the wall. A large painting hung just in front of her, of a young child and a beagle running through an overgrown field, the golden light of sunset turning them ethereal. Gently, Brynn clasped the elaborately scrolled gold frame and lifted it off the wall.

			Behind the painting, nestled in a bower of brighter flowers and vines that corresponded precisely to the outline of the frame, was a flat gray metal square, a tiny keypad visible at the left.

			A safe.

			Carefully leaning the frame against the wall, Brynn helped position the walker at an angle that allowed Rose to reach the keypad. Then Brynn moved a foot or two away and turned, folding her hands in front of her, as Rose reached up to tap in the code. I only just managed to turn back to the door frame I was standing in front of and begin the warding process there before Rose looked over her shoulder to check that no one was watching. After a moment, I heard the click of the door swinging open, then Rose reached inside the gaping dark hole to remove a single object. I darted a sideways glance, spotting the sharp white of a stack of papers and a few huddled shapes that might have been jewelry boxes before Rose pressed the door closed again, locking it with a sharp jab of her finger. Brynn took the item and helped Rose back to the bed, her touch practiced and gentle as she eased the elderly woman over the mattress, propping her up against a bulwark of stiff pillows. Still, Rose winced with every movement, and by the time Brynn pulled the coverlet over her emaciated legs, a thin sheen of sweat had broken out on Rose’s brow.

			I laid the still smoking cedar in a small stone bowl waiting at the edge of the tray, presumably for this precise purpose, then scooped up the handful of crystals that had been stacked in one corner—mostly clear quartz, from what I could tell, with a single smooth dark stone, its surface a shimmering opalescent blue-green. Labradorite, maybe? I could rattle off a few properties of the most popular crystals we sold, but mostly that was Cassie’s purview.

			“Okay, the space is ready,” I said, feigning a confidence I didn’t feel. “Rose, would you like us to join you on the bed?”

			“Please,” she murmured, the rasp prominent in her voice again.

			Cassie climbed up first, positioning herself near the window, then I followed, the two of us the points on a triangle formed around Rose.

			“Rose, would you bring out the item you’ve chosen and place it between us?”

			She nodded, swallowing hard, and produced a single lock of hair. It was white-blond, with a hint of a curl at one end, tied in the center with a blue silk ribbon that had started to fray in places.

			An ache gripped my center. It had to belong to Andrew, her son, first estranged, then lost. Judging by Rose’s furious blinks, even seeing it was nearly overwhelming her. But even as I pitied the old woman for the mix of sorrow and guilt she must be feeling, the looming reality of her own mortality turning them unbearable, a part of me was noticing the choice. She’d opted for a lock of his hair—an object that was tied to Andrew bodily, and therefore supposedly powerful (if you believed in all that)—but far less powerful, according to lore, than a tooth. If she’d kept this for all these years, locked away for protection in a house practically overflowing with objectively valuable things, I had to believe she’d saved at least a few of her son’s baby teeth. And yet she’d chosen the hair, presumably because the moment it recalled—her son so small she probably still dandled him on a knee, rocked him to sleep—was more powerful for her.

			It wasn’t enough for me to fake a séance—and seeing Rose’s fierce effort to fight back tears, I could never have brought myself to do it, anyway—but at least it hinted at the energy she was bringing to this moment.

			“Thank you,” I said, solemn, placing the crystals around the tiny, impossibly fragile wisp of the boy who once was before reaching my hands out to both sides. “I’d like us to form a circle and focus all our spiritual energy on this object. Brynn, will you join us? The more energy in the circle, the more likely it is that we can make contact.”

			“No, I don’t think so.” She shook her head furiously, eyes wide, and actually took a step back. I was surprised by the reaction—she’d said herself that the occult was new to her, but I’d assumed that that would translate to polite incredulity. Right now, though, Brynn looked genuinely unnerved. “If it’s alright with everyone, I’d rather wait next door.”

			“That’s fine. The energy we’re creating is for the spirit to tap into. It’s wise of you to recognize your hesitation and not bring that into our circle.” Brynn flashed me a look of gratitude, nodding rapidly, then crossed to the connecting door, ducking out as I turned back to the cloistered world of the circle we’d formed atop Rose’s bed. Judging by the slight easing of Cassie’s shoulders, I’d handled Brynn’s reluctance appropriately. She gripped my hand tight, but Rose hesitated, fingers hovering above mine.

			“You don’t want to use a spirit board?” Rose’s lips pinched.

			“I’m not very adept with spirit boards.” That much was true, at least. I’d never had any luck with them, at least not unless Cassie was present, infusing either her energy, or more likely her subconscious desire, into the channeling. “I’m more comfortable working directly with the spirit. Any message they want to convey, they’ll channel through me,” I added, hoping I was maintaining my calm, because that was utter bullshit.

			I wasn’t comfortable with any form of séance. I’d never performed one, had attended one only a single time, as recon on what the other magic-peddlers of Salem were selling to the tourists. Suffice it to say the experience was chock-full of eerie moments, every one of which I was clocking almost before they happened—the guttering flames and sudden chill that no one else tied to the low hum of the air conditioning kicking in; the theatrics of the medium, eyes rolling in her head, voice shifting sharply as the event continued; the flickering “orbs” of light appearing around the ceiling, drawing gasps. Those felt especially impressive if you watched where the lights landed instead of where they formed…in the hand of the medium’s assistant, tapping the phone hidden in his pocket just before each eerie green shimmer appeared.

			I’d come away simultaneously impressed and vaguely grossed out by Enchanted Esmerelda’s commitment to fleecing the masses. At least the cons I pulled were connected to something real—the emotions and needs I could see written in the expressions and actions of the customers who sought us out. Or maybe I just wanted to believe I was living by some “honor among thieves” code, when really I was shit-scared of swinging that big and failing.

			Regardless, this was totally new to me. And Cassie’s anxiety about malicious spirits meant she only rarely fucked around with séances, and only ever with her “sisters in the craft,” a group which we both understood did not include her actual sister.

			Rose squinted at me, then laid her hand in mine, her grip shockingly tight. I wasn’t sure if I’d passed muster, or she’d simply determined she had no other option.

			“I’m sure I don’t need to tell either of you that the energy we bring to this circle is of the utmost importance,” I said, turning to Cassie and then Rose. “We need to open ourselves to the spirit we’re attempting to contact, but we also need to trust one another, so the flow of energy isn’t interrupted. Do you trust the power of our circle, Cassie?”

			“I do,” she murmured, utter conviction tightening her jaw.

			“Rose?”

			“As much as I need to.” Her eyes narrowed and her grip tightened a fraction further. “I trust your promise to me,” she added. “And I see you’re wearing the ring I gave you. It’s a powerful artifact, which can only help our cause.”

			I nodded, working to hide my confusion. The toadstone’s history was interesting—as cocktail party trivia, say. But powerful? The whole point of toadstones was that they were both devoid of the magical properties once ascribed to them, and also just…misclassified. The tiny fossils had nothing to do with toads at all.

			But this wasn’t the time to correct Rose’s misapprehensions. I drew in a deep breath, closed my eyes, and focused my thoughts on the lock of hair.

			It wouldn’t work, but I’d promised Rose an honest effort.

			“Everyone, please direct your psychic energy to the object contained by our circle, and the spirit it’s tied to. Spirit, we invite you to join us, and to speak through me.”

			I waited, counting ten deep breaths, twenty. Unsurprisingly, nothing interrupted my meditative inhalations other than the realization that the top of one shoulder was starting to itch. I resolutely ignored it, refocusing on the lock of hair.

			After about a minute, Cassie squeezed my fingers lightly.

			“We’re here to receive any messages you may have for Rose.”

			Another slow count of twenty, thirty. The itch traveled to my nose. I attempted to wriggle it away. I flicked my eyes open, trying to gauge Rose’s reaction to the “séance” she’d requested. Her eyes were squeezed tight, lips pressed thin, though whether from focus or dissatisfaction, I couldn’t tell.

			She sniffed sharply.

			Impatience, then. Time to pull out the big guns. I closed my eyes again, summoning my most mystical tones.

			“Andrew, Rose would like to speak to you.” I felt Rose flinch, but only briefly. By now, she certainly knew that I knew who Andrew was to her.

			I waited another minute, two…

			“What are you hearing?” Rose’s voice was tight. I let my eyes drift open, only to find her glaring at me, annoyance pulling out a delta of wrinkles around her mouth.

			“As soon as I receive any communication, I’ll pass it on. For now, let’s return our focus to the lock of Andrew’s—”

			“I’ve been focusing on his hair for twenty minutes. What I want is a chance to talk to my son.”

			“I understand that your need is deeply—”

			“You don’t understand it in the slightest. I don’t know why I let myself believe that a couple of charlatans would somehow manage to—”

			The words appeared in my head fully formed, an idea not my own, and before I could stop myself, before I could even scan the text that had been handed to me, I was speaking.

			“Stop it, Mims. Just stop.”

			Rose’s entire body stiffened, eyes so wide they looked lidless.

			“Wha…” Her lower lip trembled. “What did you call me?”

			“You always do this,” I continued, the words sounding in my head half a second before I found myself speaking. “Yell at people even when it’s not their fault. You never stop and listen.” A dark knot of dread formed behind my sternum. What in the actual fuck was happening right now?

			For several long moments the three of us sat there, hands clasped. I could feel Cassie staring at me, could just make out the dark O of her open mouth in my periphery, but I couldn’t force my eyes away from Rose’s face. Couldn’t account for the sudden anger flaring through me, deep sorrow threaded through it, like a hotter lick of its flame. Could account even less for the strange familiarity of a feeling that I couldn’t actually locate as my own.

			I swallowed hard, trying to tamp down the panic crawling up my throat. This was not happening. This could not be happening.

			“I’m listening,” Rose finally murmured. “I always listened to you, Andrew.”

			“No, Mims, you didn’t. You wouldn’t. Not when you didn’t like what you had to hear.” I couldn’t quite tell—the doubling of the voice in my head and my own voice, so close behind that it was like an echo, hard to ignore—but something seemed off about the way I spoke. As though my tongue, or maybe my throat, wasn’t working in quite the right way, and the sounds that came out were…not foreign, exactly, but different. My shoulders crept to my ears, a futile attempt to defend against the threat I couldn’t see, and which I felt powerless to resist.

			“What are you pulling?” Rose turned to me, the cords in her neck taut, eyes narrowing to angry slits. “What is this?”

			A sensation like a blow to my stomach, I couldn’t help but buckle around it, moaning slightly at the dull ache.

			“What’s happening to you?”

			“I’m showing you, Mims.” The words came out a croak, the wind still knocked out of me. “You would never listen to me when I told you what happened, what he did, so I’m showing you. Aaah!” I yelped as another blow landed on my ribs.

			“Tori, we need to stop.” Dimly I registered Cassie’s familiar voice, could feel her trying to pull her hand away, but the pain shooting through my center was too intense for me to respond to it and my own hand was already gripping tighter, refusing to release her. Anxiety crawled over my entire body, ants on every inch of skin.

			Another blow to my gut.

			“Stop it! Stop!” Rose’s voice was high and thin, terror pulling the skin tight over her skeletal skull. “You’re not my Andrew, my Andrew would never do this. You’re hurting her!”

			“This is what he did to me, Mims. You know this is what he did, and you never stopped it.”

			Tears streamed down Rose’s face.

			“I didn’t. I didn’t know.”

			“You always knew.” Rage scalding my throat. Another hard thump to my core. I moaned weakly. Rose was weeping openly now, coughing and choking against the force of her emotion.

			“Tori, this needs to stop now.” Cassie’s voice more distant, as though she was drifting out of the room. My hand gripped hers even tighter, a reflex I couldn’t control.

			“I’m sorry, Andrew, I’m so sorry,” Rose gasped, her body doubled. “I tried to stop him, I swear.”

			“But he didn’t stop.”

			“No.” She shook her head, coughing and gasping. “It’s my fault, it’s all my fault.”

			And suddenly, like a candle flame snuffed, all the pain and rage went out of me, leaving a tender, pulsing sensation behind.

			“It’s his fault. He did this, Mims, not you.”

			“But I let it happen. I should have stopped him, or left…”

			“You were trapped too. It took me a long time, but I know that now. I just…” Suddenly my body seemed to inflate, forcing me upright to gaze into Rose’s eyes. “I needed you to believe me then. When it mattered.”

			“I’m so sorry. I believe you now, I promise.” Rose’s voice was thick, choked. “I’m so sorry, Andrew. I never meant…I didn’t…I’m so sorry…”

			“I forgive you, Mims. And doesn’t it feel better now?” The gaze Rose locked onto me was filled with so many emotions—pain, need, love, guilt—it almost hurt to look at her. “Remember what we always used to say? Sunshine can heal any wound. Just lay your worries out in the sun.”

			“Oh!” She gasped, hand flying to her throat, and I could feel myself collapsing, my body suddenly lighter and heavier at once. Dimly, I registered Cassie whipping her hand away from mine, could see the horror on her face, but I was too focused on cataloging my body—this breath was my own, the thoughts in my head my own, the deep pain of the blows gone, not mine to begin with—to take it in.

			“Tori, are you okay?” Cassie was hovering over me, brushing the hair out of my face, eyes flicking desperately between mine. Unable to muster any words, I finally nodded. She drew back slightly, taking my hand in hers. “What was that? What were you—”

			But she didn’t finish the question, because suddenly the door cracked hard into the wall, Brynn’s anxious pleas barely audible over the explosive sound.

			“Rose? Rose.”

			She was clambering onto the bed, yanking Rose’s body horizontal to straddle her, press her hands to the elderly woman’s chest, but one look at the dazed, soft smile on Rose’s face, her eyes half-open and still streaming tears down the riverbeds that lined her cheeks, and I knew.

			Rose was dead.
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				Cassie

			
			Tori and I stood in the hallway, huddled together with our hands tightly clasped. My mind was such a tilt-a-whirl that I had only the vaguest memory of Brynn climbing stiffly off Rose’s lifeless body—because Rose was gone, she was dead, Brynn had been pressing fingertips to her pulse points and finding nothing fluttering back—and ushering us out of the chamber.

			She’d instructed us to stay put before rushing back inside, and we’d dutifully frozen like a pair of unfortunates who’d wandered across Medusa on the warpath. Except I could feel my sister trembling, rhythmic shudders racking her body. Her hand was slick and icy in mine, her breath coming shallow and too fast.

			“Tor?” I whispered, unable to keep my voice from breaking. “Tor, please, talk to me!”

			Her face twitched toward me, her eyes huge and glassy in the gloom, though her expression was somehow even worse—a dangerous calm like a deceptively tranquil lake, its smooth surface concealing the horror of tentacles writhing far below. I’d never led a séance before, couldn’t possibly understand what had really happened to her in there. But I knew enough to understand that the sludge of fear that had congealed around us had been the least of what Tori had felt. She’d experienced something else, brushed the other side of the veil in a way I never had—and I was the one who accepted magic, the one who never turned away.

			She must have been so afraid.

			Tori gave a tiny, resolute shake of her head, turning away from me. Before I could press her again, Brynn shuffled out of the room, shoulders slumped, her face ghost-pale.

			“She’s gone,” she whispered, tears welling. She wiped the back of her hand brusquely over her eyes, then took a long breath, her shoulders squaring, shrugging on the comfort and weight of her professional persona like a heavy cardigan. “There are things I need to do now. Procedures that need to be followed.”

			“Can we do anything to help?” I offered, even though no part of me wanted back inside that room. Tori still stood mute, her eyes fixed over Brynn’s shoulder. As if she could still see something invisible to me, crawling in the teeming dark of Rose’s chamber. I gripped her hand tight, trying to anchor her.

			Brynn shook her head, raking her fingers through her hair. “Thank you, but no. This next part is my job too. Please, head back to your rooms and hunker down until morning. I’ll be calling the EMTs, notifying everyone. It would be best if you two kept to yourselves.”

			I frowned, but something in those words wrested Tori back to herself. “Understood,” she said, her voice hollow but recognizably hers again. “Thanks.”

			“Good.” Brynn’s gaze found mine, and she gave my shoulder a light squeeze. “Cassie, I know your impulse is to help. But if you do run into anyone, don’t say anything about this. Remember, Rose didn’t know who she could trust—even if she’s no longer with us, that hasn’t changed. Leave it to me, okay? I’ll handle everything.”

			She turned and disappeared back into Rose’s chamber, leaving me to tow Tori back to our rooms, wishing desperately we’d never come to this awful place at all.
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			By the time we wound our way back through the corridors, Tori had stopped shaking so badly. Still, I turned on all the lights in her room to banish as much gloom as possible, hovering anxiously while she changed into her sleep T-shirt and crawled into bed. She didn’t stop me when I followed her, tucking myself close to her side, our knees drawn up to our chests and the heavy flannel duvet pulled up over us both. At least this maximally plaid hunter’s lodge of a room featured more than enough warm bedding.

			“So,” I began, sneaking a look at her, “that was fucking terrifying. I mean, what even happened to you in there?”

			“I can’t talk about it right now,” she said, in a slammed-door voice that forestalled further discussion. “I just can’t, okay? This is such a fucking mess, Cassie. Rose is dead, which probably means no payment for us. And we were there when it happened. This family is toxic as hell—I don’t think we need Aleister’s scrying plate to confirm that those fucking vultures are going to try to pin her death on us, do you? And if they know about that down payment, they’ll find a way to claw that back, too.”

			I winced at the acid in her tone, and then a faint bubble of a memory surfaced.

			“I don’t think we’ll have to worry about money, Tor.” I squirmed around until I knelt facing her, my hands resting on her drawn-up knees. She cocked her head, eyebrows drawing together. “Remember the card I pulled, right before we decided to come here? The Ace of Pentacles? Abundance, prosperity. The cards don’t lie. The universe will take care of us.”

			Tori covered her face with her hands, groaning into them. “Wake up, Cassie. Become one with reality, for once. Cosmic Mommy isn’t going to swoop in to the rescue, no matter what your cards said. Best case scenario, Brynn doesn’t tell the others about the down payment, and we at least walk out of here with something to show for it.”

			“She’ll also tell them the séance wasn’t even our idea,” I insisted, struggling to give Tori some grace after what she’d just been through and not take that dart of venom to heart. Of course she was lashing out. I couldn’t imagine what it must have been like, watching a soul slip away while you served as an open channel to the other side of the veil. The words Tori had used, the way her voice had changed. Even if she didn’t want to talk about it now, that communion with Andrew’s spirit had felt viscerally real to me, and I wasn’t the one who’d experienced it.

			And Rose had been so difficult, thorny and irascible, but I knew Tori had developed a soft spot for her too. We were both in shock, teetering on the edge of grief. We were just processing it differently.

			Tori shook her head, shoulders heaving with a massive sigh. I gently peeled her hands away from her face, wrapping my own around them. “It’ll be okay, Tor. You’ll see. Rose was sick, everyone knew. She had two other episodes while we were here. And…”

			My mind flashed back to that whispered conversation in the pantry. Had someone hastened her death? But Rose hadn’t even drunk wine at dinner, and I doubted Brynn would have allowed a martini nightcap. And I wasn’t a medical professional, but it had looked to me like an obvious heart attack, brought on by intense emotion. Why rattle Tori more by voicing suspicions when we were both swimming in exhaustion at three in the morning, nerves frayed, both of us near a breaking point?

			“Cass, what?”

			“Nothing.” I forced a smile. “I’m just really out of it. You must be so tired, too, after all that. Gods, it was so intense.”

			“Yeah,” Tori said faintly, her eyes clouding over. I wanted so badly to press her on what she’d felt, but it wasn’t worth the risk of pushing her away when she was still so fragile, the peace between us porous and crumbly as shale.

			“Do you want me to sleep here tonight?”

			She gave me a pale flicker of a smile. “That’s okay. I know you sleep better alone, and I promise I’ll be fine. We’re going to be surrounded by the merry band of assholes again tomorrow when the shitstorm hits. Let’s both get as much sleep as we can.”

			“You know I’ll be right next door if you change your mind.”

			“I know, Cass,” she said, her eyelids drooping as I shuffled off the bed. “You always are.”

			“Want me to turn your lights off?”

			“Sure, thank you.” She yawned hugely, knuckling at her eyes like a little girl. “I’m just so tired all of a sudden.”

			My heart swelled with sympathy. “Sleep well, Tor. I’ll see you in the morning.”

			I flicked the overhead off as I left, a glance over my shoulder confirming that she’d already burrowed deep under the covers, tiny and pale against that sea of plaid. As if the room was eating her alive, I thought with a shiver.

			She’d be okay, I reassured myself as I closed her bathroom door. Tori was always okay, that Bishop resilience encoded in her DNA, bound up with her muscle fibers and calcified into her bones. But I only felt more off-kilter as I stepped into my room, as though the entire space hung a little askew, a painting slightly and maddeningly off true.

			“Cassie.”

			I recognized Brynn’s voice with a lag of at least a few seconds, delay long enough to make me leap like a startled cat. I wheeled to see her sitting in the bay window, her expression a picture of dismay as she slid off the cushions and approached me the wary way you would a frightened animal, hands held up.

			“Cass, I’m so sorry,” she said, the corners of her lovely mouth drawn. “I scared you, didn’t I? Last thing you needed.”

			“It’s fine.” I breathed out a laugh. “I’m just on edge, you know? And I wasn’t expecting you tonight, not after…”

			She nodded shakily, licking her lips. “I’ve notified the family, not that anyone was awake to respond, and the EMTs are on their way. So I just thought I’d make sure you were okay. That was a lot, for anyone. When you weren’t here, I figured I’d wait. I really am so sorry to have freaked you out.”

			“No, I get it. Thank you for coming.” I bit the inside of my cheek, tears stinging in my sinuses. “I’ve never seen someone die before. And I know it wasn’t our fault. But we agreed to that séance, and it killed Rose. She’d still be here if we’d just said no.”

			Brynn gripped my upper arms, shaking her head. “You can’t think that way,” she said, low and fierce, hazel eyes latched on to mine. “What happened was not your fault. You and Tori did exactly as Rose asked, and you saw her face at the end—she died happy, Cassie. Happier and more at peace than I’ve ever seen her. The two of you gave her that gift.”

			“But you can’t know that for sure. None of us can know what she felt in the end.”

			She rubbed my arms, her hands brisk and warm even through my sweater. “Well, I do know that she thought you’d already done a wonderful job, because she gave me this to pass on.”

			She reached into the back pocket of her slacks and fished out an envelope, pressing it into my hands. “Rose already had the check cut for you, and she told me—in no uncertain terms, okay?—that it was yours. No matter what happened tonight.”

			My jaw fell open. “I don’t…I don’t know what to say,” I whispered.

			“Say yes, because you and Tori earned the hell out of this,” Brynn murmured back, leaning in to brush a light kiss over my cheek. “Look, I should go. Reception can be weird out here. I need to be able to fill in the EMTs as soon as they arrive, and it won’t be long now. Try to sleep. Tomorrow will be hard on everyone. But, Cassie?” She waited until I met her eyes, my gaze still blurred with tears, leaving her face wavering and uncertain as a phantom’s. “Just remember, you’ve done nothing wrong.”

			After she slipped out, I stared down at the heavy envelope, quivering in my unsteady grip. My solar plexus still tingled with the certainty that something was terribly off. Yes, we had the promised check in hand, the money we needed for the new life Tori and I had dreamed of—no, the life we deserved, after all the hardscrabble years of incessantly making do.

			And yet all that reassurance added up to nothing at all, because I could hear the universe’s insistent whisper in my ear, slithering deep into my gut. Conveying, without sound, the bitter certainty that something was very, very wrong.

			I wandered over to the window, trying to soothe myself with the sight of the moonlit nightscape outside, to recapture the uplifting magic I’d felt at the gazebo. But just as I neared the glass, a cry shrilled from beyond, so strident and inhuman I bit back a scream myself, clapping a hand over my mouth.

			Trembling, I took a step closer to the window, then another, until I could make out the blot of murkier dark on the other side of the glass, like a shadow made flesh.

			A raven, massive and glossy-feathered, perched on the sill.

			It twitched its head from side to side, as if inspecting me from all angles, strange iridescence glimmering in its eyes. Then it issued another of those nightmarish caws, making me jump. I’d heard plenty of ravens scream before—they were smart animals, and popular in Salem as both pets and familiars—but this one shrieked like a harpy, like no noise I’d heard a normal raven make. Maybe it was just my threadbare nerves, or the distorting warble of that timeworn glass. The Berkshires had to be home to countless corvids, and it wasn’t so weird that some would roost near the house itself.

			But as its powerful wings launched that huge body back into the night, I wondered if it had been a real bird at all. Maybe it was a psychopomp, a messenger from the other side of the veil—dispatched by Rose or Andrew with some missive I couldn’t afford to ignore.

			I gazed after it, heart hammering against my ribs, chills coursing down my spine. Whatever it wanted me to know had sounded much more like a dire warning to watch our backs, rather than any cuddly assurance that Cosmic Mommy had us covered. Even long after it had disappeared into the night, I couldn’t peel myself away from the window, that cloud-shrouded dark beyond.

			Stricken by a bone-deep dread that Tori might have been right about everything.
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				Tori

			
			Thud, thud, thud.

			Jesus, why did everyone in this house insist on announcing themselves by knocking, hard? Had no one heard of a little thing called texting?

			Then my annoyance burned off like morning fog, replaced with a heavy cloud cover of dread.

			Rose was dead. And last night’s…the word possession flitted into my mind, and much as I tried, I couldn’t seem to brush it away with the bristles of ridiculous. Whatever had happened, it had clearly pushed her over the edge. My stomach roiled.

			Ignoring the increasingly pissy knocks—the wait time between thuds had dwindled to mere seconds—I moved to the mirror, quickly pulled my hair up into a ponytail, and replaced my raggedy oversized sleep T-shirt with a slouchy sweater and jeans. Then, as the knocks reached a crescendo I would have previously assumed was beyond the strength of human knuckles, I pulled open the door.

			Callum stood there, sneer already in place. He gave an exaggerated sniff as he saw me.

			“Finally. I’ve been knocking…”

			“For some time, I know. Figured I was allowed to put on clothes first.”

			His eyes narrowed even further, then he exhaled, apparently unable to counter that argument.

			“Well you’re dressed now. And you’re needed in the library. You and your sister. I can wait here while you get her.”

			“I think we can manage getting to the library on our own,” I said, fighting powerfully to keep my mounting fury out of my tone. The sight of the bare ring finger on his left hand calmed me slightly. I wonder how many trophy wives this prick had burned through over the years, even the promise of accessing his reams of unearned money too low an incentive to endure a lifetime with him. Though it was possible he simply removed his ring as often as possible, the better to literally fuck them over.

			With Gretchen? What, precisely, was happening there? Exhaustion settled over me, heavy and thick—there were so many threads to tug that I had no idea of what the tapestry looked like.

			“I’m sure you could eventually. What I don’t trust, however, is your sense of urgency. I’ll be waiting here.”

			That motherfucking—

			But standing on the threshold of my room arguing with Callum wasn’t going to get me anywhere. And with the last remnants of sleep fully evaporated, the overwhelming anxiety that was somehow still mounting demanded action. Sitting here—even to spite Callum—was basically impossible at this point.

			She’s dead.

			I nodded at Callum, afraid that if I opened my mouth again I’d spit on him, and took a tiny amount of pleasure in slamming the door in his face.

			When I moved through the bathroom to Cassie’s room, I found her already awake, pacing in front of her vanity.

			“What’s going on?” she said, her expression mirroring the chaotic feelings swirling through me, weighted heavily toward panic.

			“We’re being summoned to the library. Now, apparently. Callum’s waiting outside the door.”

			Instead of commiserating, Cassie simply gulped hard and nodded, walking past me into the Emerald City. I followed her and we rapidly brushed our teeth and splashed our faces in silent parallel, the sickly shade of the walls pressing in like a warning. Even though the entire process couldn’t have taken more than four minutes, when we opened my door again, Callum was glowering, arms folded tight across his barrel chest.

			“You see why I worried about the urgency,” he bit out, then turned away sharply, leaving us to follow.

			When we arrived in the library, Linda and Parker had already ensconced themselves in the pair of leather wingback chairs at the far side of the room. Parker rose as we entered, crossing the room in long strides to meet us just inside the doorway, but Linda stayed rooted to her seat, feline face inscrutable.

			“Are you okay? Brynn said you were helping Rose with something when she had her attack?” He reached for my hand but I jerked it away. He frowned, then took a deep breath, seeming to decide to let it go.

			“We’re fine. It was shocking, obviously, but…we’re fine.”

			A blow to the stomach, a voice ringing in my head even as I doubled around the pain, “You never listen, Mims!”

			I swallowed hard, the room suddenly too cold and too hot at once, all the muscles in my body tensing, trying futilely to protect against the terrifying memory. What in the actual fuck had happened last night? But there was no time to process it, no safe way to do so with so many eyes on me, so many motives hidden behind the expressions of faux pity, faux mourning, very real scorn…

			“Alright…” Parker was still frowning, eyes scanning my face slowly. Because he’d seen me on his cameras? Or maybe he hadn’t, and was trying to sort out how much I knew? I turned to look out the window, lungs feeling too small to hold a single proper breath.

			“Where’s Brynn?” Cassie asked, voice small.

			“Handling the arrangements,” Callum said, pushing past us to approach a coffee bar set up on a side table. Apparently we were going to be here awhile. “Rose communicated her wishes on that front very clearly. Brynn’s more than capable of seeing them executed. Anyway, this is a family affair.”

			“We’re not family,” I said automatically. My need to oppose Callum felt biological at this point, like vomiting in response to ipecac.

			“Trust me, we’re well aware.” Linda’s half-smile somehow only made the chill in her voice more pronounced. “The idea that the last faces my dear Auntie Rose saw were strangers is just…” She produced a tissue and dabbed beneath her eyes, fluttering her gaze up to the ceiling.

			“Mother, we talked about this,” Parker muttered. “Tori and Cassie haven’t done anything wrong.” He flashed me an encouraging glance, I’ve got your back, and my shoulders loosened, briefly, at the idea of having not just an ally, but Parker in particular, in my corner.

			Then I remembered his intimacy with Gretchen, and the fact that he’d been filming us—and possibly Rose?—since the moment we arrived, and my insides coiled again. What was he looking for? Worse…what did he already know, and how might he use it against us?

			“I know that, Parker, but knowing that Rose died all alone…it just breaks my heart. And of course I have so many questions. We all do.” A quick glance at Callum, a half-nod in return. In lockstep again, then. “About what precisely happened. What you girls were doing there in the middle of the night…”

			This is what he did, and you never stopped it. Saliva flooded my mouth. I swallowed spastically, trying not to gag. I could not let them see how rattled I was.

			“Are we allowed a coffee before the interrogation continues?” I said, flicking an eyebrow up as though all this was merely an annoyance, as though I weren’t fighting to keep myself physically together right now. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Cassie’s forehead creasing with worry, but I forced myself to ignore that, too. I needed to ignore all of this, distance myself as much as possible, and then my sister and I could get the fuck out of Dodge.

			“Of course,” Linda said, gentle exasperation in her voice. “I’m not sure why you’d characterize it that way, Victoria. Unless there’s something you’re trying to keep from us?”

			Don’t attempt to look so shocked, Linda. It doesn’t play well with your filler.

			“Of course not. I’m sure Brynn filled you in on what happened?”

			“Hardly.” Callum snorted, then took a surprisingly dainty sip of coffee, replacing the cup on the saucer with barely a clink. “She informed us that Rose had a massive cardiac episode during a…visit from you two. Which begs the question of what, precisely, you were doing to get our elderly, unwell aunt so worked up.”

			Stop it! Stop it! Terror in Rose’s eyes, hurt and anger gripping my entire body, an iron fist clenching around me.

			“What we’ve been doing since we arrived. Helping her work through some…unresolved issues via practices that brought her comfort,” Cassie said. I could have wept, I was so grateful to her for filling in the blank. Hands shaking, I dispensed a coffee from the giant silver urn. Probably best not to attempt a saucer.

			“I’m afraid we’d like a bit more detail, Cassandra,” Linda purred. “Whatever practices you were engaging in, they clearly upset Rose deeply.”

			“You have no idea what you’re talking about,” I spat, the jangly feeling rattling my bones too overwhelming for me to manage the diplomacy I knew I should be aiming for. “Anyway, for all we know, she was much more upset to see her relatives conspiring with her attorney.”

			“You mean…Gretchen?” Parker frowned, and for the life of me I couldn’t clock it as anything but genuine confusion. Across the room, Callum was staring daggers at him—willing him not to say more. Parker seemed so close with Gretchen, I’d assumed the three of them were all in on…whatever it was they were planning together. Did I have that wrong? Or was I just so distracted by Parker I couldn’t read him at all, either then or now?

			“Enlighten us, please.” Linda rose and approached me, brushing so close that I felt the breeze of her passing whisper over my exposed neck. It made my shoulders hunch protectively. Which, judging by the lazy eyebrow raise, she noticed. “About last night, not your frankly feeble attempts to deflect from the issue with accusations against the family.”

			“There’s nothing to say. She just…had some questions she hoped we could answer.”

			“With help from your magic.” Callum’s voice was thick with disdain.

			It’s my fault, it’s all my fault. The pain on Rose’s face, her thick, choking gasps…The air in the room felt oppressive, too thick to inhale, and I could feel myself gulping harder and harder, trying and failing to draw it in. I ran my thumb over my fingers hard, plucking them one-two-three-four, like strings on a guitar, trying to release the panic coursing through me…

			“I know you aren’t believers, but your aunt was,” Cassie said, spreading her hands wide to underscore the balmy quality of her voice. I had to keep my face calm, had to endure the next ten minutes, or twenty, and then we could leave. Surely I could handle twenty minutes.

			“Rose clearly found comfort in the arcane arts, and—”

			“What is that.” Linda’s voice was a knife, all her false sorrow, and feigned confusion, sliced away in a second. I blinked away the blur in my vision, turned to look at her. She was pointing at my hip.

			“What’s…what?”

			“That.” She took a step closer, reached down for…not my hip, my hand, and it was still trembling as she raised it, twisting the toadstone ring around so the dun-colored stone caught the light from the windows. Linda’s eyes narrowed to slits as she turned a bared-teeth gaze on me. “You’ve been stealing from her.”

			“What? No!” I jerked my hand back but she held it tight. “Let go of me.”

			“I know this ring. It’s her ring, I’ll swear on a stack of Bibles. The one she and Andrew picked out together.” She turned to Callum, proffering my hand as evidence. My heart thudded, swollen, in my throat. “How do you have this? Where did you get it?”

			“Mother, calm down.” Parker’s eyes were huge, but when he caught my gaze, instead of giving me that commiseratory I’m on your team look, he winced and quickly looked away.

			“It was a gift,” I choked out, voice cracking.

			“Bullshit,” Linda spat. “She’d never give something so precious to a stranger.”

			A powerful artifact. That’s what Rose had called it. I’d assumed she meant its supernatural power—which she would have been wrong about, toadstone rings were neither mystical nor particularly rare—but what if she had been describing the power of the memories it carried? What the ring meant, not what it was worth?

			Dread bubbled up, viscous and sticky as tar.

			“No, it really was a gift,” Cassie protested, pulling down the neck of her sweater. I closed my eyes, barely managing to suppress a moan. My sister’s ingenuousness was a lovely trait until it fucked us. “See? She gave me one, too.”

			“Is that the Gardnerian necklace?” Callum’s piggish little eyes stretched valiantly. “That’s worth tens of thousands of dollars.”

			“Oh. I mean…that’s nice of her,” Cassie sputtered, brows knitting as her eyes darted from Callum, to Linda, to me. I could almost hear the question there: What did I just do?

			“I don’t know what you did to get these from her—”

			“I swear, they really were gifts.” Cassie was pleading now. “Ask Brynn! She was there. She’ll tell you!”

			Callum sniffed.

			“That’s convenient.” Cassie and I both turned to him, expectant. “Oh come on, do you think we’re stupid? Or blind? We’ve all noticed the way you two have been trying to manipulate Brynn since you got here.”

			“It’s frankly disgusting,” Linda murmured, lips twisting as though the words had tainted her.

			“Manip…no, I swear,” Cassie was shaking her head, unable to form words.

			“I say we call the police,” Linda said, voice crisp and efficient. “Who knows what else these two have done? What they’ve taken.”

			“It’ll take them an hour to get here,” Callum said, mouth twisting to the side in frustration. “Are we going to tie them up? Hold them at gunpoint?”

			“Then what do you suggest, Callum?” Linda’s annoyance was all-encompassing now. But maybe because his own default setting was so scorn-tinted, Callum didn’t seem to notice.

			“We can decide whether to call the police…after we search their rooms.”
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			It all happened in such a mad rush that I wasn’t sure how we even got upstairs, crammed into the corridor in front of Tori’s and my rooms. Swept along by the force of Callum’s will. So this was how powerful white men got the world to bend to them, I thought grimly. No magic needed. Just pure entitlement, and the expectation that everyone else would fall meekly into line.

			“We’ll start with her room,” Callum said, jerking his head at Tori, as if he didn’t want to sully his mouth with her name. “I’d bet next quarter’s earnings that this one’s the ringleader of whatever they’ve cooked up.”

			“So not a ton at stake, then,” Parker muttered under his breath, earning a jab to the side from his mother.

			“You can’t just do this!” Tori hissed at him as he barreled through her door. Even gripped by fight-or-flight mode, I had to admire my sister’s pugnacity. Tori handled confrontation in a no-holds-barred way that scared me silly, no matter how old I got. “My personal belongings are in there. This is an invasion of my privacy.”

			“I agree. Callum, honestly, this feels really inappropriate,” Parker interjected, his cheeks flushed with discomfort, gaze pinballing between all of us. “I’m not sure it’s even legal to instigate a search like this without the police present.”

			“Oh, did they teach you that in your special summer camp?” Callum sneered.

			Parker’s lips went white with fury. “It’s a Ph.D. program, Callum, you know that.”

			“Either way, it hardly makes you a legal expert. Besides, this is my cousin’s house, not a fucking hotel,” Callum replied, his voice dipping menacingly low as his eyes shifted from Parker to Tori. The muscles in Parker’s jaw ticked, but he withdrew to Linda’s side. “And if you have nothing to hide, what’s the problem? Or would you rather I tell the cops you were being obstructionist before they even arrived?”

			Tori shifted her jaw from side to side, dark eyes still blazing. When she glanced at me, I gave her a helpless shrug. Everything about this felt wrong, but what were we supposed to do, surrounded by hostile strangers convinced we’d robbed an elderly woman. A woman who’d died, and during our séance to boot.

			The raven’s shrill caw echoed inside my mind again, and this time I was certain it had been a warning.

			“Fine,” Tori conceded, stepping aside. “But you won’t find a damn thing, because we’ve done nothing wrong. Brynn will back us up on that.”

			Ignoring her, Callum swung the door open and stormed in, the rest of us filing in after him like preschoolers on a string. He dashed around the expanse of Tori’s room like a man possessed, prying into each pigeonhole in the antique rolltop desk, flinging open every drawer and rifling through before slamming it shut with a curse. He moved on to the Narnia-portal-sized armoire, bare of anything except the few pieces of clothing Tori had bothered to hang up, then to the chest of drawers beside her bed.

			Meanwhile, I texted Brynn, updating her on how severely Callum was losing his shit, pleading with her to come intercede on our behalf. But all I got was a maddening set of ellipses flickering at the bottom of our thread like faltering Morse code.

			“Find any stolen trinkets stashed in my panties yet?” Tori said, arms folded over her chest, head tilted. “Or is the search its own reward at this point?”

			“Jesus Christ,” Linda mumbled, pinching the bridge of her nose. “Callum, the girl has a point.”

			“Would you cut the ‘lady of the manor’ shit, Linda?” he growled, digging under the cushions of the couch beneath Tori’s window like a maddened gopher. “You know as well as I do that these two are common street trash. We’ve known it the whole time they’ve been here, preying on Rose. Victoria has Rose’s ring, that one has the necklace, they’ve both had access to the collections room. Who knows where it ends?”

			“If that’s what this all boils down to, Cassie and I would be happy to return those gifts,” Tori offered, turning to Linda. “Yes, Mrs. Berwyn meant for us to have them. But maybe she didn’t…fully grasp the sentimental value this particular heirloom holds for you, Linda. If it means so much to you, it should be yours. I get that.”

			Linda nodded uncertainly. “Callum, maybe we could take a moment to hear them out.”

			“For fuck’s sake, how can you be this gullible?” Callum snapped, knees popping as he straightened up. Apparently giving Tori’s room up for a lost cause, he stomped through the bathroom into my room, all of us scrambling behind. “Do you not see that she’s buttering you up, exactly like they’ve both been doing to Aunt Rose—and Brynn, for that matter—since the moment they got here?”

			My stomach twisted as he resumed the hurricane routine in my room, pulling a contemptuous face as he plucked my alien romance from the nightstand, tossed it onto the floor, then attacked the drawers beneath. Like Tori, I hadn’t brought much—just enough for the two weeks we’d meant to stay—but it felt like a physical violation all the same. Those crude fingers groping things that belonged to me, held my energy.

			Tori and I huddled together near the claw-footed table, and I slid my arm around her waist. Trying to convey I’m here. We won’t let him get away with this.

			“Rose might have been blinded by their hocus-pocus bullshit, and clearly you’ve bought into their sob story too,” Callum spat at Linda over his shoulder. “Fortunately, performing due diligence happens to be part of my job. That’s why I hired a PI to look into these two street rats. And you know what? Their mother’s a bona fide criminal. A con woman and a crook, with a record to show for it.”

			I gasped so hard that the shuddering intake of my breath seemed to flutter around the room.

			Beside me, Tori stiffened. “What the fuck are you talking about?” she said, just above a whisper, her eyes wide.

			Callum had moved on to tossing pillows off my bed, but he paused to shoot us a malicious smile, his jowls ruddy with exertion. “That’s right. Brittany Bishop, born 1973. Did a handful of years for fraud and drug possession, up at Middleton. And you know what they say about the apple and the tree.”

			My face had gone numb, pain coiling tighter in my middle. “I don’t believe that,” I forced out, my voice splintering. “You’re lying.”

			“Even if that’s true,” Tori began, and my face whipped toward her, incredulous, “we haven’t seen her since I was twelve years old. Cassie was barely six when she left us to fend for ourselves. We’ve had fuck-all to do with her since.”

			Callum dropped to his knees beside my bed, wriggling his hand between mattress and frame. “Is that right? Turns out, Ms. Brittany Bishop returned to Salem six months after she got out five years ago. Back to her old stomping grounds. Fell off the map after that, totally untraceable. But who’s to say she never dropped by during that time, to check in on her girls? Recruit them to the family business?”

			Tori’s mouth dropped open. Callum’s sly expression shifted into an obscenely delighted satisfaction that turned my stomach.

			“Is that dead silence I hear, from the nasty little witch who’s got a comeback lined up for every occasion?”

			“We had no idea about any of that,” I managed, scraping the words out. If this was true, then our mother had decided, of her own free will, to abandon us.

			I couldn’t begin to process the betrayal, the ramifications of it all. She had appeared to me during the healing ritual, but the joy of the moment had obscured the underlying question: If she was out there, watching over us, then why hadn’t she ever come home?

			Because she hadn’t wanted to. It was the only answer. Because, just as Tori always said, she’d been sick of us dragging her down, preventing her from finding lasting love with the next seedy, rat-faced “soulmate” who crossed her path, with a compatible drug habit and a saw-toothed temper to match hers.

			Maybe that was why I’d clung so hard to loving her all these years. Because if I hadn’t, I would have sunk so deep into hating her that not even Tori could have hauled me out.

			“I barely even remember Mom,” I bit out, battered by a wave of fury at her, at all these fucking people. “We haven’t been colluding with her, or whatever it is that you’re implying.”

			Callum gave a skeptical snort, shuffling over on his knees to the front of the bed, his hand still sliding under the mattress. “You sure you want to stick to that story? Because it wouldn’t have been hard to guess, for a seasoned crook like your dear old mom, that my cousin was the perfect target for your occult schtick.”

			“Rose hired us!” Tori exploded. “Brynn interviewed us, made the offer. We didn’t even know Rose’s name before Brynn approached us, and we definitely didn’t initiate a damn thing!”

			“Is that so?” Callum stilled, eyes widening. He extracted a folded sheaf of papers from beneath the mattress, brandishing it at us. “Then what the fuck is this?”
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			“I asked you a question. What is this?” Callum’s voice was low, his expression piercing, the threat of him visible in every inch of corded muscle and strained tendon.

			“What’s what? The papers you’re holding?” Cassie squinted, trying to get a better look, and Callum whipped them away, handing them to Linda. Her eyes raked over the text, then she gasped, lifting a hand to her mouth, eyes blazing as she turned first to me, then to Cassie.

			“Don’t play dumb. It’s not going to work anymore.”

			“I’m not playing dumb!” Cassie clenched her fists at her sides, her frustration finally too large to contain. “I genuinely have no idea what you’re talking about.”

			“Really. So a list of Rose’s accounts, and her log-ins, and her security question responses just turned up under your mattress by chance?” Callum’s snarl was so pronounced I could see his gums. “Oh no, let me guess, it got there by magic.”

			Cassie turned to me, eyes wide and glistening, face slack and childlike with her fear. I need help. The sentence I’d drilled into her when I finally got custody. You don’t need to tell me what’s wrong if that’s too hard, just tell me that you need help and I’ll be there, I promise.

			I could only just feel my heart chiseling into pieces, the pain of her pain devastating but dim beneath the storm surge of anxiety flooding all my circuits.

			“No handy explanation for this one?” Callum had followed Cassie’s gaze to me.

			“Besides the fact that neither of us has ever seen that before?” I said, anxiety turning the words defiant.

			“Surely you can do better than that,” Callum drawled, rolled his eyes.

			“We don’t even know that those are real. I mean…who writes down a how-to guide to access every one of their accounts?”

			“A ninety-year-old?” Parker murmured. When I turned to him, his cheeks were blazing red, an apologetic look in his eyes. Sure, I really buy that you’re not trying to sell me out. Why even pretend to be on my side anymore? What did that possibly gain him at this point?

			But then, people’s need to believe they’re a certain kind of person—kind, fair, the list was endless really—could be deeply powerful. For the second time since we’d arrived, an image of Mom popped into my head, perfectly preserved by the memory bog I’d buried it in. We were sitting in the principal’s office—I had to have been nine or ten—and she was playing the part of the concerned parent, clearly eager to appease the principal over whatever it was I’d done or said so she could get back to her busy schedule of soap operas. At some point in the conversation, though, the expressions of worry shifted, her caring-mom act apparently convincing enough, at least to her, that when we left the office she knelt down across from me, brow furrowed, and asked, How can I help, Tori? What do you need me to do to make this better? And, kid that I was, I actually believed she’d follow through, that she’d start making our dinners, or stop bringing the latest creepy boyfriend around, or whatever else I’d offered up as a solution to my behavior. I believed, in that moment, that she really cared about me.

			When she hadn’t followed through—of course she hadn’t—that moment of trust just made it all so, so much worse. Believing in her, even for just a few minutes, made her acting the way she always acted slice all the way to the bone.

			I swallowed hard against the stinging in my sinuses. I would not give Parker the satisfaction of thinking I was moved to tears by his empty fucking promises.

			Callum turned to Linda, all business.

			“Where’s your tablet? Tori makes an excellent point. We can determine in short order whether these really are Rose’s accounts.”

			“Why my tablet?” Linda’s jaw jutted. Clearly I wasn’t the only one who didn’t take kindly to Callum’s…entire personality, really.

			“Why don’t I go and get my—” Parker started.

			“No, it should be Linda’s tablet,” Callum said, voice firm. “Her room is closest and, given the circumstances, I think we should keep these two under close supervision until we know just how far this has gone, hmmm?”

			Parker barked out a surprised laugh.

			“What, you think we’ll need to restrain them, or…”

			“It’s possible,” Callum said. He curled his lips slightly, a snake’s smile, and Linda took a furious, nostril-flaring breath before nodding, once, and retreating. Minutes later she returned with the tablet and handed it silently to her cousin. “See, that wasn’t so hard,” he said as he opened the browser. Her muttered Dear lord didn’t deter him in the slightest from his single-minded mission.

			Within minutes, he’d opened the first account, one labeled Grounds Maintenance in a wavering, spidery hand I assumed must be Rose’s.

			I glanced over his shoulder at the list of numbers trailing down the screen—occasional debits of a few hundred dollars, one for over $5,000 from Lowe’s—maybe an appliance purchase? The total at the top—over $100,000—felt like a punch to the solar plexus. No wonder Rose had been so willing to throw $25 K at us, this was just her groundskeeping account. I pushed the thought away—the impossible unfairness of some people’s bounty could wait for the moment.

			“See?” I couldn’t keep the note of triumph out of my tone as I tapped on the screen. “The most recent transaction is a deposit.” It was the top entry on the list, a couple of weeks old now, one of several regular transfers from some other account, by the looks of it. “Tell me what we’ve done wrong, again?”

			“Are you expecting congratulations for not draining my aunt’s account? Because I won’t be handing them out,” Callum spat. Squinting at the list at his side—of course he was too vain to use the reading glasses he clearly needed—he searched the bank name next to the following account, Household Repairs, painstakingly entered her log-in info…

			“Oh,” I said, stomach plummeting, when the screen finally loaded.

			Because the number at the top of this screen was a fat $0, This account has been closed, effective…this morning.

			“Oh my god, oh my god!” Linda’s voice was shrill, her breath coming fast as Callum scrolled methodically. It was similar to the other account—regular deposits, always for the same amount, a random smattering of deductions, the dollar totals much higher than for the groundskeeping…

			…and at the top, a debit of $532,087.65, account closed.

			“We need to call the bank immediately. Maybe it’s not too late to stop the transfer. Do you think we can—”

			“Shut up, Linda,” Callum snarled. Jaw so tight a vein pulsed at his temple, he opened the next account, labeled Etrade—Fun Money.

			A previously gigantic brokerage account, the flurry of sell-offs for various positions—everything from Apple to random alphabet soups that I’m sure meant something to anyone who was more familiar with the stock market than I’ve heard that’s a thing that exists—the totals for each individual stock or bond or whatever the fuck Rose had invested her fun money into all well into the six figures, the total value of the now empty account topping three million fucking dollars.

			My body went icy, and I could feel myself start to tremble. That wasn’t fun money, that was enough to fund several lifetimes—good lifetimes, with vacations and apartments where the heat worked consistently—and it had vanished overnight.

			And the log-in information had been under Cassie’s mattress.

			When I turned to my sister, she was gaping, stare fixed blankly on the screen, so motionless, and so unnaturally pale, that she looked like a wax figure.

			“This can’t be happening,” Linda whispered. “All the money. They’ve taken everything.” She turned to me, fury twisting her features.

			When he spoke, Callum’s voice was remarkably even.

			“Don’t get hysterical, Linda. This isn’t even a fraction of the money.”

			“What do you…how are you so sure?” She was clearly hanging on his words, too desperate for him to fix it to even register offense.

			“These accounts total what, a few million?” Callum raised an eyebrow. “You and I both know that’s the tip of the iceberg. This brokerage account was probably opened with Pierce’s life insurance payout. Maybe Andrew’s too?”

			“How do you know?” Linda stared at him with something like awe, a supplicant at the altar of Most of our inheritance is safe.

			“Because of the totals?” Callum sniffed, rolled his eyes. “Besides, Rose’s real money was being managed for her, obviously. She liked entertaining herself, but she wasn’t naïve enough to think she knew more than the professionals.”

			“Wait, you managed her money?” The words were, improbably, coming from me, the shock of those vast sums—millions of dollars—dwarfed only by the revelation that this was apparently Rose’s personal equivalent of playing poker for M&Ms.

			“No,” Callum said, chin retreating into the folds of his neck flesh, turtle-like. “Rose and Pierce had a decades-long relationship with their team at Merrill. It would have been extremely complicated to untangle that.”

			I would have bet all Rose’s fun money that he’d attempted to get her to “untangle” it in favor of investing with his—possibly failing—hedge fund.

			Must have stung. A fact that would have brought me more joy if the fury tightening his jaw weren’t intensifying in real time. He silently navigated to the last account—groceries, also empty—then turned to me with a mix of loathing and something like delight. He liked this interaction.

			“Linda, go ahead and call the police now. Parker, you and I can get started calling the financial institutions to see if we can limit the fallout.”

			“Wait.” I glanced at Cassie, not sure what I was looking for, but the blank, goggle-eyed stare she gave me told me immediately I wouldn’t find it. “This doesn’t prove anything.”

			“Oh, come on.” Callum laughed once, sharp. “Surely even you can see how damning the evidence against you two is. Her accounts have been drained, all the log-in information is in your possession, and to top it all off, you’re both wearing items you’ve stolen from her personal collection. Which would almost be admirable—the level of brazenness—if it weren’t so fucking stupid.”

			“I told you, these were gifts. Here, take it if you want,” I started twisting the ring off, but it was stubbornly fixed in place, the terrifying, mostly sleepless night swelling my fingers. I yanked harder.

			“What were you doing to her?” Linda’s voice was sudden and shrill, the anxiety of the loss—apparently hardly a loss, if Callum were to be believed—squeezing her from the inside. “Why kill her?”

			“We didn’t do anything,” Cassie yelped, voice breaking. “We were trying to help! She wanted—”

			“She wanted to live!” Linda rushed toward Cassie, and suddenly Parker’s arms were around his mother, who was struggling against him, and Cassie was shrinking into the window seat, away from the writhing ball of fury and manicured talons, and then—

			“What in god’s name is going on in here?”

			Brynn’s mouth was slightly open, her eyes wide as they darted between Callum’s snarl, Parker wrestling Linda into submission, Cassie cowering.

			“These two attempted to steal millions from Rose. The evidence is right here.” Callum waved the sheet with the log-in information. “Possibly killed her, by all accounts.”

			“We didn’t do anything!” I turned to Brynn, my entire body a trembling plea. “Tell them, Brynn.”

			“I’m not sure exactly what Mr. Ropes is even accusing you of.” Brynn frowned and took a tentative step toward the sheet, plucking it gingerly from Callum’s outstretched hand. “Where’d you find this?”

			“Under her mattress.” He jabbed a thumb at Cassie.

			“So you’re saying they stole…Rose’s cheat sheet?” Brynn squinted, clearly struggling to catch up.

			“And the Gardner necklace. And the toadstone ring,” Linda gasped, breathless.

			“Those were gifts from Mrs. Berwyn,” Brynn murmured, eyes still raking over the sheet, brow furrowed with concentration. I could feel my shoulders lower half an inch. For a minute, trapped in the room with the coldly lethal Callum and the increasingly hysterical Linda, I’d worried that even that much wouldn’t be cleared up.

			“She would never—” Linda’s eyes were huge, disbelieving.

			“Rose specifically requested that the Gardnerian necklace go to Cassie, and the toadstone ring to Tori. They’d visited the collections room together, and she felt these objects ‘responded’ to them particularly.”

			I could see Linda deflate, the fight going out of her.

			“Well, that doesn’t explain the millions of dollars they stole,” Callum said, dryly.

			“I’m sorry…what? When?” Brynn shook her head sharply, as though attempting to physically dislodge the confusion.

			“Last night, apparently.” He jabbed a finger at the tablet, the last account still open on the screen. “They were all officially closed at start of business today.”

			“But again, when? I was with both of them until Rose…passed, at which point this document was in the safe in her room.”

			“How do you know that?” Linda’s gaze sharpened.

			“Because she opened the safe to retrieve an item she needed for the séance she had requested,” Brynn said, profoundly, impressively unflappable. No wonder Rose liked her, this woman was clearly forged in steel. “After her passing, I escorted Cassie and Tori back to their rooms myself, then contacted the authorities to send someone to remove Rose’s body. Once they arrived I made some tea. It had been…a shock.” She took a deep, shaky breath. “I made an extra pot, thinking they might be similarly rattled, but both Cassie and Tori were asleep. I checked.” Brynn’s chin tipped down in emphasis. “After that, I was either in Rose’s room or mine—which as you know adjoins Rose’s—all night.”

			“Besides, how would we have done all this? We don’t even own a computer,” I said, my voice childishly eager.

			Callum arched an eyebrow.

			“Were your bags searched when you entered the house?” I rolled my eyes, conceding the point. We both knew it wasn’t my strongest argument. “And that’s just the start. What about your vehicle? What about your cavities?”

			“Sorry, are you saying I snuck a laptop in…inside my vagina?” For a moment, the sheer impossibility of the mechanics distracted me from the noose tightening around my neck.

			“I’m saying none of us know the contents of your luggage, let alone your technical prowess. What we do know is that this turned up here—”

			“Okay, but like, doesn’t that feel a little convenient? We’re staying in a gigantic fucking mansion. How hard would it be to hide a few pieces of paper?” I bleated.

			“And millions of dollars are gone,” Callum finished, speaking louder to drown me out. “I’m sure the police will agree that’s more than enough to warrant a closer investigation. Until then, you’ll stay in these rooms.”

			“You’re putting us on house arrest? You know you can’t do that, right?”

			“Do you want to try me, Victoria?” His lips curled, that same hint of excitement lighting his eyes. “Because I don’t think you’ll like how that game ends.”

			I stared at him, gulping uselessly, and finally nodded.

			He might be a liar, an arrogant prick, and dead wrong about all of this…but on that point, at least, I believed him totally.
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			I sat cross-legged on top of the mess Callum had made of my bed, struggling not to feel as though the walls were literally closing in on me. The fact that Tori was pacing like a caged animal didn’t help. The house arrest had hit her even harder—her face was deathly pale against the dark tangles of her waves. She’d been raking her fingers through her hair and tugging on the roots, her most nervous tell, ever since Callum locked us in twenty minutes ago. Though it felt as if much more time had passed, the minutes and hours already decohering, turning cobweb-sticky and insubstantial.

			“We didn’t do anything wrong,” I offered, more to break the silence than because I fully believed it. But saying so helped a little, and and our thoughts did create our realities, after all.

			Summoning more conviction, I tried again. “Tori, seriously, they have nothing. That log-in info, it’s just…circumstantial. It doesn’t prove anything. We’re going to be okay.”

			Tori barked out a laugh. “When it comes down to their word against ours?” She shook her head, pressing the heels of her hands against her temples. “A family of millionaires with fun money accounts, versus a pair of—how did Callum put it?—street rats, with a criminal for a mother? We are way past fucked, Cassie. This is so, so bad.”

			The reminder of what Callum had said about our mother landed like a gut punch. In all the turmoil, I’d somehow managed to suppress that particular nightmare.

			“Do you believe him?” I asked, wishing my voice wasn’t so small. “He could be making it up, to make us look even worse.”

			“I can’t even go there right now. And it doesn’t really matter. If it’s true, we’ll deal with it later.” She gave a bitter laugh. “Maybe, if we’re lucky, we won’t be processing our generational trauma in a federal prison.”

			I whimpered, a small, pathetic sound, clenching my core against a sob.

			Tori sighed, her face softening. She hopped up onto the bed, wrapping an arm around me and pulling me close until my head settled on her shoulder. The smell of her shampoo and skin was immediately soothing, as if just her nearness meant an implicit guarantee that everything would be okay.

			“Hey,” she murmured. “I’m sorry. I’m just really freaked out, and I shouldn’t be taking it out on you. Honestly, I have no idea what’s going to happen. Maybe the police really will clear all this up, and I’m just catastrophizing.”

			“No, I’m the one who’s sorry,” I whispered damply. “I’m the one who pushed for us to do this, and now look. You said it sounded too good to be true; you didn’t even want to hear Brynn’s proposal. I should have just fucking listened to you. Then none of this terrible shit would have happened.”

			“I wanted it, too, Cassie.” She exhaled a reedy sigh, tipping her head back. “I wanted a big break for us so badly. For things to actually be better, instead of just…I don’t know, less soul-crushingly hard.” Her voice frayed, and she cleared her throat. “And turning back time isn’t an option, unless you have a spell jar for that?”

			“Ha,” I said weakly, jostling her. “Shut up.”

			“We’ll just have to figure it out on our own. Like we always do.”

			The rasp of the key in the lock jarred us both.

			We exchanged wide-eyed glances, and a moment later, the door squealed open—Brynn, with a platter balanced on her free hand. Despite everything, my heart leapt at the sight of her, at the glinting, private look she flicked in my direction before letting herself in.

			“I’m not here to spring you, sorry,” she said, shooting us an apologetic smile as she set the platter on the table. “But I persuaded the family that it was cruel and unusual not to feed you, and Parker backed me up. It’s just sandwiches and fruit. No lockpick baked into the bread or anything.”

			“Thanks,” Tori said wryly. “At least we won’t starve before the witch trials.”

			“Or the inquisition,” I added.

			Brynn chuckled, then pressed a hand to her lips. “I’m sorry, it’s not funny at all.”

			“Eh, it’s a little funny,” I said. “In the sense that this whole thing is so unfair, and totally ridiculous. We didn’t do anything except what Rose wanted. We’re not a pair of criminal masterminds or some wild shit like that. You’ll tell them, right? The police?”

			Brynn paused in front of the door, hands folded in front of her. “Of course I will, Cassie,” she said, chewing on the inside of her cheek. “I’ll walk them through all of last night, just like I did with the family. I’m so sorry this is happening to you. I know you don’t deserve this. But you’ll get through it, okay? I promise.”

			I managed to keep from flinching as she locked the door behind her. Meanwhile, Tori slid off the bed and grabbed the platter, setting it between us like a picnic, her face abstracted.

			“That was a good point, Cass,” she said, her eyes narrowing. “Neither of us is a criminal mastermind—but someone here must be, right? That’s what we should be focusing on.”

			“What do you mean?” I asked, through a mouthful of turkey and cheese.

			“Somebody here got hold of that paper and managed to drain those accounts. Then they planted it under your bed to frame us. Lucky for us, this whole family is so fucking shady. I should have thought of it earlier, what with all the cameras.”

			I cocked my head. “What cameras?”

			“I found one in Rose’s collections room, after you left,” she said, a little color returning to her cheeks. “On one of the lower shelves, just out of sight. A really simple unit, like a nanny cam. But that was Rose’s private collection, kept under lock and key. So why was it there at all?”

			I frowned, shaking my head. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

			“And Callum and Gretchen have been cooking something up for sure. I didn’t have a chance to tell you about this last night, but they’re an item.” She wrinkled her nose. “Or hooking up, at least. I caught them making out, almost walked in on the travesty.”

			“No,” I moaned, pressing my palms to the sides of my head in a forcible effort to expel that visual from my brain.

			“Oh, yeah,” Tori said grimly. “I also heard them talking about ‘pulling something off,’ so there’s definitely something afoot other than ‘object inventory for poor, sick Cousin Rose’—which is the bullshit line Callum fed me when I caught him snapping a bunch of pictures of this statue in the library, like a sneaky shit.”

			“Dangerous interloper,” I murmured, flashing back to the Knight of Swords. “I did a tarot pull yesterday, to help me meet the day. It told me to be careful of a stranger, someone ambitious and determined barging in here with their own agenda. I didn’t even know Gretchen was around, but it couldn’t have meant anyone but her.”

			Tori slid her tongue over her teeth, eyes flicking back and forth as she collected her thoughts. “The tricky thing is, she and Parker are weirdly cozy, too,” she said. “You should have seen them when she first got here. He literally swept her off her feet, gave her this twee romcom spin. It was unspeakably gross.”

			The deceptive sharpness in her voice—the way Tori often sounded when something hurt her feelings in an unexpected way—gave me pause. “I mean, it sounds kind of cute?” I ventured. “Or I guess it would be, if it wasn’t for the whole Callum thing.”

			“It wasn’t cute,” Tori said. “The point is, I don’t know what to make of them. Callum and Parker kept giving each other these loaded looks last night in the library, when we were supposed to be reading their auras. Something’s up with the three of them, I just can’t figure out what.”

			“Parker? Seriously?” I whistled, low.

			“There’s more.” She hesitated, teeth gritting with frustration. “After Rose had her episode—after you and I argued—I went downstairs for a drink. I saw Parker prowling outside in the dark, so I followed him. He was checking on cameras, Cass, or maybe setting them up, I’m not sure. Under the rosebushes in the garden. He cornered me in the hallway afterward, and the vibes were all over the map. If it wasn’t for how he acts with Gretchen, I might have thought it was just flirting. But…”

			She shook her head, cheeks pinking, and suddenly I understood her antipathy toward Gretchen. The flirting had maybe gone both ways, and Parker’s relationship with the attorney, whatever it was, had rubbed Tori wrong. Possibly even made her feel vulnerable, which Tori always interpreted as a danger zone.

			“I don’t know,” she said. “He seems so aboveboard, but I swear, he’s a fucking cipher. I can’t read him at all.”

			I stared over Tori’s shoulder, thoughts tumbling over each other. “But that’s way too much of a coincidence, right? That he’d have cameras outside, but the one in the collections room wouldn’t be his?”

			“That was my thought. He must be the one running the feeds. But Linda’s his mother, what if she’s in the mix, too?” Her eyebrows peaked. “And Linda’s room is closest to yours. It only took her a minute to grab the tablet. What if she’s the one who stole the log-in sheet from the safe, sometime after Brynn told everyone that Rose had died, and then planted it here? She cornered me in the garden our second day here, made this weird, slimy play to work together for Rose’s benefit, kumbaya.”

			“Pretty rich of her, considering she was trying to get Marta to doctor the gin,” I said. “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. I hear them arguing in the pantry about it. Marta refused at first. She said that Rose would be able to taste it.”

			“Holy fuck.” Tori gaped at me, wide-eyed. “So that’s why Marta was giving the gin a sniff test in the library last night. I think she actually did it, whatever Linda was asking her to do.”

			Fear slithered around my stomach, serpentine. “Tor, remember how sick I felt yesterday morning? I ate a meat pie from the kitchen for lunch, and the day before, too. It was in a bakery box, so I figured it was safe. But what if Marta laced the filling and they were meant for Rose, just in case she didn’t drink any gin? Maybe she and Linda were covering all their bases. And Marta’s been here for years, maybe decades. She might know back ways into Rose’s suite, maybe even the passcode for the safe.”

			“Wow.” Tori dropped her head in her hands, huffing a humorless laugh. “Maybe that’s it. We are, in fact, surrounded by potential criminal masterminds. Goddamn. Worst escape room ever.”

			“But when would Marta or Linda have had access to my room, to plant the password info?” I mused. “Brynn was there all night, either in Rose’s room or next to it, after the—after Rose’s body was removed.”

			“Brynn made tea, remember? And then came to see if either of us wanted some, but we were both already asleep. That’s plenty of time for one of the others to have snatched it while she was downstairs.” She shivered, wrapping her arms around herself. “Whoever it was could have slipped in while you were sleeping, to plant it under your mattress after they copied the info. Unless you kept your door locked.”

			“Or they could have planted it during the search,” I offered as an alternative, goosebumps stippling my arms at the idea of a silhouette looming above me in the night, dropping silently to their knees to slip the papers under my mattress, creeping back out as I slept, oblivious. I’d been so wiped out and distracted last night that I had no memory of locking my door—it was entirely possible that I hadn’t.

			And there had been that long, groaning creak, the first night we spent here. Maybe it had been footsteps, someone listening in on me and Brynn. Someone even more sinister than a restless shade.

			“Either way, it could have been any of them,” I said. That raven circled around my mind again, its chilling caw echoing in my memory. Beware.

			Of everyone, apparently.

			“Any of them.” Tori caught my eyes, her face wary. “Or Brynn. She was up all night, awake for more of it than any of us.”

			“I guess she could have done it,” I conceded reluctantly. “She was waiting for me in my room, after you went to bed. That’s when she gave me the check. And she did lie to us at least once. Or maybe she did, I’m not sure.”

			“Whoa, Cass, wait a minute.” Tori’s eyebrows shot up. “What do you mean, she lied?”

			I told her about the report from Rose’s file, the damning dissection of our lives, the fact that it had been dated six months ago even though Brynn had allegedly been searching for occult practitioners for only a few weeks before landing on us.

			“What I don’t understand is why,” I finished, staring down at my hands. “She came to see me, after Rose’s episode at dinner. We…it got a little intimate.”

			“Cassie!” Tori’s mouth dropped open. “You didn’t.”

			“It was just a kiss!” I insisted, dropping my gaze. “But the way it felt. I know you don’t believe in omens, Tor, but it felt so right, kissing her. I’ve never felt anything like that before. And why would she stand up for us this morning? If she wanted us to take the fall, all she had to do was pretend not to know those heirlooms were gifts.”

			“That’s true.” Tori skewed her mouth to the side. “It doesn’t make sense. What if Callum and Gretchen—”

			Before she could finish, the key rasped in the lock again.

			Parker stepped in, his boyish face drawn. “The police are here,” he said heavily, drawing a hand over his chin. “Tori. They want to talk to you first.”
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				Tori

			
			“Take a seat.” The cop who had led me back to Rose’s room for questioning was tall and thin, with the sunken, pulled cheeks of a starving man. Watching him suck them in between his teeth felt like watching Famine preparing for his long-awaited apocalypse meal. He sneered as he sat down across the table from me, hawkish nose crinkling near the nostrils.

			The interviews were taking place in Rose’s room, the scene of the crime, presumably a deliberate ploy by the police to see whether the true villain would give something vital away, act rattled by the proximity. As I’d been escorted to the door I’d already been internally eye-rolling at how “detective show” it felt, but as soon as I crossed the threshold I realized with a sickening shudder: It was working. Being back here, remembering Rose’s terror during the séance, added to the base-level anxiety of being questioned at all, made the moment so intense that I was certain I was already fitting the profile of how a guilty person acts. I swallowed hard, trying to get a grip on my emotions. I needed to be calm. Neutral. Above suspicion. I had a lifetime of experience in hiding what I really thought—please let it work for me now.

			As he tested the recording equipment, I subtly glanced around. You’d think daylight would have lightened the gloomy atmosphere, but the sky was a steely gray, and the cast it lent to the faded wallpaper, dust-filled air, and fussy, dated décor gave the entire space a morose, tragic air.

			The painting that hung over the safe was askew—deliberate?—and the hospital bed had been removed, but the room was otherwise much as it had been the night before, down to the rumpled sheets of Rose’s deathbed. I allowed the shiver to travel down my spine without reacting to it. The cop tried on a smile, sitting back in his chair.

			“I’m detective Brian Hillary. I’d like to ask you a few questions about your time here, and about last night. Is that alright, Ms. Bishop?”

			I nodded.

			“If you wouldn’t mind confirming that aloud. For the recording.”

			“Yes, that’s fine.”

			He read me my rights, then leaned back, very clearly at his ease.

			“For the record, you are…”

			“Victoria Bishop. Tori.”

			“Why don’t you tell me what you’re doing here, Ms. Bishop.”

			“In Rose’s room, or…” I glanced around.

			“At her estate, actually. Though it sounds like you two were close? First-name basis, visiting her bedroom.” He raised his eyebrows and even though his shock was clearly put on—where else would you visit an elderly, sick woman but the bedroom she was mainly confined to?—I could feel the need to explain myself, to defend myself, swelling through me. I forced myself to take a deep breath, willing it to tamp down the unwanted words.

			“I’m assuming you already know that we were present when Rose…passed.”

			He sucked his lips between his teeth, then nodded once.

			“Let’s start at the beginning. How’d you come to visit Mrs. Berwyn in the first place?”

			“Oh, well, Cassie and I—that’s my sister—were hired to…” I bit the inside of my cheek. I could just barely manage to hold on to my neutrality in the face of their obvious intimidation tactics, but I hadn’t taken into account how ridiculous it would feel to say this. “To help Rose spiritually.”

			“Spiritually? You’re what, pastors?”

			“Witches?”

			He raised an eyebrow but said nothing, and even though I recognized the play—everyone wants to fill silence if you just leave it there for them—I couldn’t help but stumble on, able to see the trap he’d sprung but not able, apparently, to avoid it.

			“Rose—Mrs. Berwyn—was a lifelong devotee of the arcane arts,” I said, feeling slightly more comfortable now that I was spouting a specific, familiar brand of bullshit, the sales pitch I’d been slinging for nearly a decade. “My sister and I are both descended from Bridget Bishop—one of the original victims of the Salem witch trials—and we make our living as practicing witches. Mrs. Berwyn became aware of our…talents, and asked us here to use them for her benefit.”

			“And she asked the two of you here in that capacity last night?” He pointed down, indicating the room.

			“That’s right. She was hoping we could perform a séance.”

			Another eyebrow raise.

			“What happened during this…séance? Walk me through it.”

			I blinked, unsure how to play this. We’d been here when she died, which clearly wasn’t great for us, and they knew that already. Which meant they’d heard about the séance from Brynn or one of the relatives. But which one? And in what degree of detail?

			The only move was honesty. Or at least something honesty-adjacent. Cassie was right—we’d done nothing wrong, presumably even the most cursory medical examination would bear that out. And without knowing what they’d heard, trying to spin a story too far from the truth was too risky.

			“My sister and I prepared the room—you set wards at entry points, windows and doors, to protect yourself from potentially malicious or dangerous entities.” God, did Cassie ever hear how fucking ridiculous this stuff sounded? “And light candles to create a protective circle. And to welcome the spirits you’re hoping to contact to join you. Once we’d done that, we got onto Rose’s bed—she’s been really unwell, so we wanted her to be as comfortable as possible—and we all joined hands and focused on the object she’d provided. Then…we made contact with the spirit.” I swallowed, stomach clenching reflexively against the invisible blows that I still couldn’t explain. Don’t think about that. The last thing I needed was another source of overwhelming anxiety. “It seemed like Rose wanted closure with her son.”

			“And while you were doing all this, she…”

			“I mean, she got pretty worked up. I think there were a lot of painful memories there. It seemed like maybe…a heart attack? Brynn would be able to tell you more.” I shrugged, trying for nonchalant, but probably just looking horribly callous. Was the room particularly hot? The rest of the house was just this side of chilly, but I could feel sweat pooling in my armpits and beneath the band of my bra.

			“So you were here for about how long, would you say?”

			“Maybe…forty-five minutes? Give or take?”

			“And have you been to this room at any other time during your stay?”

			“Other than now?” That earned me a lip purse, though I really hadn’t been trying to be pert. “No.”

			He sat back, narrowing his eyes. The gaunt cast of his features gave his stare a grim, feral cast.

			“Were you aware that Mrs. Berwyn kept items of great value here? In her room?”

			The painting, askew. The “cheat sheet” Callum must already have handed over to the cops. Everything I’d already said. Truth-adjacent, Tori.

			“I know she had a safe in here, if that’s what you mean. Behind that picture.” I pointed, working hard not to let my hand shake. “She opened it before the séance began in order to retrieve a family heirloom.”

			“An heirloom? What are we talking about, jewelry?”

			“A lock of her son’s hair.”

			Detective Brian Hillary frowned, lip curling in a mix of confusion and disgust. If I had to hazard a guess, I’d say he was not a father. And definitely not used to working cases with actual witches involved.

			“I couldn’t see what else was inside. The safe, I mean. Like I said, my sister and I were setting wards. Rose took the hair out of the safe while we were doing that.”

			“Got it.” He nodded, face blank for a moment, and I could almost see the gears spinning wildly through his large, rather watery brown eyes. What conclusion was he jumping to about me even now? How much of what I was saying—all true—did he believe? It made me regret how many movie heroines I’d scoffed at, Why are you acting so suspicious? Because the whole setup, the very air you’re breathing, is impossibly noxious, forcing your body and mind to react not to your will, but to the toxic atmosphere billowing around you.

			“Let’s change tacks for a moment,” he said, flashing an oily smile. “Mr. Ropes has provided a piece of evidence he claims you took from Rose’s safe.”

			“I told him, it wouldn’t have even been possible for us to take it. More likely he took it while Brynn was dealing with—”

			He raised a hand, rolling his eyes indulgently. I bit hard into my annoyance.

			“Additionally, Ms. Harris claims you and your sister have taken some family heirlooms. A ring and…” He glanced at his notepad, flipping pages, the obvious play-acting almost offensive. “A necklace, apparently? Quite valuable, she said.”

			“They were gifts. Brynn already explained that to her.”

			“They both seem to think you’ve manipulated Ms. Chilton into corroborating that claim. Any idea why they’d think that?”

			A dozen moments flashed into my mind, Cassie and Brynn standing too close, the looks they flashed each other across various rooms when they thought no one was looking, Cassie admitting they’d kissed…

			I frowned, as though I was really considering it, then shook my head slowly.

			“No clue whatsoever. The first time we met Brynn was barely a week ago, when she approached us with Mrs. Berwyn’s offer of a job.”

			“So you say. And yet millions of dollars vanished from Mrs. Berwyn’s accounts overnight, and the two of you were found in possession of a document that would allow you to access those accounts.” He leaned forward, just far enough to make me flinch, clearly deciding now was the time to turn bad cop on me. Which was both transparent and, maddeningly, effective.

			“We had nothing to do with that! Ask Callum and Linda. They already searched our rooms. We don’t have a computer—”

			“Except for your phones.” He folded his arms across his chest, his smirk infuriating.

			“Then trace the money! You can look at our account—Cassie and I have one, that we share, and it has, like, two hundred dollars in it.” I could feel my jaw jutting, righteousness blowing through my plan to stay calm, neutral. Then I remembered—the down payment from Rose had probably cleared by now. “Most of the time, at least. The point is, trace the money.”

			I wasn’t sure what I’d thought would happen—stunned acknowledgment that I was right, that’s how they could solve this crime! A polite thank-you for doing his job for him? What I got was a teeth-baring sneer as he leaned closer.

			“Seeing as the money’s been routed to an account in Switzerland, a jurisdiction that’s notorious for protecting the identities of banking clients, that’s hardly going to help.”

			I blinked, mouth dropping open, genuinely stunned. We hadn’t touched the money. I wouldn’t even have known where to start with something as Ocean’s Eleveny as opening an untraceable bank account…

			But someone had. And while its existence didn’t technically make us look any guiltier than I’m sure we already looked in this self-cast supersleuth’s eyes, it definitely didn’t help us.

			“Have you looked into Gretchen Bergstrom?” I sputtered, not quite sure where I was going with it.

			“Gretchen…” He frowned, flipped through his notebook. “Mrs. Berwyn’s attorney?”

			“She is, but she’s new, Rose said. And I saw her kissing Callum—Mr. Ropes—and they clearly didn’t want anyone to know. Maybe the two of them—”

			He held up a hand, forestalling me.

			“I appreciate your…eagerness to help, Ms. Bishop, but we’re more than capable of investigating this matter ourselves.”

			“Okay, but what about Marta? She put something in the gin, I’m sure of it. Maybe she—”

			“Ms. Bishop.” His voice was stern, brow lowered in a warning. “When we have more questions for you, we’ll let you know. For now, please…” He gestured at the door. “Let us do our jobs.”

			With that, he turned his focus back on his notebook, not even bothering to look up as I rose and made my way out, zombie-like. Had he believed me?

			Or had blurting all that out just made me look more guilty?

			“By the way,” he called out just as I reached the threshold. When I looked back, his focus was still on the notebook, and I had the queasy sense that he had simply known precisely when I’d hit that mark. “Please do stay on the grounds until further notice. I have a feeling we will have more questions for you. Quite a few more.”

			This time, I wasn’t able to hide my shudder.
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				Cassie

			
			The day had taken an abrupt turn toward spitting rain, and the rippling gray-washed light made the house feel submerged, some sunken mausoleum from a long-lost civilization swallowed by the sea.

			Or maybe that was just me, processing the aftermath of my interrogation.

			Detective Hillary had an unnerving undertaker’s face, skeletal and dour. They said the soul shaped the physiognomy—or, as Tori would less charitably proclaim, “Some people get born with the faces they deserve.” Detective Hillary’s grim-reaper leer made it easy to lose your train of thought, especially when he restated questions a dozen ways, getting in my face until “and you’re absolutely sure about that, Ms. Bishop?” started sounding like a curse.

			It had left me wanting a very stiff drink.

			My hands were still shaking by the time I reached the dining room. I went for the whisky just to be on the safe side, though I’d have bet that any evidence of doctored gin had been disposed of long before the police arrived.

			“That bad, huh?”

			I whirled, almost dropping the cut-glass tumbler I’d filled with a scandalous amount of liquor, given how much it likely cost. Parker sat a third of the way down the dining room table with his palms raised, grimacing. I wavered for a moment, one hand clawlike around the tumbler, the other pressed to my hammering heart. Why in the fuck did everyone in this house insist on sneaking up on me?

			“Shit, sorry, Cassie,” Parker said, a flush spreading from his collar. He still emanated that wholesome, peachy-keen aura I’d been picking up since we met, but everything Tori had told me skewed it toward the sinister, made me think of maggots tunneling beneath the flesh of perfect fruit. “I really thought you saw me. Anyway, sorry. How did it go, with…” He screwed up his nose and tilted his head, clearly at a loss. “Damn, I don’t think I even caught his name. Sounds silly, but he kind of creeped me out. Detective Brian something?”

			A sweating glass of water sat in front of him, and he drummed a nervous tattoo on the tabletop with his left hand. I reminded myself that Tori had caught this same man fiddling with stealth cameras, that he was scheming not just with Gretchen but maybe Callum too, as hard as it was to square subterfuge with those clear blue eyes, the earnestness that radiated from him.

			Which meant I must have missed something crucial. Maybe I really did need to stop relying on what I felt rather than what I saw, should home in on his micromovements. Or was it microexpressions?

			The things he did with his face, at any rate.

			“Detective Hillary.” I chose the seat directly across from Parker, the better to observe him head-on. “I mean, it wasn’t awesome.” I took a sip that traced a line of honeyed fire down my throat, without even a whiff of harsh burn. So this was what the top-shelf fuss was all about. “As you can probably imagine, seeing as I’m the one whose mattress came with a side of incriminating evidence.”

			He winced, massaging his temples. “About that. Cassie, listen. I get that it’s not a great look for you and Tori, Callum just happening to find the password list in your room. But honestly, it really is too convenient. Like Tori said, if you did this, why hide it there, of all places, with an entire mansion at your disposal?” He shook his head. “It doesn’t make sense.”

			I cocked my head, keeping my eyes fixed so closely on his features I could feel my forehead straining with the effort. “You think we’re being framed.”

			“I guess so.” He nodded slowly, gaining conviction. “I don’t believe you did any of this. And I know Auntie Rose loved having you here. There’s no way you were faking all that kindness. And Tori…well, she’s a total firecracker, and Callum can’t stand a woman with even half a mind standing up to him, which is why he and my mom go after each other like cats in a sack.”

			I smiled a little at the image of the two of them trapped in a tangle of ungainly limbs, yowling and scratching. It wasn’t far from how their auras felt when they meshed. Focus, Cassie, I reminded myself, sharpening my gaze, because here it was—my chance to catch him unawares.

			“I’d say he respects Gretchen,” I said, watching him so intently I felt I might burst a capillary. Darkness blew across his face, an almost imperceptible tic in the muscles of his jaw. “You guys seem close, too. How do you know her, again?”

			A loose, easy grin replaced the tension. “Oh, I’ve known Gretch since we were kids. She used to be around all the time, kind of a built-in playmate, you know? Climbing trees together on the grounds, Bananagrams in the library on rainy days. Summers would have been pretty lonely around here without her.”

			“So you grew up together.” I cupped my chin, gave him a conspiratorial smile. “I know how that goes. Friendship sparks into something more, first kisses in the woods. You know.”

			He screwed up his brow. “What? No, there’s never been anything like that between us. Nothing romantic at all. She was just such a fixture around here. I mean, she’s Marta’s daughter—that’s why Rose took her on as counsel, even though she’s still pretty fresh out of law school. Don’t get me wrong, Gretchen’s a top-notch attorney. But reaching the next level relies so much on connections.”

			The information detonated inside my mind like a grenade.

			Parker peered at me, lips parting in confusion at my stunned silence. “Wait, did you not know that? I assumed Aunt Rose told you and Tori.”

			I dug my nails into my palms, trying to keep my expression placid. Gretchen was Marta’s daughter? Was that why Rose had wanted her aura read, too, even though she’d retained Gretchen as her attorney? Did that mean Gretchen knew about the doctored gin, her mother’s collusion with Linda? What in the hell was going on here? There were too many pieces to this awful puzzle, and none of them seemed to fit.

			“I didn’t know that, actually,” I said, forcing my voice to stay casual, my gaze trained on his face. “Seems like Tori and I are in the dark about a lot of things—like your cameras, for example. What’s the deal with those? Were you and Callum setting them up together?”

			He recoiled, forehead furrowing until his eyebrows all but met over the bridge of his nose, mouth skewing to the side. The individual components that, according to Tori, snapped together into a telltale mosaic. In Parker’s face, I read bemusement, surprise, maybe a tiny bit of umbrage. But not even the faintest shade of guilt.

			“You mean my wildlife camera set-up?” he said, quizzical. “Why would Callum care about that? I don’t think the dude’s ever even owned a dog. Definitely not a cat. Cassie, why are you looking at me like that? Are you okay? You’re really red.”

			“I’m fine,” I mumbled, taking a sturdier gulp of my drink to wash the sudden mortification down. “Anyway. What do you mean, wildlife cameras? Because Tori saw you messing with them, Parker. Why do that at night?”

			To my total astonishment, he cracked a wide, relieved grin, as if he’d been the one in the hot seat.

			“Okay, yeah, that must have looked creepy as hell.” He rubbed the back of his neck, pulling a chagrined face. “I figured there was no real dinner plan, and Rose wasn’t coming down, so it was a good time to check on things. I’ve had them installed for months, they’re really sturdy outdoor gear. It’s never come up, given, you know, everything. But a lot of why I love it here is the local wildlife. Especially the nocturnal fauna. Rose and I talked about animals all the time.”

			“You love nocturnal fauna,” I repeated, wondering if maybe the effort of trying to read him had dislodged a blood clot in my brain and I was now experiencing auditory hallucinations.

			He nodded avidly, knuckling a lock of hair off his forehead. “I’m getting a Ph.D. in conservation biology. And yeah, I specialize in the big cats of the Americas,” he added, ducking his head like a shy little kid. “I’m hoping for a professorship at some point, but I’m still years out from anything like that, unless I really nail it with the data I’m collecting here. You wouldn’t believe the kind of action we see in the Berkshires, especially in a huge, mostly untouched habitat like these grounds. Aunt Rose and I saw a mountain lion once, when I was a kid. I think that’s what sparked it all for me. Here, let me show you.”

			I kept my gaze on him—in less unhinged fashion, hopefully—but still couldn’t detect anything but unvarnished enthusiasm as he fished his phone out of his back pocket.

			“I can access all my feeds via an app,” he explained, clicking through his main screen. “It logs all the footage and stores it in the cloud, but I do get motion alerts in real time, at least during the watch windows I have set up. Check this out. Totally blew my mind.”

			He laid the phone on the table and nudged it toward me, practically thrumming with excitement. I leaned over, squinting at the grainy, green-tinted footage. The camera was ground-level and angled slightly up, aimed at the tree line where I’d wandered into Rose’s woods yesterday. Despite the static, it rendered a decipherable nighttime view—Parker had clearly invested in quality equipment.

			As I watched, something lithe and furry shot across the vast expanse of the yard before disappearing into the brush with a ripple of disturbed grass.

			“See?” Parker jabbed an index finger at the screen, beaming at me. “A bobcat! How amazing is that, that it wandered so close to the house?”

			I bit the inside of my lip, trying to keep a straight face. “Parker,” I said, as gently as I could manage, “wasn’t that a raccoon?”

			“What? No.” He spun the phone back toward him and restarted the video, face hovering right over the screen. “You can tell it’s a bobcat from the tail, and the way it’s loping, see? That’s a feline stride.”

			“Okay, but I’ve lived on the North Shore my entire life. And I can tell you from the ears, and the face, and the way it’s scampering…” I trailed my fingertip over the relevant features. “I’m ninety-eight percent sure this is the country cousin of my trashcan friends back home.”

			He paused the image, frowning at it so despondently that I almost wished I hadn’t said anything.

			“I’ll take a closer look,” he conceded, swiping the app away. “But see what I mean about the cameras? I could show you the other feeds if you want, though I don’t think any of them have caught anything cool recently.”

			“Right,” I said vaguely, mind whirling as I considered the collections room unit Tori had discovered—and another feed that had only just surfaced in my memory. “But Parker, what about the other cameras?”

			Parker froze halfway through sliding his phone back into his pocket.

			“What are you talking about?” he said. “What other cameras?”
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			I could feel the sweat trickling between my boobs, pooling in the band of my sports bra, my muscles shaking ever more forcefully, the plate tectonics of being really fucking out of shape.

			And this was literally two minutes into the Pilates video I’d cued up on my phone. When Cassie burst through the door of the workout room, setting the dusty air aswirl, it was honestly a massive relief.

			“Have you seen Brynn?” she yelped, head flitting around like maybe I’d hidden her behind the NordicTrack.

			“No,” I said, pausing the video and rising, dabbing my face delicately with one of the towels that had been stacked on the weight bench. “Why?”

			“We need to ask her about the cameras.” Cassie’s eyes finally locked onto mine, her gaze bordering on frantic.

			“But we know Parker was the one setting up the cameras. At least the ones outside.”

			“Right, we talked about that, but he clearly had no idea about the camera in the collections room. Or the one in Rose’s room. Which Brynn told me she was watching, but maybe that was just a cover?” Cassie winced, shook her head again. “What about Marta and Gretchen, have you seen either of them?”

			“Okay, slow down a second. You talked to Parker about the cameras? When?”

			“Just now, in the dining room. I…needed a drink, honestly.”

			God, how had I chosen this when alcohol was on offer? I swallowed, my throat sticking against itself as though for emphasis. I drew in as deep a breath as the dusty room and my still shaky muscles allowed, trying to keep my tone calm. You and Cassie are a team. She’s a grown-up. Do not go in hot.

			“And you questioned him about the cameras? Was there…a reason for that?”

			“I thought maybe I’d take him by surprise. He seemed to feel so bad about what was happening to us, like he really wanted to help, and I figured…if he was doing something shady, and I called him out about the cameras when he wasn’t expecting it, he’d probably like, look guilty for half a second, right?”

			Actually, it sounded remarkably reasonable when she put it that way. Like something I would have done, given the same opportunity.

			“And did he? Look guilty?”

			She shook her head rapidly.

			“I was watching him so closely. Like, it was awkward. But he clearly didn’t think there was anything to hide. Apparently they’re wildlife cams?” She rolled her eyes. “He showed me the footage on his phone, it checked out. I mean, not as what he claimed the sightings were, but as animals, at least.”

			I nodded, trying to process it all. Could it really be that simple? That…innocuous?

			“Anyway, it seemed like the best chance I was going to get to ask him about the other cameras, and he clearly had no idea they even existed, and then I got to thinking. Brynn told me about the camera in Rose’s bedroom. She showed me the feed. And it wasn’t centered on Rose’s bed, Tori, it was just off to the left. On the painting.” She tipped her chin down for emphasis.

			“Oh shit…” I murmured, and she nodded. The camera was pointed toward the safe.

			“So then I started thinking maybe the collections room camera was her, too. Maybe she wanted to find the best times to steal things? Or…I don’t know, it has to be involved somehow, right?”

			“Probably,” I said, brain whirring so hard I could feel it trying to spin off its axle. “Couldn’t Callum be the one watching it, though? Remember, I saw him in the library with that statue. Whatever he was planning to do with it, he definitely didn’t want anyone to see.”

			“Sure, it could be him. In fact…” Cassie’s eyes went even wider. “You said Gretchen and Callum seemed like they were planning something together, right?” I nodded. Cassie was breathless now, practically panting. “Get this: Marta is Gretchen’s mom.”

			“Wait, what?”

			“Apparently Gretchen’s been coming here since she was a kid. She and Parker grew up together. She must know the house inside out. Rose gave her the job as a favor, but you remember how she was when she asked us to read everyone’s auras. Rose clearly didn’t trust her.”

			I blinked, trying to process it all.

			“Marta and Linda were planning something together, and so were Gretchen and Callum,” Cassie said, eyes bright with frantic energy. “What if they’re all working together? Callum and Brynn manning the cameras, Marta and Linda poisoning the drinks, Gretchen doing…I don’t know, lawyer stuff to make sure they all get more than they deserve?”

			A week ago I’d have called it ridiculous, a fantasy, but after just a few days in the gloomy, shadowy house, everyone creeping around, pursuing their own nefarious goals, it almost made sense. I bit my lower lip, turning to my sister.

			“But how can we find out? We can’t exactly tell the cops about the cameras we just happened to remember—they’ll think we’re hiding something! And there’s no way we can get into the collections room, let alone Rose’s room. Not sure if you’ve noticed, but our trust capital is basically rock bottom right about now.”

			“With Linda and Callum, sure, but I think Parker trusts us.”

			“Okay, but why should we trust him?” I folded my arms and cocked my head to one side.

			“I just told you, when I said—”

			“No, no, I’m not saying you read him wrong. Smart thinking on that, by the way.”

			Cassie’s smile was so small and private it broke my heart a little. Did I not compliment her enough? Or was I too busy trying to hammer into her that vibes weren’t the beginning and end of what we did for her to see how impressed I was by her?

			“I’m just saying even if he’s telling the truth—about all the cameras—he’s still one of them, right? He’s Linda’s son, he was in on the little game Rose was using us in, he’s known Gretchen since he was a kid, apparently. For all we know, he’s the one who planted that sheet of passwords under your mattress!” I raised an eyebrow, really leaning into my point.

			“I mean…it’s possible we can’t trust him,” Cassie said, tongue pressing into her cheek. “And I understand why you’re wary, Tor, really. But think how bad things must look from the other side. That was the point of planting the passwords, right? Making us look extremely guilty? You can’t exactly blame him for having a few doubts.”

			“Okay, but—”

			Cassie reached out, laid a hand gently on my forearm, and gazed intently at me.

			“If you don’t want his help, I’ll respect that, I promise. I know you’re always looking out for us, and I trust you. But before you decide, can you just think about why you don’t trust him? If it’s something he’s actually done that we still can’t explain, or microexpressions that I missed, great. But if it’s just because he’s not us, or because he and Gretchen seem…close?” I could feel heat flooding my face. Had I been that transparent? “Maybe it’s worth taking the risk, just this once? We need someone’s help.”

			Cassie scrunched up her face, a supplication, and shame corkscrewed through me. Because wasn’t she right? Sure, Parker hadn’t taken a blood oath of fealty to our cause, but what had he really done that was so wrong, other than make me feel some kind of way?

			And more than that, why was I always looking for the things people had done wrong instead of paying attention to the fact that this guy had consistently—and occasionally against his own interest—stood up for us? Yes, Cassie could be naïve, an easy mark at times, but how was assuming everyone was out to get us better? Why did feeling a tiny bit vulnerable with someone make me assume they deserved—no, needed—to be pushed away?

			I closed my eyes, cheeks heating in a way I hoped looked like the aftereffect of exertion—this was hard enough without Cassie noticing my embarrassment.

			“Okay. Let’s ask him for help.”

			“What if— Wait, really?” When I opened my eyes, Cassie’s were cartoon-wide, and I could practically see the twittering birds and tame squirrels reflected in their surface. “Okay, yeah. Great! Let’s get going.”

			She started toward the door.

			“You found out which room he’s in?”

			“Actually…I left him across the hall in the library.” She flashed me a sheepish grin. “I meant what I said, I’d have backed your play no matter what. But I sort of hoped this was where you’d land.”

			For half a second, annoyance flared through me, but just as swiftly it was replaced with a tenderness so deep it almost brought tears to my eyes. Cassie knew how hard this would be for me, but she believed I’d get there. It was the first time in longer than I could remember that I’d felt that—someone seeing the best in me—and the fact that it was my little sister didn’t make it any less powerful.

			“Thanks, Cassie,” I said on impulse. There were clearly so many things I should have said to her but hadn’t, but this, right now, I could do.

			“For what?”

			“For…believing I could be better than I am?” I blinked rapidly, eyes stinging, which why did this keep happening to me lately?

			“Not better than you are, Tor. Just the you that I know you can be.”

			And now I was gulping spastically, because how, after everything we’d been through, did she still see the best in me? What had I ever done to deserve a sister like her?

			But I didn’t have time to get all misty, because within seconds we were in the library, and Parker was practically bouncing out of the wingback chair where he’d been perched. He stopped short a few feet away from us, his gaze moving over me briefly before he determinedly focused on my face. I forced myself not to cross my arms over my bare stomach, suddenly aware of how little my all-spandex ensemble left to the imagination…and how much I wanted to feel his eyes on me again.

			For fuck’s sake, why did he have to make this even more mortifying by having such an incredibly perfect jaw? Thank god I’d gone through the entire Stop assuming everyone is out to get you process when he was safely in another room—it would be impossible to trust my own instincts with those sultry, heavy-lidded eyes on me. Though at least the surge of heat he brought on seemed to dry up the threat of tears.

			“So,” I chirped, “Cassie told me you could help us with the cameras?”

			“Um…right, yes.” He blinked hard, then nodded rapidly, as though trying to clear away whatever he’d been thinking. “She mentioned one in Rose’s room, and one in the collections room? I promise I had nothing to do with those, the cameras outside were just for—”

			“Wildlife, right? See anything good?”

			“Actually, yes!” His grin was so wide and eager I couldn’t help but chuckle. “There was a bobcat on one of the feeds last night. It’s near the edge of the woods, so it’s a little hard to make out, but sightings are rare, even with populations stable around here. Here, let me—”

			I glanced at Cassie as he reached into his pocket for his phone. She raised both eyebrows and mouthed raccoon, then shrugged.

			“That’s really cool, but can it wait?” I said.

			“Right, of course. Sorry, I get way too excited about this stuff. Just ask my mom. Or Callum. He seems to think doctorates are something you make yourself with Play-Doh.” He rolled his eyes, sighing. “So. Collections room and Rose’s room. Do you know where the feeds for those cameras went?”

			“No.” I frowned, thinking. “Is there a way to see that on the camera itself?”

			“Sometimes. Or at least you can find the model number and see whether the footage goes to the cloud or to a handheld monitor. It still wouldn’t tell us how to find the footage, but it would be a start.”

			“The one in Rose’s room went to a monitor. I saw it,” Cassie said. Parker turned to her, surprised. “Brynn kept it on her nightstand, she said it was in case anything happened with Rose during the night.”

			“That makes sense,” Parker said, nodding slowly. “Did you happen to mention the camera to the police?”

			Cassie shook her head, eyebrows tenting with anxiety.

			“Do you think that’s a problem?”

			“Not necessarily. I just don’t want to make you look bad if we wind up bringing this to them.”

			I scanned Parker’s face for any sign of duplicity—eyes darting the wrong way, an errant nose or ear touch, a twist of his lips as he spoke—but from everything I could see, he meant what he said. A tiny spark of hope flickered inside me.

			Parker’s eyes narrowed, considering.

			“The camera in Rose’s room seems pretty straightforward, no? Brynn was her nurse, after all.”

			“True,” Cassie said, suddenly focused on the intricate pattern of the carpet. She drew her lower lip between her teeth. “But when Brynn showed me the feed, I noticed that it wasn’t centered on Rose’s bed. The hospital bed, I mean. That was off to the side of the frame, and the camera was more focused on…the painting? The one with the safe behind it.”

			Parker’s eyebrows shot up, mouth dropping open, his usually intelligent gaze uncharacteristically blank. If his surprise was fake he was very, very good.

			“It could just be a coincidence,” he started, sounding totally unconvinced by his own argument.

			“True, but when I went looking for Brynn earlier to ask her about it, I couldn’t find her anywhere. And I got to thinking, no one really knows how long it was before she called the authorities to pick up Rose’s body, or what she really did before they showed up. She said that about bringing us tea, but we were both asleep, so how would we even know, right?” Cassie gulped hard, cheeks twitching slightly, as though she were fighting a physical pain. I knew, in a way Parker couldn’t possibly know, how guilty she must be feeling right now, how hard it must be to admit that all the signs had been there and she’d simply been too busy gazing into Brynn’s eyes to notice.

			“Parker, who hired Brynn?” I interjected. “Was it Rose, or…”

			“My mom, actually.” He squinted, clearly searching for the memory. “I think she said she found her through a service out here? I didn’t look into it any further.” Parker winced, leaning away from us, defensive.

			“She was clearly a real nurse. I’m sure there wasn’t any reason to question it further.” His smile looked grateful. “But neither of us can exactly burst into her room demanding answers.” I turned to Cassie, wanting confirmation that we were on the same page. She nodded once, jaw set. “Do you think…could you poke around for us? See if you can find the cameras, or if you can find Brynn? If the cops catch you, or one of your relatives turns up, you can just say you had a hunch.”

			Parker nodded slowly, then his eyes locked onto mine and he nodded once more, sharp and determined.

			“I’m on it. You two hold tight, I’ll be back as soon as I can.” He reached for my upper arm, laying his broad, warm hand on my skin. I almost startled, my spooked-cat self always too close to the surface, before I realized how good it felt, how much I’d been craving exactly this—his touch, his warmth—and the fact that maybe, for once, I didn’t need to run away from that feeling. “And thank you. For trusting me with this. I’m sure that wasn’t easy.”

			Something swelled in my throat, a blend of hope and fear and a surprisingly desperate need that didn’t feel entirely related to Parker, but before I could form anything like a coherent thought, he was marching out the door, leaving us alone, waiting, with nothing to hold on to but the trust we’d placed in him.
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			Cassie spent the first few minutes perusing the bookshelves, her effort to focus on the titles visibly futile. Ultimately we both wound up curled up in the wingbacks—my fingers nervously drumming on the arm, Cassie’s foot twitching where it was crossed over the opposite knee—both of us staring unseeing out the window. At least until the slightest sound drew our attention, and we both tensed, a pair of caged, feral creatures.

			After what felt like days (but was in fact forty-two minutes, according to my phone), Parker ducked into the library, glancing around for us before exhaling obvious relief.

			“So?” I said, ignoring Cassie’s glare in my peripheral vision. Sometimes a peremptory tone was actually required.

			“So the camera in the collections room looks pretty standard-issue. Feed is digital, all footage is deleted after three days unless the user specifically saves it, according to the manufacturer’s website.”

			Which meant Cassie’s and my argument would still be online somewhere, if anyone thought to retrieve it. Though at this point, our bona fides as witches really weren’t the biggest concern.

			“And the camera in Rose’s room?” Cassie squeaked. “Brynn?”

			“I found the camera,” Parker started, then grimaced. “But Brynn…” He shook his head sorrowfully.

			“She could be out, though, right? Making arrangements, or…” Cassie shrugged, and I had to turn away from the intense need in her eyes. Parker must have felt the sear of it too, because he glanced down, shaking his head slowly.

			“Her phone’s off. Her room’s been cleared out. All her things are gone. Including the handheld monitor. Which, according to the info I found on the camera model, stores all footage locally.”

			I leaned forward, a mix of fear and excitement stiffening my spine.

			“She didn’t tell anyone she was going?”

			He shook his head again, shoulders heaving with a huge sigh.

			“No. And…it looks like she may have taken something else.” I raised my eyebrows in question, and Parker’s grimace deepened. “The key to Rose’s safe deposit box. No one can find it, and last we checked, she always kept it in the bedroom safe.”
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				Cassie

			
			Brynn was gone.

			Vanished into the wind, like the illusion she’d apparently always been.

			The knowledge of what she’d done—the betrayal and the shame of it, if I was going to be brutally honest with myself, and now seemed like a good time to institute that policy—reverberated through me like a struck gong. The intent way she’d looked at me, the passion of that kiss, the magic that had unspooled inside my chest.

			It had all been a meticulous snare. She’d studied me the way Parker studied his bobcats, except she’d known enough to peg me for a raccoon, happy to paw through the trash for scraps. She’d made a target out of me, and I’d let her, just like Tori always accused me of doing. Forever tripping over myself to trust anyone with a crooked grin, big and pretty eyes, a perfectly quirky haircut.

			Or the kind of poised, statuesque elegance designed to dissolve a weak link like me.

			“Cassie.” Tori’s voice was feather-soft. “Are you okay?”

			I could feel the weight of her anxious, sidelong gaze, as if she expected me disintegrate like papier-mâché in a flood. But if she could choose to trust Parker based mostly on my read of him—if she could break out of the conditioning of an entire life spent protecting me from ugly things—then I could stand on my own, too. I could be strong for her.

			“I am,” I said, reaching out to squeeze her hand before drawing up my spine. “That’s for later. We need to focus on what matters now, which is figuring out who’s behind that collections room camera. Maybe someone else is still in play? This could be a two-person job.”

			Or three, or four, I didn’t add. We’d trusted Parker this far, but it was just good sense not to mention suspicions about his mother or Gretchen until we absolutely needed to. And it was probably about time I started practicing more wariness and fewer trust falls.

			Parker nodded slowly. “Even if it isn’t, we need to rule collusion out. You’ve seen Callum in action. If he can, he’ll figure out a way to pin Brynn clearing out on the two of you, missing key and empty room and all.”

			“Right,” Tori said acidly. “He’s probably still dying to instigate a cavity search. Who knows, maybe our secret laptops were just practice, and I managed to shove the key and her whole suitcase up my—”

			“Which is why we need to defuse him as quickly as possible,” I cut in, before Parker could stroke out. Tori in her Pilates gear had already thrown him for a loop; whatever mental images were being summoned weren’t likely to be productive. “So how do we pull it off? It might be easiest if we get everyone together.”

			Parker cleared his throat and shifted his gaze to me. “I can help with that part. I’ll say that I have info everyone’s missed, something they need to see in person.” He glanced around the library. “Should I bring them all down here?”

			“I don’t think so.” Tori chewed on her thumbnail. “Callum clearly feels pretty confident in this space.”

			Parker nodded, then snapped his fingers, breaking into an earnest Eureka! grin that would have looked painfully corny on anyone else.

			“What about the collections room?” he asked, eyes flicking between our faces. “You know, scene of the crime, kind of? Whoever planted the camera might be more likely to give themselves away there.”

			Tori’s own eyebrows lifted in grudging admiration, and I caught the tiny curl at the corner of her mouth before she smoothed it out.

			“That’s not a bad idea,” she conceded, still fighting that smile. These two had so much chemistry it was a fire hazard, not that Tori would have admitted it upon pain of stoning. “What do you want us to do? Wait up there for you?”

			“That might be easiest. I’d give you my key so you can let yourselves in, but we don’t want to provoke any additional theft allegations. Or cavity searches.” Parker raked a hand through his shock of hair, cheeks puffing out as he exhaled through pursed lips. “Wish me luck. This isn’t exactly in my wheelhouse.”

			“It is likely to turn a little feral, though,” I pointed out, remembering how often Callum had reminded me of a belligerent silverback. “So just a different kind of wildlife management, right?”

			He chuckled, turning toward the doors. “That’s weirdly reassuring. Okay, unto the breach. We’ll reconvene upstairs.”
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			It took Parker only twenty minutes to corral the family—the guy really sold himself short—though by the time Tori and I heard Callum’s aggressive stomp as he led the pack up the stairs, I was clinging to my last nerve. I exchanged a steadying glance with Tori just before they piled onto the landing, Callum’s face congealing into a glower as soon as he caught sight of us.

			“The hell are they doing here?” he growled at Parker over his shoulder. “I thought you said this information you had was a family matter.”

			“It is,” Parker said, sounding so collected I cheered internally for him. “But they’re the ones who clued me in, and I thought you’d rather not hear it secondhand.”

			Callum grumbled to himself, but even he couldn’t find fault with this line of reasoning.

			Linda came up behind him, her eyes cool and calculating as they swept over us. Parker followed, and Detective Hillary brought up the rear, the shadows that fell over his gaunt-cheeked face sending a tremor of unease through me. We should have expected him—he was actually leading this investigation, even if Tori and I were playing armchair detective in a frantic effort to clear our names.

			But Tori stiffened beside me, as taken aback as I was. She managed to hiss “Why is he here?” into Parker’s ear, as he elbowed past his mother and uncle and fished the collections room key out of his pocket.

			“Theft potential,” Parker murmured back, taking longer than he needed to with the key. “If any of the family spot anything missing, he can’t risk not being present. And I think he’s also kind of pissed we’re elbowing in on his turf.”

			Parker swung the door open, and everyone filed in. I could hear Callum grousing about why Parker even had the collections room key in the first place.

			“Rose wanted to make sure there was a copy in safe hands, in case she ever misplaced hers,” Parker replied. “I’ve had the backup for the last five years.”

			“You could have mentioned it, darling,” Linda said, voice tight as a bowstring beneath the forced casualness. Her left eyelid was twitching, but I couldn’t quite read what it meant. Guilt, annoyance, genuine pain that her aunt had judged her son to be more trustworthy than she was? “You know I’d been hoping to see the collection, and Aunt Rose was so private about admitting anyone in here.”

			“She let us in, as you know,” Tori tossed back, stopping in front of the glass case displaying the faceless mannequin draped in a threadbare purple cloak, which had probably belonged to an early Thelemite. It made for a creepy backdrop, as if Tori had chosen to make her stand in front of a mummy. “Which is how I found the hidden camera.”

			I expected a cascade of murmurs, instant agitation and denial. Instead, an unsettling silence fell over the collections room, as if that hodgepodge of occult symbols engraved into the doorway had activated in tandem, nullifying sound.

			In that muffled moment, I focused my gaze on Linda and Callum, trying to read their faces like books instead of feeling them. Linda’s head was tilted, her eyes narrowed, lips parted, forehead straining against its host of paralytic agents to achieve a perplexed wrinkle—all signs of unfeigned confusion.

			And next to her, Callum’s gaze had slid down and to the left, aimed squarely at the shelf Tori had told me held the camera.

			“Yes, that would be the one, Callum,” I said, a gratified thrill zinging through me as his eyes shot up to mine, his cheeks mottling in another dead giveaway.

			Tori’s gaze was locked on him too, her eyes flicking back and forth as she cataloged the same markers of guilt I’d already tallied. Even before she darted me an approving glance, I felt giddy with achievement. So this was what she had been trying to tell me all this time. It wasn’t necessarily about ignoring auras and vibes; it was about paying the most intense kind of attention. And trusting yourself. I could do it, maybe even well, if I’d managed to catch Callum out before Tori did.

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Callum spluttered, folding his beefy arms over his chest, his jaw jutting. “What camera?”

			“Oh, cut the shit,” Tori said, sliding past me and bending to separate the jars concealing all but its tiny lens. Linda gasped, her hand flying to her mouth. “I found it when Rose brought us here. Though I didn’t touch it. None of the fingerprints on it will be mine or Cassie’s, that much I can guarantee.”

			Detective Hillary straightened, surprise flitting over his pitted face.

			“Mr. Ropes,” he said, his voice dipping into a somber register. “Does this equipment belong to you? Before you answer, know that my team will be dusting it for fingerprints. And I’m sure you wouldn’t want to do anything to obstruct an active investigation.”

			Callum’s jaw worked before settling back into his elderly pitbull jowls. “Fine. Yes, the camera is mine. Not that I’ve done a damn thing wrong by putting it there.”

			“I’m afraid that would depend on whether state law interprets this as surveillance without consent,” the detective drawled, and Callum went vermilion. “So why don’t you clarify your intent for us?”

			Callum pinched the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes, the bluster leaking out of him. He seemed smaller suddenly, somehow deflated.

			“I was worried about the possibility of someone taking advantage of my cousin,” he sighed, and I realized I’d never heard him speak in anything approaching a civil tone. “A lot of people have worked for her over the years. A whole string of caregivers she barely vetted. I don’t know that she ever so much as glanced at a résumé, much less called any of their references.”

			He rolled his eyes expansively, as if Rose’s failure to see sense had somehow spirited this camera into existence. “She is—was—so goddamn adamant about being able to read people, she wouldn’t listen to reason. And there are very valuable items in here. Museumworthy pieces hidden in plain sight, among all the esoteric bullshit.”

			“How would you even know that?” Parker demanded, a wintry chill in his voice. “When did Aunt Rose ever let you in here long enough for you to arrive at that conclusion?”

			“There’s, uh, a magician’s cape in here I used to love as a kid,” Callum said, pressing his lips together, as if this admission was costing him. He pointed at the mannequin behind Tori. “Kind of like that one, but embroidered with a bunch of weird hieroglyphic shit in silver and gold. Ridiculous, but it seemed cool to a ten-year-old into Dr. Strange comics. Rose used to let me mess around with it, a very long time ago.”

			He ducked his head, knuckling his forehead. “I asked her to let me see it the last time I visited, for old times’ sake. That’s when I installed the camera. It was for her protection, just in case the help got any ideas.”

			“Who, exactly, are you talking about?” I asked, trying not to point the finger at Brynn. I wasn’t sure if Parker had shared her departure with everyone yet, and we needed every element of surprise we could get. “Marta?”

			“What?” Callum’s brow furrowed. “Marta’s been here for over twenty years.”

			“Trust me, if we could have rooted her out by now, we would have,” Linda added sotto voce. “But no, the woman doesn’t steal.”

			Tori and I traded looks, because that sounded like Linda covering for Marta while putting a safe distance between them for show.

			“Even if that’s true, and you were only looking out for poor dear Cousin Rose,” Tori said, eyes narrowing, “how do you explain all those photos you were taking downstairs, of her other valuables? Looked very fucking close to attempted theft, from where I was standing.”

			The detective’s eyes sharpened, but Callum only glared at Tori, those dregs of vulnerability draining away.

			“I’m sure that would have looked suspicious, to a complete dunce,” he snapped. “I was cataloging the inventory for appraisals, exactly like I told you. It’s what one does before an estate sale is held. Get in touch with potential buyers, stoke interest in particularly valuable pieces. It’s always best to get a bidding war going as soon as possible.”

			“And what about Gretchen?” Tori pressed. “She was cataloging with you, wasn’t she? Then I saw you two together again, after the luncheon. And heard you.”

			If looks could kill, Callum’s eyes would have been more effective than a hex.

			“She was assisting me,” he ground out, recrossing his arms. “From a legal perspective.”

			“And what perspective would that be, Callum?” Linda cut in, nostrils flaring. “Enlighten us.”

			Callum’s eyes ricocheted between us before hitching up against the detective’s somber, implacable gaze. Hillary gave a brusque jerk of the chin, gesturing at him to continue.

			“Oh, fine,” Callum spat, wormy veins pulsing in his temples. “Gretchen was…helping me tweak the official inventory a bit. To adjust for the pieces she and I managed to sell before Rose died.”

			“Money you intended to keep for yourself, you mean,” Linda hissed, a theatrical hand clutched to her breast. “How dare you!”

			“Rose fucking owed me, is how!” Callum roared, the outburst so seismic that I could have sworn something clinked on the shelf behind me. “And you know it, Linda! All those years of her dangling a substantial investment in front of me, if I could just prove myself, meet some impossible standard Rose set without having the first clue how the markets really work.”

			He dragged a hand down his face, mouth working. “But then she said no, a few months ago. A definitive no, no more jerking me around. Claimed I’d just fritter it away, like I’d done with my own inheritance. As if any of us could have predicted this economy.”

			His lip curled into a sneer. “The insult of it. The sheer fucking malice. She knew what a difference it would have made for the fund, all the ups and downs we’ve had to weather. And what did she do? Chose to kill and bury my career. She could have changed my life if she’d wanted to, the spiteful bitch, so let’s all be clear—she robbed me first. I was only taking what I deserved.”

			He subsided, his chest heaving, jowls quivering.

			Clearly he had chosen not to accept the energies of the healing spell.

			“So you were stealing from her.” Parker’s face contorted. “That’s disgusting.”

			Callum shot Parker an exasperated look. “Look, I know you like to ride your high horse, but you know as well as I do that the woman wasn’t long for this world. We all knew it.” He turned that jaded glare on Tori and me. “And we can’t afford any complications—especially now that these two con artists have cleared out the ready money. I needed that damn investment just to keep things afloat, at least until the estate is sorted.”

			Tori and I exchanged a bemused glance. “What are you talking about?” Tori said. “What does sorting the estate have to do with anything?”

			Linda stepped forward, her lips curving into a self-satisfied smile.

			“He’s talking about the will, dear,” she said, somehow twisting the last word into a pejorative. “Maybe everyone would like to join me downstairs? I’m afraid it’s a bit…complicated.”
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				Tori

			
			I glared at the massive buffet spread along the…actually, I think that particular piece of fussy furniture was called a buffet, a logic I’d never fully appreciated until now. The bar cart was stocked with fresh ice and a tower of sparkling crystal glasses, the decanters filled to the brim, crowded round with mixers.

			Clearly Linda’s request that she “chat with Marta before we get into all this” was more complex than she’d let on. Which made the hour it had taken for everyone to actually roll into the dining room make sense, though it didn’t make it any less infuriating. Probably she and Callum spent the time she’d manufactured getting their stories straight. She and Marta might have done the same thing, come to think of it.

			Worse, I was goddammed starving. Glowering at the annoyingly appetizing spread, I snatched up several pieces of cheese, two slices of springy fresh-baked rye bread, and an array of dips and vegetables with silver tongs, slamming them onto the plate hard enough to let out a ringing crack of porcelain protest, then proceeded to pour myself an extremely stiff Whisky, which somehow tasted even better than it had the night before, dammit.

			“Thank you so much for joining me,” Linda said a few moments later, resting both hands atop Rose’s usual chair, a little moue of sadness on her puffed lips. She glanced first at me and Cassie—both of us seated at the table, me mid-chew, Cassie frozen with a hummus-drenched cucumber halfway to her mouth—then at Parker, settling into his usual seat at the table, then at Callum, busy at the bar cart, who sniffed and rolled his eyes.

			“Sorry…but why are we joining you?” I said, genuinely confused. The will was important, obviously—I desperately wanted to know what landmines Rose had left in those pages—but it felt like something Linda would have wanted to keep us as far away from as humanly possible.

			“Because you deserve to know what’s going on. We’re all in this now, right?” Parker glanced around, looking for support that wasn’t there.

			“More relevant, because I don’t trust you two not to try to muddy things up the way you did with my perfectly innocent attempt to balance the scales,” Callum said. “And with these two here, no one would have eyes on you if you decided to start planting evidence in Rose’s room, say.” He gestured emphatically with his cocktail glass to indicate Detective Brian Hillary and a uniformed officer with Coimbra stitched above her chest pocket, standing unobtrusively against the wall opposite the spread, her dark eyes moving carefully between all of us. Detective Hillary was making a show of boredom as he laid into a plate heaped with finger foods, lips actually smacking as he put away bite after methodical bite.

			“I’m not sure that’s entirely necessary, particularly given recent…revelations about everyone’s relationship to Mrs. Berwyn’s property, but we’re happy to assist,” he said, attention never leaving his plate.

			“What I don’t understand is why Gretchen isn’t handling this,” Callum continued, trying and failing to mask his annoyance at the detective’s insistence on remembering that he was the fucking thief here. “She’s Rose’s attorney, after all. Isn’t the will more her purview?”

			“Normally I’d say yes,” Linda said, seating herself with pursed annoyance. “But given the new information about what the two of you were attempting to pull over on all of us, I think it’s fair to assume she might color things here as well.”

			Gretchen, leaning against the mantel, sniffed loudly, flicking her long hair over a smooth, sculpted shoulder. I couldn’t help but notice that she didn’t object.

			“What do you mean color things? Pull what over?” Marta, in the process of placing a large bowl of green salad and a tray of deviled eggs on the buffet, turned a heavy glower on Linda.

			“It’s…nothing we’ve proven, exactly,” Linda said, cheeks coloring. From the hunch of her shoulders, it looked as if she was trying to physically ward off the confrontation in the cook’s voice. “And anyway, it’s settled now, so I’d really rather not go into it.”

			“Your speculation is at the expense of my daughter, Linda,” Marta spat, clearly finally past her boiling point. “I won’t tolerate this…this slander.”

			“Marta, I wouldn’t have said anything if I didn’t—”

			“No!” Marta thumped a heavy fist on the table in front of Linda, who yelped and jumped back. “This is beyond the pale. My daughter does not deserve to be—”

			“She was stealing, Marta,” I blurted out. Everyone’s heads turned toward me, and I winced. Why could I never keep my mouth shut?

			“No, that’s not…I did not raise a thief.” Marta turned to her daughter, eyes as wide as they could go. Gretchen huddled into herself, turning her face away. Frantic now, Marta turned back to me. “Why do you believe this?”

			“I saw her, with Callum. They were talking about buyers for one of Rose’s pieces, a little statue in the library…”

			“Not Metamorphosis II,” Linda gasped, turning a stricken gaze on Callum. He grimaced. “Oh my god, I didn’t think you would be that greedy! How badly is your fund doing, Callum?” Her hand flew to her neck, the horror clearly too much for her.

			“The point is…he admitted that’s what they were doing,” I finished.

			“Is this true?” Marta’s voice was low, practically a growl, and when she took a heavy step toward Gretchen, I winced along with the younger woman. The threat of Marta was so…palpable.

			“We were just talking to some people,” Gretchen murmured, hiding behind a sheet of dark hair. “Callum needed the money and Rose wouldn’t help him.”

			“How dare you!” Marta shouted, stomping her foot, and everyone jumped. “I raised you to be honest, to be grateful, and you turn around and shame me this way? You steal from the woman whose generosity has put food in your mouth? Do you know how hard I had to work to convince her to hire you? Do you know what she put me through?”

			An old feeling rose through me, a frantic, childish fear, and I couldn’t suppress the need to stop this, to get Marta away from Gretchen, couldn’t stop watching those meaty fists shake in the air, so close to Gretchen’s face.

			“You’re one to talk,” I yelped, then immediately regretted it as Marta turned her boiled face toward me.

			“Ex-cuse me?” she growled.

			“Gretchen might have been planning to sell a couple trinkets—”

			“Metamorphosis II is a major work,” Linda interjected.

			“But you were trying to poison Rose, Marta. And you too, Linda!”

			“Poison…what are you talking about?” Linda’s eyebrows tried admirably to rise with disbelief.

			“Cassie heard you talking about dosing the gin.”

			“Dosing?” Linda frowned, blinking.

			“I told you putting your special powder in the drinks was foolish,” Marta grumbled. But instead of guilt at being caught out, she just looked exasperated.

			“Special powder?” Cassie frowned, looking between the two women.

			“If you must know, I asked Marta to add a collagen supplement to the gin.” Linda’s entire face pursed and she glared at Marta, who shrugged off the attempt to pass the blame. “It’s done wonders for me, I thought it might help Auntie Rose…”

			“Might help her what, Linda, grow thicker hair? Improve the look of her fine lines?” Callum sniffed out amusement, swirling his drink.

			“You don’t need to be so dismissive. Collagen is part of the heart, too. I just thought…what harm could it do?”

			I gaped, trying to process the new information. Instead of poisoners, were the two women just…really shitty biohackers?

			“But no, I saw you getting rid of the oyster shells,” I said, pointing at Marta. “Rose was allergic to them, right? Deathly allergic?”

			Marta colored, eyes darting to the ground. “I’m not sure what you’re talking about,” she muttered.

			“You told me you threw those oysters out,” Linda said, turning on Marta as well.

			“She put them in the pies!” Cassie blurted, face lighting with understanding. “I got so sick yesterday after eating one. I couldn’t figure out why, but if the oysters were in the pies, that would explain everything!” She grinned widely, then finally seemed to take in everyone’s confused gazes. “I’m allergic to shellfish too, but it’s mild. It messes with my…” She circled her stomach with a hand, grimacing for emphasis.

			“Those were mushroom pies,” Marta said, clearly confused. “There was no shellfish in the pies.”

			“But then why did I feel so sick?” Cassie narrowed her eyes at Marta, working admirably to pin the other woman with her accusation, but Marta just shrugged, her impenetrable armor of disinterest restored.

			“How should I know? A stomachache…many things can cause this.”

			Cassie glared at her for another moment, then her eyes went wide.

			“I guess I did take an Aleve before I ate the second one…”

			Marta chuckled to herself, gesturing at my sister with a broad hand.

			“You see? Your accusations are silly.”

			“But I saw you throw the empty oyster shells out under the bush, just out there.” I pointed vaguely in the direction of the patio. “And I was there when you told Linda you’d thrown the whole shipment out. Clearly that wasn’t true.”

			Marta glanced around, eyes narrowing, then threw her arms up at her sides with an exasperated grunt.

			“Fine. I ate the oysters.”

			“What?” Linda’s shriek was extremely out of proportion.

			“Rose can’t eat them, this is true, so we never had them in the house. When you had so many delivered out of the blue, I thought it was no good for them to go to waste. I couldn’t serve them if she was present, after all.” Marta exhaled heavily, cheeks pinking, then she whipped around, jabbing a finger at her daughter. “But eating a few oysters is hardly a crime. Stealing from the woman who employs me, on the other hand…” She grabbed Gretchen’s chin, forcing her daughter to make eye contact. “Why would you do this?”

			“I was just helping Callum…”

			“And why? Why would you throw away everything I’ve taught you to help this miserable asshole?”

			“Excuse me?” Callum’s jowls trembled with indignation, but Marta didn’t even turn.

			“What could possibly compel you to debase yourself this way?”

			“For fuck’s…I love him, okay, Mom? I agreed to help Callum because I love him.”

			The only sound in the room was a tiny chuckle from over my shoulder. I turned and caught Detective Hillary shaking his head slowly at his diminished pile of finger foods.

			I turned back to Gretchen, guilt and shame and desperation twisting her pretty features as she attempted to stand up to her formidable mother, then I glanced at Callum, whose fury of a moment before had been replaced with something like…was that tenderness?

			“I’m sorry I asked you to do it, babe,” he said, voice low—and I couldn’t be certain, the entire concept felt at odds with the smug, entitled man-child I’d seen so far—but it sounded like genuine contrition. And his expression matched it.

			“Don’t apologize, hon. I wanted to help,” Gretchen said, dodging to catch his eye over her mother’s shoulder.

			“Yes, well…you see why I thought it might be wise if I took over the explanation of the will,” Linda said, making a show of arranging some papers in front of her, stopping for a single delicate sip of her martini.

			“I do see,” Marta said, and the thread of feeling between Gretchen and Callum snapped, her daughter’s anxiety returning in an instant. Marta clamped a heavy hand around Gretchen’s slender arm and Gretchen winced. “You will come with me. We have much more to discuss.”

			Meekly, Gretchen allowed herself to be led away by her mother. A tiny part of me felt pity for her. Clearly the woman was screwed up—she’d apparently chosen Callum, after all, then attempted to help him defraud a dying woman—but judging by the way Marta treated her in a room full of strangers, she’d probably had no chance to become anything but screwed up.

			“So. The will.” Linda tented her hands over the pages. “I don’t need to bore you all with the legalese, but I ran this by my attorney, and my understanding is that Rose left the bulk of her assets in a trust under the supervision of the estate executor. Callum, Parker, and myself all have an equal share of the holdings there, but we’ll need”—she swallowed visibly—“approval from this executor if we’d like to draw on them, at least before the estate is closed.”

			“Of course we will,” Callum spat, then took a slug of his drink, throwing one leg over the other knee. “Trust Aunt Rose to find a way to keep pulling the strings even after she’s gone.”

			“Yes, well, we expected that,” Linda said, raising one thin eyebrow at her cousin. “More salient are the clauses surrounding the house. From what I understand, this property isn’t held by the trust, and is likewise being left to all three of us equally.”

			“There you go, throw it on the market and we can wait out the estate indefinitely.” Callum widened his eyes, cocking his head in a clear Why are we even here, Linda. For all his flaws—and I had a feeling I’d only scratched the surface there—he was a shockingly effective nonverbal communicator.

			“We can’t,” Linda snipped, nostrils flaring again. “That’s what I was getting to, Callum. According to the changes Aunt Rose made—and which your little…paramour clearly knew about last night”—she tapped the will—“sale of any portion of the Berkshires property will trigger…” She started shuffling, looking for some addendum, or codicil, or whatever the fuck they were called. “Basically, if we sell the house, we forfeit the trust.”

			“To whom?” Callum’s eyes smoldered with fury.

			“A slew of charities, from what I can tell.” Linda sighed heavily. “Apparently the ‘fun money’ accounts were set up specifically so the estate would be self-sustaining. We were meant to use the interest off those to maintain the house, pay staff…” She rolled her hand through the air.

			“So you’re saying we’ll need to pay for this money pit out of pocket? For the privilege of eventually accessing our rightful inheritance?” I could practically see Callum’s skin boiling, steam escaping his pores.

			“No, thank god. The lawyers think they can arrange it so the trust funds the maintenance. Though of course we’ll all need to agree to that option.”

			Detective Hillary leaned forward, smacking his plate onto the tabletop with a loud clank of porcelain that sent a shiver through Linda’s thin frame.

			“It appears none of this is particularly relevant to our investigation,” he said tartly. “Which I frankly expected, so if you’ll excuse us…”

			“I couldn’t disagree more, detective. The theft of Rose’s money has a direct bearing on how we decide to—”

			The detective cut Linda off with a raised, skeletal hand, his expression pitying.

			“Of course it matters to you, but this case is at a critical juncture. If you do wind up discussing anything pertinent, by all means, track us down. Until then, we have real work to do.”

			With that, the detective hooked both thumbs through his belt loops and mantised out of the room. After a few stunned seconds, Officer Coimbra flashed an apologetic look and hurried after him. Linda sniffed loudly, and for once I totally agreed.

			“We might not have to,” Parker said after a few long seconds, leaning forward, real eagerness lighting his chiseled features. “Raid the trust, I mean.”

			“Are you suggesting we pay for this directly, sweetie? Because my settlement from your father barely covers my expenses, you know that.”

			What I’d give for a peek at that receipts book.

			“No, I’m saying we use the house…to pay for the house.” He grinned widely, clearly pleased with himself. I could feel my expression mirroring his, the genuine warmth contagious.

			“The will also states the property can’t be developed commercially, so a hotel wouldn’t—”

			“Not a hotel, Mother. Retreats. Specifically, nature retreats—they’re hugely popular, both for laypeople and with institutions. Schools, for example.”

			“You’re suggesting we rent our family estate out to a bunch of snot-nosed kids?” Callum’s sneer was so intense his gums showed.

			“At least we could trust them not to steal the artwork,” Parker shot back. Callum’s jaw worked, but he said nothing. “And to your point, it wouldn’t need to be elementary-age students, though there would likely be demand there. You could focus on university programs, maybe summer camps for older teenagers. They could learn about the history of the house while observing and tracking native wildlife in the region. Rose and I actually talked about it a few days ago. She agreed it would be—”

			“Sweetie, I think it’s lovely how much you like animals, but that doesn’t make it a business.” Linda’s gaze was like a pat on a toddler’s head. I could feel myself bristling, but Parker seemed unfazed. God, imagine a lifetime of this woman.

			“I set up cameras a couple nights ago and I already captured footage of a bobcat,” Parker insisted, leaning forward. “This would work.”

			“Raccoon,” Cassie murmured under her breath, too low for anyone but me to hear.

			“I’m glad you finally have a project, Parker, but be realistic. This place eats money. Landscaping costs alone must be in the tens of thousands annually.” Callum sniffed, took a swig.

			“That’s the beauty of it. Naturalists would prefer a less landscaped environment. We could limit landscaping to the area immediately surrounding the house and cut those costs by…at least ninety percent, I’d think.”

			Dear lord, how much property did this family own?

			“So, what, the flower garden would just go to seed?” Linda’s apparent horror at the idea struck me as ridiculous, but from what I could tell, it was genuine.

			“Better yet, we replant with native varietals, and then yes, we let it take whatever shape it’s meant to.”

			“But Rose loved the garden.”

			“Who would even see it, Mother? Are you planning to make regular visits out here?”

			“Oh for god’s sake, who cares?” Callum slammed the table with a beefy palm. “Even if your little retreat scheme works—which sorry, it won’t—you couldn’t possibly hope for it to turn enough profit to maintain the property within the first several years.”

			“I think it could easily break even almost immediately,” Parker said, jaw jutting.

			“And I think all you never-rans in Ph.D. land have no idea how the world actually works.” He turned to Linda, cutting Parker off with a flick of the hand. Parker’s cheeks crimsoned. “Linda, how much will each of us lose from the trust if we go that way?”

			“Well, theoretically they could structure it so that the interest from our current holdings funds the maintenance…”

			“If we wanted to re-create the self-sustaining structure Rose imagined? I don’t want to be tied down to this rotting heap forever.”

			To her credit, a pained look creased Linda’s forehead at Callum’s words.

			“We’d need to contribute a couple million each to ensure the interest from the estate-focused accounts would be sufficient to leave the principal intact,” Linda murmured, shoulders slumping. “And apparently we’d need to raid the stock portfolio to manage that. It’s the most liquid asset in the trust, barring some petty cash.”

			“Well, fuck. So much for the yacht I’d been eyeing. By the time this morass is cleared I’m sure the price will have gone up another few mil, and boom, once again ‘beyond my means.’ ” Callum made derogatory air quotes, bitterness twisting his lips.

			“Sorry,” I said, glancing between them, not even attempting to hide my disbelief. Linda startled so sharply it might have been one of the hideous porcelain dogs piping up. “If this is all your money, why can’t you just…move it around yourselves and walk away just immensely richer?”

			“Because of the estate executor. Were you not listening?” Linda tilted her head to one side, her expression vaguely disappointed.

			“But he’s there to give you your money, right?”

			“He’s there to settle outstanding debts, sort through Rose’s holdings—she had property all over the world, it’ll need to be sold in order for it to be divided up by the trust, not to mention the commercial real estate she’d invested in, the stocks that hadn’t vested yet…” Callum’s eyes went huge as he ticked through the list, the complexity of it all too much even for scorn.

			“So that means…”

			“It means it might be years before any of us has access to any portion of our inheritance. And in the meantime we’ll likely all be losing money,” Linda said tartly. “You two girls didn’t just steal Rose’s money, you stole this. From all of us.”
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				Cassie

			
			“Open your fucking eyes,” Tori snapped, leveling a heated glare at Linda. “If I were you, I’d be a lot more worried about the person who’s missing than the two of us who are right here.”

			Callum’s lip curled at that, but Linda blinked, bewildered. “Excuse me?”

			“She’s talking about Brynn, Mom,” Parker said, his usually mild tone whetted by frustration. “Have you seriously not noticed? She’s been missing for hours, and her room’s empty.”

			Linda’s face clouded with the realization that Brynn was indeed unaccounted for. Tori rolled her eyes and I almost followed suit, because how could someone be this oblivious? Probably the help blended into a single many-limbed entity as far as Linda was concerned, a phantom being that existed only when its presence was convenient to her. Since Marta had been around to serve lunch, Brynn’s prolonged absence hadn’t even registered.

			“That’s right. Where is Brynn?” She looked around the table, as if someone might produce her from under their seat, or at least ring the right bell to summon her. “Usually she’s so attentive.”

			“She’s cleared out, Linda,” Tori said. “And taken the key to Rose’s safe deposit box with her.”

			“As if we’d take your word for any of that,” Callum scoffed. “Do you really think playing ‘pin the blame on the legitimate employee’ is going to work?”

			“It’s true,” Parker said, quiet but steely, and I caught a fleeting, almost wondering softness in Tori’s face as she watched him rise to our defense yet again, unprompted. “Tori and Cassie weren’t even there when I went up to check Brynn’s room. Her taking the key to Rose’s safe deposit box is the only explanation that makes sense—otherwise, why run? She must have had all her things ready to go. That’s premeditation.”

			Callum’s face darkened, but before he could barrage us anew, I cut in.

			“That’s not all,” I said, using the gentle, determined tone that worked best with people unwilling to accept painful truths in a reading. “I spent some time in her room, after Rose had her first episode. Brynn was shaken, and wanted some company.” And to feed me damning information about the rest of you, so she could use me better, I didn’t add. “At least, that’s what she said at the time. But Rose needed attention while I was there. We heard her through a sort of baby monitor that Brynn used, with the camera in Rose’s room.”

			“A nurse monitoring her unstable charge!” Callum widened his eyes in mock horror. “The most damning of accusations.”

			“Just shut up and listen for once, Callum,” Parker said, patience gone. Shockingly, it seemed to work, leaving Callum slack-jawed.

			“At some point, Rose needed Brynn’s attention. While she was gone, I happened to notice something odd.” I swallowed, twisting my clammy fingers together. “The camera wasn’t centered on the hospital bed, like you’d expect. It was tilted to one side. Trained on the painting in front of the safe.”

			“But that’s excellent news, isn’t it?” Linda broke in, straining forward so hard every cord in her neck went taut. “We can just review the footage, see for ourselves who broke into Aunt Rose’s safe!”

			“I’m afraid we can’t,” I replied, my heart sinking. Why couldn’t any of this be just a little easy? “Parker looked it up, and with this unit, the footage is stored on a memory card in the handheld device…which Brynn took with her when she left.”

			Linda leaned back, the enthusiasm draining from her face. “Isn’t that convenient. For all we know, one of you two could easily have stashed it somewhere, or destroyed it. Or, I don’t know, buried it out on the grounds. Or even made it up entirely. Who knows what you’re capable of?”

			“Definitely not being in two places at once,” Tori retorted. “You’ve kept tabs on us since we all woke up this morning. You locked us in a room together. When would we have had the chance?”

			“That doesn’t mean—”

			“Mom, just stop,” Parker said, so sharply this time that Linda reared back as if he’d slapped her. “I’d say all this is pretty damn inconvenient for Cassie and Tori. They’re here, Brynn’s not, and now we can’t even access what would have been exculpatory evidence for them.”

			Callum shook his head, huffing with disgust. “How goddamn naïve can you get, Parker? Brynn’s been nothing but hardworking and respectful during her tenure here. Now this pair of con artists—and their jailbird mother, for all we know—want to launch a smear campaign against her, and you’re falling all over yourself to defend them because that one’s fit?” He cocked his head at Tori. “Jesus, get some dignity for once.”

			“Wow,” Tori deadpanned, though I caught the flash of pure fury in her eyes. Good thing we wouldn’t be spending another night here, or there might have been a deserved murder charge to contend with. “Thanks, I guess?”

			“Callum!” To her credit, Linda sounded genuinely scandalized. “That was uncalled for!”

			“It’s fine, Mom. Really.” Parker had gone pale, except for blazing slashes of color over his cheekbones. “It’s not my fault that Callum can’t even imagine taking a woman seriously for any reason other than getting her in bed.”

			Face twisting, Callum half-stood, slapping his palms to the table as if he planned to launch himself across it at Parker. I shot a wild glance at Tori, but she looked equally at a loss.

			“Look, I get it!” I jumped in, hating the wheedling, childlike tone I’d taken on, but at least the fear beneath it was enough to shift the attention back to me. “You all know Brynn, and we’re the X factor here. But could we at least look her up? See if she really is who she says she is? Who knows, maybe there is a good explanation for the fact that no one can reach her, and all her belongings are gone.”

			“I think that’s very reasonable,” Parker said.

			“Oh, you don’t say,” Callum singsonged.

			“You hired her, right, Linda?” I pressed on, wishing evolution had never given rise to testosterone. “We can start there. Where did you find her?”

			Linda’s gaze swung to me, wide-eyed and jittery, as caught off guard by the near-altercation between Callum and her son as I was. And for a moment, I felt a stab of sympathy for her, caught between all these opposing currents, unsure of whom to believe.

			“Yes,” she said faintly. “I—I hired her. It was fairly seamless. She came highly recommended by Sonya, Rose’s previous nurse, when she gave her notice.”

			“Do you know why Sonya left?” Tori asked, eyes narrowing.

			“I think she maybe came into money?” Linda’s eyes flicked back and forth, unfocused, as she scoured her own memory. “Yes, that’s what she said. Money from a relative who’d passed suddenly. Nothing unusual.”

			Tori cast me a meaningful sidelong look, and for a moment, I felt I could read her mind—most people didn’t just come into money the way Linda’s ilk did, as if surprise inheritances grew on trees, waiting to tumble into your lap.

			But people could be enticed to leave. Bought off by someone targeting a particular household, one belonging to a very wealthy widow. It was painfully easy to imagine Brynn probing Sonya’s boundaries, laying out an artful offer too good to pass up. Fuck, maybe she’d kissed her, too, for all I knew.

			“So, you interviewed Brynn after that?” I prompted.

			“No, I took Sonya’s word for it and called it good,” Linda snapped. “I’m not an idiot, Cassandra. Of course I interviewed her. Then I called Brynn’s references, made sure she was licensed. You can do all of that online these days.”

			“Then there should be an online trail for us to follow,” Tori said, glancing around the table. “You would’ve checked her LinkedIn, right? She definitely has one, and a bunch of other socials. I did my own research on her before we arrived.”

			“Absolutely. I checked all of that. It’s important to make sure there’s been no unprofessional conduct. I’ve seen downright shocking photographs from potential staff. Provocative dancing, posing with alcoholic beverages, practically nude beach photos.” Her mouth twisted with disapproval at this litany of normal human activities that normal people enjoyed documenting. “I would never have proceeded if there’d been any red flags.”

			“Why don’t I look?” Tori offered. “Since I’ve already seen her accounts—”

			“I’m not relying on your memory.” Callum turned a scowl on Linda. “It should be you, Linda, since you vetted her. If anything has changed, which I very much doubt, you’ll be able to spot it.”

			Bristling at the command, Linda pulled out her phone and began grudgingly swiping while we all sat in expectant silence. As she tapped her way through the various apps, the color drained from her face. When she looked up at us, her eyes were wide with shock. “There’s nothing.”

			“What do you mean?” Callum demanded. “You don’t see any difference?”

			Her eyes darted back and forth, tongue rolling over her teeth. “No, I mean there’s nothing, Callum. Her profiles, the ones I saw, have been deleted. Her LinkedIn, and the rest of them. They just aren’t there. The Brynn Chiltons who do appear…none of them are her.”

			“Explain to me how this is possible,” Callum said, contempt dripping from every word. “You hired a stranger to look after Rose based on someone else’s recommendation, and her social media? Accounts anyone can fake?”

			“Why would I have doubted her?” Linda flung pleading glances between Callum and Parker, the phone quivering in her hands. “This is—this is how you go about hiring someone, Callum, I didn’t do anything wrong! Maybe she’s just taking a social media break? I’ve had friends do that, for mental health. It’s like a cleanse.”

			Callum pinched the bridge of his nose. “Oh, for fuck’s sake.”

			Linda blinked slowly, then her face brightened. “Wait, there was something else. Brynn was affiliated with a care group, she sent me the link to their website along with her résumé. It was a staffing agency, for registered nurses specializing in elder care. And it was specific to the Berkshires—I remember I liked that it was local, not one of those huge, impersonal agencies who factory-farm their services. I can’t recall the name, but I’m sure I saved the emails. Just give me a second…”

			She went back to pecking at her phone. “There, I knew I had it! It was NorthStar Healthcare Solutions. Let’s see…”

			Her mouth dropped open, and she tossed her phone onto the table like it had bitten her. “Oh, my god. This cannot be happening.”

			Under the table, Tori groped for my hand. My heart was pounding so hard that I felt like it must have been visible, pulsing through the fabric of my sweater. This was good for us, the mounting evidence that the Brynn we’d known didn’t even exist, had never been real. But it was devastating at the same time, like those action scenes where a car spins off the road and plunges into a lake, water gushing through the windows and cracks, the passengers inside helpless and trapped. I could feel the water’s slow, implacable rise, drowning the possibility that any of this was an honest mistake.

			That Brynn hadn’t lied to me, about everything.

			“Let me see.” Callum snatched up the phone. “Error 404, page not found,” he read, squinting at the screen. “Fine, so the website doesn’t exist anymore—these smaller outfits fold sometimes, it happens. Let’s see what the reviews have to say.”

			We all waited on tenterhooks as Callum jabbed at Linda’s phone. “There’s just the one review,” he bit off. “Someone on Yelp, complaining that they’ve never heard back from this place. No other reviews, no stars. Nothing.”

			“Seems pretty clear to me. ‘Brynn Chilton’ never existed,” Parker said. “Whoever she actually was, she planned all this from the start.”

			“She came to my room last night,” I said, the memory bright and painful, blood seeping from a wound. “After the séance, while she was waiting for the paramedics. I’d been in Tori’s room, and I found Brynn already there, waiting for me. That was when she must have done it, planted the passwords under my mattress.”

			“Cassie,” Tori murmured next to me, squeezing my hand. “I’m sorry.”

			My eyes burned with salt and heat, and I dashed the back of my other hand furiously over them, not caring if I smeared makeup all over my face. How could I have been so sure about Brynn, about that warm flower she’d made bloom inside my chest—and so terribly wrong about it all at the same time? The signs had been there, in that near-empty, impersonal room, in how little she’d chosen to reveal about herself. Had she mentioned any family member by name? Told me anything meaningful about herself? She was funny and pretty and smart, she was a nurse, and she liked to knit. Possibly she liked thrillers, unless even that book by her bedside had been just a prop. How could that have been enough for me to choose to trust her?

			Tori was right; I’d been willfully ignorant. I’d managed to miss Brynn’s meticulous laying of the groundwork, brick by brick, building a narrative that ended with me trapped, screaming, behind a wall. She hadn’t cared if all this culminated with me going to fucking prison, so long as she got what she wanted.

			In fact, that had been the point.

			“She planned me, too,” I said, my voice slushy with tears. “She chose me, to take the fall for her.”
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			“This is a nice story you’re telling, but do you have any evidence for any of it?” The detective—retrieved by Parker after Cassie’s revelations, which everyone else had gamely listened to a second time—folded his arms over his slightly concave chest and leaned back against the mantel, gaze flicking between Cassie and me.

			“Well…no, not precisely,” I said, blinking fast. That was a bit of a snag.

			“But you saw the camera setup in Brynn’s room, the fact that it was clearly focused on the safe, specifically?” Parker cocked his head to one side, slipping a hand into a pocket, a bemused smile curving his well-formed lips. “Now she’s disappeared. We can’t find any trace of her online, including at the website my mother used to hire her, which appears to have been taken down entirely. She lived in the house alongside my great-aunt for months, she’d have had ample time to plan her theft. Surely that must strike you as suspicious.”

			“Are these avenues worth exploring? Absolutely. But something else that strikes me as very suspicious is when two suspects with a strong incentive to commit the crime, plenty of opportunity, and a hefty criminal record start throwing all kinds of unproven theories at the wall in the hopes that they’ll stick.” Parker frowned, clearly surprised by the accusation, and the detective smirked, triumph turning his drawn features cruel. “Didn’t you know that? About their…history? The evictions alone…” He let out a low whistle, smirk deepening. “Let me tell you, it’s not a pretty picture.”

			My fists clenched futilely at my sides, jaw twitching with fury. What the fuck did he know about anything? Even if it was treated like one, being poor wasn’t an actual crime. We’d only ever had one charge of busking without a license. Well…two. But those were just fines, it’s hardly supervillain level. Still, the threat of him felt too palpable to risk saying any of that. People like Callum and Linda had been raised to believe the police were always there to serve and protect them; people like Cassie and me…we had a different understanding of that relationship.

			“As much as I agree that the sisters are unsavory, they’re clearly not criminal masterminds. This Brynn woman must have seen they’d be perfect patsies. Surely through your crack detective work you’ve also determined that she clearly wasn’t who she claimed to be, yes?” Callum’s nose-wrinkling scorn practically had stink lines, it was so pungent, and Detective Hillary reeled back as though he’d been slapped, drawn cheeks mottling.

			“Our investigation is ongoing. And I won’t share details with a civilian.”

			“Ahh, stumped so soon? Though I suppose you don’t often come by cases with any complexity out here in the sticks.” Callum chuckled, reddening the detective’s cheeks further. In my pocket, my phone buzzed with a text.

			From: Unknown Number

			Check your email

			It’s important

			Intrigued, I clicked my inbox open as the two men continued their pissing contest. Sitting at the top of a bunch of junk mail I’d never bothered to unsubscribe from and a handful of National Grid bills I probably should have bothered to open was an email from Open Me, Tori.

			Okay, weird…

			The address looked like an auto-generated strong password, and an MP4 file was attached. I started reading.

			Hey, Tori—

			Sorry to leave you and Cassie in the lurch. Thought the attached might help clear things up.

			And to whatever officer is assigned to tracing this email, let me save you some time and energy—by the time it arrives, I’ll already have left the country. I’m using a VPN, so my location isn’t my location, and you’ll find it quite difficult to retrieve any photos of “Brynn Chilton” to send to immigration authorities in order to track my movements. Or, rather, you’ll find plenty of photos, but none of them will show the woman you’re actually hoping to find. I’ve been careful.

			Tell Linda and Callum that Rose has appraisals on file with her insurance company for all her most valuable pieces. I’m sure they’ll find the totals soothing.

			—B

			P.S. Tell Cassie I’m sorry. I’d try to contact her myself, but I doubt she’d listen.

			“Guys…” I blinked at the email, mouth hanging open, unable to tear my eyes away to see whether anyone was paying attention. “Guys, you need to see this.”

			When I managed to look up, the men were still bickering and Linda was watching avidly, a verbal tennis spectator.

			“Hey! Everyone!” Cassie shouted, then put her fingers into her mouth and whistled shrilly. I’d always wondered where she picked that up, I’d never figured out the trick.

			The room went silent, everyone turning to Cassie, startled.

			“Tori has something to say,” she said, voice soft and sweet again, then flashed me a reassuring smile. “Tor?”

			“I just got this email. I’m pretty sure it’s from Brynn.” I turned my phone toward everyone.

			“And?” Callum raised an eyebrow.

			“And there’s a video attached. I…I think we should probably take a look.”

			“I’ll take that.” Detective Hillary snatched the phone from my hand, mumbling something about chain of evidence, which, wasn’t that for physical objects? But after a few seconds, he’d pulled up the video and placed the phone on the dining table, pressing the Play button with a flourish.

			The video was grainy at first, like night vision, then a flash and it resolved into sharp, clear color. Brynn must have turned on the light.

			“That’s Rose’s room,” Linda murmured, bending closer and squinting. “But what…”

			She didn’t need to finish the thought, because moments later a woman strode into the frame, careful never to turn fully toward the camera. But she was wearing the same outfit that Brynn had on the night of the séance, and her auburn hair was pulled back in one of Brynn’s signature low buns.

			“That’s her!” Linda gasped as Brynn turned just enough for the camera to catch most of her profile.

			She then proceeded to remove the painting from the wall, tap at the keypad, open the safe, and pull out the contents, placing them all in a tote hanging over her shoulder. She closed the safe, returned the picture to the wall, and—hand up to shield her face—retreated. Seconds later, the screen went dark.

			“She must have unplugged the camera,” Parker muttered.

			“This doesn’t prove anything,” the detective said, voice squeaking slightly.

			“Oh for god’s…who did your dad pay off to get you this job?” Callum scoffed. “Whoever it was, he should demand a refund.”

			Detective Hillary’s face went purple, and he’d started sputtering something indignant when the door burst open, cracking hard against the wood paneling, and a breathless woman rushed in.

			“Detective…Hillary. There’s something…you need to see,” she panted. I’d spotted her with Officer Coimbra and Detective Hillary earlier in the day, efficient-looking in her tight low ponytail and ill-fitting blazer, but hadn’t actually spoken to her.

			“Can’t you see we’re busy, Detective Bouchée?” He bit through the words, jaw working, never looking away from Callum.

			“This is important. It changes everything about the case.” She was still slightly breathless, but more in control. “I ran background checks on everyone, like you asked, and from what I can tell…there is no Brynn Chilton.” She widened her eyes meaningfully. “There was one with the same name and social, but she died in 2024. Whoever this caregiver was, she was using a dead woman’s identity.”

			She glanced around, clearly expecting shock and awe, but everyone simply looked at Detective Hillary, expectant. The junior detective frowned.

			“Did you hear me? I’m saying the caregiver wasn’t who she claimed to be. And I checked her room just now, it looks like she’s run off. I think—”

			“Enough for you now, Brian?” Callum drawled. Detective Hillary’s nostrils flared, then he turned abruptly toward his subordinate.

			“Detective Bouchée, with me. There have been some…developments in the case.” He jerked his head toward the door. The other detective was still frowning, but she quickly complied. At the threshold, Detective Hillary turned back to the rest of us. “I expect all of you to remain on the premises until further notice.”

			“Really? You can’t possibly think any of us are suspects after this,” Linda said, throwing Parker horrified side-eye.

			“We’re…focusing on Ms. Chilton for now. But we may have more questions. So just…” Detective Hillary’s mouth and nose wriggled in a spasmodic, oddly hypnotizing dance of frustration. “Don’t leave until I say so.”

			With that, he stomped out of the room.

			“Well, this has been delightful, but if it’s all the same to you…” Callum flashed a deeply insincere smile, moved to the bar cart to top off his drink, and exited the room without a backward glance. Linda trailed out after him, murmuring something about a “lie-down,” leaving Parker, Cassie, and me alone in the dining room.

			“Are you two okay?” he said, a genuinely pained expression on his face.

			“Lot better now,” I said, and even though my first instinct was to throw on a smirk, a tiny piece of armor, I let his sympathetic smile disarm me. Perhaps he’d seen something I hadn’t meant to show, but that didn’t mean my reaction had to be to try to hide it again.

			“Let me know how I can help, yeah? If the detectives give you any more trouble, I mean. Or just…” He shrugged, gaze drifting over my mouth for a moment before darting down to the oriental rug. “Anyway.”

			Once he was gone, Cassie turned to me.

			“Upstairs?”

			“Definitely.”
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			Ten minutes later we were sitting across from each other atop my plaid bedspread—Cassie didn’t like the energy in her room since the search—both of us balancing loaded plates of food and even more loaded adult beverages on the mattress. This time, at least, we’d thought ahead.

			“I just keep wondering,” Cassie said, staring intently at the careful coif atop a deviled egg. “Who was she?” She was able to meet my eyes for only a moment, but it’s all I needed to see the pain and shame twisting her beautiful features. She slumped over her plate, her body a protective huddle.

			“A nurse, clearly. We both saw her care for Rose, right?” Cassie nodded agreement.

			“But everything else was fake,” she said, voice so low I could barely hear her. “She used us—and Rose. She pretended to care about her just to…” Cassie swallowed hard, shaking her head slowly. “God, she must have thought I was so stupid. A little chemistry and a couple fake tears and she had me completely fooled.”

			“She fooled a lot of people, Cassie.”

			“Not you.” Cassie looked at me now, her gaze sharp and narrowed in a way that was eerily familiar. It took me a long moment to realize it reminded me of…me. Something twisted in my stomach.

			“You know me, I keep everyone at arm’s length.”

			“Or maybe you’re just not as fucking naïve as I am.” Cassie sniffed, then turned her gaze toward the ceiling, blinking rapidly. “I keep telling you that I’m an adult, you need to trust me, blah blah blah, but you were right this whole time. She was using me, and I wasn’t just letting her, I was practically helping her.”

			I reached out and laid a hand over hers. Because…she wasn’t exactly wrong. But even I knew it wasn’t the time to say that.

			“God, I’ve spent so long just believing in anything. In everything.” Cassie sniffed again, swiped at an eye with her free hand. “And you’ve been trying to tell me since forever that it’s all a bunch of shit, and I just refused to see it. Convinced myself I was experiencing some higher plane, so that it would feel…I don’t know, more important, I guess? Or more beautiful?” Her tongue darted over her upper lip. “And look where that almost landed us? If you hadn’t been here, paying attention…” Cassie shut her eyes tight for a moment, then locked her gaze back on mine. “So yeah. I get it now. I’m gonna stop acting like some child, talking about all my magical intuitions and auras that are apparently just me making up colors in my head, and I’ll pay attention. To what’s real.”

			“Cassie, no,” I said, unable to marshal my thoughts more clearly. She tilted her head to one side, raising a brow in question. “I mean yes, I think there’s a lesson here. Brynn was able to take advantage of you because you have a tendency to…put your blinders on when you like somebody.”

			“You mean I ignore what’s right in front of me.”

			“I mean you see the best in people. And for the record, I don’t think you were entirely wrong. About Brynn, I mean.”

			Cassie snorted.

			“No, seriously. I saw it too. How much she cared about Rose. That was real, Cassie. Whatever else Brynn was doing here, she did care.”

			“If you say so.”

			“And she cared about you, too.”

			“Oh come on, Tor. You don’t need to pretend that—”

			“I’m not pretending. Whatever you two felt, I think that was real for her, too. I mean, think about it. She told us what we needed to know to navigate the situation with Rose, even though that could easily have blown back on her. She backed our story with the rest of the family about the gifts. It would have been way easier for her to slip away if she’d let everyone latch on to us from the start.”

			“She planted the evidence on me, and used the fact that I was worried about her to do it,” Cassie shot back, lips twisting bitterly.

			“Then she sent the footage that would clear us totally as soon as it was safe for her to do so. Why do that if she didn’t care about you? It’s one thing for her to be a suspect, but proving that she’s guilty? That’s a major risk to take, no matter where she’s jetted off to.”

			“I mean…I suppose that wasn’t strictly necessary. But—”

			“No, no buts. Brynn was clearly a lot of things that we don’t fully understand. But that doesn’t mean everything about her was a lie. She cared about Rose, and about you, I’m sure of it.”

			Cassie nodded slowly, drawing in a huge, shaky breath. I squeezed her hand tight. Hopefully she was ready for the rest of it…

			“That said, Cass…It’s great to see the best in people, but that doesn’t mean you have to trust someone completely the minute you get a good vibe off them, right?”

			“Believe me, I fully agree. I just…don’t know what I was supposed to see, you know? I know you had your doubts about Brynn, but there wasn’t some huge red flag, was there?”

			“No,” I said slowly, raking back through the events of the weekend in my mind’s eye. I couldn’t find anything obvious…except that very first night. “That tarot pull you did for Rose. When you said that Linda was the one she couldn’t trust…” Cassie nodded once, expectant. “Wasn’t Brynn the more obvious choice?”

			“I mean, yes,” she said, jaw tightening. “But it could have been read either way.”

			“But could it?”

			“Hindsight is twenty-twenty,” Cassie said, rolling her eyes. “And it’s sweet that you’re trying to humor me here—”

			“Humor you? How do you figure?”

			“Oh come on, Tori. You’re trying to tell me the tarot was telling me the truth about Brynn? Like, thank you, genuinely. I appreciate what you’re trying to do. But you don’t need to try to protect me anymore. Maybe if I’d focused less on…on bullshit like Brynn’s aura and ‘what the cards said,’ I’d have been able to catch some of the microexpressions that you clearly saw. Don’t worry, though, from now on, I’m going to keep my eyes on the prize. And like…lip twitches, or whatever. I might need you to bring me up to speed on that stuff.” Cassie gave a shrug so small, so defeated, that I could feel my heart tearing in two.

			“I know you’re feeling a lot of complicated stuff right now, but maybe don’t throw out the baby with the Brynn water?”

			Cassie rolled her eyes.

			“You’re telling me to hold on to the ‘bullshit’? That is what you think it is, Tor. You’ve said it all along.”

			“That’s true,” I said slowly. “But that doesn’t mean I was right.”

			“Oh come on. You were even right about Mom.” Cassie’s breath caught in her throat and she gulped, lashes fluttering as she worked to get her emotions under control. “You know I saw her? That night at the healing ceremony. I thought that meant…” She laughed bitterly, shaking her head. “I thought it meant she was protecting us, maybe from beyond the veil. Stupid, huh? Not only is she alive, she’s so far from protecting us she didn’t even bother to get in touch when she got out of jail.”

			I closed my eyes and drew in a deep breath. Every cell of me wanted to cling to the comforting beliefs I’d always held, that what we did was a skill, sometimes even an art, but it was all tangible, explainable, real. That our mom had only ever been looking out for herself.

			The blows to my guts. The voice in my head. The sense that, for those midnight minutes when our hands were joined, my body wasn’t fully my own to control.

			The connection that Cassie clearly hadn’t yet made between Mom’s past behavior and her continued absence from our lives.

			“Cassie, not everything we do is magic. And it would make sense for you to pay a little more attention to the…earthbound elements of our craft.” She started to open her mouth to reply, but I held up a hand. “But maybe I’m the one who needs to rethink things. A lot of things.”

			“Why?”

			“Because…” I had to close my eyes to get it out, the words tumbling forth in a single breath. “The séance. Whatever happened to me in there, in my head, and in my body…” I opened my eyes, locking onto Cassie, forcing myself to share this with her. Because didn’t she deserve at least this much? For me to be fully honest with her, for once? “Those feelings weren’t mine, Cassie. They were there, and they were so real, but I have no way to explain them except to say…”

			“They were Andrew’s.” Cassie blinked rapidly, mouth falling open slightly.

			I nodded, barreling on before I lost the nerve.

			“And with Mom…I don’t know why she left, and I still think it was incredibly selfish to just abandon us. But whatever landed her in prison, I think some part of her knew that if she reached out to us after she got out, she might drag us down.”

			“She could have at least checked on us. Let us know she cared.”

			“But if she had, wouldn’t you have felt like you had to help her? Prop her up? And what if…” The idea was ridiculous, it was against everything I knew our mother to be, but the séance was against everything I knew physical reality to be—and that had definitely happened. So maybe, just maybe, “It’s possible she did check on us. From a distance, I mean. That she saw that we were doing fine on our own and realized that the kindest thing she could do for us now was to stay away.”

			“So you’re saying…maybe she was watching over us? Like in my vision?”

			“Maybe.” I didn’t believe it, but for once, it wasn’t important to make sure Cassie saw it the same way I did. In fact…it also wasn’t important that I hold on to that idea of our mom, because wasn’t what I’d just said true? Hadn’t we managed on our own? “I think what I’m saying is that with a lot of things, we just can’t possibly know. And that trying to force them into the version of events we want to believe isn’t going to do us any good. Like with the tarot pull. The card was there in front of you. You didn’t miss someone’s microexpression that night, Cass. You had a signal that you chose to ignore. And honestly, I have no idea where that signal came from, but if you’d been focusing on that, and not what you wanted to believe about Brynn…you might have realized something different about Brynn’s intentions.”

			Cassie’s eyes went huge and she nodded slowly.

			“You’re right. It was the one time I ignored our gift that I really got it wrong.”

			That wasn’t actually what I’d been trying to say, but it was close enough for government work.

			“So you really think Brynn is a good person?” Cassie’s lips were turning up ever so slightly, hope pulling her entire face skyward. Seriously, anyone could have read Cassie as effectively as we read tourists.

			“I think Brynn is…complicated. She’s not black-and-white. And I think no matter where it comes from, that’s true about everything we do. It’s not just one thing. It’s all shades of gray, right?”

			“Oh, Tori, thank you,” Cassie said, throwing her arms around me and hugging me tight. “I know how hard this must have been.”

			I wasn’t sure what, exactly, she was thanking me for, but as I wrapped my arms around her, felt her warmth and presence and love, I was certain, for the first time in longer than I could remember, that we’d be alright.

			No, more than that. For the first time ever, I was sure Cassie and I could actually be who we needed from each other. Maybe we could have been all along, and I’d just needed to open my eyes and really see it.
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			The night air wound around our booth like a ribbon binding a grimoire, infused with incense and the sweet melt of beeswax.

			We’d been mobbed by tipsy, witch-hatted tourists until late afternoon blurred into evening. I’d only just found time to catch my breath, appreciate the spectral quality of the dark. The way the ghost of approaching Samhain seemed to flit from tree to spindly tree in the Pioneer Village, both hiding and beckoning. The Faire of Darkness always felt like Salem’s haunted heart, no matter how different you might be.

			Being here made me feel like a nesting doll; the Cassie of last year, so afraid that we wouldn’t scrape together enough readings, sell enough spells to keep us afloat, tucked inside the person I was now: co-owner of the Bishop Sisters’ Book of Shadows, the Salem storefront that Rose’s gift of the taaffeite stone had secured for us. It was only after we got home that I even realized I still had it among my own crystals, and I hadn’t even needed Tori’s convincing not to send it back to Linda and Callum—they didn’t deserve it. A local jeweler had appraised the taaffeite for us and helped arranged its sale through a gem auction, and while we’d waited for that additional $48,000 to come through, Rose’s check covered the rent for a gorgeous apartment on the waterfront, the most beautiful, sunlit place we’d ever lived.

			Every day I woke halfway convinced I’d dreamed it all, giddy at the thought that money wasn’t something we’d have to worry about again, not anytime soon.

			Even without dipping into our savings account, the Book of Shadows was already profitable enough for us to afford help. Our new hire, Artemesia, was currently holding down the fort, greeting the tourists who emerged after sunset like a horde of revenants. This year, Tori and I were here mostly because we wanted to feel how far we’d come.

			A breeze crept under my hair, lifting my gauzy black veil, trimmed with lace. I’d gone for a Bride of Darkness look, a shimmer of silver stars scattered across my cheekbones. Tori had stuck with the hair chains I’d forced on her last year, along with even more extravagant eyeliner and iridescent black and green eyeshadow like scarab shells. When I teased her about it, she’d insisted the hair chains were nostalgic, worn for the same reason we were here. For old times’ sake.

			And if our booth happened to drum up more business for the store, it wasn’t like we’d turn down an extra shot of abundance from the universe.

			Tori smiled when she caught me watching her. “Penny for your thoughts?”

			“Just thinking how different it is, being here this year.”

			“I know. It’s a trip.” Her smile turned into a coy smirk. “And this time, I didn’t even have to remind Mikey Doherty about those three weeks in the back of his mom’s Subaru our sophomore year, just to snag us this prime real estate. We’re really coming up in the world.”

			“Wait, you and Mikey? That’s how we got the booth last year?” The Doherty brothers were hot, if you were into the deeply goth, hypermasculine aesthetic they pulled off so well, and they’d transformed the Faire into an eerie wonderland over the years. “Why didn’t you tell me you two were a thing in high school?”

			“You were maybe ten when this happened? It never got serious.”

			The idea of mixing business with pleasure reminded me painfully of Brynn, as random things still did, sometimes. Thankfully, Tori’s billowy dress pocket lit up with an incoming text, distracting her from the shift in my mood. She slid her phone out and her face took on the sweet, secretive expression that meant Parker had popped up. When I asked her about them, she swore up and down that they weren’t dating, or even in the zip code of a situationship. And yet.

			“That Parker?” I asked, all innocence, trying to keep the smile out of my voice.

			“Yeah. He was hoping I might help rearrange the collections room for the visitor tours. And there’s been an uptick in mountain lion sightings, apparently. Big deal for the refuge.”

			“We have raccoons at home, you know,” I said. She snorted, swatting at me with one hand while she texted with the other, her cheeks brightening even in the dark. Watching her lifted my own spirits. Parker was good for her, or could be, eventually. Tori needed someone who believed that hard in bobcats.

			I turned away, fanning out our remaining spell sachets into a prettier arrangement.

			“Excuse me. Do you have something that facilitates forgiveness? Like a candle for a penitent?”

			I frowned at the sachets, still distracted by the shape of the display. “I’m sure we do,” I said vaguely. “Let me take a look.”

			“Please, take your time. I have all night.”

			The amused curl of that voice lifted my face, like a finger hooked under my chin.

			My eyes met a bright, hooded hazel gaze, and my perception fragmented into a kaleidoscope. Dark hair, almost black, cut into a severe bob that brushed the clean line of her jaw. Plummy lipstick to match an expert smoky eye. A sleek gray trench, its lines clean and obviously expensive, over the kind of simple, pearl-buttoned blouse that shouted money louder than extravagance ever could. All of it so unfamiliar, but…

			My mouth went dry, heart leaping into my throat. The hair, the clothes, the makeup—none of it was her. But I’d have recognized those eyes anywhere. And the elegant slope of her nose, the quirk of fine-cut lips. The heated way she looked at me, head tilted.

			“Brynn?” I breathed, fire rushing into my cheeks. I felt like I’d just stumbled off a vicious carnival ride. “What the fuck?”

			“That’s not my name anymore.” She clasped her hands in front of her, a gesture I recognized despite those long burgundy nails. “Not that it ever was.”

			I closed my eyes, drew a few long breaths through my nose, opened them again. “What the hell are you doing here?”

			“Like I said.” She spread her hands, eyes never leaving mine. “Hoping to make amends.”

			Tori appeared next to me, a hand on my shoulder. “Cassie, what’s going on? Are you—” Her voice faded as she finally took in who was standing in front of us. “Oh, shit.”

			“My thoughts exactly.” I splayed my hands flat on the tray, candles tumbling off the table, sachets crumpling under my palms. Fury had spun up inside me like a hurricane, and it turned out I didn’t give a single shit what our display looked like anymore. “How dare you come back here? Who the hell do you think you are?”

			A wistful expression drifted over her face. “Look, I know you’re angry,” she said, that burnt-sugar voice low. “I don’t blame you. Whatever you feel about me, I deserve it. I came to apologize, maybe talk a little more if you’re open to it. If you’d prefer I leave, I understand.”

			“If I’m open to it?” I gaped at her. “What could you possibly have to say to me? You swindled Rose out of her fortune, framed us for it, then got the fuck out of Dodge. Sorry, framed me, specifically. Tor, back me up on this. Am I misremembering?”

			“Nope, that’s how I remember it, too.” Tori’s voice was shockingly calm, her hand steady on my shoulder. “Gotta say, I’m not seeing the play here, Brynn. Yeah, you didn’t send us to jail—thanks for that, by the way—but you did screw us over pretty hard. So why are you here? It can’t be smart for you, showing up like this.”

			Brynn’s lips curved, the wicked edge of a crescent moon. “About that,” she said. “I thought I knew what I was doing back then—and to my credit, things did go according to plan. Mostly. But I’ve learned quite a bit more since, when it comes to low-risk ways of parting the too-wealthy from their cash.”

			She arched a sculpted dark brow, her gaze flickering between me and Tori in silent question: Should I go on? That smoky makeup did such things to the honey hazel of her eyes, and the wine-dark lips. Even after everything I’d learned from Tori since those hellish days at the Berwyn estate—the way I now relied on microexpressions as much as the intentions people projected—I still couldn’t trust myself to read Brynn any way except the one she wanted.

			I crossed my arms over my chest, trying to shield myself. “Good for you. Want a cookie?”

			“Cass. Why don’t we let her finish?” My head snapped toward Tori, but she shrugged in response, her gaze intent on Brynn’s features. “She got away with it, right? All that money? And yeah, it sucked very hard for a minute, but no harm, no foul. It can’t hurt to hear her out. As long as you’re okay with it?”

			I hesitated, wavering, but I couldn’t deny the same curiosity welling underneath the ache. I did want to know what she had to say, and fuck it, she owed me at least that much. I nodded once, grudgingly.

			She dipped her head in silent thanks. “Those obscenely wealthy people I was talking about? They’re practically dying to throw their money at you, if you can convince them you’re one of them. I’m not, but courtesy of Rose, I do have enough money now to play the part. So, I was thinking…”

			She steepled her hands under her chin, the play of candlelight and shadows from the wind-stirred boughs above dappling her face like a harlequin mask. “Maybe you’d be interested in helping me? In your off-season, of course, I know you’ve done very well for yourselves. But a shocking number of the one percent are obsessed with the arcane, you wouldn’t believe the size of the market. And who better than Salem’s infamous Bishop sisters to offer them the keys to the occult kingdom, for a suitably high price?”

			I stiffened, incredulous. “Wait, are you serious? What is this, some ‘If you can’t beat them, join them’ shit? I cared about you, Brynn. Hell, I even thought there was something real between us.”

			“There was, Cassie,” she said, so quiet a sudden gust of wind nearly carried the soft words away. Those liquid eyes were so arresting I couldn’t break our gaze. “I cared about you, too. I still do. Why do you think I came back, really? I want to make things right between us. Everything else…well, that’s just fringe benefits.”

			“Let’s not forget you nearly landed my sister behind bars.” Tori’s voice was still steady but surgically sharp. “And now you’re asking for another trust fall, just because you happened to bail her out before things got too hot? Whatever you’ve got going—whoever you even are—count us out.”

			“And Rose?” I cut in, tears threatening. “She trusted you, and you pretended to love her. But you used her, targeted her. Robbed her as soon as the opportunity presented itself. That’s…that’s disgusting. Even more unforgivable than what Callum and Gretchen were doing to her.”

			Brynn tilted her head back and forth thoughtfully. “Yes, I did target her. But the original plan was so basic, swiping a couple small pieces from her collection for resale. I didn’t even have to pay Sonya off, just let her finish out my lease when I took over her job. She couldn’t stand Rose. They were a terrible fit.” For a disorienting moment, I thought I saw the glisten of tears in her own eyes. “But it turned out Rose and I…we understood each other. I did love her, Cassie. It grated on me every day to see her horrible family circling like vultures, like she was already a corpse. So I just told her.”

			“Wait.” Tori’s eyes narrowed. “Told her what, exactly?”

			Brynn shrugged a shoulder. “Everything. What I’d been planning—along with all the other little grifts I’ve pulled off in the past, on people who had so fucking much they never even knew to miss it once it was gone. I thought she might give me permission, just to screw Linda and Callum over. Obviously I’d changed my mind by then, would never have done anything to hurt her.”

			Her eyes still gleamed with those unlikely tears, but her dark lips spread into a smile I hadn’t seen before; open, admiring. “But Rose upped the ante, like she always did. She thought I deserved much more after everything I’d done for her, but if she wrote me into the will, she knew Callum and Linda would contest it and win. And it’s not like that lot don’t have plenty of their own money already, money they never worked for in the first place.”

			Gears ground to life in my brain, clicking into an unexpected clockwork form. “You’re not saying…”

			“Oh, yes.” The smile broadened into a daredevil grin, and I felt for the first time like I was seeing the real woman behind the mask. And, gods help me, damned if she wasn’t even hotter than the Brynn I thought I’d known. “Rose helped me set the whole thing up. We planned it all together, once she realized she didn’t have much time left.”

			“The report,” I murmured. Brynn arched a questioning brow at me. “There was a PI report about me and Tori in that folder Rose prepared for Gretchen, jumbled in with the legal documents. It was dated half a year before—but you told us you’d only been looking for occult entertainment for a few weeks before Rose officially hired us.”

			“Rose started vetting a list of candidates quite a while before we put everything in motion,” Brynn explained. “I hadn’t started auditioning them in earnest until two weeks before I zeroed in on you, when Rose’s health began declining so rapidly. As for that report, I’m not sure why it was there at all. Rose might simply have reused the folder and not noticed it there—I doubt it was intentional. And neither of us thought it would all happen quite so quickly. I’d even hoped you might stay longer than those two weeks. Having you there delighted her, the way it fucked with all their heads. But it wasn’t the only game she was playing.”

			“That is diabolical,” Tori breathed. “So, even the footage you sent was partly her idea?”

			“We gamed it all out, every element. Rose really did like the two of you, you know. Those gifts were heartfelt. And maybe her only mistake, when it came to implicating you in any dangerous way. She’d have preferred to spare you the trauma of serving as the scapegoats, but neither of us could think of another way to throw the police off my scent long enough for me to get away.”

			My hand drifted up to the bodice of my dress, where the Gardnerian necklace still hung in loops, its beads warm as breath against my exposed skin. I’d treasured it as a reminder that we’d at least done some real good for Rose—but apparently we had meant even more than that. Despite how scared I’d been, I could almost respect the intricacy of what they’d pulled off together.

			A Rubik’s cube inside a puzzle box, a layered con Tori and I couldn’t possibly have grasped from within.

			“What a wily broad,” Tori said, and this time there was genuine appreciation in her voice.

			“I could never have done it without her,” Brynn agreed. “She was so invested in my getting away safely. She even bought my ticket in advance, in the same batch as the ones she purchased for the family when they all flew in. First-class, flexible timing, waiting for me under my new name whenever it all went down. She promised me no one would ever think to check months-old line items with her travel agent.”

			Tori tapped a finger to her chin. “The getaway route, hidden in plain sight.”

			“We even arranged for my new IDs together. With her kind of money, it was all watertight in a way I couldn’t have managed myself. And the beauty of it all?” She spread her hands. “Everyone gets exactly what they deserve. Parker finally got his wildlife refuge, and the freedom to live his passion. Linda and Callum got slightly less than what they’d hoped—and even that was more for the sake of Rose’s better memories of them than who they’d become. And me?”

			She dropped a dainty wink, pursing her wine-dark lips. “I got a shiny new life and the chance to spit in their eye on the way out. Not gonna lie, that part was so much fun.”

			Beside me, Tori actually clapped her hands. “This may be the best thing I’ve ever heard,” she said, eyes shining, and I realized how much of that impish spark I’d seen reflected in Brynn, one of the reasons I’d been so willing to trust her at all. They both played for the love of the game as much as the profit, and there was something joyously honest about that. “But Cassie and I are a team. I’m only doing this if it’s what she wants, so we can watch each other’s backs.”

			“Cassie,” Brynn said, caution threading through the triumph in her tone. “I know I still owe you an apology. I owe you whatever you want, honestly. But I don’t want to push you into anything.”

			“To be very clear, even if I said yes, this would not mean that you and I are together together,” I warned, lifting an eyebrow.

			“I’d never presume.” Brynn’s eyes shone like the glint of a coin tossed into a wishing well, and deep inside, I knew I was lost. If not today, then eventually. Whatever else this woman was, when it came to me, she was inevitable.

			My heartbeat picked up, eyes locked on hers. “So, what is your name? And no more bullshit. I’ll know if you lie to me again.”

			“I’m Nina,” she said simply. I knew at once, both from her face and the blazing clarity of her aura, that this was the truth, at long last. “Nice to meet you, Cassandra Bishop. If you’d like to know me, that is. Both of you.”

			She held out her hand, waiting.

			I glanced at Tori, who stayed silent, letting me decide. But I could feel the warm leap of Tori’s anticipation, the fervent hope that I’d want us to embark on this adventure together—because mine was the deciding vote, and my sister would never leave me behind. And I found that somewhere in Brynn’s—Nina’s—telling, I’d lost the sharpest edge of pain, that razor blade that had been lodged so deep in my gut. Yes, I was still pissed that she and Rose had used me so adroitly. But it had been for a good cause, kind of. And what Nina was offering now would fling open so many unimaginable new doors, grant us entry into the kinds of lives Tori and I couldn’t have dreamed of even with the money we had now.

			Didn’t we both deserve the world, after everything we’d survived together?

			“You know what, yeah. I’m in,” I said. I held out my hand, feeling the shiver that sang up my arm as Nina’s fingers, cool and strong, closed over mine. “As long as Tor wants in, too.”

			With a little squeal of glee, Tori laid her hand over ours, grinning at me and squeezing tight. “Fuck yeah, I do. Eat the rich! Or sell them luxury spell jars, whatever works.”

			I grinned back at her, feeling the same searing thrill, a bonfire built on the foundation of my love and trust for Tori, along with the potential that Nina represented. Because I was a Bishop, after all.

			We were Bishops, our mother’s daughters.

			And my sister and I wouldn’t be standing at this crossroads, hand in hand, unless the universe had crafted this path for us.
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