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			September

		

	
		
			Prologue

			✴ Aoife ✴

			I’m an expert at saying yes. When your parents’ livelihood depends on you, you get used to doing it. Yes, it’s fine to tell our 1.2 million followers about taking me to buy my first bra. Yes, I’d love to be filmed after my wisdom tooth surgery so you can post the hilarious things I say on social media. Yes, you can totally come along to the football game tonight to get pseudo-candid content of me.

			“That took so long,” I say, plunking myself down in the stands next to my friend Karim. “My dad just wouldn’t stop taking pictures.” I slump over tiredly and swipe a hand across the back of my neck to unstick some of my curls from my skin.

			My parents run a popular parenting blog slash social media empire. The Wonderful Walshes documents our family’s lives on our website, Instagram, TikTok, YouTube—anywhere that can be monetized. So that’s why, on this humid September night, I spent most of the first quarter of this football game posing for photos at the edge of Russell Field instead of hanging out with my friends like I’d planned.

			Karim leans in toward me. “You alive there?”

			“Barely.” I wheeze and clutch my chest, widening my eyes to comical proportions. “Help me…The content factory…It’s killing me!”

			“RIP, Aoife,” he deadpans back. “It was good knowing you.”

			Important things to know about Karim: He’s a Persian boy with an angular face and thick dark hair. He’s pretty cute but isn’t confident about it, since some of his friends make fun of him for having a big nose. (The nose is a feature, not a flaw. Those people just suck.) We’re in band together—he plays the trumpet, I play the flute—so we’ve always been part of the same large, amorphous friend group. Over the summer, though, the two of us hung out a bunch, so we’ve gotten way closer.

			“Are we winning?” I say, turning to look at the scoreboard.

			He laughs derisively. “Of course not,” he says as I clock exactly how much we’re not winning. Twenty-one to seven? Before the end of the first quarter? Rough. “The love of your life scored a touchdown, though,” he adds, and he’s devastatingly casual about dropping that little detail.

			“Love of my life?” I echo, cringing.

			Karim flaps a hand generally toward the field, right as our quarterback throws a Hail Mary to absolutely nobody. “You know. Mr. Meathead. Nathan Sorenson,” he says, like I needed clarification on who he could be referring to. It’s not as if there are any other football players I’ve made out with recently. “Is he not your one true love?” Karim continues. “I’m just wondering if I should be planning to talk to him in the future. I can kill some of my brain cells to prepare.”

			“Come on, Karim, Nathan’s not stupid,” I say, shooting him a disparaging look.

			He fidgets with the big over-ear headphones that live semipermanently around his neck. “Okay, sure, whatever. So I should be ready to make nice with him?”

			I sigh. “No, he’s…He’s avoiding me. I think.” And he has been ever since we made out at his back-to-school party last weekend.

			“Okay. Cool, I hate him, then,” Karim pronounces.

			“Don’t hate him,” I protest. “He probably has a reason why he’s avoiding me. It’s just kind of frustrating.” He must have realized that while he thought I was hot, he wasn’t into me as a person. Unfortunate. But not unexpected, since this has happened several times before.

			“Nah, the reason he’s avoiding you is because he’s an asshole,” Karim says. “Trust me. I’m an asshole. I know how we operate.”

			“You’re not an asshole,” I say, because Karim really isn’t. Mildly judgmental and totally pretentious? Yes. But not an asshole. “Anyway, I don’t love that he’s avoiding me,” I continue. “We could just be friends. That’s cool with me. But since we made out at that party, it’s totally impossible for us to ever talk again?”

			Karim looks as if he’s going to respond—likely something cutting about my terrible romantic taste—but our team catches an interception and our conversation fizzles out as the crowd goes berserk around us.

			Once it becomes clear that the interception isn’t going to turn into any sort of momentum for our side, I stand up. “I’m going to get a snow cone. Want one?”

			“No, I’m good,” Karim says.

			I begin the process of edging past all the other people sitting in our row. We’re in the center of the stands, so this takes a bit. Right at the end, when I’m nearly into the aisle, things take a turn for the worse. The world slows down for a fateful instant as I trip over a pair of black Doc Martens.

			“Oof,” I wheeze out, tumbling into someone’s lap. Something cold hits my bare legs. “Oh my god, I’m so sorry!” I lift my head, and there’s the owner of the Doc Martens trip hazards blinking down at me. For a brief moment I’m entranced. Her face keeps presenting new and fascinating things for me to look at. Smooth brown skin, several shades darker than my own. An ornate silver septum piercing. Full lips painted with black lipstick. The round, soft curve of her cheeks, in sharp contrast to the severe angle of her brows. She looks interesting—a person I’d like to know.

			But also, I should get out of her lap.

			“Sorry!” I repeat, extricating myself from her. “I should leave the tackling to the football players.”

			Her black-rimmed eyes widen, and she stares at me like I’ve clubbed her over the head unexpectedly. Now that I’ve put a little bit of space between us, the rest of her comes into focus.

			She’s a plus-sized girl dressed all in black—a black graphic T-shirt layered over a fishnet long-sleeved top and black jean shorts with rips going up her thigh. Her long locs are decorated with silver cuffs and other jewelry that matches her septum piercing. Does she go to our school? I feel like I would have noticed her.

			“Are you okay?” I ask after a few moments of silence.

			“Your skirt,” she says, pointing at it.

			I look down and find that the cold thing I felt on my legs was ice from a red snow cone. “Oh my god, I’ve sabotaged myself,” I say, wiping at the splotches on my pleated skirt. “I should never have worn white. I’m always worried the whole time, and then it’s like I attract disaster because I’m so paranoid about getting my clothes dirty.” I shake my head, laughing.

			At the sound of my laugh, she somehow manages to look even more gobsmacked for a second. Then her face resolves itself into an imperious frown. “Let me—” she says, moving her hand toward her pocket. She freezes momentarily, and a little divot forms between her brows. Then she shakes her head and pulls an embroidered purple cloth from her pocket.

			“A handkerchief?” I say, surprised. She starts dabbing lightly at my skirt. It’s strangely charming, watching this hardcore-looking girl fuss over me in such an old-timey way. “Do you normally carry that around with you?”

			“No,” she says. “Lucky I had it today, though.”

			When I look again, my skirt is pristinely white. Almost whiter than it was before. “Huh,” I say. “I guess it didn’t really sink into the fabric.”

			She shoves the handkerchief back in her pocket. “Guess not.”

			“Sorry about your snow cone,” I say. “Let me buy you a new one.”

			Her frown grows deeper, and her gaze darts about uncertainly. The frown seems more nervous than anything else. So she’s hot and cool and…shy? That’s interesting. Her appearance is really eye-catching for someone reserved.

			“I was about to go get one, so this is perfect,” I add. “Very serendipitous. Maybe they’ll have a two-for-one deal.” I flash a smile at her, one that I hope reassures her that I’m not out to eat her soul or anything. It has the desired effect. She makes a grumbly noise that sounds like agreement and stands up. She’s much shorter than I expected. There are a good four or five inches between us.

			“I was hoping that maybe we could score after that interception, but I guess not,” I say as we pick our way through the stands, heading toward the table of band booster parents selling snow cones. “I didn’t get to see the first touchdown, and now I’m worried that I missed our team’s only good play of the game.”

			“That would suck,” she says.

			“I know, seriously.” I shake my head. “I mean, it’s not as if I come to these games expecting, like, great feats of athleticism or anything, but it’s definitely more fun to cheer for us if we’re actually doing something cheer-worthy.” This pulls a nod and a half smile out of her, and she’s somehow even hotter when she smiles. “ ‘Go, fight, lose’ doesn’t exactly have the same ring to it, you know?”

			She gives me a whole chuckle for that. “I kind of like it, actually. Maybe pessimistic cheers could be a new thing,” she says, and a thrill of victory goes through me. Ha. I’ve drawn her out. She’s making jokes now.

			My special skill is making people feel comfortable. I’m accommodating. Adaptable. A vessel they can fill with their own wandering thoughts and anxiety-tinged worries. (Like the guy I made out with last weekend, who told me all about his grandma’s recent stroke before leaning in to kiss me with a sort of charming awkwardness.) (I thought that kind of emotional closeness meant that he intended to talk to me afterward, but that was my bad.)

			Even though I’m doing my best to work my Aoife magic, to leverage my cuteness and friendliness into a decent conversation, it’s not totally working. She seems like she’s relaxed, but then the crowd starts doing a half-assed version of the wave around us and she gets all twitchy and distant-looking. Fascinating. I have to know what’s up with this girl.

			We get in line for the snow cones and I make my move. “Okay, I promise I’m not trying to call you out—seriously, I promise—but you look kind of nervous,” I say. “I know I’m, like, a weird stranger who literally just fell in your lap, but is everything cool with you?”

			There’s a pause of no less than five seconds.

			“I’ve just…I’ve never gone to one of these before,” she says.

			I stare at her, trying to guess exactly what she means by this. “A football game?”

			She nods. Huh. “Well, don’t get too excited,” I say. “Our team isn’t very good.”

			She seems like she wants to say something but doesn’t speak right away. Okay, it’s confirmed. This is an introvert in the wild. I can work with that. Drawing introverts out of their shells is a secret passion of mine. I hit her with my best listening face.

			“I don’t go to school here,” she says finally.

			“So you go to Belmont?” I say, naming the team we’re playing against.

			“No.”

			“Are you homeschooled?”

			“No. My school is…small. No football team.”

			“Oh. Did you come here with a friend, or…?” She shakes her head. I nod, processing that. “So you went to a game for two schools you don’t go to. And now you’re feeling weird about it?” She makes a sort of affirmative grunt, and I shrug. “I mean, you do you. Who cares? But I’m kind of wondering, what made you want to go to a football game?”

			“It’s normal,” she says, staring at the field wistfully. “It’s something that normal people do.”

			The stadium floodlights illuminate her face from a high, dramatic angle as she says this. It matches the main-character energy of what she’s said, but also what the heck? That was actively mysterious.

			We get to the front of the line, and I order two cherry snow cones while she lurks behind my shoulder. The white band mom behind the table keeps glancing at her uneasily, and I want to laugh. You’re scared of her? I want to say. The quiet girl who wanted to watch high school football so badly that she showed up to a game for a school she doesn’t go to?

			While the mom scoops ice into the paper cups, I turn to the girl. “What’s your name?”

			Something that might grow up to be a smile one day passes over her face. “Luna.”

			“My name’s Aoife,” I offer.

			“Ee-fuh?” she repeats, looking to me for confirmation that she’s said it right.

			Incredible. She hasn’t mangled my name into some other thing she finds more recognizable, like Eve or something. “Yeah. You said it right. That’s nice.”

			She shrugs. “I just repeated what you said.”

			“Plenty of people can’t do that.”

			“Fuck them, then,” she says, and her voice is all low and grumbly in a way that sends quicksilver darts of delight shooting through my bloodstream. She stares at me with a dark intensity. “You deserve to have your name said right.”

			“Could you help other people figure that out?” I say, giggling.

			“Yeah, I’ll be your enforcer,” she says. “Anybody who refuses to learn to say your two-syllable name…” She cracks her knuckles threateningly at my imaginary name-mispronouncers.

			“Aw, thanks,” I say. I lightly touch her on the arm, and she immediately freezes. Oops. I haven’t exactly been flirting with her, but I also wasn’t not flirting. The line between friendly and flirty is tenuous at best. But touching someone I just met is solidly in the flirting camp. I’m about to apologize when her lips spread into a smile, one that’s sharp and intense and a little cocky. She holds my gaze, and the sounds of the game melt away.

			I wasn’t expecting that.

			“Your eyes are green,” she says, faintly surprised.

			Ah, yes, my second-most-commented-on feature. The combination of brown skin and green eyes really gets people going. “Mm-hmm,” I say cheerily. “Grew them myself.”

			“Here you go,” the mom behind the table says, holding out our snow cones to me. I turn back to her and take them. I can feel Luna watching me as I do.

			Now, I’m not supposed to know that I’m pretty. I’m well aware of that. I’m supposed to play coy, and protest when people point it out, and post captions on my selfies that say things like “felt cute today,” as if me looking cute is a special thing that only happens once in a while.

			But there’s a sort of knowing that creeps over me when someone finds me attractive. Like, Oh. I understand now. This is part of how you think of me. I’m better at knowing when guys think I’m attractive. Guys are easy. If they’re attracted to girls and paying real attention when I talk, they’re probably interested. Is that sexist? Yes. Has it been mostly true in my experience? Also yes.

			Girls are harder. They’re nice to you even if they don’t want to make out with you. That leaves me at a loss sometimes. But. Lo and behold! A girl! Finding me attractive right here and now!

			I feel the sense of possibility expanding out from me, reverberating off my skin and into the air.

			“Here’s your snow cone,” I say, holding it out to Luna. “Also, can I have your number?”
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			Chapter 1

			✦ Luna ✦

			I peaked the day I was born. The moment of my birth was my family’s greatest triumph—the commingling of two illustrious magical bloodlines to create the strongest witch in the Northeast. My grandma had busted her ass arranging my parents’ marriage, and now she had the perfect little witch powerhouse to show for it.

			It was all downhill after that.

			If I had been a different kind of person, maybe things would have gone better. There would be fewer magical disasters and more making nice with other witch heirs. Instead, I turned out to be a weird kid with a bad attitude and way too much power. I spent my childhood doing things like turning my classmates into statues, summoning chimeras, and calling up huge storms. You know, general havoc-wreaking stuff. And there’s only so many times you can mess up before you realize the problem is you.

			Anyway, that’s why I hate my birthday. It’s a reminder that I’m one year closer to permanently being the disappointment that’s going to ruin the family legacy. Annoyingly, even though my reputation sucks major ass, most people want to stay on my good side. Or they’re too scared to get on my bad side. Same difference. So every November eleventh I have to endure the rest of the magical community—well, the parts of it that don’t openly despise my family for political reasons—being totally, smarmily insufferable.

			“A happy birth to you, Miss Luna.” The river troll sitting across from me bares her pointy teeth. This passes for a smile by troll standards but, from a human perspective, is the stuff of nightmares. When you’re eight feet tall, covered in barnacles, and have a mouth full of yellowed razor-sharp fangs, there’s not much you can do that doesn’t look threatening.

			“I hear that…reached the age of majority for humans, you have,” she continues in her gravelly, spell-filtered voice. “You are due for blessings. Yes?”

			“Yeah, I’m eighteen,” I say, frowning. My gaze snags on the glowing blue-green pendant strung around her neck. There’s some sort of communication sigil inscribed on it. I think that’s what it is. I don’t need many sigils for my magic, so I’ve never spent time messing around with them. Whoever enchanted this translation pendant for her did a shit job, though. A good translation spell wouldn’t be causing this weird, inconsistent Yoda effect.

			“Much congratulations.”

			I grunt and wave a hand to indicate that she should get on with whatever she’s come to ask me about.

			She taps her spindly, webbed fingers on the lacquered surface of the table between us. “I have come about our bridge.” Then silence fills the room as we stare at each other.

			My scowl deepens. Save me from magical beings who insist on being enigmatic while asking for my help. This isn’t the year 1300. I don’t need to answer your riddles three to cross safely through your faerie circle.

			I cross my arms over my chest and settle more deeply into my armchair. I’ve snagged the most comfortable seat in the Center for the Supernatural’s receiving room. Lots of the other furniture pieces are fussy vintage things you can’t sink into decently.

			“We have an infestation of ghosts,” she continues off my silence.

			“Hm.” I stare at her craggy face and purse my lips pensively.

			“Many, many ghosts,” she says, as if I needed clarification. Maybe she thinks the communication sigil is acting up. “Ghosts everywhere. It is—”

			This is unnecessary. “Did you go to the Turners?” I interrupt, naming one of the witch families in town. “Necromancy is their thing.” And I’m not supposed to take on any jobs that could be solved by a magical business. The Witch Council would hear endless complaints if I fixed problems for free that could have meant money in another family’s pocket.

			“Yes. Sent me to you, they did. Ghost problem is too bad.” Her gill flaps ripple on her neck. “If this day is not suitable for request, I apologize humbly. I can return in future if—”

			“You want them exorcised, yeah?” I cut her off.

			“Yes.” The gill flaps move again. What’s up with that? I’m no expert on troll body language, but it must mean something. She doesn’t need the gills on dry land. “Again, I can return in future if now is bad time.”

			“It’s a fine time,” I say, putting aside my gill question. “Which bridge?”

			“The humans name it Weeks Bridge, I believe.”

			I rack my brain for where that is. Cambridge, maybe? “What river?”

			“The Charles.”

			“Near Harvard?”

			“Yes.” She shifts, and the oversized wooden chair supporting her body makes an ominous creaking sound. “Bad situation. Now we have bridge with ghost infestation and people doing the rowing—they are always doing the rowing. Charming at first, it was. Humans doing activities. An attractive amenity.”

			I cock my head to the side, confused. What the hell is this troll woman on about? People rowing crew?

			She plows on, seeming to read something into my silence. “I am thinking maybe my family should move to a new bridge. There are bridges to be stolen from lesser trolls.” She bares her teeth again. This time, I don’t think it’s meant to be a smile. Or at least not a pleasant one. “But if ghosts are gone…Survive the rowing, I can.”

			It would be annoying, actually, if boats of rowers were constantly going through my home. But that’s the price you pay for living under a bridge on the Charles. “Right,” I say. “I’ll come fix your ghost problem. This week sometime.”

			I’m already contemplating what horrible cost I’ll have to incur to complete this request. Maybe my magic will make the ghosts haunt me instead of the bridge before they disappear. Or maybe I’ll just pass out this time. That’s always a relief. A nice and simple magical penalty.

			See, I have an exceptionally awful general-use type of magical skill. Other witches who inherit a specific gift from their family line get fun things like the ability to heal wounds or craft illusions. I, on the other hand, can do more or less anything I want with my magic without using most of the fancy sigils or chanting that some people need.

			The Gold family gift, the one passed down through my grandma’s side, is sacrifice magic. For every bit of magic I work, there must be an equal cost paid. And it’s not like I’m killing small animals in the woods or pouring vials of blood onto summoning circles. The cost is levied directly on me or the person I’m casting on, and it’s often symbolic in some twisted way. Like the time I created a floating night-light for my baby cousin and went blind for an hour. My magic isn’t above making me pay a psychological price for casting something.

			“Gratefulness is ours for the having,” the troll says. “I hope your birth celebrations will not be impacted by our request.”

			Birth celebrations? I snort, and the troll twitches. There won’t be any birth celebrations for me. Maybe a lecture about duty from Grandma and a half-hearted card from one of my parents. I stand, and she hurries to follow suit. “Have a good day,” I say.

			“You as well, Miss Luna.” She shuffles off to the door, her webbed feet making a loud slapping sound against the floor as she goes.

			It occurs to me that I’ve missed out on some key information. “What’s your name?” I call after her.

			She pauses in the doorway, her limp, seaweed-like hair dripping onto the wood floor. “I am called Grithik.”

			“Grithik,” I say, nodding at her. “Bye, Grithik.”

			“Goodbye to you, Miss Luna,” she says, nodding at me solemnly before leaving the room.

			Once she’s gone, I pull my phone from the pocket of my black jeans, hoping to take advantage of whatever time I have before another petitioner shows up. I glower at my screen. No new messages from Aoife.

			“Luna, you’re scaring people.” My cousin James blinks into existence in the corner. He’s been here the whole time, lounging on the floor while silently judging me. Typical. Even though he’s a year younger than me, he’s always treated me with the long-suffering air of an older sibling.

			He rubs his thumb against an invisible bit of dirt on his leather boots, a frown tugging at his lips. James is fussy as hell about his shoes, especially the enchanted ones he gets from the Magical Emporium in Chinatown. These ones have a misdirection spell on them. If you glanced at the corner while it was active, you wouldn’t have seen a stocky, brown-skinned guy with a mop of wild curls. Instead, you would have found your gaze sliding off to somewhere else in the room, unbidden.

			I flop back into my armchair. “I did not scare the troll. She could eat me if she wanted.”

			“She could not,” James says witheringly. “You’re obscenely powerful.”

			“She could eat me if I didn’t have magic,” I amend.

			“Which you do, so the point is moot.” He snaps shut the book in his lap—one of his precious sci-fi novels that he won’t ever let me touch. It makes a sharp thwump that punctuates his words. “I know you’re in a bad mood, but quit taking it out on these people. They don’t know you’re secretly a softie, so—”

			“I’m not,” I interject.

			“Sure. The point is, you can’t sit there and glare at them for their entire appointment. They’re scared you’re going to curse them.”

			I slouch farther into the chair. It’s not shocking that I’ve intimidated someone. I get it, I look scary. I’m a Black goth girl with a resting face that looks like a dead-eyed shark contemplating its next meal. It’s not surprising to me when some of the older white witches act like I’m about to jump them in the alley and hex them to death. And I’ve had my awful magic my whole life, so I’m used to people in the magical community knowing I could ruin them with a thought.

			But a river troll? I scared a troll? There are still scandals every few years about them eating nonmagical humans when they fall in the Charles.

			“Grandma definitely schmoozed with people when she ran the office hours,” James says.

			I shake my head. “I can’t do that.”

			“Can’t, or won’t?”

			“Have you met me? Can’t.” My glare could strip paint off the walls. “I am who I am.”

			“Yeah, yeah, you’re the crown princess of darkness, we get it,” he says, rolling his eyes. “I’m just saying that Grandma expects you to be nice to people. At minimum. The whole reason she has you doing office hours is because it generates goodwill. That’ll help you when you take over.”

			I grimace. He’s right. Running the office hours and solving problems for people in the magical community is actually the responsibility of the head of the Witch Council. Which is Grandma. If everything goes according to her plan, I’ll take over that role once I graduate. She’s been pushing some of her duties on me to start preparing for that.

			“You’re way better at this kind of thing than I am,” I grumble.

			“Yeah, because I’m a fucking delight,” he says, opening his book again. “But it doesn’t matter, since my magic is weak as hell. All I’m good for is making hilarious jokes and keeping you from terrorizing unsuspecting trolls.” He lets out a melodramatic sigh and presses the back of his hand to his forehead, like some old-timey society girl going through a fainting spell.

			I’m aware that he’s 100 percent joking, but I wince anyway. James would make a better Witch Council head than me. I would be thrilled if he could take the job, and I could fuck off and be a somewhat normal person. He’s better at politics. People actually like him, and he’s good at remembering all the important details about the magical community. Like which families are feuding because of their business rivalries and what council members have long-standing vendettas against us. My sole qualification—which unfortunately happens to be the most important one—is that I’m the strongest witch in town.

			James didn’t inherit the Gold sacrifice magic. He got his special gift from his dad, who’s from the Nguyen witch family, rather than from his mom, who’s from the Gold line. The Nguyen family gift lets people easily analyze magical effects and identify what they are. It’s useful. James is average, though, as far as being able to use the power goes. If you ask him to figure out what a magical item does, he usually can do it. Asking him to identify the nuances of a complicated curse? That’s where his answers get a little vague. So, instead of being the Gold heir, he’s stuck in the awkward position of being expected to generally help me out while not having a real role of his own in the family.

			“Your brooding is too loud,” he says, lazily flipping a page. “It’s distracting me from my book.”

			This is the downside of hanging out with my cousin all the time. He won’t let me sulk in peace. “God forbid I distract you from a book you’ve read a million times,” I retort. He shakes his head and continues reading, unperturbed.

			“Why are you here again?” I ask, revisiting a topic we’ve discussed every time he’s annoyed me. That’s been a bunch of times, since he gets a kick out of pissing me off.

			“I’m conducting an experiment,” he says loftily. “I’m seeing how many weeks it’ll take for anybody to say anything about me leaving campus with you.”

			I let out a scornful laugh. “Nobody’s going to say shit.”

			“Just how scared of the Gold family name are the teachers at Benethrit?” he continues, ignoring my contribution to the conversation. “Inquiring minds want to know, man.”

			James is technically skipping school to be here. I have permission to leave campus during our lunch hour for this, but he definitely doesn’t.

			“You don’t have to be up in my business all the time,” I say, frowning. “I can do this without messing it up.” I add a silent probably to the end of that sentence.

			He squints at me like I’ve said something totally foolish. “Your business is my business.”

			I groan loudly in response. He mimics the sound, but at a higher, more obnoxious pitch. When I flip him off, he raises his gaze to the unnecessarily ornate carved ceiling above us, as if I’m the immature one here.

			I fiddle with my septum piercing, moving the ring to make sure it’s centered. “This is a total invasion of privacy,” I grumble.

			“Yours or the petitioners’?” he asks.

			“Both.”

			“Well, nobody gives a shit about your privacy,” he says, which is devastating because it’s true. “And what the petitioners don’t know won’t hurt them.”

			A quiet knock comes from the door. James presses a thumb against the sigil inscribed in the tongue of his boot and disappears from view.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			✦ Luna ✦

			“Hi,” a melodious voice says. A woman with big doe eyes walks into the room. My mouth goes dry. She’s beautiful in a way that hurts to look at. There’s a bluish cast to her skin, and delicate ear fins peek out from her mass of purple-black hair. Sirens and their damn beauty magic. I don’t even realize there’s another person standing beside her until I give myself a little shake to pull my attention away from her.

			Next to her is…a guy. White. Confused. Unremarkable. Human, as far as I can tell. What’s this siren doing here with this bland-ass dude?

			“Hi, I’m Melli,” the siren says, giving me a pert little wave. “This is Drew.” She gestures breezily to the guy. “We’re here to get the Veil lifted for him.”

			Hence the confused expression. Got it. I drag my eyes away from Melli to take another look at Drew. In his blue button-down, khakis, and Sperry boat shoes, he looks like 80 percent of the guys you see walking around downtown. “You, um, look a little young to be a marriage counselor,” he says.

			Melli and I both ignore him. Anything he says while still under the effect of the Veil—the huge misdirection spell that keeps mundanes in the Boston metro area from noticing anything magical happening around them—is useless to this conversation.

			“I filed a copy of the paperwork already. Mrs. Gold signed off on it last week,” Melli says, handing me a small stack of papers. I give them a cursory glance, confirming that Grandma’s signature is where it should be before returning them. Melli leans toward me conspiratorially. “I felt like it was better to tell him,” she says. “We’re engaged. Look.”

			She shoves a massively ugly diamond ring in my face. The rock is so large, it could be seen from space.

			So she waited until they were about to get married to tell him? I can imagine that conversation now. Whoops, sorry, buddy, forgot to mention that magic exists and I’m a mermaid. Right. Sounds like a recipe for a great, enduring relationship.

			“Tell me what, babe?” Drew says.

			“You are authorized to do these, right?” Melli says, barely sparing him a glance. “We shouldn’t come back to try and see Mrs. Gold?”

			“Nah, this is my job now,” I say. James’s words about generating goodwill echo in my ears, and I try to make my expression slightly less scowly. My efforts are wasted on Drew, who’s still staring at his fiancée and waiting for an answer to his question. “You know how this works, right? Part of me using my magic means that he’s going to have to pay some sort of cost.”

			When I say the word magic, Drew’s expression gets all vague and spaced-out. Melli links her fingers in his and squeezes his hand comfortingly. “Yeah, I know,” she says. “Is there any way to know what the cost will be?”

			I grimace. “Not…really?”

			Melli chews on her lip nervously, and I want to offer to take the spell cost myself. I squelch the thought. It’s true that I can choose who pays the price for my magic—me, or whoever I’m casting on—but Grandma has been very clear that I should push the costs onto the petitioners when I’m doing office hours. She argues that I can’t afford to be taken out of commission by my own magic for some random person’s problem, not when I’m so much more important than them. I think that’s some pretty callous reasoning. But because I’m a coward, I mostly just do what Grandma says. Or at least, sometimes I do. Whenever I don’t think I can get away with ignoring her.

			“The spell cost could have something to do with the nature of what I’m casting,” I add. “Since this is about him being able to perceive stuff he couldn’t notice before, something that’s the opposite of that could happen…Maybe he’ll have bad eyesight for a while?” Melli looks confused at my explanation. “It isn’t a huge spell to lift the Veil for him, so it might not be too bad,” I finish brusquely.

			“Okay,” Melli says doubtfully.

			“Sorry, what are we talking about?” Drew says, still looking a little spacey.

			I push up the sleeves of my shirt, revealing the two halves of the concentration sigil I have tattooed on my wrists. Then I start mentally preparing myself to cast. “I’m going to lift the Veil for him today,” I say. “Then you can both come back Friday and I’ll do the memory spell. That’ll give him time to acclimate.” I hold my hands out for Drew to take. He stares blankly at them.

			“Is this…a religious thing?” He looks askance at Melli. She flashes him a reassuring smile, and it makes her face so heart-stoppingly pretty that I’m ready to risk it all to make sure she keeps smiling forever. I blink hard and remind myself that her siren magic is heightening her features to make her look more attractive to me. Drew has no such mental safeguards in place. He gets this truly disgusting expression—sort of a slavish, puppy-dog look—and takes my hands without glancing away from Melli. Right. Weird power dynamic there.

			“Where did you two meet?” I ask, deeply curious about how the hell this relationship happened.

			“Seaport District,” he says, still gazing adoring at his fiancée. “She works at a restaurant over there. I saw her by the water one day, and the sun was shining on her face like it was—”

			“Never mind. Let’s just do this,” I say, interrupting whatever shitty simile he was about to unleash on me. I press my wrists together, combining the two halves of my tattoo to form the complete concentration sigil. Then I focus on the lines of the ink, tracing the shape with my eyes. My power flows through me in a sudden burst. The sensation of it is cold and slick, like being plunged into a viscous liquid. I shiver. My locs float up around my head, and a shadowy film begins to grow across my vision.

			Then the receiving room disappears and I’m alone in black nothingness.

			what do you want

			This isn’t a spoken question. I don’t hear it with my ears. It’s more of a horrible, insidious knowing that my magic gives to me.

			“Ugh, fuck off,” I say. “Why does this shit have to be so creepy? Couldn’t I have gotten Dad’s healing magic instead?” The nothingness sucks away the words, reminding me of the futility of complaining to something that’s more of a force than a sentient being. Better get on with it, then. “I need…” Before I finish the thought, Drew is there, his hands back in mine.

			“What?” he says, his face twisted up in confusion.

			“Any ideas on the consequences of removing the Veil for him?” I say, looking off into the void. Vague impressions of ideas float through my mind, like passing thoughts I can’t quite grab onto. Darkness. Beauty. Something that feels like exhaustion. “That last one, maybe?” I suggest, as if my magic has ever really listened to me. Of course, I get nothing in response.

			“Where are we?” Drew says. The sound of his voice is eerily dampened.

			“In my mind,” I reply.

			“Very funny.” He gives me a look so patronizing that it makes my eye twitch. “But actually, where—”

			“Shut up,” I say, wondering why I bothered. “Let me work.”

			I let go of one of his hands and reach for his head. As I move, my body grows heavier and colder. A terrifying sense of potential fills me.

			anything. you could do anything. shape, create, destroy. this man is capillaries blood teeth skin ideas. unmake him. remake him. exert your will. what do you want what do you want what do you want—

			“The Veil,” I say. My voice shakes. “Just the Veil.”

			A gauzy shadow appears over Drew’s face, almost invisible as it wafts in an unfelt breeze. With my outstretched hand, I rip it away from him. He blinks, and his gaze focuses on me with newfound clarity.

			payment.

			I gesture toward Drew. “Take the cost from him.”

			Drew looks terrified. His facial expressions keep twitching uncertainly while he stares at me, as if he’s just a few moments from running. Like there’s anywhere to run in here.

			I let go of the magic, and we reappear in the receiving room. Drew gasps like a beached fish.

			“Is it…done?” Melli says tentatively.

			“Yeah,” I say. Time in my mindscape flows much slower than time in reality, so that whole thing only took a few seconds.

			“Ears. You have—” Drew points shakily at Melli’s ear fins. “What?”

			“Welcome to the world beyond the Veil,” I say, trying to remember the script Grandma gave me to work from in these situations. “You can see the way things truly are now. Magic is, um—”

			“Magic?” he repeats, his eyes narrowing. He looks back to Melli. “Babe, is this a prank? Are you pranking me?”

			“Real,” I finish half-heartedly.

			“Your skin is blue,” he says, thoroughly ignoring me.

			“Well, yeah, that’s normal for sirens, honey,” Melli says. She tucks a lock of purple-black hair behind one of her ear fins and smiles hesitantly at Drew. I’m hit by a wave of longing so strong that I contemplate whether I could write a poem for this woman that would fully encapsulate her beauty. When I manage to shake that off, I notice that Drew’s alarmed expression hasn’t changed.

			“But…you’re blue.” He blinks hard, like he’s desperately trying to force reality to realign with his expectations. Melli’s brow furrows in confusion.

			I suddenly have a bad feeling about what the cost of my spell was for him. Is he not able to see the effects of her beauty magic anymore? Big-time yikes. Maybe good for their relationship in the long term, but real destabilizing in the short term.

			“So you have two days to figure out if you want to stay on this side of the Veil,” I say hurriedly. I want these people out of here before this situation gets more unpleasant. “The policy in Boston for the mundane partners of magical people is that you can know about magic as long as the two of you are together.”

			“I’m sorry, can we stop with this joke?” Drew says loudly. “It’s not funny.”

			“Don’t yell at me,” I snap.

			“I’m really sorry,” Melli says. She turns her attention back to Drew. “Just listen to her, and then we can talk about everything once we leave.”

			“But—” he starts.

			“So if you decide you want to keep your knowledge about magic,” I say over him, “I’ll cast a memory spell on you on Friday. That spell will make it so that if you two decide not to be together anymore, you’ll forget everything about magic and your relationship.” I cross my arms over my chest. “Okay, that’s it. You guys can go.”

			“Thank you,” Melli says over Drew. He’s begun loudly insisting that this is some sort of mean-spirited joke once again. “And happy birthday.” I grunt out a reluctant acknowledgment of her well-wishes, and then she hurries Drew out of the room. I watch them go with a prickle of guilt growing in my chest.

			Am I like Melli? I haven’t told Aoife about magic. We’ve been texting near-constantly for a few weeks, and the lies are starting to weigh on me. I really want to date her, but how can I do that when the Veil is in the way of her knowing almost anything about my life?

			She should understand what she’s getting into before she starts a relationship with someone like me. Aoife is so normal—beautifully, comfortingly normal—and I’m…well, kind of a shitty person. It’s already shocking enough that she can stand my grumpy ass.

			James blinks back into existence and saunters up to stand next to me. “That seemed like it was definitely going to last.” He pushes his overgrown bangs out of his face. They flop persistently back into their original place.

			“Mm,” I say, staring at the door Melli and Drew just went through.

			“I don’t get people who date someone mundane,” James says. “You either have to lie to them forever, or tell them and hope they don’t freak out and ditch you. Doesn’t seem worth it.”

			His comment stings. He’s right—if I tell Aoife, she might ditch me. James is somehow managing to pick at my insecurities without knowing they exist. He doesn’t know about Aoife, since he might tell Grandma if he knew. I can’t risk that. Still, I feel guilty keeping it from him.

			“And everyone will talk about you behind your back forever,” James adds, looking to me as if he expects me to enthusiastically agree. “Why would you tank your reputation like that?”

			“Yeah,” I say, and then I pull out my phone to see if Aoife’s texted me back yet.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			✴ Aoife ✴

			I walk out of my dean’s office to meet Karim and our friend Micah, who are both in the middle of yet another of their intense discussions about the Celtics. “But seriously, I thought he was way too passive of a player when he first joined the team,” Karim says. “He proved me wrong, though.”

			“Remember when he was shooting fifty percent from three-point range during the playoffs?” Micah says, her raspy voice filled with her usual nonchalance. She laughs. “Man, that was wild.”

			Micah’s one of my closer friends, a white basketball player who I’ve been hanging out with since we started high school. She’s the type of sports person who permanently dresses like she’s about to go do athletic-type things. Sneakers, baggy shorts or sweatpants, brown hair pulled back in a ponytail, Nike headband on her hairline—that’s basically Micah’s uniform.

			Karim’s expression brightens when he notices me. “Got your phone?” he asks.

			“Yup.” I lift it in the air.

			“Who gets their phone taken in Mulligan’s class?” Karim says, a teasing lilt in his voice. “Amateur.”

			I give him a rueful shrug. “Gotta work on my stealth texting skills.”

			Karim and Micah return to their basketball talk as the three of us head out of the building. I tune out of the conversation to open my messages. My phone got confiscated in first period while I was trying to text Luna under my desk. She’s been waiting since then for me to confirm our plans to meet up this afternoon.

			
				Aoife: hi oh my god I’m so sorry I didn’t reply to this!! my phone got taken

				Aoife: yes we totally can hang out today if you’re still free

				Luna: Great. I’ll see you soon then. Should we meet at the same place as last time?

			

			Yet another near-instant response from Luna, who, thank god, never seems to have gotten the memo that you’re supposed to delay when texting back so you don’t look like you care too much. Luna is the most formal texter I know. She puts punctuation at the end of all her sentences. All of them. It’s like texting with my dad.

			For someone our age, she’s actually kind of technologically illiterate. Like, the girl doesn’t have any social media accounts. But since social media basically rules my life—ugh—I appreciate that.

			
				Aoife: yup that works for me

				Aoife: how’s your day going?

				Luna: Fine.

				Aoife: fine like actually fine? or fine like bad?

			

			There’s a pause before the next message arrives.

			
				Luna: Fine like bad, I guess.

				Luna: It’s my birthday today.

				Aoife: WHAT

				Aoife: WHAT

				Aoife: HOW DID I NOT KNOW THAT????

			

			Sometimes I feel like things are going really well with Luna. We text all the time, and the flirty vibe is still there, even though we haven’t defined whether we’re meeting up today platonically or romantically. (That’s totally not driving me up a wall at all.) (I’m a super-chill girl who’s fine with uncertainty!)

			Other times, I feel like I don’t know Luna at all. Like, why was her birthday a secret? What’s up with her school? I had never heard of it before, and when I googled it there wasn’t a website. And what’s her family like? She’s pretty cagey every time I ask any questions about them, but it also seems like that’s who she spends most of her time with.

			So many questions, so few answers.

			
				Luna: I don’t really like my birthday.

				Aoife: gotcha. hence the bad day?

				Luna: Hence the bad day.

				Aoife: can I treat you to a baked good?

				Luna: You just want an excuse to go to Flour haha.

				Aoife: lol you know me too well. I love that place

				Aoife: but seriously, let me treat you!!

				Luna: We can go to Flour if you promise not to wish me a happy birthday.

				Aoife: cross my heart and hope to die [image: Smiling face with halo]

				Luna: You’re cute.

				Aoife: I know [image: Woman tipping hand]

			

			Micah bumps shoulders with me, shaking me out of my Luna-induced daze. “You talking to your sneaky link?” she says.

			I lock my phone immediately, a reflex born from years of my parents constantly looming over my shoulders. Then I push her away playfully. “Nosy much?”

			“For real?” Karim says. His expression quickly morphs from skeptical to nonplussed. “Wait, you’re not denying it. Seriously?” Micah looks faintly surprised, as if she didn’t expect to be right about what I was doing. I stifle a sigh. I told on myself there.

			It’s not that I’m hiding Luna from my friends because I think something’s wrong with her. It’s just that privacy is a limited resource in my life. Sometimes I want to have things that are just mine, things that I don’t have to package prettily for other people’s consumption.

			“Who is it? That girl we never met because she went to some other school?” Karim says. This is so vague that I’m not even sure who he’s talking about, which maybe says something about the turnover rate in my romantic life. When I don’t respond, he continues. “Wait, is it Nathan?” Karim looks faintly disgusted by the idea. “Man, forget him, he sucks.”

			“He doesn’t suck, he just didn’t really like me.” I plaster an amused smile onto my face. “I mean, he’s allowed to not be interested. I know I’m, like, fabulously cool, but that doesn’t mean that everybody has to throw themselves at my feet.” It does still sting that yet another person decided I’m just a pretty face. One more confirmation of my reputation: I’m the exotic influencer girl you hook up with, not the one you date.

			“You have bad luck with guys,” Micah says, her nose wrinkling up sympathetically.

			“She has bad taste in guys,” Karim corrects her.

			I narrow my eyes at him. “Micah,” I whine, winding my arm around hers. “I’m being attacked. He’s attacking me.”

			Micah laughs and gives my shoulder two brisk, businesslike pats. “There, there.”

			“It’s true, she does have bad taste,” he insists. There’s an obstinate light in his eyes as he looks at me and Micah. “Remember when she was all into that guy who looked like a thumb?”

			I groan because that’s not a memory I want to excavate. The Thumb strung me along for months, got jealous when I finally moved on, and then started dating a white girl I’d never even seen him speak to the day after he drunkenly professed his feelings for me at a homecoming after-party. Not the best experience ever.

			Micah winces. “Okay, yeah, the Thumb was pretty bad,” she admits.

			“My taste in girls is better,” I say, hoping to redeem myself. Micah and Karim make a bunch of skeptical noises under their breaths.

			We come out onto the main lawn by the school, where a fair number of students are still milling around. Our school is in the middle of the city, so it usually feels busy here even if there aren’t students on campus. A big branch of the public library sits right on the same plot of land as the school, and there’s a playground that’s full of little kids when the weather’s okay. But it’s New England, so the weather is the exact opposite of okay 70 percent of the year.

			Micah falls in step with me as we walk. “I was kidding when I asked if you were talking to your sneaky link,” she says.

			“Yeah, I outed myself and you were just making a joke.” I shade my eyes and pull my face into an exaggerated grimace. “Whoops.”

			Karim sits down on one of the gray stone walls that line the walkways across the lawn. I quickly check the time on my phone, then settle onto the wall beside him. I probably shouldn’t head out right away to meet Luna, since she’s coming from across the city.

			“So who were you talking to?” Karim says, staring at me intently.

			“I’ll tell you about it when there’s something to tell,” I say, shrugging.

			Even as I say that, I can feel my hopes on the tip of my tongue, ready to spill out of my mouth and into the air. This is the year I want to finally start dating someone. My first real relationship. (Not counting the time Eric Hawkins and I dated for a week in sixth grade, since his friends teased him so mercilessly about having a girlfriend that he ignored me the entire time.) And now I’ve met Luna. Perfect, fascinating Luna, whose grumpy facade protects a kind and earnest heart. I finally—finally—have a chance to escape from under the mantle of being the exotic, undatable girl.

			But it’s too embarrassing to say all that out loud. And besides, Luna hasn’t brought up anything about us dating. This could still come crashing down.

			“I told you guys about my birthday party, right?” Micah says. She stretches nonchalantly. Karim and I nod. “I’m probably going to do it at my grandparents’ place, since there’s no way they’ll actually supervise us while we’re there.”

			“So are you inviting all the girls who are into you?” Karim asks, a mischievous look on his face. “You know you basically have a fan club, right?” Micah flaps a hand in the air lazily. He’s right, actually. Micah is tall and athletic, and treats everybody with the same easygoing kindness. Of course our school’s queer girls would be into that.

			She laughs. “Don’t hate on me because you don’t have game, Sharafi.”

			I let them rib each other while I quickly check my phone. There’s a text from my mom reminding me about the plans for our Thanksgiving photoshoot. I let out a long, tired breath through my nose. The holiday photoshoots are the worst. They turn Mom into a stress-monster, and Paddy somehow always has a meltdown on those days.

			“You okay?” Karim asks.

			“Yeah. It’s just…” I show him the message.

			“That’s annoying.” The corner of his mouth twists with sympathy. “But I know what will cheer you up.” He lifts his phone, flashing the screen my way. When I look, I see an all-too-familiar Instagram page. “We haven’t done the Wonderful Walshes Awards for last week yet,” he says, waggling his eyebrows.

			“Oh my god, you’re right,” I say, pressing a palm to my chest. “We have to do it now. My mom put up some hilarious stuff.”

			Karim made this game up over the summer after my parents posted some photos of me in a bikini that got a lot of uncomfortable comments. He thought it would help me feel better to make fun of the Wonderful Walshes content. We each pick one of the posts, then make a case for why it’s the worst one of the week. The game is actually pretty cathartic.

			“Okay,” Micah says, pulling out her phone. “Let’s do it.”

			We all hunker down and start scrolling through the Wonderful Walshes Instagram, looking at photo after color-coordinated photo of me and the rest of my family.

			“This is my choice,” Karim says, showing us a picture of me and Paddy standing in front of a big, white-trimmed bay window. I’m wearing a white organza dress with puffed sleeves and an oversized yellow bow—the vibe is saccharinely innocent compared to how I usually dress. Paddy, dressed in adorable blue overalls, reaches for me to pick him up. I smile down at him beatifically, the perfect, loving older sister.

			“How is this the worst one?” I ask. “What about the ad for the custom puzzle company where we all did a puzzle with my face on it?”

			“I call dibs on that one,” Micah says.

			“The puzzle is hilarious,” Karim says, dipping his head in acknowledgment. “But this is the archetypal Wonderful Walshes shit.” He gestures at the photo. “It’s classic Angel Aoife.”

			My brow wrinkles with confusion. “What?”

			“Angel Aoife,” he repeats. “It’s your social media alter ego. The perfect kid that every parent wants.”

			I need to take a moment to process that because it’s so painfully accurate. My parents have painted a picture of me as this idealized angelic child. Consistent color palette in the photos—airy whites with pops of primary colors. Consistent phrasing in the captions—sweet Aoife, lovely Aoife, beautiful Aoife. It’s my face with all of my personality scrubbed away.

			Angel Aoife is kind to her brother, smiles just right, and apologizes when she’s rude to her mom and dad. She’s the kid parents wish they had. Mostly aspirational, sometimes relatable.

			“Also, the caption has all the Wonderful Walshes buzzwords,” Karim continues. He ticks them off on his fingers. “Raising age-gap kids. Multiracial family. Choose kindness.”

			Wow, he’s really got a handle on my parents’ schtick. “Okay, fine, maybe it’s worse than the puzzle ad,” I admit.

			Karim ends up winning. As usual. Afterward, our trio goes our separate ways and I’m left to head off toward the subway to meet Luna.

			I cut through some side streets to get to Mass Ave. The buildings in this area are a mishmash of different architectural styles, most of them super old and imposing, with some kind of fancy ornamented roof or latticework-lined porch. Harvard students, overdressed for the weather in unzipped Canada Goose coats, jaywalk across the street, forcing cars to stop for them.

			I’m expecting to have to wait a while to meet Luna. Except then I see her, many blocks away from the train stop where we were supposed to meet.

			She’s got her head down and she’s absolutely booking it down the street, forcing her way through a group of tourists who have wandered a little ways out from the main part of Harvard’s campus. I think she’s one of those people whose default walking mode is alarmingly purposeful. At the sight of her, my heart constricts with a mixture of nerves and anticipation. I hope our chemistry is as strong in person as it is over text.

			“Hey!” I call, picking up speed. She doesn’t hear me, so I break into a jog to catch up. As I draw up alongside her, I find her gazing forward with a pinched frown. She’s got kind of a mile-long stare going. “Luna. Hi.” I take a moment to catch my breath. “Oh my god, how are you that fast? Your legs are so short.”

			Her eyes focus on me, and I watch as her mind returns to the present moment. “Aoife.” The tightness in her face smooths out, leaving her to regard me with a gruff half smile. “Yeah, I walk a lot. Hi.”

			“I mean, me too. We live in a city,” I say, laughter in my voice. “But I’m pretty much a snail compared to you, and I’m like twice your height.”

			“Really? Twice my height?” she says dryly.

			“Yeah, I’m a whole ten feet tall.” I let out a fizzy little giggle, which makes me sound lovesick and silly. But I can tell from the smile playing around the corners of her mouth that I’ve amused her, and that feels like such an accomplishment that I can’t resist being a bit ridiculous. “Our school basketball team is always trying to recruit me.”

			“Wow,” she says. She starts suddenly and glances over her right shoulder. I follow her gaze but don’t see anything.

			“You okay?”

			Her attention snaps back to me. “Thought I heard something,” she says. “Anyway. What I meant by ‘I walk a lot’ was…um. That’s my hobby.”

			“So you’re literally the ‘I like long walks on the beach’ person?” I say, a grin spreading across my face. That’s so charming, I can’t stand it.

			She nods and centers her septum piercing. “Except not on the beach. Mostly I zone out and wander around random parts of the city.”

			“Cool,” I say, a faint sense of amazement underpinning the word. I couldn’t imagine doing that. I get catcalled a fair amount, so I’m always pretty alert while I’m traveling around the city; zoning out while walking around an unfamiliar area wouldn’t feel safe. Maybe that doesn’t happen to Luna as much, since she looks like someone you shouldn’t mess with.

			“It lets me get out of my head,” she says, shrugging. “You ready for Flour?”

			“Yeah,” I say, smiling at her. “Let’s go.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			✦ Luna ✦

			These goddamn ghosts are really killing the vibe.

			I went to do the exorcism for Grithik after school since I had some time before I met up with Aoife. Grithik wasn’t around, but it was easy enough to pick out the bridge with the ghost infestation. Once I banished the ghosts, my magic punished me by making them haunt me instead. Saw that coming. Now I’m surrounded by a floating horde of wraiths—dim, vaguely human-shaped shadows that mostly spend their time shrieking mournfully. When will they leave me alone? I don’t know. So I am literally being haunted right now, all because I’m a total fool for this girl and couldn’t imagine canceling our first hangout.

			“I’m sorry I texted you back so late about this,” Aoife says just as one of the wraiths lets out a bloodcurdling shriek. I do my best not to flinch. “I tried to confirm that we were still hanging out earlier, but I didn’t manage to get the text sent before my teacher took my phone.” She pulls down her bottom lip to show her lower row of teeth. A classic Aoife look. She’s the master of ridiculous facial expressions. Most of the selfies she’s sent me are of this exact face. “Sorry.”

			“It’s fine,” I say. “I was actually over by Harvard already, so it wasn’t that inconvenient.”

			“Isn’t Benethrit Academy in the South End?” she asks. “How did you get here so fast?”

			Whoops. I forgot that since she’s mundane, she expects traveling around the city will take me a lot of time. Teleporting, obviously, is way faster than taking the train. There’s a convenient portal in the Harvard T stop, which is close to her school. Except I made the mistake of telling her where my school’s campus was, and there’s no way I would be able to travel that distance on Boston’s public transportation so quickly.

			Maybe I should take the train to meet up with her. Mundane people do that. I could do it too.

			“The T was running really fast today,” I say.

			She snickers. “That’s literally never happened.”

			“I’m just lucky, I guess,” I say lightly, watching her expression to assess how strange she thinks this is. The Veil might keep her from noticing anything explicitly supernatural happening around her, but it doesn’t stop her from thinking I’m a lying weirdo.

			“Seriously,” she says. She doesn’t seem to be too hung up on this. Good.

			An ethereal man with shaggy, permanently dripping hair—drowning victim, probably—drifts through Aoife’s body, making her shiver visibly. I clench my jaw. Magic blows. At first, I thought being haunted would be a minor inconvenience, but the intensity of it has really kicked up since I met up with Aoife. This isn’t helping me feel less nervous about finally hanging out with her in person.

			Most of the ghosts are wraiths, but a few of them are more fully realized. They have faces and see-through ectoplasmic bodies. Those ones are creepier. Every so often I catch a glimpse of a little girl in colonial-era clothing who is bleeding from her eyeballs and floating about three feet in the air. It’s so melodramatically frightening that I nearly laugh every time I see her.

			“How was your day?” I ask, studiously ignoring the tiny colonial ghost as she drifts into the road next to us.

			“Pretty good,” Aoife says. Her face brightens with sudden excitement. “Oh my god, I have to tell you about this. We started playing a new band in song today…Wait. Band in song today—”

			“Song in band today?” I prompt off her perplexed expression.

			“Yes. That.” She laughs, and the sound is bright and sparkling in the air around us. A burst of heady delight spreads through my body. She seems so upbeat, like being with me makes her happy. Me, the girl who scared an actual troll earlier today. Even the moaning wraith that picks this moment to come swooping over my right shoulder can’t ruin my high.

			“So my section isn’t that good at sight-reading, and wow we sounded bad,” she continues. “Like, collectively, so bad. Like a flock of seagulls all dying at the same time.”

			She launches into a retelling of this musical tragedy, complete with a beat-by-beat listing of all the ways things went wrong and impressions of her band teacher’s responses. Her ability to walk in a straight line seems to be inversely related to her excitement level, so as she gets into her story, she starts slowly zigzagging across the sidewalk. I adjust my path to match wherever she wanders and let her lead our conversation. When the band class story finishes, she bumps into me lightly, pokes fun at herself for her tendency to drift (“It’s an affliction, I know, we can’t all be champion walkers like you”), and then moves on to tell me about her friend Micah’s birthday party plans.

			“Okay, I’m talking too much,” Aoife declares once she’s exhausted that latest topic. “I know you’ve got your whole strong-and-silent thing going on, but I don’t want to scare you away by never letting you get a word in edgewise.” She grins at me mischievously, and I’m once again rocked by the realization that I’ve somehow conned this perfect girl into thinking I’m a little bit cool. “Why don’t we play a game?”

			“While we’re walking?” I say, arching an eyebrow.

			“It’s a talking game, silly. I’m not suggesting we play chess.” A giggle bubbles out of her. “Why did you sound so judgmental?”

			“That’s just my voice.”

			“Stop it, I know you’re not actually grumpy all the time,” she says, poking me in the soft flesh of my upper arm. “That’s just a front you put up to keep away people who don’t deserve you.”

			I chuckle softly. The version of me that she seems to see is better than I actually am. I love hearing about myself filtered through her eyes. It makes me feel like I’m someone good. Someone who never sealed another kid into an alternate dimension or accidentally set a pack of hellhounds loose in Dorchester.

			“So it’s called the Question Game,” she says. “We just go back and forth and ask each other questions. Pretty simple.”

			“How is that a game?” I ask.

			She points at me with a pink-tipped finger. “It’s a game because I say so. Shut up.”

			“Shutting up.”

			“Okay, I’ll go first,” she says, clapping her hands together decisively. “Who’s your favorite person in your family?”

			“My cousin James. Easy.” He may be annoying sometimes, but he tries his best to have my back. I can trust him with most things, which is more than I could say for the other members of my family.

			Aoife nods, taking that in. “You have a big family, right?”

			“Don’t I get a question now?” I ask.

			She pouts. “Okay, fine.”

			“Same question for you, then.”

			“I guess…” She tilts her head back and forth, humming pensively. “Probably my little brother.”

			“Patrick?”

			Her face glows with delight. “You remembered!”

			When I look at her pleased expression, my heart grows three sizes, like I’m the Grinch and she’s my Cindy-Lou Who. I shrug nonchalantly. Then a wraith comes screaming across the sidewalk in front of us, and I have to suppress a flinch.

			“Okay, my turn again,” she says. “Why don’t you like your birthday?”

			My brow puckers. “Is this game just a way to grill me for personal details?”

			“I mean, not no.” She throws her hands up in the air dramatically. “I just want to know about you! I feel like you’re so mysterious sometimes.”

			A pang of guilt goes through me. There’s so much I can’t share with her because she doesn’t know about magic.

			Aoife breaks into a slight jog to catch up to me, and I realize that I’m likely walking too fast for her. I slow my pace down to let her walk more comfortably. “I’m not trying to be mysterious,” I say. “Sorry.”

			“Don’t be so serious about it,” she says, laughing gaily. “Just answer the question! I mean, you don’t have to if it makes you uncomfortable. I’m only saying that I’m not trying to make you feel bad.”

			“Okay. Well.” I frown, trying to pull together an answer that doesn’t involve anything about magic. “My birthday’s never been a fun day for me. For a while, it was one of the only times my parents were ever in the same room. They don’t really get along.” This is all true, actually. Unpleasant, but true.

			“Are they divorced?” Aoife asks.

			I let out a dry chuckle. “No. Just separated.” Like Grandma would ever let them get divorced. Their marriage is one of the things keeping our family—the Golds—allied with my dad’s family—the Brandts. So everyone on both sides is going to keep pretending my parents don’t absolutely despise each other until that’s no longer convenient for them. Classic witch politics. “My dad lives like twenty minutes from here, actually,” I add. “He’s a doctor at Cambridge Hospital.” Like most healers, he deals with magical diseases as well as mundane stuff. Putting that Brandt healing magic to good use.

			“That’s so close to my school!” Aoife says. “Do you ever stay with him?”

			“No,” I say. “Okay, you got a bunch of free questions there. My turn.”

			We continue to go back and forth with the questions. The ghosts settle down, so I can focus on Aoife without worrying about unexpected jump scares. The walk to the café she likes takes a while, so we have plenty of time to talk. I learn where her name comes from—her mom apparently has some Irish ancestry, so her parents wanted to give her a more traditional Irish name. We talk about our favorite colors, books, and places to hang out.

			The only downside is that this part of Cambridge—Central Square—is busy almost all the time. It’s a cool place to hang out; there are restaurants, and some weird little hole-in-the-wall shops, and an alleyway/art installation where people can legally do graffiti. But because there are a ton of people around, I keep looking over my shoulder, expecting to see some magical person who will tell everyone I’m hanging out with a mundane.

			There aren’t any witch families who live here as far as I know, so I’m probably fine on that front. And it’s not like people will know Aoife’s mundane just by looking at her. Still, I’m royally fucked if it gets out in the witch community that I’m trying to date a mundane. It would be humiliating enough for an average witch, since there’s all this pressure to not dilute the power in our bloodlines. But since I’m supposed to be the next Witch Council head, it would be the scandal of the century for me to do it. Grandma would absolutely end me if she found out.

			“Okay, it’s my turn to ask a question,” Aoife says. She purses her lips and considers me for a moment. “What’s your school like?”

			There’s very little about Benethrit Academy for the Arcane Arts that I can explain to a mundane. “I dunno,” I say, avoiding eye contact. “Small. Weird. Everybody knows everybody.”

			She makes a quiet, thoughtful noise, looking like she’s trying to pick her next words carefully. “Is it…a religious school, or…?”

			“What?” I say, wondering where she got that from. “No.”

			She nods slowly. “Okay, I was just trying to figure out the vibe.”

			I stare at her sidelong, trying to suss out if her curiosity has been satisfied. Her face makes it clear that she’s contemplating her next question on this topic. I almost use the rules of the game to kill this thread of conversation, but I’m struck by a wave of uncertainty. Maybe she’ll think I’m trying to hide something from her. Which, I am, but I can’t explain why. Damn, this sucks. How am I spending all this time talking with someone I can’t tell basic shit about myself? It’s not fair to her.

			“Is it really exclusive or something?” she continues. Her voice lowers conspiratorially. “Like, is it a secret school for billionaires’ kids?”

			“No,” I say, frowning at the sidewalk. A wraith swirls silently around my head while I search for a semi-true thing to say. “It’s just a private school.” At least, I think that’s the cover story the school has for the mundanes living nearby. It doesn’t charge tuition, and any magical kid can go there, so I guess it’s more like a public school for a very specific community. “Sorry, I don’t really know what to tell you about it,” I mumble, shoving my hands in the pockets of my jacket. “I don’t like school that much, so I don’t have a ton to say.”

			Her eyes soften compassionately. “Got it. It’s not a big deal,” she says. “I was wondering about it because I tried to google Benethrit so I could figure out how long it would take you to get to Cambridge, and it was like it didn’t exist online. It doesn’t have a website or anything.”

			“Yeah, they actually don’t have enough people working there,” I say. “So a lot of stuff like that doesn’t happen.” Finally, something else I can say that’s completely true. There’s a real shortage of people who want to be underpaid to spend their time wrangling a bunch of magical kids. “Do you like your school? What’s your favorite class?” I ask, hoping we can move on from talking about Benethrit.

			“That’s two questions,” she says, an impish look in her eye.

			I raise my brows at her. “Oh, I’m sorry, does this game have real rules now? You just asked me like five questions.”

			“Ooh, feisty,” she says, pressing her hands to her cheeks. “Okay, yes, I concede that the rules are a little loosey-goosey.”

			“Mm,” I hum. A smile tugs at my lips. “So, you gonna answer, or…?”

			Aoife laughs and immediately starts peppering me with details about her refreshingly normal school. I relax somewhat. Crisis averted. For now.

			Right when we’re almost at the café, she hesitates before asking her next question. As I stare at her, she goes through three very different facial expressions in rapid succession. First she looks to the sky thoughtfully. Then she scrunches her entire face up so she looks a little pained. Then she settles on an expression that I could best describe as being the visual equivalent of the phrase Well, fuck it!

			“What are we?” she blurts out.

			I stare at her for a few seconds uncomprehendingly.

			“Are we just hanging out? Or is this a date?” she continues. “I understand if you’re not looking for, like, a relationship right now, but I was just wondering.”

			Shit. Several things go through my mind very quickly. We absolutely cannot have this conversation right now because she doesn’t know about magic. Also, I can’t currently explain that that’s why I’m dragging my feet about asking her to date me. Does she want to be in a relationship? Maybe? We text all the time, and the vibe today has been pretty great so far. But then again, I shouldn’t assume anything unless I lift the Veil for her.

			What I say out loud is this:

			“Mm. Yeah. Can we talk about this later?”

			I immediately want to drop-kick myself into next week for that pathetic cop-out. Her face falls for a moment, but then she’s smiling widely at me. It’s not like her normal smiles, though. This one doesn’t light up her face. It looks like a smile for a picture—pretty, but doesn’t fully reach her eyes. Yup, I’ve messed up. Shit.

			“Later, as in next time we go out,” I quickly add. “If you want to do that. Saturday? Just not today.” Hopefully I will no longer be haunted by then. “Is that okay?”

			I watch her carefully as her expression settles into something less forced. There’s just the tiniest upward tilt at the corners of her lips. “I can do Saturday,” she says.

			“Great.” I internally breathe a sigh of relief. Didn’t totally botch that.

			Except…Saturday. I think I’ve acted, unconsciously, like I’m going to lift the Veil for her that day. Uncertainty rushes through me, sickening and gravity-shifting. If I commit to dating a mundane girl enough to tell her about magic, it’ll be one more way I’m letting down my family. Yet another reckless thing that, if anybody found out, would remind them that the only reason people put up with me is because I got lucky in the magical genetic lottery.

			Then I look at Aoife’s face—she’s still smiling at me, a tiny hesitant curve of her lips that wrecks me just as much as her big charming grins—and something inside me unknots. I feel almost relaxed. Happy. And I can’t remember the last time I felt anything like happiness.

			Right. So I’m doing it. For once, it’s actually a good thing that I’m in charge of everything related to the Veil now. Since it’s my job anyway, I don’t need to go through the Witch Council to get permission to tell Aoife about magic. I might get in trouble for that later if anybody finds out. But honestly, screw them.

			“Okay,” Aoife says. She groans loudly and shakes her shoulders. “Did I freak you out by asking that? Because I freaked myself out. Nothing has ever killed a good vibe faster than that.”

			“You didn’t kill the vibe,” I reassure her.

			“Riiiight,” she says, affecting this ridiculous, over-the-top face of utter skepticism. She leans her head all the way back and stares at me through narrowed eyes for a moment. “Next time I won’t spring that on you with no warning. I give myself a zero out of ten for execution.” She waves a finger emphatically in the air.

			“Ten out of ten,” I counter.

			“You’re just trying to make me feel better,” she says, laughing good-naturedly.

			I shrug because that’s exactly what I’m doing. “Is it working?”

			She pauses and mulls over my question for a moment. “Yeah, think so,” she says brightly. “So do you have any ideas about what you want for your noncelebratory baked good?”

			“Nope,” I say as we turn toward Flour Bakery and Café, which is one of Aoife’s favorite places. “Anything sweet is good with me.”

			When we walk through the door of the café, I notice at least two different people checking Aoife out. I sidle up closer to her to cloak her in my fuck-off energy.

			Aoife is incredibly, undeniably beautiful. She’s the kind of beautiful where you notice when she walks in a room because you can’t help it. She has a big cloud of brown curls, a dusting of freckles across her nose, and bright green eyes that pop dramatically against her light brown skin. I don’t have full confirmation on this yet, but if I had to guess, I would say that she has one Black parent and one white parent.

			But even though Aoife’s physical features are nice—they’re all symmetrical and whatever—I wouldn’t say that they’re the biggest reason she’s so striking to look at. It’s more like she has this indescribable brilliance that makes you want to talk to her. She’s the most alive person I’ve ever met.

			She screws up her face thoughtfully as she considers the selection of baked goods in the display. Each thing her gaze lands on gets a separate response. A considering head bobble. An excited eyebrow raise. A mouth scrunch that conveys utter disdain. Some guy bumps into her, jostling her backpack. She barely notices, but I glare at him for good measure.

			“What do you want?” she says, leaning toward me. “Ooh, they still have the homemade Oreos! Have you had those before? They’re super good.”

			“Anything is fine with me,” I say.

			“Okay, I’ll pick the best thing for you,” she says, turning her attention back to the display. “High-quality baked goods only.”

			I watch her mull over our options, a tiny almost-smile on my lips. She’s so cute. This might be the least terrible birthday I’ve ever had.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			✴ Aoife ✴

			Karim pulls his black-and-red headphones from around his neck. “I found a new band I like. They’re called the National,” he says, offering the headphones to me. “You wanna listen?”

			I grin teasingly as I take them from him. “More sad indie music?”

			“Maybe,” he says, leaning back to rest his elbows on the brown grass. We’re sitting outside on the school lawn because neither of us feels like going home yet. I’m trying to put off filming sponsored content with Mom for these gross weight-loss protein smoothies. We’re brand ambassadors for them, but I hate selling anything for weight loss. It feels really toxic.

			I slip the headphones over my ears, and a wistful guitar melody begins to play, accompanied by slow bass drum hits. By the time the vocals start, full of heartache and desperate longing, I have to stifle a laugh. “Are you allergic to happy music?” I say once the song finishes. “That was the most depressing thing I’ve ever heard.”

			“It was good, though, right?” he says, a strand of uncertainty threaded through his voice. He’s so nakedly looking for my approval that I can’t help but give it to him.

			“Yeah,” I say. He brightens up, suddenly cocky now that I’ve admitted his music was good. Dork. “I’m just saying that everything you show me is, like, a bunch of sad dudes with guitars.”

			“Sometimes it’s a sad woman with a guitar,” he counters.

			“Okay, yes, I acknowledge that you like Mitski,” I say. “But it wouldn’t kill you to listen to some Top 40 or something.”

			“Pop? Blegh.”

			“Oh my god, you’re so pretentious,” I say, wrinkling up my nose at him.

			He laughs. “I just have taste, Aoife.”

			“Right. I think you’re just really committed to your sad-boy persona,” I say. “Seriously. Half the music you listen to is like ‘I’m pining for this girl who’ll never notice me.’ ”

			I laugh and hand Karim’s headphones back to him. I’m expecting him to deny my absolutely true statement, but he says nothing as he tucks the headphones around his neck. He has a strange look on his face—a mixture of uneasiness and frustration that makes me search back through our conversation for what could have caused it.

			“I’m kidding,” I offer. “Your music taste is good. Sorry if I hurt your feelings.”

			“No, it’s fine,” he says, but his voice has shot up an octave.

			“It’s okay if it’s not,” I say.

			“It’s fine,” he repeats. He’s not more convincing the second time. “So how’re things going with this mystery person you’re into?”

			Swift subject change there. I guess he doesn’t want to dwell on whatever that moment was. “Fine,” I say.

			He pushes himself to sit up and turns to face me. “Do they go to our school?”

			I direct a mock glare his way. “My lips are sealed.”

			“So…no?” When I neither confirm nor deny his speculation, he shakes his head. “Come on, give me something here. You’re so secretive about this stuff.”

			“No, I’m not,” I protest.

			“You are,” he says insistently. “The only reason I ever know anything about who you’re hooking up with is because I go to the same parties as you, so I see it when you’re making out with some asshole. Last time you were with someone who didn’t go to our school, you basically didn’t say anything about it. She just disappeared off the face of the earth one day, and you never mentioned her again.”

			Who is he talking about here? Probably that soccer player from Belmont I had a crush on last fall. Except I wasn’t really close with Karim back then, so it’s weird he knows about that. Regardless, I think he might have a point. I don’t intentionally tell my friends about my romantic life. They usually just end up finding out about it and then interrogate me.

			“Okay, fine. Maybe you’re right,” I concede. “But I don’t want to jinx it. I promise you’ll hear about the girl I’m talking to if she decides she actually wants to be all official and date me.” Instead of talking all the time and nebulously hanging out with super-romantic vibes, I add silently.

			“Anybody would be lucky to date you. You’re, like, the prettiest girl at our school,” he says insistently. “Don’t act like you don’t know that.”

			The way he says that is strangely combative, as if he’s daring me to disagree with him. A sense of foreboding fills me. It’s that low alarm in my gut that always sounds when guys I’m not interested in comment on my appearance—the one that tells me to run away before they want something from me in return for saying that I’m pretty.

			I push the feeling away. This is my closest friend. He’s safe.

			“I’ll be less humble, then,” I say, my tone as flippant as I can make it.

			“You do that.” He matches my attitude, laughing a little as he says it. “Do you want to go to H Mart? I don’t feel like going home.”

			“Yeah! I want Yakult,” I say, pushing myself to my feet.

			

			
				
				✴ ✦ ✴

			I spend almost an hour on Saturday making sure I look extra good. Hair not frizzy, makeup on point, outfit casual but nice. It’s not super cold out today, so I wear a sweater under some red corduroy overalls, which Mom got for free from a brand partnership, and throw on a bomber jacket. When I emerge from my room, the sound of my little brother’s screeching immediately assaults me.

			“No want to! I no want to!”

			I find Paddy standing with his face buried in the living room couch, shrieking at the top of his lungs. From this angle, all that’s visible of his head is the tight coils of his hair, which stick up in every direction like a tiny lion’s mane.

			Mom sits on the couch next to him, her Nikon camera hanging around her neck. She looked beautifully put together at breakfast this morning, since she woke up early today to film social media content. Now some of her eyeliner is smudged into the pale skin of her undereye and her brown hair hangs limply around her face, the curls she put in it with her curling iron already deflated. Dealing with Paddy seems to have worn her down.

			“Honey. Honey. We have to do this right now, okay? We already didn’t do it yesterday because you didn’t want to,” Mom says. “Let’s take some deep breaths and calm down.”

			“No!” he shrieks, lifting his face out of the couch. Then he falls to his knees and howls tearfully up at the ceiling in what might be the most dramatic toddler move of all time. I stifle a giggle.

			“Patrick, let’s take some deep breaths together,” she says. She breathes in and out, modeling it for him. “Okay? Do it with Mommy now.”

			Mom fully would have screamed at me if I had acted like this when I was his age, but now she and Dad are into “gentle parenting.” From what I can tell, that just means not spanking your kid and being incredibly, frustratingly patient with them. I’m a little sad they adopted that after almost completely raising me, but at least Paddy gets to reap the benefits.

			“Ee-buh,” Paddy sobs, running toward me. This is what he calls me, since the f sound mostly isn’t pronounceable for his three-year-old tongue. “I no want pickers!” He throws himself around my legs and clutches me tightly.

			“He doesn’t want to take pictures,” Mom says. She brushes her hair out of her face tiredly. “They’re for a sponsored post, and I have to take them today.”

			“Who’s it for?” I ask.

			“Waza,” she says, indicating the stack of glasses and sunglasses on the table.

			I wish I could throw a fit and not do these photoshoots sometimes. The online attention from strangers is starting to bother me more these days. There are years and years of comments about my hair, and my eyes, and how mixed-race kids are so beautiful. It makes me wonder if everyone in my life sees me that way—just a collection of “exotic” physical traits, like I’m a doll instead of a person.

			But I don’t get to opt out. I’m the older sister. The easy child. Accommodating. Adaptable. Helpful. And unlike Paddy, I’m old enough to understand that our family’s income depends on these photos, so there’s no point in complaining to my parents about taking them.

			“Paddy, do you want to take pictures with me?” I say, picking him up. “We could be picture buddies.”

			He sniffles loudly. “Picker buddies?”

			“Yeah! Wouldn’t that be fun?”

			Mom and I hold our breath, watching him weigh whether or not he’s swayed by my suggestion. After a minute, his face lights up. “Otay!”

			While he’s smiling at me, Mom snaps a picture of the two of us. I quickly play a little mental game I have where I guess what the blog post accompanying the picture will be. “Another Day, Another Toddler Meltdown.” Or “Raising Kids Who Love Each Other.”

			“Thanks, Aoife,” Mom says, lowering the camera from her eye.

			“No problem.” I put Paddy down on the floor. “Okay, buddy, do you want to pick which glasses I’m going to wear?”

			“Yeah!” he cheers, running over to sort through the piles of frames.

			Mom lifts the camera to take more photos of him while he does this. “You look cute,” she says. “Are you going somewhere?”

			“Yeah, remember I asked you if I could hang out with a friend today?”

			“Oh.” She doesn’t remember. Most of her attention is consumed by Paddy and the social media stuff these days. “Micah?”

			“No, a new friend,” I say. “I met her when I went to the aquarium with Paddy.”

			“Yes. Okay, I remember now,” she says. “Do you need any money?”

			“No, Dad gave me some earlier,” I say.

			She nods distractedly, still looking at Paddy. “Whatever happened to that Luna girl?”

			It takes a colossal effort to keep my alarm from showing on my face. I didn’t think I had mentioned Luna’s name to my parents. If at all possible, I avoid telling my parents about anything that I wouldn’t be okay with the entire world knowing.

			If I talk to them about anything serious, there’s an 80 percent chance they’ll end up posting about it online. I don’t love that. I get why they do it. Mom and Dad are big advocates for radical openness and honesty about the parenting experience. It’s just that it bothers me when thousands of internet strangers are reading about my first period.

			Nonchalance is probably my best bet here. “Nothing happened to her,” I say. My own paranoia grates on me. It’s not like my parents knowing Luna exists is a one-way ticket to them posting about her. I’m about to add that she’s who I’m seeing today when Paddy runs up to me.

			“You wear dis,” he says imperiously, shoving a pair of red sunglasses at me.

			I put them on and strike a pose with my hand behind my head. “Do I look good?”

			He stares at me, taking time to seriously consider my question. “You look like a mushroom,” he says finally. Then he scampers back to Mom and grabs her hand.

			“Thanks, bud,” I say, accepting that as a piece of toddler insight I might never understand.

			“Do you have time for this right now?” Mom says over her shoulder as she leads Paddy toward the front door. “It looks like you were ready to head out.”

			“Yeah, it’s no problem,” I say, even though that’s a lie.

			“Okay, good.”

			I follow Mom and Paddy outside, pulling my phone from my pocket to quickly text Luna as I walk.

			
				Aoife: I might be a little late

				Aoife: have to do a favor for my mom

				Luna: No problem. Keep me posted.

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			✦ Luna ✦

			“Your ghosts left you alone.” James addresses the novel he’s reading, as if I’m not even in the room with him. “Finally.”

			“Sorry it was so inconvenient for you,” I say tartly. I flop backward to lie on the rug because he’s rudely taking up all the space on his bed. It’s like he doesn’t want me to hang out with him. He was the one who told me to come up to his parents’ part of the house.

			Our house is a triple-decker in Dorchester with three separate apartments on different floors. James and his parents live on the top. My mom and I are on the second floor. And Grandma lives in the bottom apartment, like she has for decades. Her parents rented it, years and years ago, and then Grandma bought the house in the nineties to “secure our legacy,” as she would say. She calls the house “the Gold ancestral home,” as if our family has owned it for generations.

			“You should have made that troll take the cost of the spell,” James says, shaking his head with a superior air that really gets under my skin.

			“How would I have done that?” I snap. “She wasn’t even there when I went to deal with the ghosts.”

			He lifts an eyebrow, incredulous. “You could have waited.”

			“Whatever,” I say, sighing. My family is always on me about being more careful with my powers. It usually feels pointless to me. If my only purpose in life is to be a conduit for my magic, then I might as well use it. “I wish Grandma would have let me go to the Turners to get the ghosts banished,” I add.

			“It would be a cold day in hell before she would agree to that,” he says, calmly flipping a page.

			The Turners focus on studying illusion magic and necromancy, so they’re all about ghosts and other dead shit. Unfortunately for me and my haunting problem, they’re also part of the faction of the Witch Council that’s opposed to Grandma’s leadership. Grandma would rather chew off her own ear than have us go to them for help of any kind.

			“Besides,” James says, “if they were too strong for any of the Turners to deal with when they were haunting the bridge, it’s not like they would be able to banish them any better when they were haunting you.”

			I let out a low hum to express my begrudging agreement. Fair point.

			My phone screen lights up, and I snatch it off the ground.

			
				Aoife: should be able to head out soon. sorry!!!!

			

			Great. No need to kill more time here.

			“Are you getting back together with Mara?” James asks.

			I nearly swallow my own tongue. “What? No. What?”

			He shrugs, completely uncaring about the mental anguish he’s caused me. “You’re always on your phone these days. I thought you two were talking again.”

			“Get out of my business, James,” I say, scowling at him.

			“Touchy,” he says, raising his eyebrows provocatively. “I’m just trying to find out if the Lake-Gold family merger is back on.”

			Low blow. I don’t appreciate references to the unfortunate reality that my relationship with Mara was 100 percent arranged by our families. After spending several years staving off Grandma’s attempts to matchmake me with the powerful sons of half the witch families in town, I finally told her I was a lesbian. Initially, she was less than thrilled. To be more specific, she told me that my personal romantic preferences were irrelevant in the face of the Gold family interests.

			She changed her tune, however, when she realized that she could still achieve all her matchmaking goals without setting me up with guys. My gratitude at her version of acceptance was quickly taken advantage of, and I found myself on a surprise movie date with Mara before I knew what was happening.

			“Maybe you could get married this time around and have the designer witch baby Grandma’s hoping for,” James adds, not fully managing to keep the laughter out of his voice.

			I stand, stretch, and make deliberate eye contact with James while poking at one of the enchanted orbs he collects. It floats above his desk with ten other orbs in a display arranged by color.

			He immediately lays down his book. “Stop touching my stuff, Luna,” he says, an edge entering his voice.

			I pluck another orb out of the air. It goes heavy in my hand as the flight spell on it deactivates. “Designer witch baby?” I repeat, rolling it around in my hand.

			“Am I wrong?” he says mulishly. “Man, you’re so annoying. Put my shit down.”

			I raise my hand threateningly, as if I’m going to drop it. I can see him weighing whether he can rush me and snatch his precious magical item out of my grubby little hands before I smash it. What does this thing even do? Too bad I’m currently pissing off the human version of an identification spell and can’t ask him.

			“Whatever,” I say, choosing peace for today. I place it back on the desk. “I’m going to head out. I’ll see you later.”

			“Luna.”

			Grandma’s voice fills James’s room, the sound delivered straight to us through her enchanted message stone. James and I both tense.

			“I don’t have time for this today,” I mutter.

			The only good thing I can say for the message stone is that it doesn’t have read receipts. She can’t tell if I’ve heard her. If I was out of the radius of the spell, it just wouldn’t deliver the message.

			“Where are you going?” James asks. “You don’t have council work, right? You took care of the ghosts already.”

			I grunt in response, calculating the fastest way to get out of the house without Grandma seeing me.

			“That’s not an answer, Luna,” James says, looking up to the heavens for patience.

			“Luna, are you here?” Grandma demands. My apprehension only gets worse when I hear the razor-sharp edge of irritation in her voice.

			I lock eyes with James. A beat later, I leap for his closet. “What the—” he exclaims.

			“Shoes,” I say, snatching them off the rack in the closet.

			“No! You can’t take—” He moves to stop me, but I’ve already got the boots. I immediately shove them on my feet. “They aren’t going to fit you; you’ve got little baby feet!”

			It’s too late. I’ve already pressed the sigil on the tongue of the left boot, activating the spell on the shoes. I quickly shuffle over to the corner and leave him to stare furiously around the room, no longer able to notice me. My cousin’s obsession with collecting enchanted magical items really came in handy today.

			I’ve put them on just in time, because Grandma opens the door to James’s room at that very moment. James immediately straightens up and gives her a bland smile. He’s always had this skill of scrubbing away anything offensive about himself when people are watching. He’s really only prickly with me. I like it. It feels truer, less fake. This version of him makes me sick to my stomach.

			Grandma surveys the room with a critical eye, and James waits silently. She’s a short, stout woman—I inherited my body type from her—with a hard expression. Her hair is permanently flat-ironed and pulled back into a severe bun. She’s wearing a version of the same boring outfit she wears almost every day: a purple blouse, pearls, a cardigan, and slacks. People sometimes say that she reminds them of a frightening schoolteacher. I don’t know what they’re talking about. I’ve never been as afraid of a teacher as I am of her.

			“Is Luna not here with you?” she says. She regards him with her usual faint sense of dissatisfaction. His middling magical power has always irked her.

			“No, ma’am,” James says.

			She clicks her tongue, and the sound is so laden with disappointment that I shrink into myself even though she can’t see me. “Shirking again.”

			“I think she headed out a while ago,” he offers. “Didn’t she have council stuff she still had to do?”

			“She doesn’t have anything outstanding to take care of,” Grandma says, her tone chilly. “No need to cover for her, James. I track all the requests she receives very closely.”

			James says nothing to that. He tried. I appreciate it.

			“Have you been keeping an eye on her, like I asked?” Grandma says.

			His eyes sink guiltily to the floor. “Yes, ma’am.”

			Mm, yeah, the source of my trust issues. Thanks, Grandma. This is why I haven’t told James anything about Aoife. My cousin might be my closest friend, but he’s also a member of my family. And our family, above all, reports to Grandma.

			As much as I want to hang around here and eavesdrop, I have somewhere more important to be. I edge along the perimeter of the room, keeping a safe distance away from Grandma. Then I slip past her and out the door. Even when I’m out of the top-floor apartment, I don’t deactivate the enchantment on the shoes. Better safe than sorry.

			I stop by the second floor on the way out to grab my boots. James’s shoes aren’t viable long-term options for me. He was right about my feet being tiny. Right, but still rude.

			I sneak by Mom, who’s working at the kitchen table. She has her laptop and piles of financial documents spread out around her. She works as an accountant for a lot of the witch and vampire businesses in town. Also, she’s a workaholic—that’s the one and only thing my parents have in common. Dad’s got his healing duties at the hospital, and Mom’s got her spreadsheets. Honestly, Mom wouldn’t notice me coming and going even if I didn’t have the misdirection-spell shoes on.

			After grabbing my boots, I shuffle back past Mom and out of the house, struggling to keep James’s shoes on my feet, before finally pressing the sigil again to stop the magic. Then I sit on the front steps, shove my feet into my Docs, and hurriedly tie my laces.

			My phone buzzes. I quickly check it, just in case it’s Aoife.

			
				James: I hate you

				James: You better take good care of my shoes!

			

			I place said shoes next to the front door and send him a picture of them.

			
				Luna: Thank you for your sacrifice.

				James: [image: Middle finger]

				James: Where are you even going?

			

			I ignore that and head off toward the closest portal. It’s time to go tell Aoife about magic.

			

			
				
				✴ ✦ ✴

			We meet at Magazine Beach, which is less of a beach and more of a long park next to the river. I waste fifteen minutes trying to come up with a good lead-in to the whole magic thing. Like, You know how I said I wasn’t going to school the last few days since I was sick? It was really because I was being haunted, since ghosts are real and I’m a witch. Or maybe, Remember when I mentioned that my dad’s a doctor? That’s true, but he actually spends most of his time healing dryads and vampires with his magical powers. Meanwhile, Aoife carries on a mostly one-sided conversation to fill the quiet.

			“I never come over here,” she says, looking out at the water. “It’s pretty close to my house, though, so I should. Oh, look! There are ducks.” She points them out to me, looking utterly delighted. “See?”

			Dutifully, I direct my gaze to the ducks, but all I’m thinking about is what she doesn’t see. That dragon swimming in the middle of the river, for example.

			“Okay, do you have something against ducks?” she asks, staring at me sidelong through narrowed eyes. “Because you’ve got your murder face on.”

			“Murder face?” I echo, raising my eyebrows.

			“Yeah, your eyes get all intense and…murdery.” She waggles her fingers in my direction vaguely. “Don’t get me wrong, it’s really attractive.”

			My pulse jumps in my throat. “You’re attracted to murdery?”

			“Yeah, serial killers really get me going,” she says, fanning herself theatrically. “Be still, my beating heart.”

			I chuckle, and a satisfied smile spreads across her face.

			“So,” I say, readying myself to explain things. Better just get this over with.

			“So.” She keeps staring at me with that proud little grin.

			“You know how I said I wanted to talk about…stuff?” I say.

			She nods, a hint of amusement creeping into her expression. “I remember. Are we at the talking about stuff stage now?”

			“Yeah. Um.” I pull her aside to an area where the trees block us from being seen by anybody else around. “I do really want to date you.”

			“Okay,” she says, and that camera-ready fake smile of hers makes an appearance. “I feel like there’s a but coming.”

			“I have to do something before I can ask you out. You’re going to have to trust me for now,” I say. “If you hate this, we can undo it.”

			She tilts her head to the side, confused. “What are you talking about?”

			“You’ll see,” I say, taking her hands gently.

			I press my wrists together to complete the concentration sigil tattooed on my skin and spend a few moments concentrating on the inky lines.

			“Oh, it’s two halves,” I hear Aoife say, her words only dimly making it through to me as I fall into the magic. “That’s cool.”

			All the usual creepy shit happens—the full-body chill, the floating Medusa-like hair, the film of darkness growing over my vision. Then I’m back in the nothingness of my mind.

			what do you want

			“Aoife,” I say, and her name sinks into the void around me. Aoife appears in front of me, her soft hands back in mine.

			She blinks at me, her expression going hazy. “Sorry…” she mutters, shaking her head as if to try and wake herself up.

			As I look at Aoife’s face, a flicker of fear goes through me. What if she hates me after this? I swallow hard. That’ll just be my lot, I guess. I’m tempting fate here anyway. Sticking by me doesn’t tend to have great consequences for people.

			“So what will the cost be for me on this one?” I ask, staring beyond Aoife into the flat blackness.

			Several hazy ideas present themselves to me. Distance. Longing. Repetition. They all feel too nebulous for me to figure out what they’ll actually translate to in real life.

			“Luna?” Aoife says, and her confusion is palpable. “It got really dark out, huh?” Her brow wrinkles. “Are you okay? You look upset.”

			Save me from the goodness of this girl. I bring her to my unnerving magical mind palace, and she’s trying to reassure me.

			“I’m fine,” I say, giving her hand a squeeze before I release it. “Just give me a second and this will be over.”

			I reach for her head and the usual heavy coldness overtakes my body.

			anything everything anything is yours for the taking. make her yours. demand her love. suck the essence from her marrow and fuel your lifespan with her devotion. you deserve worship loyalty attention ecstasy—

			“The Veil,” I snap, wondering for the millionth time if those horrible sentiments are just from the magic. Maybe they’re a reflection of my own unspeakable desires.

			When the shadow appears over Aoife’s face, I can’t see it at first. It’s even more faint than when I lifted the Veil for that siren’s basic-ass fiancé. I have to squint to notice it, and it disappears if I change the angle of my head at all. Once I finally get a good look at the shadow, I rip it away quickly. Aoife’s green eyes focus on mine with sudden lucidity.

			payment.

			“Take it from me,” I say, because there’s no way in hell I’m pushing the cost onto Aoife.

			Then I let go of the magic, and we’re back on Magazine Beach. I take a moment to check in with my body, to see if it’s immediately evident what the cost of my magic was. Nothing obvious presents itself. Good. I was scared that something awful would happen and totally freak Aoife out. I mean, I hate it when the cost isn’t immediately clear because it frequently bites me in the ass later when it finally reveals itself, but this isn’t the worst scenario I can think of.

			Then I’m hit with the most violent headache imaginable—like a spike is being shoved through my eyes into my skull. I throw my consciousness back into my mindscape to avoid Aoife spotting that I’m about to vomit. I stay there, panting from pain, until the headache subsides abruptly. Once I’m sure it’s gone for good, I pop back into the real world, where only a few seconds have passed.

			“Um. Welcome.” My body is still buzzing with the memory of the agony I just endured. I force my fists to unclench and do my best to remember the stuff I’m supposed to say to introduce mundanes to magic. “Yeah, so this is the world beyond the Veil,” I say, which has to be the least cool way I’ve ever delivered that line. She doesn’t seem to notice, though—she’s too busy staring at the water behind me. “Aoife? Are you okay?”

			“Do you…see something? In the water?”

			I glance over at the river, then back at her. “Yeah.”

			“That…” She blinks furiously. “Looks like a dragon.”

			“Yeah. A water dragon.” You can usually see one of them swimming in the Charles River when it isn’t frozen. They’re massive snakelike things, roughly the length of a school bus, with luminous reptilian eyes and blue-green ridges all down their scaly backs.

			“That is a dragon. Mm-hmm, yup. That’s a dragon.” Her mouth opens and closes wordlessly. Then she crosses her arms over her chest and screws up her whole face into a considering expression. “Okay, so I couldn’t see the dragon before. Then you did some weird thing…It felt like hypnotism or something?”

			“Magic,” I prompt.

			Her head bobbles furiously. “Right, okay, magic. So dragons are real. You did magic. And that means you are—”

			“A witch,” I finish for her.

			There’s a long beat of silence. I pick at the cuff of my jacket. Is she going to freak out? She’s still looking at the dragon, her eyes wide.

			“So anyway. Welcome to the world beyond the Veil,” I say awkwardly, realizing that we went somewhat off script. “You can see the way things truly are now. Magic is real. You should—”

			“Are you giving me a canned speech right now?” she interrupts.

			I dig the toe of my boot into the dirt. “Maybe.”

			“Okay. Wow. This is…a lot.” A flash of uncertainty appears on her face. “You’re serious? This isn’t, like, a weirdly elaborate joke?”

			“I’m serious,” I say. There’s another long stretch of silence. She keeps sneaking sidelong glances at me, like she’s waiting for me to announce that I’m kidding about all this. Then she laughs incredulously, which doesn’t make me feel better at all. “If you’ve got questions, I can answer them,” I say. “If you want.”

			“Yeah. Questions. Definitely. Um, are there more dragons?” she says. “Are you, like, a tamer? Can you ride them? Do they fly? Or do they only swim? Are there different flying ones?”

			“That’s not…what I thought you would want to know,” I say, baffled by this response.

			“You’re right,” she says, shaking her head. “We’ll come back to the dragons. How does being a witch work? Are your whole family witches? Or is there some, like, secret society that finds you when you get your powers? Oh my god, I can’t believe this is real!” She lets out a little shriek after this interjection, then continues talking even faster than before. “What kinds of things can you do with your spells? Or…do you call them spells? Could you explain whatever you just did to me?”

			After she finishes her rapid-fire volley of questions, she clamps her mouth shut and stares at me with wide, shining eyes. I’m left feeling like I’ve been given a glorious present that I probably shouldn’t trust. Is she…happy?

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			✴ Aoife ✴

			“So you’re not mad?” Luna says. Uncertainty pours off her in waves. Her whole face is one big frown.

			“Mad?” I say, thoroughly perplexed. “Why would I be mad?”

			“Because…” She stares at the ground. “Mundanes get freaked out by magic. In my experience.”

			“Mundanes?” I repeat.

			She still won’t meet my eyes. “Nonmagical people,” she explains. That makes me giggle. It feels like such a fantasy-novel thing to say. Except—oh my god—that’s my reality now.

			“Right, so you thought you were going say ‘magic is real’ and I was going to run away screaming?” I ask. “What? This is the coolest thing that’s ever happened to me.”

			“Oh.” She doesn’t look convinced.

			“I’m serious,” I say, taking her hand. It’s small and warm in my own. She finally looks at me, and I try to beam sincerity at her. “I’m excited to know about this stuff, Luna. And I’m honored you told me. I’m sure that was a big deal for you.”

			There’s a Moment—capital M—where I think she’s going to kiss me. Her expression softens, and her gaze flicks down to my lips. But then she just gives my hand a tight squeeze instead, and I’m left with my heart thudding loudly in my ears, my entire nervous system anticipating what it will feel like to kiss her.

			“I should answer your questions,” she says gruffly. She lets go of me, then heads off to walk along the riverbank. I follow after, taking a deep breath to pull myself back together after that almost-kiss, and wait for her to finish corralling her thoughts.

			She sets a brisk pace at first, like she usually does. But then she glances at me and slows down. I smile at her gratefully. “There isn’t a secret society searching for stray witches,” she says. “Either you’re born into a witch family and you get magical powers, or you aren’t.”

			“So there’s no chance of me being secretly magical?” I say, pouting.

			“No,” she says, matter-of-fact. “Witches are all descendants of humans who fey folk gifted magical powers to. Unless you could find a powerful faerie wandering around, you’re not going to suddenly get magic.”

			“And that’s…not common?” I say, briefly wondering if there’s a chance I could go looking for a faerie to get some awesome magical powers.

			“Not at all,” she says. “My family got our gift back in the 1800s. I haven’t heard of anybody new who’s become a witch in the last hundred years.”

			Darn. So much for my childhood dreams of becoming a Chosen One with fire-bending powers.

			“What else did you want to know again?” she says, her brow puckering. “What I did to you earlier?”

			“Yeah, and just general stuff about magic,” I say.

			“Okay. So, a little history for context. About eight hundred, nine hundred years ago, supernatural stuff wasn’t really a secret. A lot of magical beings did their own thing and lived away from humans, but most of them weren’t trying to hide. But then there were all these problems where some humans decided certain things were evil and needed to be exterminated—”

			“Ruining things for the rest of us,” I mutter, rolling my eyes.

			“Exactly,” she says with a wry twist to her mouth. “So some of the more organized magical people—mostly different faerie courts, I think—came together and decided to just…withdraw from mundane people. Go off to live where they wouldn’t be bothered. Or hide in plain sight if they didn’t feel like living in the middle of nowhere. There were a lot of memory spells involved.” She frowns, looking down at her boots. “Is this boring? I’m not explaining it very well.”

			“No, it’s super interesting,” I say. “Keep going, please.”

			She nods, and then adjusts her septum piercing, straightening it even though it’s already straight. “Well, that’s why magic is secret,” she continues. “Nowadays we set up big misdirection spells in cities that have lots of magical people.”

			“Like Boston?”

			“Like Boston,” she confirms. “I just undid that misdirection spell for you so you would be able to notice supernatural things.”

			Out of the corner of my eye, I catch sight of something wispy and white. When I turn to look, I find a see-through man with dripping hair dressed in clothes that look like they’re from the seventies. He’s floating—floating!—close to the riverbank, a little ways away from us.

			I let out a quiet, startled gasp. “What’s that?” I whisper, pointing at him discreetly.

			“Fuck me,” she mutters. “Ignore that. I’m being minorly haunted. I thought they were gone already.”

			“Minorly haunted?” I say, laughing.

			She looks very confused by my response. “Yes?”

			Okay, that sounds like a big deal to me, but I must be misjudging things. She barely spared the ghost a second glance. I have a lot to learn so I can actually be supportive to her about magical stuff. “So we’ve got ghosts, dragons, witches, faeries,” I say, ticking them off on my fingers as I list the supernatural beings I know about so far. “What else is there?”

			“Pretty much anything you can think of exists in some form or another,” she says, cool as anything. “All those legends and fairy tales came from somewhere.”

			“Vampires?” I ask.

			“Yeah. There are a few families in Boston.”

			Okay, definitely need to ask more questions about that later. Who got it more right, Bram Stoker or Stephenie Meyer? Probably Bram Stoker, which is concerning from a safety perspective.

			“Unicorns?” I ask, opting for something lighter after the vampire revelation.

			“Yup.”

			“Genies?”

			“They mostly live in the Middle East, but yeah.”

			“Loch Ness monster?”

			She blinks. “Maybe? Isn’t that in Scotland?”

			“Huh,” I say, reorganizing my newly formed mental database of magical facts. “So there are different supernatural things in different places.”

			“Right,” Luna confirms.

			I glance over at the water dragon, which has mostly submerged itself to let a boat of rowers pass by. “Am I going to be seeing magical stuff everywhere now?”

			“Not everywhere. We’re a minority in the city,” she says. “But you’ll see some stuff.” She glances at me like she’s waiting for some big reaction. I just smile at her because I’m not sure what she’s looking for.

			“So you wanted to tell me about magic because…” I trail off, unable to say it out loud.

			“I wanted to ask you to be my girlfriend,” she finishes. She swallows so hard that I can see her throat move.

			This is really happening. She wants to date me. She’s not just in it to make out and then ignore me. These past few weeks, I kept worrying that she was going to ghost me, like everyone else I’ve been interested in. But she’s being kind, and considerate, and exactly who I thought she was all along.

			Also, she’s a freaking witch. Heck yeah.

			“I get that this is a lot,” she says. “If it’s too much, I can undo the magic I just did.”

			“It’s not too much,” I assure her, shaking my head with certainty.

			“I haven’t told you everything yet.” She grimaces, as if steeling herself for something unpleasant, and then blurts out her next sentence. “I need to cast a spell on you so we can date.”

			I stop walking. Unexpected. Then again, I’m not sure what I was expecting. I’m living in an alternate reality now where magic is real and anything seems possible. “Okay,” I say slowly.

			“The rule is that you can know about magic as long as we’re together,” she says. “It’s a conditional spell, so it would only activate if we broke up. You would forget about me and anything to do with the supernatural world.”

			“Oh,” I say, my face falling. So I probably won’t get to know about magic forever. Based on my previous track record with serious relationships, this is unlikely to last in the long term. It’s kind of a downer to think about contingency plans for us breaking up right as we’re getting together.

			“It’s a little unfair that I’ll lose all my memories, but you’ll still remember everything,” I say.

			“Yeah. You really don’t have to say yes to any of this,” Luna says. Her brow furrows so deeply that I have an urge to smooth it out with my fingers. I summon up a teasing smile because those make everything better.

			“I know,” I say lightly. “Good thing you’re worth all the trouble.”

			“Right,” she mutters, and it doesn’t sound like she totally believes me. “So, you get a few days to decide for sure about this.”

			I don’t need a few days—I could tell her my answer right now. Yes, yes, a million times yes. I think she can read that in my face, because she continues talking before I can jump in.

			“That’s the protocol. You’re supposed to have time to think after you learn about magic. So if you decide you’re freaked out by all of this, I can put you back under the Veil right away. And we won’t have to do a memory spell because the Veil will be able to deal with your memories if it’s only a few days.”

			“I’m not freaked out,” I insist.

			“Yeah, but just…think about it, okay?” she says, ultraserious. “I dunno, I don’t want you to regret being with me.”

			That gives me pause. I try to consider the situation from her perspective. She’s had to hide this huge thing about herself from me for weeks, so of course she’s stressed. I highly doubt that I’m going to wake up tomorrow and find magic terrifying, but I might as well take the time to prove to her that I’m sure.

			“Okay, I’ll think about it,” I concede.

			She doesn’t relax, exactly, but her expression does become somewhat less grim. “Thanks.”

			Her attention flicks over to something past my right shoulder, and she scowls so fiercely that I turn to look. There, floating barely ten feet away, is the same ghost with the dripping hair from earlier.

			Luna goes stomping off toward the riverbank. “Literally can’t have a serious conversation without a damn ghost getting in the way.” She flaps a hand at him. “Go! Shoo!”

			I burst into peals of laughter because there’s something deeply ludicrous about her throwing this tantrum while a damp, see-through man stares wistfully at us.

			“Why are you laughing?” she says, turning back toward me.

			“You told a ghost to shoo,” I choke out.

			“Yeah. And if he knows what’s good for him, he’ll listen.” She turns a truly fearsome glare on him. “Fuck off.”

			And he fucks right off, disappearing into the ground with a mournful wail. I do a little golf clap for her.

			“Thank you,” she says, still glaring at the patch of dirt he disappeared through. “As you can see, I’m a master necromancer.”

			“Really?”

			The left corner of her mouth quirks minutely. “No.”

			“Oh.” I walk over to her, and the two of us start to meander our way down along the riverbank. “Necromancy is a real thing, though?”

			“Yeah. Just not my specialty.”

			Fascinating. So there are different kinds of magic. Adding that to Aoife’s Mental Compendium of Supernatural Facts. Well, hard to call it a compendium when it’s so frankly uncomprehensive. But that’s fixable.

			Luna’s phone buzzes in her pocket. At first she ignores it, but then a flash of worry appears in her eyes and she pulls the phone out.

			“My grandma’s calling.” She grimaces. “I better go. She’s impatient.”

			“Okay,” I say, reaching for her hand. Her frown softens at my touch. “Thanks for coming all the way to Cambridge for this, by the way. I know it takes a long time to get here from Dorchester.”

			A faint tinge of amusement shows up on her face. “About that…”

		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			✦ Luna ✦

			I return home feeling like I’ve been punched violently in the chest. But in a good way, if that’s possible. Aoife took all my expectations and smashed them into bits. She likes magic. And she likes me. I can’t tell which one is more surprising.

			This relationship—if Aoife decides she definitely wants it—could be the one thing I get to have that’s mine. One nice, normal thing. I might be going along with what my family demands of me in every other respect. I’m still at Grandma’s beck and call, and I’m still plodding down the path toward a life consumed by magical politics. But at least the Gold family name isn’t dictating my relationship.

			“Every time I’m looking for you, you’re nowhere to be found,” Grandma says as I walk into her living room. Her words sharply puncture my good mood.

			She sits in the corner in her usual chair. A framed picture of her, Grandpa, Auntie Sonja, and Mom hangs on the wall above her. It’s an old photo. Auntie Sonja and Mom are maybe eight, both of them looking absolutely murderous in their matching floral dresses, and Grandpa is, well, not dead. I swear she chooses to sit in this chair all the time so I’m forced to look at Grandpa while she berates me about familial duty. Not only do I have to listen to her, I get to have my dead white grandpa staring me down from beyond the grave. At least he has a twinkle in his eye that makes him look like he has a sense of humor. Unlike Grandma.

			She considers me, her lips pinched in a disapproving frown. The lines around her mouth deepen, and for a brief moment she almost looks her age. She’s in her seventies but visually clocks in at around fifty. It’s definitely a magical effect, though I would never ask and she would never admit it. I wonder what she had to sacrifice to make it happen.

			“Where have you been all day?” she says.

			I shrug. She hates that. I can practically see her eye twitching from here.

			“Do I need to put the tracking spell back on you?” she says, a hard edge entering her voice.

			Hell no. Last time, she made the spell strong enough that the cost of removing it left me exhausted and unable to tell left from right for days. Not worth it at all. “No, ma’am,” I say, leaning back against the wall beside the doorframe. “I’m good.”

			She sniffs, and a more condemning sound has never been heard. “That sweater is very…tight.”

			Damn. A judgment on my weight and my fashion sense, all rolled into one. We have exactly the same body type, and she wishes I would wear the kind of boring, conservative outfits she likes. It’s as if she thinks that’ll make people more likely to tolerate me.

			“Yeah,” I say flatly.

			Her critical stare stays on my outfit, fixated. “Make sure you wear something appropriate when you run the council office hours.”

			“Mm,” I hum noncommittally. There’s no way in hell I’m changing how I dress for those. I’m not interested in her ridiculous opinions on how to dress “acceptably” as a fat person. No matter what Grandma’s deluded herself into thinking, the fact is that there’s absolutely nothing I can put on that will hide that I’m fat. My body is fine the way it is, so I’m going to go ahead and look hot instead of like Grandma’s horrible schoolteacher dream.

			“How are the office hours going?” she asks, thankfully deciding to not start yet another fight over my appearance today.

			“Fine,” I say.

			There’s a long, spiky silence. She knits her brown hands together in her lap. We regard each other, two combatants in an eighteen-year-long battle.

			“You’re being…pleasant?” she asks, and her tone conveys her thorough skepticism that I could ever be pleasant.

			“I’m solving their problems, like I’m supposed to.” This comes out sounding grouchy instead of flat-out angry, which is a major feat. Why does she expect me to have revamped my personality overnight for this job?

			Douglas, Grandma’s pet jackalope, hops onto my foot and stares up at me with his round orange eyes. I reach down to stroke his ears, and the little asshole slams his antlers into my shin.

			“Ow!” I yelp. Douglas hops away, unperturbed. I’m going to wring his little rabbity neck one of these days. “Dammit.”

			“Focus, Luna,” Grandma says sharply. “The office hours are an investment in public opinion. If you solve their problems with grace, they’ll think of you as a good candidate for leadership.”

			“I’m doing the job you asked me to do,” I say, scowling.

			“Charm is half the battle,” she continues, as if she didn’t hear me.

			“If you want people charmed, send James,” I snap. “But if you want powerful magic, you’re stuck with me.”

			“Believe me, if James were—”

			She cuts herself off, and stares at me with a placid expression. Her face betrays nothing, as if she weren’t about to tell me how much she prefers my cousin.

			“If James were what?” I say, unable to help myself. “Hm?”

			A folded sheet of paper shoots through the far wall and sails across the room toward Grandma. It hovers in her eyeline until she plucks it out of the air. She ignores me as she reads the message. Probably council business.

			“I know you wish you could replace me with him,” I say bitterly. It would be hard to avoid knowing that. Grandma might love me, but she doesn’t like me very much. I’m the squeaky gear in the well-oiled machine of her plans.

			She pulls a pen from the purse sitting beside her chair, writes something at the bottom of the paper, and then folds it in half. It leaps out of her hand as the spell reactivates, and flies through the wall on its way back to the sender. That business being finished, Grandma turns her attention back to me.

			“I expect you to make an appearance at a council meeting soon,” she says calmly. It’s as if the previous part of our conversation didn’t even happen. “That McCarthy woman is pitching a fit yet again.”

			She always refers to the McCarthy family’s Witch Council representative that way. In case her disdain wasn’t clear enough, there’s also a little sneer that appears whenever Grandma talks about Jackie McCarthy. The whole thing is even more disrespectful if you remember that Mrs. McCarthy is technically related to Grandma through marriage, since Grandpa was a McCarthy. But nobody likes to remember that, since they think we’re uppity Blacks who shouldn’t be on the council, and we think they’re racist sacks of shit.

			“She’s of the opinion that you’re too young and too unstable to become council head,” Grandma continues.

			“Maybe she has a point,” I mutter.

			“She does not,” she says in clipped tones. “The position is about magical power. She’s only delaying the inevitable.”

			I cross my arms over my chest. Grandma’s really kicked the council head succession plan into high gear recently. She wants to position me to take over once I graduate high school. That means she needs to train me on all her duties and convince enough of the council members to vote to confirm me once she announces my candidacy.

			I had hoped to get a regular, not-council-related job after graduating. Figure out something I’m interested in outside of magic. Have more of my own life.

			“A small delay wouldn’t be bad,” I say, staring at the floor.

			“What?” Grandma says, and I can hear the danger lurking in her voice.

			“I don’t have to take over right away just because I’ve turned eighteen,” I say.

			“Do you know how much I would have wished for what you have when I was your age?” she says. When I raise my eyes to look at her, she meets my gaze with a look so disdainful that shame sears through my chest.

			“I’m aware,” I say bitterly.

			“I don’t think you are,” she says. “I’ve done everything to secure our position in Boston. Almost fifty years of work to make people look beyond our skin color and recognize our power. And you turn your nose up at that.” Her fingers clench around the wooden arm of her chair. “Things have changed for the better. You used to go to the council about a problem in Dorchester or Roxbury—they wouldn’t come. But now we lead the council. Now we direct what they pay attention to. This is our family legacy, child. You will not ruin it.”

			And everything she says is true. The council wouldn’t have gone to any of the Black neighborhoods in Boston before Grandma got her seat. It’s hard to argue with the woman who single-handedly desegregated the Witch Council.

			But something bitter escapes my heart and takes hold of my tongue. “I probably will ruin it, since I’m the family screwup,” I say. “Sucks that you’re stuck with me as your heir.”

			“You are testing me today, Luna,” Grandma says. She addresses this to some distant point on the ceiling, as if I’m too enraging to speak to directly. “When I’m no longer alive, you will regret that you wasted so much of my time with your pointless acts of rebellion.”

			“Stop acting like you’re going to die soon to make me feel bad,” I snap, because this particular guilt tactic gets on my nerves more and more every year.

			Her voice lowers to a whispered hiss. “I’m simply trying to give you some much-needed perspective.”

			“Then do it! Die, for all I care,” I say loudly, pushing myself off the wall and taking a step toward her. “That will give me plenty of perspective!”

			She makes a twisting motion with her hand, and a sharp pain lances through my temple. I flinch, my breath hissing out of my body involuntarily. As a matter of pride, I suppress the impulse to press a hand to the sore spot on my head.

			The punishment spell—a Gold family special. Other kids get spanked. We get a spell cast on us that causes us pain on command. I removed it a few times when I was younger. But then I learned that the consequences of removing it always outweighed the short-term benefits.

			“You will not shout at me,” she says, rising from her chair. She lifts a finger to point at me threateningly. “Not now, not ever.”

			“Yes, ma’am,” I say through clenched teeth.

			“You do not get to have the luxury of having a temper, Luna. Every time you lose control, people grow more convinced that you are dangerous. And that is not useful. Do you understand?”

			“I understand,” I bite out.

			And I ache, seethe, burn with fury. I hate her. Truly, deeply. I hate her, and I hate this family, and I hate my fucking magic. But most of all, I hate myself, because I’m full of horrible, ugly feelings and good people don’t think things like this.

			“Fix your face,” she says as she sits back down.

			I school my features into a less murderous scowl. I know that, if she were being honest, she’d admit that it’s not only other people who are convinced I’m a threat to everyone around me. I saw the way she looked at me sometimes, when I was younger and did things like teleport my mom into the middle of the ocean when she yelled at me. Grandma thinks I’m dangerous too. But that doesn’t matter to her, since I’m the kind of dangerous she can use.

			“The reason we’re moving ahead with the succession now, in case you haven’t bothered to think about this for a single blessed moment,” she says—and I’ve rankled her enough that she no longer sounds calm—“is so you can take over while I’m still around to help you. Unlike the last council head, I don’t plan on serving until I drop dead. That makes the question of succession unnecessarily messy.”

			“Right,” I say in a low voice. I’m counting down the seconds until I can leave here and go text Aoife. I grab the thought of her and clutch it tight against my heart.

			“What terms are you and Mara on these days?” Grandma says, as if she senses what’s happening in my mind.

			My blood runs cold. “Grandma, we broke up. We’re not getting back—”

			“Take her out again soon,” she says over me. Douglas hops into her lap, and she runs a hand over his brown-gray fur.

			I clench my jaw so hard that my teeth ache. Not this. Not right after I’ve started to figure things out with Aoife. It takes real effort to relax enough to speak. “I’m not getting back together with them.” I put extra emphasis on the word them. It always irks me that Grandma insists on exclusively using she/her pronouns for Mara. That’s not wrong, exactly, since Mara uses both she/her and they/them. But it feels like Grandma is deliberately ignoring anything that doesn’t fit into her worldview. As far as she’s concerned, Mara is a girl and that’s that.

			“The Lake family is highly influential. Their vitamancy spell research is unparalleled in this city, and their work in enchantment is nearly on par with the Chens’,” Grandma says, stroking Douglas as she delivers this unnecessary analysis. Even if they were better in enchantment than the Chen family, who run the Magical Emporium, it wouldn’t matter. My relationships won’t be controlled by my family’s political needs ever again. Not when my own parents are so miserable from Grandma’s matchmaking.

			“Most importantly, the Lakes are one of the few truly neutral families with a position on the council,” Grandma continues. “We need to bring them fully onto our side to get them to vote to confirm you as council head.”

			“I know all that,” I say.

			“Good. Then do it.”

			As I look at the steely set of her jaw, I know there’s no way she’s letting this go. I take the easy way out because I’m a coward. “Right,” I say, even though it will be a cold day in hell before I actually get back together with Mara. “Okay. Can I go?”

			“You may.”

			Instead of heading upstairs to my room, I go straight back out of the house. Then I walk down the street into the evening, pushing myself to move fast enough that I can just focus on the slap of my boots against the pavement. I walk past redbrick apartment buildings and tiny storefronts and three different T stops. Only when my legs burn and my anger has dulled to its usual smolder do I open my phone to text Aoife. There’s a message already waiting from her.

			
				Aoife: can we go on a portal trip????? I’m dying to see all that cool spatial magic you were talking about earlier

			

			I take a deep breath. She likes magic. She likes me. And I’m not going to let my family’s shit get in the way of that.

		

	
		
			Chapter 9

			✴ Aoife ✴

			Our next-door neighbor is a werewolf. Or a shapeshifter, I suppose, since it’s not a full moon. Plus, she looks more like a husky than an actual wolf. I stare out the window of our kitchen as she and her wife walk down the sidewalk in front of our house. Just a few minutes ago, when they emerged from their front door, I watched her bend over, twitch violently, and then grow fur over her entire body. I’m still wondering what exactly happened to her clothes. It was hard to track that visually with all the fur popping out everywhere.

			All this time I thought she had a dog. But I guess she was the dog.

			“Is there something out there?” Dad says, leaning forward across the kitchen table to look out the window.

			“No,” I say, sitting down across from him. “I was just zoning out. Wasn’t really looking at anything in particular.”

			“Okay,” he says, and he waves merrily at the shapeshifter and her wife. They don’t notice him, so he sits down and goes back to editing photos on his laptop.

			I pick up the fantasy book I was reading earlier from the table and open it to my bookmark. My eyes stare unseeing at the words on the page. The story of Esmerelda and her two fire-mage love interests seems kind of trite right now, considering that there’s actual real-life magic all around me.

			When Luna said that I would be seeing “some” magical stuff, I thought that meant I would see something once or twice a week. Instead, I’ve seen no less than five different magical things in the twenty-four hours since she lifted the Veil for me. There were all those flying pieces of paper, which I watched go straight through walls and buildings without stopping. Then there were the gnomes living in the front garden of a house down the street. I always thought that whoever owned that house had a passion for garden gnome statues, but I suppose that was the misdirection spell at work. And I keep seeing magical-looking symbols glowing in the murals and graffiti around the area…

			Now I’m guessing that magic is so much a part of the fabric of Luna’s world that she doesn’t even notice half of it anymore. But still, nothing has convinced me that I should run for the hills. Unsurprisingly. I’m just as into the idea of having a witch for a girlfriend as I was yesterday. I might be more into it, actually.

			“You okay there, Aoife?”

			Dad’s words jar me out of my thoughts. I lay my book down on the table.

			“Wow, I was—” I gesture vaguely toward the ceiling. “Head in the clouds.”

			“Yeah, I could see that,” he says, half closing his laptop. He smiles at me, and his teeth glint in the light. Dad has movie-star-level looks and charisma. It’s fairly common for commenters on our posts to compare him to whatever famous Black man they think is the most handsome, regardless of whether or not he actually looks like that celebrity. It’s even more common for people to leave comments saying things like #1 DILF of the year or i’d climb you like a tree daddy, which gives me the ick so bad that thinking about it for too long activates my gag reflex.

			Before Mom, Dad was just a photographer, but the transition from behind the camera to in front of it was a natural one. He lives like he’s about to be photographed at all times. His tall body is always arranged just so, his mahogany face is angled toward the best lighting, and his expressions have this laser-sharp quality that make you feel like his emotions are somehow truer than other people’s.

			“Anything on your mind?” he asks.

			My secret, magical almost-girlfriend who I don’t want to tell you about so you don’t post about us online. “Just school stuff,” I say instead.

			“You’ve been a little distracted lately,” he says, and I suddenly have the sneaking suspicion that he’s going in for a serious parenting moment. “Is everything okay with you?”

			“Yeah, I’m good,” I say, smiling at him brightly.

			He settles into a pose for a photo entitled Loving Father with Child. Hand extended toward me on the maple wood of the table. Head cocked to the side. Eyes crinkled benevolently at the corners.

			“You haven’t been spending much time at home with us recently,” he says. “You’re always out with your friends.”

			My first thought is that he’s just disappointed that I’m not home all the time to make content. I push that idea away quickly. No need to be so bitter. Choose kindness—that’s the Wonderful Walshes way. They had a decal of that tagline up on my wall until I was twelve.

			“I promise I’m not avoiding you,” I say, still smiling.

			He chuckles. “That’s good. Your mom and I—we’ve been worried that you’re having a hard time.”

			“Why?” I ask, racking my brain for what sign I might have given them that I was going through something.

			“Well, your mom thought you might be having some relationship drama,” he says, and the inflection of his voice as he says this makes it clear that he means relationships of the romantic variety.

			Ice-cold panic washes through me. My focus narrows down to my dad’s face as I desperately try to read him. The encouraging expression—the slight glint of curiosity in his eyes…He’s fishing for information. He probably doesn’t have anything solid that he’s basing this on. Deflect. Quickly. “What?” I say, laughing as if he’s said something absurd. “Sorry to disappoint, but I’m not that interesting. There’s no deep dark teen drama going on.”

			He nods, taking my denial in stride. “You’re plenty interesting,” he says, matching my light tone.

			I tilt my head to the side, arranging my face into an amused expression. “Thanks, Dad.”

			God, I was worried for a second that he knew something about me and Luna. I would rather die than have my parents post more about my dating life online. It was already bad enough when they outed me by putting up celebratory “Our Daughter Is Bisexual!” posts for Pride month without asking me.

			“Well, I’m glad you’re just having fun with your friends,” he says. “But you know, it’s important for us to get to spend quality time together as a family.”

			“Right. Yeah,” I say.

			“And it’s helpful to have you around to shoot things as well,” Dad says. He waves a hand carelessly in the air. “You know Paddy is going through a rough patch right now with being photographed. It really makes things easier if you’re here.”

			I nod obediently even as a rush of disappointment hits me. I can’t be surprised that he’s said this, not really. Of course he feels like it would be convenient to have me around to generate content. The Wonderful Walshes is my parents’ business, after all. And that business depends on me.

			He smiles at me. “You know, we’re real lucky we have you. You were such an easy kid,” he says, shaking his head. “But now we’ve got this little hellion running the show around here.”

			I let out a short laugh. “Yeah.” And I guess he’s right—I’ve always been easy for my parents to deal with. When I was little, I overheard them bragging about how well-behaved I was to other parents a few times. I was so proud of that. I took that trait—well-behaved—and clutched it tight to my chest, made it an essential part of me. I’m not sure my parents have ever known how much effort I put into making things easy for them.

			My phone lights up on the table in front of me with a text from Luna.

			
				Luna: How are you feeling today?

			

			I scoop my phone up quickly, even though it’s unlikely that Dad would be able to read the screen from his seat.

			
				Aoife: ready to have a memory spell cast on me!

			

			There’s a long pause before she replies to this.

			
				Luna: You sure?

				Aoife: yeah!!!! I thought about it a bunch, and I’m really fine with it

				Aoife: all the magic stuff is maybe a little overwhelming, but mostly because I still feel totally clueless. I’m sure you can help me learn everything I need to know though!

				Luna: Yeah, I can do that.

				Luna: Let’s meet after school tomorrow. I’ll cast the spell then.

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 10

			✦ Luna ✦

			“Where have you been disappearing to recently?” James hits me with a suspicious stare as we’re walking toward the entrance to the Benethrit portal stop. It’s conveniently located in the campus courtyard—all you have to do is tap the glowing crown inscribed on the eastern wall, and you’ll get pulled into the illusory space where the actual portal is.

			“Hm?” I say, my eyes roving over the groups of other students walking across the courtyard with us. I’ve been working to avoid Mara today, which is hard considering how few students there are at our school. And it’s not as though I was avoiding them before, since our breakup wasn’t bad. I’ve almost made it through. I just have to get off campus to meet Aoife now, and I’ll be able to go home tonight with plausible deniability for why I haven’t had a chance to ask my ex out.

			I duck to avoid an orange-eyed pigeon—some conjurer’s familiar, I think—as it nearly flies into my head. It soars away, almost hitting several other people on its way across the courtyard.

			“Sorry!” a fluffy-haired Asian girl calls. When she makes eye contact with me, she freezes, her face growing pale. Cool. Probably her familiar, then.

			“No worries,” James calls back, flashing her a reassuring smile. “Stop glaring. You’re freaking her out,” he mutters to me through his teeth.

			“Whatever,” I say.

			Someone calls to James, who’s bizarrely popular for how annoying he actually is. He grins and tosses a greeting their way, then turns back to me. “Luna, you going to answer my question? Where are you running off to all the time?” he says, but I ignore him.

			We stop walking for a moment, waiting as Lenox, the winged gargoyle that lives on the Benethrit roof, lumbers slowly across the path in front of us.

			“Hey, Lenox,” James says.

			Lenox’s stone face twists into a grimace. “Okay, pal, you don’t gotta get chatty with me. I’m just trying to walk over here,” he rumbles. He scales a nearby wall, climbing up to one of the pedestals carved into the building for him. A smile tugs at the corner of my mouth. Lenox might be my favorite part of our school. He’s a permanently pissed-off statue of a demon with an extra-strong Boston accent and a deep hatred of kids. I kind of vibe with his attitude.

			Benethrit is a weird mix of fancy stuff and some real janky shit. Like, the actual building is nice as hell. It’s a multistory stone structure with a clay roof, huge carved archways, and an excessive number of turrets; the whole thing is built around a central courtyard garden with a big pond, where the sirens and aquatic shapeshifters usually hang out during lunch. On the other hand, somebody thought it was a good idea to animate a gargoyle that developed a mile-wide mean streak. Yeah, the dining hall accommodates the wildly different dietary needs of humans, dryads, sirens, and a bunch of different types of shapeshifters—the vampires are left to their own devices—but nobody’s ever bothered to deal with the infestation of imps in the primary school wing. The whole school is proof that you can’t solve every problem by throwing magic at it.

			“James!” Luke Turner, a lanky, dark-haired witch sporting the world’s saddest attempt at growing a beard, pops out of a nearby archway. “My man,” he says, dapping James up. “You’re going to Whittington’s party next weekend, yeah?”

			I keep walking, intent on getting to Aoife as quickly as possible. The two of them follow along with me, ruining my plan to escape whatever terrible interaction this is about to be. Damn James and his need to play nice with all the annoying witches with social clout.

			“Maybe,” James says, noncommittal. “Not sure what I’ve got going on.”

			“You better get your ass to this one. I heard he’s having one of the dryad girls grow him a hedge maze, so maybe Khai will get too shit-faced and fall in a bush again.” Luke laughs, his mouth twisting into a nasty smirk. “Some people just can’t hold their liquor.”

			I hate this clown. Half the things out of his mouth are undisguised excuses to gossip about other witches.

			“You going to make an appearance, Luna?” Luke says to me.

			I stare at him silently because this jackass doesn’t deserve a response from me. There’s a flash of discomfort in his expression, which he quickly masks with a smile. “Cool, cool,” he says. “Well, I’ll see you two around. Later.” He saunters off, freeing us from his presence.

			“I hate that guy,” James says under his breath.

			“Why do you talk to him?” I ask. “Isn’t his family the one that left a zombie on our front porch a few months ago?”

			James shrugs. “Yeah, but Grandma made it rain frogs at their equinox celebration for that, so it came out even.” He leans closer to me, lowering his voice. “You know Luke’s uncle? The hot one with the movie-star hair?”

			I stare at him blankly.

			“The one who married a mundane last year, and his family basically disowned him?” he clarifies. This rings a bell. Nobody would shut up about that at the winter solstice celebration. I nod. “He’s divorcing her already.”

			My heart sinks. The me from a year ago wouldn’t have blinked twice at this piece of news. Now it feels like a proclamation of doom for my future with Aoife.

			“Why do you know that?” I ask, taking care to keep my expression neutral.

			He smirks, disgustingly smug. “I know everything.”

			I roll my eyes. Then I freeze, thinking that I see Mara—it’s her dark curly hair and brown, freckled face. But something feels off. She’s…too short. And she’s surrounded by a bunch of middle school witches.

			The penny drops, and I glare ferociously at this witch wearing Mara’s face. The witch notices me and the illusion falls away, revealing Rachel McCarthy’s pale face staring at me nervously. Fucking McCarthys and their obnoxious illusion gift.

			“Do Luna next! Come on,” one of her friends says, laughing. He’s some kid I vaguely recognize, but I can’t remember his name. Probably from a minor witch family, like the Sharafis. When he turns enough to meet my gaze, his laughter dies.

			James steps forward, all smiles. “No, do me next,” he says, his politician’s mask clicking into place. “I’m prettier than Luna. Why would you waste your skills on her?”

			With a twitch of her fingers, Rachel spins an illusion that spirals out from her hand in threads of silvery light and wraps its way around her body. I blink, and then a passable imitation of James stares back at me.

			“Right,” James says, making a show of inspecting the illusion. “Not as hot as me, but still pretty decent.” He glances at me, as if I’m going to play into this farce. I continue glowering at them. James is free to pretend her family doesn’t hate us, but I’m all good. This feels like blackface anyway. It makes my stomach turn.

			“Bitch,” Rachel says as they leave, just loud enough that I can hear it. “The Golds are totally kidding themselves if they think anyone’s going to want her as council head.”

			I scoff and brandish a middle finger at her back. Joke’s on her. I don’t want me as council head either.

			“Don’t,” James says, shooting me a quelling look. “She’s thirteen. No reason to start something over that.”

			“It’s whatever,” I say. “I’ll see you later.”

			I try to peel off and leave him behind, but he stubbornly sticks with me. “Where are you going? You keep disappearing these days, and I never know where you are.”

			“I’ve just been walking around,” I say vaguely. “Exploring.” That’s not too weird for me. My family knows I like to wander around Boston in my free time.

			“Where?” he says. “That’s a lot of walking, even for you. Are you mad about something, or…?”

			“Why do you want to know?” I shoot him a dirty look. “You want to tattle on me to Grandma?”

			He has the sense to look embarrassed. “So you did hear that.”

			“Is that why you’ve been going to office hours with me?” I say nastily. “So you can report back to her?”

			“I was just trying to keep you company.” He stops walking and rubs a hand over his face tiredly. “Forget it. I’ll see you at home.”

			Guilt ripples through me. Maybe I shouldn’t have been so harsh. Still, I don’t turn back. I go straight to the portal and don’t stop moving until I catch sight of Aoife.

			She waits for me close to the riverbank, in the same park where we met up two days ago. My heart beats in my throat as I approach. I can’t believe this is real. I’ve been waiting for the other shoe to drop since we agreed to meet up. Good things like this don’t happen to me.

			“Hey,” I say, walking up beside her.

			“Hi!” she chirps, her eyes lighting up at the sight of me. “Oh my god, I’ve been so excited all day, I felt like I was going to vibrate right out of my skin.”

			“You should get that checked out,” I say, deadpan. Her nose scrunches up as she laughs. It’s very cute. I relax somewhat. Not completely, but a little bit. “So…you didn’t change your mind?” I’m pretty sure she’s sick of me asking that. I’ve texted her some version of this question at least three times in the last day.

			“Nope,” she says. “I’m absolutely, totally, one hundred percent certain.”

			I nod slowly, still hesitant. She tilts her head to the side, a look of light amusement on her face. “You want that in writing?” she says. “I could do a five-paragraph essay about how sure I am. Or maybe an interpretive dance? Would that be convincing?”

			“Okay, fine, I’ll chill,” I say, cracking a smile. “Let’s do the spell.”

			“Great,” she says, grinning at me. “Do your worst, witch girl.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			✴ Aoife ✴

			“I work magic in a really…particular way,” Luna says, leading me to an area where the trees provide us with some cover from the rest of the park.

			I cast my mind back, trying to remember what happened when she did magic last time, and there’s a big vague patch in my memory. Most of what I can recall involves it being dark out, as if an unexpected cloud had passed over the sun. I wonder what it will be like this time, without the misdirection spell.

			Her eyes are so downcast that they just look like black smudges of makeup on her brown face. “It’s not…pleasant.”

			“What is it? Blood sacrifice?” She glances up at me with an expression of such naked surprise that I assume I’m wrong. “Do you have to get possessed or something to cast spells? Or is it like a thing where you have to ask a demon you have a contract with for help?”

			“No—no,” she says, still staring at me. “Where are you getting this stuff?”

			“Mostly fantasy books,” I say, giggling. “It’s going to be interesting to figure out which stories got it right.”

			She shakes her head, wearing an expression that seems both fond and exasperated. “You and James would get along.”

			“When do I get to meet him?”

			“Maybe someday,” she says, reaching out to me. “He’s a pain in the ass, though.”

			I take her hands and flash her a mischievous grin. “So nothing like you, then.”

			She narrows her eyes playfully. “I’m about to cast a spell on you. Do you want to piss me off?”

			“Nope, I’ll shut up.” I stop talking, which lasts all of five seconds. “Is holding hands part of it, or do you just want to be close to me?”

			“Makes it easier to summon you into my mind if I have a physical connection to focus on.” A little frown of concentration appears on her face. “Okay, here we go. Brace yourself.”

			She presses her wrists together, and I admire her tattoo again. When the two halves are combined, it looks like a super-abstract eye, but with a spiral of spiky lines and dots surrounding it.

			Her hands go cold in mine. I glance up and find that her eyes have turned completely black. Her locs fan out in the air around her head, wriggling in a way that reminds me of snakes. She looks like a Black Medusa. Powerful, magical, and just a little bit frightening. Is it weird that I find this kind of hot?

			I feel a sharp tug in my lower abdomen. Then I blink, and I’m floating in a black void with Luna. A muted gasp escapes my lips. “Cool,” I whisper, staring at the nothingness beneath my feet. This is…the inside of her mind?

			She huffs out a laugh. “None of your reactions are what I’m expecting.”

			“Maybe you need higher expectations,” I say, grinning at her.

			Her lips press together, and she stares at me with those fathomless black eyes. “Maybe.” Her head turns so she’s looking off into the darkness to her right. “Cost?” she announces, her tone combative. She pauses, then her habitual scowl reappears. “Not helpful at all. Great.”

			I stand—or rather, hover—there patiently while she talks to herself. Or to whatever invisible entity is here with us. What if she is communing with a deity right now? I didn’t entertain the possibility that she had some kind of divine magic before. Good thing I’m not religious. This entire experience would likely be a lot more difficult to fit into my worldview.

			Luna’s hands grow noticeably colder. It’s almost painful to hold on to her. Her voice barks out sharply, the sound only slightly dulled by the strange dampening effect of the space. “Memories only.” She releases me, then brings one hand up to my face. She presses an icy thumb into the center of my forehead, and the cold radiates out from her finger into my skull.

			“I’ll pay it,” she says in distant, flat tones.

			Then I blink, and we’re back in the park.

			She slowly links her fingers in mine. As she touches me, I feel her skin returning to a normal temperature. “You good?”

			I smile at her—bright and pleased and as reassuring as I can make it. “Mm-hmm.”

			“The spell won’t manifest unless we…” She trails off and her lips sink into a frown.

			“Break up?” I fill in.

			She nods.

			“So for now…girlfriends?”

			“Girlfriends,” she says.

			Then—agony. I’m struck by a violent pain, like a lightning bolt is arcing a path through my brain. I flinch and cry out, my whole body seizing up against the sudden sensation. Then a series of scenes flashes in my mind’s eye.

			Luna sitting across from me in Flour, complaining about a project she has to do for her ritual theory class. Next—my hands hooked around Luna’s neck as I kiss her, our bodies tangled up in each other on my bed. And then—Luna listening to music with me by the Charles while I watch the dragon swimming in the river.

			I fall to the ground, barely managing to brace myself against the dirt. The images keep coming, a startlingly vivid reel of me and Luna together.

			Me on the phone, crying, calling Luna. Us candlepin bowling. Her meeting my mom.

			Once it finally stops, I’m left with a whole set of memories I didn’t have a minute ago and a blistering realization.

			This isn’t the first time I’ve dated Luna.
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			Chapter 12

			✴ Aoife ✴

			“Just the memories,” Luna says, scowling into the darkness over my shoulder. Her attention returns to me, and she lifts a hand to touch my forehead. I almost flinch from the iciness of her finger against my skin. “I’ll take it,” she says, still speaking to something magical that clearly isn’t me.

			We reappear back on the banks of the Charles with a jarring abruptness. One moment I’m in her mindspace, getting a spell cast on me, and the next I’m back in the real world. “Sorry if that was scary,” Luna says, looking uneasy. Her eyes have returned to their usual brown-black. “The memory spell will only activate if we…break up.”

			“Right, yeah,” I say, somewhat distracted by how much I want her lips on mine. Ever since we met at that football game, I’ve been dying to kiss her. It’s been weeks of us going on dates, neither of us making a move on the other. I was too nervous at first, and as time went on, I got more and more self-conscious that maybe she didn’t want to kiss me. Now that she’s told me about magic—still really not over that—I wonder if that was getting in the way for her. Knowing Luna, she was having a whole existential crisis about how I wasn’t clued in about her being a witch.

			I lean closer and wrap my arms around her neck. As I do, her expression flips from uneasy to something sharp and wanting. She bites her lower lip, and I become keenly aware of every breath she takes. “So we’re officially dating now, right?” I manage to get out, somehow, even though I feel like she’s made off with all the oxygen in my body without me noticing.

			“Yeah,” she says. There’s a wondering joy in the word as she says it that only makes me want to kiss her more.

			“Good,” I say breathlessly, staring at her mouth.

			She grabs me by the waist, pulling me tight against her for a kiss. It’s hard and fierce, as if she’s trying to tell me something without words. Satisfied, I melt against her soft body. God, she’s so perfect—if I could pick one activity to do for the rest of my life, I would choose kissing Luna.

			Once we break apart, I stare into her black-rimmed eyes, wondering if she could taste the strength of my feelings for her on my lips. She wears this gentle, contented smile, which I didn’t even know was a thing her face could do, and that strokes my ego like nothing else.

			“I’m glad you decided to fall in my lap at that football game,” she says.

			I’m usually good at the talking part, but I find myself at a loss for words. I stand there, contending with the dizzying revelation that someone has finally chosen to commit to me. Someone who seems to like me for myself. Someone who probably didn’t look at my particular combination of skin, eyes, and hair and put me in the same mental category as an ornamental vase.

			Wow.

			

			
				
				✴ ✦ ✴

			Luna comes to hang out with me every day after school that week, and it still doesn’t feel like I get to spend enough time with her. It’s overwhelming—liking someone this much. All my waking hours are consumed by Luna; I’m either with her, thinking about how much I wish we were together, or texting her. If I could crawl inside her skin, I would.

			On Friday she comes to meet me at Flour, the café that’s quickly become our regular hangout spot. I’m posted up at one of the tables doing my math homework when she arrives. She’s wearing a band T-shirt, padlock necklace, black denim jacket, and her usual black jeans with the silver carabiner she keeps her house keys on hooked on a belt loop. In other words, she looks outrageously hot.

			“How was your day at magic school?” I say as she sits down. Out of the corner of my eye, I notice the woman at the table next to us glaze over for a moment as I say the word magic.

			“Meh,” she says.

			“Oh no,” I say, frowning. “Just meh?”

			She waves my concern away. “It’s better now that I’m with you.”

			“Cheesy,” I say, slapping her hand playfully. “I thought I was the romantic in this relationship.”

			“You’ve converted me.” A smile tugs at the corners of her mouth. “Show me your normal-person homework.”

			“You’re way too into my mundane stuff.” I emphasize the word mundane because I get a real kick out of saying it now that I’m in the know about magic. I shake my head at her, amused, and slide my notebook over so she can see it. “You have a math class, right? This can’t be that exciting for you.”

			She stares at my homework with a strange reverence; her fingers ghost over the paper like it’s some precious artifact. “Yeah, you’re right,” she says, and it sounds like she’s trying to convince herself.

			I think back to the first time we met, when she went to a football game because she wanted to do something “normal.” She has this fascination with mundane activities that pops up every so often. Like, she decided that she wanted to try taking the T to get to Cambridge to meet me earlier this week, but accidentally got on a train going the wrong direction and ended up arriving an hour later than we’d planned. Which is hilarious because she’s lived in Boston her entire life.

			“Why are you so into nonmagical stuff?” I ask.

			She shrugs, avoiding my eyes. “I dunno.” There’s a beat of silence. She lets out a sigh so small and quiet that I wouldn’t have noticed it if I weren’t staring at her intently. “I kind of wish I had been born mundane sometimes.”

			“Why?” I ask, puzzled. “Being a witch seems really cool.”

			A shadow settles over her face as she slides my notebook back to me. “I guess.”

			“I wish you went to my school,” I announce, hoping to cheer her up. “Then you could do all the boring mundane homework you wanted, and I could see you all the time.”

			“Yeah,” she says, sinking further into herself. “But that would never happen. Only people with really weak magic end up at mundane schools.”

			And I want to ask more questions, but she looks too gloomy. Instead, I recount something funny Paddy said at breakfast and start the process of pulling her back out of her shell.

		

	
		
			Chapter 13

			✦ Luna ✦

			That weekend, I dip out of a fundraising luncheon for griffin conservation early to spend time with Aoife. It’s not like anybody really wants me there. Grandma is making me show my face at society events these days as part of her grand plan for other witches to accept me as Witch Council head. Obviously, she doesn’t actually give a shit about endangered griffins. She just wants me to schmooze with the heads of prominent witch families.

			Aoife and I go hang out by the river again. Once we sit down at one of the picnic tables by the water, she gives me one of her earbuds and plays track after track of head-spinning, synth-heavy music.

			“What am I listening to?” I ask.

			“It’s my hyperpop playlist,” she says.

			“Cool.” I’m assuming that’s a genre. The song I’m listening to sounds like if everything about regular pop music was exaggerated until it became a terrifying soup of autotune, aggressive distortion, and synths. “It’s intense.”

			“I like that about it,” she says, bopping her head to the beat. “A lot of it is really cutesy. Or, like, girly? But it’s also really hardcore. I like that it can do both of those things at the same time.”

			While I listen, she stares at the dragon in the river, wearing an expression of undisguised awe. I wonder what it would be like to see magic the way she does, like it’s something cool and interesting and fun.

			“You’ve got to tell me all the important things I need to know to date a witch, okay?” she says. “I don’t have any other sources of information. And I don’t want to be some totally clueless mundane.”

			“You’re really into that word now,” I say. She’s managed to work it into conversation at every possible opportunity, always with a kind of tongue-in-cheek overemphasis.

			She laughs breezily. “I didn’t know magic existed two weeks ago, so let me be a little cringey. Okay?”

			I chuckle. “Okay.”

			“So you promise you’ll tell me everything I need to know about magic to be a good girlfriend?” She flips toward me, turning away from the river dragon. There’s a flash of vulnerability across her face—then it’s gone, replaced by a teasing smile. “I swear, you’re going to get sick of me asking you a million questions and kick me to the curb.”

			“Never,” I say, because there isn’t a world where I would ever kick her to the curb. “I promise I’ll tell you what you need to know.”

			An enchanted message paper glides across the river, stopping inches from my face. After I pull it out of the air and unfold it, I find a message written in Grandma’s slanting handwriting.

			
				I had hoped to mention this to you at the event earlier today, but as you decided it would be best to rudely leave before the auction had even begun, I am forced to send you this reminder instead. Don’t be late for our meeting tonight. In case you have forgotten, we will be discussing the succession plan. Perhaps you can take an interest in your own future for once.

			

			Underneath that short note, the standard options glow brown: Reply? YES or NO

			My jaw tightens. I tap the NO, and the paper vibrates slightly as the writing on it fades out of sight. Then it floats out of my hands and heads back across the river. When I look away from the rapidly disappearing paper, I find Aoife looking at me questioningly. “Enchanted message papers,” I say. “You write a note on them, tell them who you want it sent to, and they’ll fly to wherever that person is.”

			The message papers are an interesting quirk of Boston magical society. Everyone has phones. But everyone also has a subscription to the message-paper service because nobody wants to put the family that runs it out of business. Older witches are especially stubborn about making the most of their subscriptions.

			“Magical paper airplanes,” she says, her face alight with amazement. She squints into the distance, as if she’s going to be able to catch sight of the message again if she stares hard enough. “Cool.” Her attention darts back to me. “Did someone send you something bad? You’ve got a very serious glare going on.”

			“It was just my grandma,” I say, shrugging helplessly. “She’s…” I can’t find the words to describe her when I reach for them. “My family can be…a lot.”

			She pauses the music, then looks at me expectantly. “Okay?”

			“If you see any other witches, you should probably avoid them.”

			“Not all witches are as cool as you, then?” She meets my gaze with dancing eyes. After a few moments, her grin falters. “Oh, you’re serious?”

			I stare at my boots. “Yeah.”

			“Well…okay,” she says. “Why?”

			“It’s complicated,” I say, my brow furrowing. How do you explain that you want—no, need—to keep your girlfriend a secret from your entire community? Telling her that magic existed and risking her never wanting to see me again was hard enough. Damn, I really suck. She deserves a girlfriend who can show her off to everyone around. “My family is important,” I say. “Politically. And, um, it would be a whole thing for me to be with a mundane.” A few seconds of silence tick by. I drag my gaze up to look at her, to assess how much damage I’ve done. She appears thoughtful rather than frustrated. “I’m sorry,” I offer, because I can’t trust that she’s not hiding her true annoyance.

			“So you’re some kind of big-deal witch?” Her nose wrinkles up with distaste. “Am I dating a magical celebrity?”

			“Is that bad?” I say. My heart is in my throat.

			“No. Well. I mean…” She pauses for a moment. It looks like she’s going to say something, but then she frowns and seems to think better of whatever it was. She waves a hand in the air vaguely. “Fame is just…bleh. Zero out of ten. Very overrated. Why would anyone want people in their business whenever they sneezed or went to the bathroom? Seems like a scam to me.”

			She’s so suddenly and surprisingly vehement about this opinion that a laugh escapes me, unbidden. “I think it’s a scam too,” I say. “People are all up in my business because I’m powerful or whatever.” I roll my eyes. “You want to show me more of your music?”

			Her eyebrows shoot up. “Oh, you’re trying to downplay that? Like you didn’t just say that you’re a powerful witch?” She swats me lightly on the arm. “You think you’re slick, huh?”

			I duck my head, embarrassed. “Okay, leave me alone.”

			“Never,” she says, laughing. “Since you’re such a strong, amazing, powerful witch, do you think you could show me some magic?”

			My whole body immediately tenses. I should have seen this coming. She likes magic—shockingly—so why wouldn’t she want a demonstration?

			“It doesn’t have to be anything big,” she adds when I don’t reply right away. “Just a little abracadabra.” She wiggles her fingers in front of her face. “Or, you know, whatever it is you do exactly. Didn’t look like you did much abracadabra-ing last time, but what do I know about magical techniques?”

			That is such a bad idea. But she looks so eager. This is the only person I’ve ever been close to who didn’t have a healthy fear of my sacrifice magic.

			I rack my brain for something small but impressive to show her. Something that hopefully won’t have a scary cost she’ll notice. I got off easy with the first two spells I cast around her, since they didn’t have any immediate, obvious costs. Sometimes the price from my spell never becomes clear, and I have to deal with the idea that my magic might have low-key sabotaged my life in a way I didn’t notice.

			“You don’t have to do it, if it’s a pain,” Aoife says.

			“No, it’s fine,” I say, taking her hands. “I’m just…I hope you like it.”

			“I’m easily impressed,” she says solemnly.

			I do my thing, and it’s just as creepy as it always is, and somehow she doesn’t shriek with terror or run away once it’s over. Her eyes stay wide as saucers the whole time, like she’s afraid to blink and miss something. The experience is so different from every other time I’ve cast for someone. Normally, people ask me to use my magic because they absolutely, desperately need something; I’m just an unpleasant means to an end. This isn’t like that at all. Aoife doesn’t need anything from me. She just wants to know more about what I can do.

			I lead her over to the riverbank and step out onto the water. My boots rest on the surface of the river, the water underneath them given sudden solidity by my magic. Aoife gasps, low and quiet.

			“Can I…?” She looks at me, curious, and then down at my feet again.

			A smile curls at the edges of my mouth. “Go on.”

			She sprints out onto the river, laughing with maniacal glee the entire time. And, thank god, that’s the moment my magic extracts its cost—so Aoife doesn’t see the flash of panic in my eyes as I feel water filling my lungs. The sensation lasts a few excruciating seconds before it disappears. The adrenaline-laced shot of terror lasts much longer.

			“Come on, Luna!” Aoife calls back to me, waving me out onto the river.

			I breathe in deep—I’m fine, I’m not dying, I’m just hanging out with my girlfriend—and try to push my magically induced fake drowning to the back of my mind as I walk out to meet her.

			“This is amazing!” she says, throwing her arms up in the air grandly. She looks stunning, with the water shimmering around her and the breeze blowing her hair back. “How do you not do this all the time?”

			“I used to.” Back a few years ago, when I had a death wish. I did a lot more magic then. “I’m glad you like it,” I say, taking her hand and pulling her close to me.

			“I don’t like this,” she says, looking down at me with an expression of mock outrage. “I love it. I’m obsessed with it. This experience is, hands down, better than my birthday and New Year’s combined.”

			“New Year’s?”

			“Yeah. And that’s my favorite holiday, so you know I’m serious about this.” She leans down to kiss me. I don’t know what I’ve done in my life to deserve this perfect moment with this perfect girl in the middle of the Charles River.

			“So what else can you do with your magic?” she says once we stop kissing. She ambles around me slowly, staring at the water beneath her feet.

			I shrug. “Anything.”

			“Anything?” she repeats. “Could you…end climate change?”

			“Maybe,” I say. “I would probably die if I tried to do something that big.” Or worse, I add in my mind. Death seems like too simple of a cost for a spell of that size.

			“Of…exhaustion?”

			“Something like that.”

			“Can all witches do that?” She stops walking and frowns. “Are we just one really powerful witch away from ending climate change?”

			That gets a laugh out of me. “No, most people can’t do that kind of thing.” I briefly explain that there are two different types of witches: bloodline witches, who have a specialized innate gift, and library witches, who have to use tools like sigils and words of power to channel their magic.

			“Why are they called library witches?” she asks once I finish.

			“Because they’re all about researching and collecting”—I pause, snort, and amend my statement—“hoarding magical knowledge. They usually have family libraries full of spell research and theory that each generation adds to.”

			“Cool.”

			“So my family are bloodline witches, right?” I say. “And most bloodline witches have gifts like healing or summoning the elements. Specific stuff. But my family’s gift lets us shape reality however we want.”

			She tilts her head to the side. “So you guys are like superwitches?”

			“Not all of us,” I say. “I don’t have that many restrictions on what I can do. My grandma has more limits, but she’s still really strong. And then most of the rest of my family can only do simple stuff like this.” I gesture at our feet atop the river.

			My limits with my powers, as far as I’ve discovered them, are that I can’t bring things back to life after they’ve been dead a while—don’t ask how I figured that out—and that I usually can’t cast spells directly onto more than a hundred people at once. That I learned because back in middle school I once tried to put everyone in my school to sleep simultaneously so I could sneak off campus. Which was obviously reckless and unnecessary, but that kind of shit was basically my specialty back then. When it didn’t work, I just modified the spell so anybody who came within fifty feet of me would fall asleep, and then my magic wouldn’t let me sleep for four days. Which, fun fact, is the point where you start hallucinating.

			“Oh, so you’re just a superwitch,” Aoife says, understanding dawning on her face.

			I incline my head and grunt vaguely. I guess it’s impossible to explain my powers and not have people come to that conclusion. A small frown twists my lips. I don’t know what I thought was going to happen when I explained more magic stuff to her. This feels like the beginning of her opinion of me changing to match everyone else’s.

			“That’s awesome,” she says, grinning excitedly. She looks at me, and a considering expression passes over her face, like she’s running some sort of complex mental assessment on me. “I guess it could be overwhelming, being that powerful,” she says lightly.

			I don’t know what to say to that, really, so I just nod. She takes in my silence, then changes the subject to coo about the fish she notices swimming underneath us. I listen until I get too paranoid that we’re going to be seen out here and usher us back to shore.

			

			
				
				✴ ✦ ✴

			Later that evening, my family gathers in Grandma’s living room for a meeting about how the hell we’re going to get me to become council head. It’s not just the main Gold family that attends—that’s everybody who lives in this house—but some of the adult members of the branch families as well. That adds ten extra people to our numbers. Ten people who are related to me somehow if you just go back a few generations to figure out how.

			James and I sit in a corner on wooden chairs we dragged in from the kitchen. I’m trying my best to not bolt from the room. It feels claustrophobic—the pressure of all these people’s expectations. All I want to do is turn back time to this afternoon with Aoife.

			“God, they’re so gross,” James mutters to me, tilting his head toward his parents, who are curled into each other on the couch, whispering sweet nothings into each other’s ears. Auntie Sonja and Uncle David’s marriage, like my parents’, was arranged for political reasons. Except, somehow, they ended up disgustingly in love with each other. Meanwhile, my dad just walked into the room and I can see Mom’s whole body clench up from twenty feet away.

			Dad’s a cold and serious man who has a single hobby—running—outside of his work as a healer. He stands at a whopping five feet, eight inches, which makes him one of the tallest people in this room of short Gold family members. Most things about him are chosen for practicality, from the orthopedic running sneakers on his feet to the close-cropped cut of his hair.

			He approaches me dutifully, his dark face set in a habitual frown. “Hello, Luna,” Dad says. His tone is just as stiff as his body language. All his joints are locked into position, like he’s fighting his own instinct to run from me.

			I give him a nod. “Hey.”

			He searches for something to say. “School going alright?” he settles on eventually.

			“Yeah,” I say, willing him to go away. Dad doesn’t like kids. It’s an unfortunate twist of fate that he has one. If somebody’s under twenty-one, Dad has no clue what to say to them. He was actually worse at talking to me when I was younger, which is unbelievable because he’s still awful now.

			“How’s work going, Uncle Martin?” James cuts in because, as he’s said many times, he can’t stand to watch my dad and me awkwardly linger near each other like two actors who never got the script for their scenes.

			“Busy. I’ve been seeing a lot of dryad patients with leaf rot recently,” Dad says, launching into a long speech about his job. I tune out until he finally decides that his dad duties for the day are fulfilled and goes to find a seat.

			Grandma sits down in her usual chair, the one with the ugly embroidered upholstery. She regards the room with a cool expression. Everyone falls silent without her saying a word.

			“We’re here to discuss strategy for Luna’s succession as council head,” she says crisply. “I plan to announce her candidacy at the Brandts’ winter gala in January so the council can take it to a vote by the end of her senior year. Of course, we have some work to do to rehabilitate Luna’s image, as many people remember her only as a young witch with an uncontrolled temper and appetite for destruction.”

			“I wonder where she got that temper from,” Mom says, glaring daggers at Dad. She says this quietly, but her voice still carries clearly across the room.

			“Certainly not me,” Dad says, his expression stony and implacable. I roll my eyes. This is just the latest installment of their never-ending argument about who’s the worse parent. It’s almost funny that they fight about this so frequently because, if they would pay attention to me for any amount of time, I could settle it for them: They both suck, and Grandma should never have pushed two people who absolutely didn’t like children to have a kid.

			“Martin,” Grandma continues, turning to my dad. “The reason you’re here is because we’re going to need buy-in from the Brandts to make sure this goes well.”

			Dad nods at her curtly. “Right.”

			“Who on the council can we count on to confirm Luna?” one of my older cousins from a branch family asks.

			“My family will,” Dad says. “Though we have certain…reservations about pushing for this so soon.”

			“I cannot continue as head forever,” Grandma says, steel in her voice. “I am old. If I die unexpectedly and you all are forced to put Luna forward without my backing, there is no chance of pulling this off.”

			“I understand,” Dad says, inclining his head respectfully.

			“I believe my family will also support Luna,” Uncle David says. His gaze darts to James, and for a moment he looks like he’s about to say more, but then he purses his lips and stays silent. I can imagine what he was thinking regardless. Of course the Nguyens would prefer James be the successor—he’s their family too, after all—but there’s no point in bringing that up when he doesn’t have the magic to do the job.

			“And the O’Connors are confirmed as well,” Grandma says briskly. Douglas walks through a nearby wall, hops up onto her lap, and rests his head so his antlers hang off the side of Grandma’s chair. She strokes the fur on his back as she continues speaking. “The McCarthys, and the rest of their faction, will definitely oppose us. They have equal numbers to us, so the deciding votes will fall to the neutral families on the council.”

			“That’s the Lakes and the Chens,” James whispers to me because, just like always, he knows everything and I’m clueless.

			“I’m planning to use a two-pronged approach to this succession,” Grandma says. “First, we play the long game with changing public opinion by sending Luna out to complete as many of my public service duties as possible. The more work we have her do, the more people will see her as someone capable. That’s our best bet. Likable is a stretch. Capable we can manage.”

			“Thanks, Grandma,” I say, and everyone studiously ignores me. I feel, as usual, completely irrelevant. If my family could replace me with a puppet that could use my powers, they would do it in a heartbeat.

			“And we’ll continue making public appearances at society events,” Grandma says.

			“Which events?” Auntie Sonja asks, her face creased with concern.

			“Ones with friendly families, of course,” Grandma says. I cringe at the prospect of being trotted out to more events. Between the fundraiser this morning and the bat mitzvah I went to last weekend, my social reservoir is already depleted.

			“The second part to this plan is convincing the Chens and the Lakes to side with us,” Grandma continues. “We can manage this if we play our cards right.”

			I’m reminded of my arranged relationship with Mara, which was definitely part of this scheme. But I don’t think me breaking up with Mara would sour their family on me completely. Right? Probably not.

			The family starts tossing out suggestions for how we can win over those last two votes. Nobody looks at me. It’s like I don’t exist.

			“Does anybody care what I have to say about all this?” I burst out after half an hour of discussion, not able to hold my tongue any longer.

			All the eyes in the room focus on me. “Do you have anything of substance to add, Luna?” Grandma asks smoothly.

			“No, but this is about me,” I say. “You should be asking my opinions.”

			“You’re perfectly capable of making your opinions known,” Grandma says, and I feel the ghost of every time I’ve ever argued with her lurking behind that statement. “So please don’t waste our time with pointless outbursts.”

			She turns her attention away from me, slowly and with great deliberateness. I slump in my chair and seethe quietly, my hands clenched into tight fists that make my nails cut uncomfortably into my palms.

			“Are we certain this will work?” one of the branch-family aunts pipes up. It’s the question that’s been running in the background of this whole meeting, the one that nobody has had the courage to voice.

			“It will,” Grandma says grimly. “It must. Or else the McCarthys will scrounge up a candidate of their own from somewhere, and then they’ll start pushing for things to go back to how they were in the ‘good old days.’ ” She scoffs. “Like we don’t know what that really means.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 14

			✴ Aoife ✴

			I can’t see Luna for a few days because my parents need me to come home right after school to make Wonderful Walshes content. While I pose for photos and film a vlog where Mom styles my hair, I’m itching to pull out my phone and text Luna. I don’t do that, though, because the last thing I need is for my parents to see me giggling and start asking questions.

			Meanwhile, Luna is busy doing…something. She vaguely mentions a few tasks her grandma has assigned to her, but I don’t get a good handle on what they are or why she’s doing them.

			“These office hours your grandma has you doing now—what exactly are they for?” I ask one night when I video call her on my laptop. We’re both sitting at the desks in our respective bedrooms, working on homework.

			Luna frowns, her gaze downcast. “Just helping people. Solving their problems.”

			“So you’re, like, a magical fixer?” I ask, propping my chin up on my hand.

			“Yeah.”

			I watch her silently as she goes back to typing up an essay about vampires in Europe for her history class. Well, I guess that’s all I’m going to know about that. Getting information out of her feels like pulling teeth sometimes. I want her to tell me about whatever magical shenanigans she’s getting up to with her family. She’s probably casting cool spells left and right.

			As I think about this, I realize that actually, Luna never cast any spells in front of me again after that one time I asked her to. Maybe she thinks I’m creeped out by it. Or maybe she’s self-conscious? When we talked about how she’s apparently an incredible superwitch, I got the vibe that she had some hang-up about being really powerful.

			“You know you don’t have to avoid doing magic around me,” I say.

			The sound of typing on her end stops. “I’m not,” she says after a moment. Her brow wrinkles with an emotion I can’t quite read.

			“I’m serious. I’m not going to get freaked out or anything,” I insist.

			“I know,” she says, but it doesn’t sound like she’s convinced. “It’s just…My magic is complicated.” Her tone sounds like she’s admitted something major, so I’m waiting for her to clarify what she means exactly, but then there’s just a long silence.

			“Complicated like…?” I prompt, staring at her questioningly.

			“Just complicated. It’s hard to explain.”

			I want to push her for more information, but there’s a flicker of unhappiness in her expression that makes me feel like I’ve crossed a boundary I wasn’t aware existed.

			I wish Luna was just a little bit more interested in inviting me into the supernatural parts of her life. When we first got together, I thought that she was going to be excited to tell me everything there was to know about her family, her magic, and whatever else she has going on. Instead, whenever our conversation turns to any of those topics, she usually gets more and more uncomfortable, until she finally just shuts down completely.

			Sometimes that makes me worry that she’s only into me superficially. Maybe I haven’t been nice enough, charming enough to get her to like my personality. Maybe I’m just a pretty face to her.

			But that’s just me being insecure. She’s never given me the impression that she thinks my looks are the most important thing about me. I’ve been wrong about that before, but I shouldn’t look for problems where there aren’t any.

			“How was your day?” she asks.

			“What, since you asked me that like three hours ago?” I joke, because we’re in such constant contact that there’s very little she wouldn’t already know about my day by now. She lets out a quiet chuckle, inclining her head to acknowledge my point. “It was okay,” I say. “My dad spent a long time taking photos, so I didn’t get to eat dinner until kind of late.”

			“That’s annoying,” she says, frowning sympathetically.

			I shrug, leaning back in my desk chair. “It’s fine. He’s just a perfectionist. I get it.”

			“He takes a lot of photos of you, yeah?” she says. “Can I see some of them?”

			I hesitate because we’ve hit on the thing I’ve unintentionally been keeping secret. Luna doesn’t know the true extent of the Wonderful Walshes. She understands that my parents are photographers and that they run some social media accounts, but that’s about it. I haven’t exactly been hiding it, but I haven’t come out and fully explained my family’s business either. It’s been refreshing, being close to someone who doesn’t know me as the social media girl.

			If I want Luna to reveal more about herself to me, though, I should share my life with her completely—even the parts of it I find embarrassing.

			“Yeah, I can show you some of my dad’s photography. Do you want to come hang out at my house this weekend?” I ask. “My parents have some of my dad’s photos hung up.”

			Luna’s eyes widen with surprise. “You want me to come over?”

			“Yeah,” I say, even though I’m already worried about exposing Luna’s existence to Mom and Dad.

			“They don’t know we’re dating, though, right?” she says.

			“Right. They’re just really up in my business in a way that’s not…” I trail off and press my lips together tightly, feeling guilty about almost bad-mouthing my parents. “Well, you’ll see when you meet them.”

			“Okay,” Luna says. “You know if the memory spell activates, um…” She pauses awkwardly, and it takes me a moment to realize that she’s talking about what would happen if we broke up. “Your parents will still remember me even if you forget. But the spell shouldn’t make you act too weird. You’ll just…go along with whatever the easiest explanation is if someone brings me up. Or you’ll ignore it.”

			“Good to know,” I say. Is it a bad sign that she’s thinking about what will happen if we break up? I guess it’s practical of her.

			“Just in case you were worried about that,” she says quickly.

			Oh, so she was concerned that I was anxious about the memory spell. That’s sweet of her. “I honestly hadn’t even thought about it,” I say, relaxing. “But thanks for telling me.”

			“So you’re still cool with me coming over?” she asks.

			“Yeah,” I say, smiling at her.

			“Great,” she says, looking both pleased and nervous at the same time. I warm up to the idea a little more, watching that expression on her face. If I just introduce her as my friend, this should be fine.

		

	
		
			Chapter 15

			✦ Luna ✦

			I follow Aoife into her spacious living room, grateful that my resting angry face masks that I’m shitting bricks right now. I had to hunt down a rogue zombie for the Witch Council earlier this week, and this meet-the-parents routine is scarier than that.

			Aoife’s mom sits on a blue couch, tapping away at her phone. She’s a pale wisp of a woman with delicate features and Aoife’s green eyes. Meanwhile, Aoife’s brother, Paddy, is busy throwing every cushion in the room into a pile on the floor. Aoife’s parents obviously had a copy-and-paste situation going on with their kids; Paddy and Aoife look startlingly similar. Same skin tone, same eyes, same facial structure. I’m a little surprised because mixed kids in the same family can turn out looking so different from each other. Like, Auntie Sonja is basically a clone of Grandma, but my mom came out pale as a ghost.

			“Bort bort bort bort,” Paddy chants, ripping a yellow pillow off a red armchair. Everything in the room is either white or a primary color. It’s all very intentional and stylish. “Ee-buh!” he yells excitedly, noticing our presence. He throws himself at Aoife, who scoops him up.

			“Mom, this is my friend Luna,” Aoife says, balancing Paddy on her hip.

			There’s this moment—just a tiny pause before Aoife’s mom says anything. I watch the flick of her eyes as she looks down and up my body. Then a flash of confusion and disgust appears on her face. Just a trace amount of My daughter’s hanging out with this girl? I bristle. Well, that’s fucking great. With most people I interact with, it’s hard to clock exactly why they’re put off by me. Is it my scary magic? My family’s reputation? The color of my skin? The size of my body? A combination of all of those things? But that reaction was almost definitely about me being fat.

			Aoife’s mom pulls it together, flashing a sunny smile my way. “Nice to meet you, Luna.”

			“Yeah,” I say, reminding myself that this is Aoife’s mom, and I shouldn’t tank my relationship with her. Even if she pisses me off. “Nice to meet you.”

			In the back of my mind, I wonder if Aoife clocked her mom’s reaction to me. When I look over at her, all Aoife’s attention is on me, and her blandly pleasant expression is still firmly in place. So she probably missed that. Maybe it’s better that way. Then we don’t have to have an awkward conversation about her mom being low-key shitty.

			“Ee-buh, make bort wiv me,” Paddy orders. He waves a tiny arm at his pile of pillows.

			“Sorry, Paddy, I can’t build a fort with you,” Aoife says. I’m grateful for the translation. It’s impossible to tell what toddlers are on about most of the time if you aren’t used to listening to them talk. “I promised to hang out with my friend Luna.”

			Paddy turns a wide-eyed stare on me, suddenly fascinated by my existence. “I wike your tiger.”

			This I understand on the first try. “My shirt?” I say, pointing at the snarling tiger printed on my black muscle tee. “Thanks, dude. I like your fort.”

			“Tanks.” He squirms out of Aoife’s arms, runs to his pillow pile, and starts worming his way underneath it.

			Aoife’s dad, a dark-skinned Black man in a Henley and jeans, strides into the room, carrying a large bag slung over one shoulder. “Have you seen my keys? I’m…” He trails off upon noticing my presence and does a micro-version of his wife’s reaction, which pisses me off all over again. Then he flashes me a smile that belongs on a billboard. “You’re Aoife’s friend?”

			“Yeah,” I say quietly. “Luna.” I realize, too late, that I haven’t wrestled my face out of the flat, expressionless stare I got once I realized he was also a fatphobic asshole.

			“Sorry I can’t stay and chat. I’ve got a wedding to get to,” he says, giving me an apologetic nod. He turns back to Aoife’s mom. “Keys?”

			“In the office,” she says, and he disappears to find them.

			“He does wedding photography on the side,” Aoife explains. I grunt a general acknowledgment of that information. “Okay, Mom, we’ll be in my room,” she adds.

			“Right,” her mom says distractedly. Paddy has started yelling something mostly unintelligible at her, so she doesn’t pay much attention to us as we leave.

			There are a ton of framed photos of Aoife and Paddy in the hallway leading to her room. I thought it was going to be cool, seeing a bunch of professional pictures of my girlfriend, but there’s something soulless about them. Like, the photos are high quality, don’t get me wrong. But they don’t capture how charming and energetic and silly she is in real life.

			“That’s my dad’s stuff,” she says, waving a hand at the frames. There’s a look of trepidation on her face that I don’t understand. “There’s more hanging in their office, if you want to see what I looked like when I was younger.”

			“Yeah, maybe later.” I study a photo of her and Paddy holding hands next to the Make Way for Ducklings statues in Boston Public Garden. It was taken maybe a year ago, based on how old Paddy seems. “You look pretty here,” I say, because I should probably say something nice about her dad’s photography.

			“Oh. Yeah, thanks,” she says, strangely subdued. I can’t tell if she’s self-conscious about the pictures or if she doesn’t like my reaction for some reason. Either way, I reach for a change in subject. My eyes catch on a gold plaque hung on the wall. It has the YouTube logo inscribed on it, along with the words Presented to the Wonderful Walshes for Passing 1,000,000 Subscribers.

			“What’s that?” I ask, pointing at it.

			She stares at it sidelong for a moment. Then she sighs, her mouth curving into a cheerless smile. “YouTube Creator Award.”

			I raise my eyebrows, considering the plaque. That’s a hell of a lot of subscribers. “Your parents do social media and stuff for their photography, right?” I say. “Is this an award for that?”

			“Well…yeah, but…” She trails off uneasily, then turns away from me. “Come on. I’ll explain in a second,” she says, opening a door at the end of the hall.

			I follow her, wondering why she seems so on edge about this conversation, and find myself in her bedroom. It’s decorated with the same color palette as the living room—all white with pops of red, blue, and yellow in the furniture pieces. She sits cross-legged on her bed, and I settle beside her.

			“I guess I should, um…” She pulls her phone out of her pocket, taps at the screen a few times, and then holds it out to me. “Here.”

			I’m looking at an app. “This is…Instagram?” I say to confirm as I take the phone from her hands. She nods.

			It’s a profile for the same name I saw on the award in the hallway—The Wonderful Walshes. The description under the name reads:

			
				Boston Family of 4.

				Raising age-gap kids with love and respect | Multiracial fam | Choose kindness [image: Heart]

			

			When I scroll through the photos, Aoife’s everywhere. There she is smiling with Paddy, both of them in sunglasses. There she is looking almost divine, dressed in all white with the sun creating a light halo behind her head. And there she is staring pensively out a window while sitting at the desk in this exact room.

			I check the top of the profile, and my eyes widen in shock. Holy shit. This account has 1.2 million followers. “Are you famous?” I say, connecting the dots to the plaque in the hallway. She must be on her parents’ YouTube account too.

			“Nooo,” she says, but she draws out the word so long that it’s clear that the real answer is yes. “Well, like, a little bit? But I don’t get recognized in public that often. It’s a very…niche kind of fame.”

			“I didn’t realize it was this big a thing,” I say.

			“Yeah, I figured,” she says. “I kept expecting you to look my family up, but then you never really did that.”

			My girlfriend is famous, and I didn’t know. I keep scrolling, feeling somewhat numb. Maybe she would have talked about this part of her life if I was more reliable.

			I open a photo of Aoife and her mom smiling as they hold up glasses of green smoothies. “Was there a reason you didn’t want to talk much about this?” I try to sound casual, like I’m not worried I’ve done something wrong that she’s punishing me for.

			“It’s embarrassing,” she says, wrinkling her nose up with distaste. “And, I don’t know, you didn’t have any interest in social media anyway. I liked that.” She tilts her head to the side, her expression turning thoughtful. “Is that, like, a witch thing? Not using social media?”

			“No, that’s just a me thing,” I say. When I was twelve, I spent six months with my magic punishing me by electrocuting me every time I touched anything electronic. Kind of made me less into technology.

			I open another photo, one of just Aoife this time. There are hundreds of comments under it. I scroll through them, reeling at the sheer quantity of people taking time to comment on this photo of my girlfriend.

			
				troy_rossman: aoife is getting beautifuler by the day!

				trayceelucia: gorgeous wow wow her eyes

				art4lif999: look at that hair!!!!

				little_leaf58: omg she makes me want a mixed baby so bad [image: Smiling face with heart eyes]

			

			That last one gives me pause. “The hell?” I mutter, my lip curling.

			“What?” Aoife asks, leaning over to look at the screen. I point at the comment, and she lets out a quiet sigh. “That’s normal. People leave comments like that all the time.”

			“It’s creepy.”

			“I guess. But that’s how everyone thinks about me. The only reason people think I’m pretty is because I’m mixed,” she says, and her tone is one of weary resignation. “That’s why most of the comments are about my hair and my eyes.”

			I stare at the flood of comments under the post, noticing just how many of them are talking about her curls or her green eyes. Light-skinned privilege is one thing—my mom gets treated better than other people in our family because she’s way paler than the rest of us—but this feels like the sinister flip side to that. Like, people think it’s fine to be creepy about Aoife’s appearance, to pin her to the wall like a butterfly and catalog her features by how “white” or “Black” they seem. That’s some weird shit.

			“I don’t think about you like that,” I say. “I mean, I do think you’re pretty. Obviously. But it’s not like I’m into you because you’re mixed.”

			There’s a beat of silence. I can’t tell if she’s really absorbing what I’ve said. Then she laughs and lightly touches my arm. “Yeah, yeah. I know,” she says. “You don’t have to comfort me about that. I’m not saying it’s, like, so hard to be light-skinned or something.” I want to interject, to reassure her that I didn’t think she was saying that at all, but she moves on so quickly that I don’t have a chance.

			“Anyway,” she says. “I thought I should tell you about this because I want us to be, like, the kind of couple that can tell each other anything.”

			“Mm.” I nod, wishing I had her confidence. It’s easier to share when you’re perfect like Aoife. I mean, she’s a famous social media star, while I’m a family disappointment with powers that even scare my own grandma. It took so much effort for me to tell her about magic existing; now the prospect of explaining all the specifics about my powers and my family is just too much.

			She stares at me for a long moment, expectation heavy in her gaze. I can’t interpret what she wants exactly, so I lean over and kiss her. Her mouth tastes like sunshine, and my chest fills with warmth from the contact. It starts out light and sweet, but after I push a hand into her hair, she presses closer to me, her whole torso flush against mine. I fall backward, catching myself with one forearm on the bed.

			“You’re very distracting,” Aoife whispers.

			“Thank you,” I say, trailing kisses along the side of her neck.

			As we keep making out, I’m filled with the marrow-deep awareness that this is the first time in our relationship we’ve been alone in a truly private place. Neither of us is that into PDA, so we’ve never gotten to this point before. And damn, I want her so bad I feel like I’m fucking dying, like I’m going to spontaneously combust if she stops kissing me.

			I have my hand half inside her shirt, pressing against the warm skin of her back, when I feel fingers fumbling with the button of my jeans. I suck in a quiet breath, surprised, and she stills.

			“Do you want…?” I ask, trying to reconnect my brain enough to form sentences.

			“We don’t have to,” she says quickly, pulling away from me.

			“No—wait.” I catch her by the wrist. “Do you want to?”

			She swallows nervously. Her face is flushed, and her pupils are blown wide, so her eyes look like dark pits that could swallow me whole. “Yeah,” she says. “But seriously, no pressure at all, I don’t want to rush you if you’re not comfortable. Like, we don’t need to have sex. We can keep making out, and that’s fine with me, and—”

			“Come here,” I interrupt, pulling her back onto me. “I’m into it. You just have to tell me what you like, okay?”

			Relief washes over her face, and she gives me a smile that unfurls slowly into something impossibly delighted. “Okay.”

			Afterward, Aoife has to put her now wildly messy hair into a bun and scrub the shadowy remnants of my lipstick off her neck so her parents won’t guess what we’ve been doing. I vow to stop wearing lipstick when I see Aoife in the future. Not worth the trouble.

			“I’m good, right?” Aoife asks, tilting her head to the side as she peers at herself in the mirror on her dresser. “No more sex hair?”

			“Nope.” I can feel my face doing the most embarrassingly corny smile as I watch her, but I can’t help myself. “You look perfect.”

			And if it was possible to bottle this moment—preserve it, perfectly distilled in glass forever—I would sacrifice anything to do it.

		

	
		
			Chapter 16

			✴ Aoife ✴

			I’m too attracted to Luna.

			It’s a problem. Seriously. I’ve invited her over to my house twice now, and both times we ended up hooking up instead of having the conversation I wanted to have. On both occasions, I dropped all these hints about wanting her to open up about her magical life and she absolutely did not pick up on it. Instead, she made a move on me, and I basically lost my mind the second she kissed me. So yeah. Problem.

			The situation reminds me of all the other people I’ve been involved with, who were just interested in me physically and never would have been cool with me asking anything real of them. Except I’m also really into Luna and desperately want to have sex with her, so it’s all this messy tangle I can’t figure out. (Important to note: She explicitly said that she wasn’t into me because I was mixed, so that already makes her different from most people I’ve been with.) (I maybe had a hard time fully believing her, but she at least said it.)

			I slump over in my chair, letting out a loud groan as I thump my head against the surface of my desk. Then I pull up my text thread with Luna on my phone, staring at our last exchange.

			
				Luna: Sorry, I think I have to cancel our plans for tonight. I’m not feeling good.

				Aoife: it’s fine!! are you sick?

				Luna: Sort of.

				Aoife: lol what do you mean sort of?

				Luna: I’ll be fine if I sleep it off. Just had to do a bunch of stuff for my grandma today.

				Aoife: what’d you have to do?

			

			She never replied to that. I frown at my screen. Another dead-end conversation. She wasn’t even here to bamboozle me with her hotness this time. What else am I supposed to say to get her to open up? Share more with me or else I’ll break up with you? Yeah, right.

			“Aoife?” Mom calls from the office.

			“Yeah?” I reply, putting my phone down on my desk.

			“Come here for a minute.”

			I find both of my parents in the office, staring contemplatively at Dad’s computer. They turn to me when I enter the room. “Aoife can be our tiebreaker,” Mom declares. She waves me over, wheeling her office chair to the side so I can stand between them. “Which one is better?” she says to me, gesturing at the screen. “We’re having trouble picking.”

			Two similar photos of me—both in the same lace-trimmed white dress—are open next to each other. “What’s this for?” I ask.

			“New blog post,” Dad says, pointing to Mom’s desk. Open on her laptop is a half-written post with the title “Puppy Love—Supporting Your Teen When They Start to Date.”

			The breath goes out of me like I’ve been punched in the stomach. What? This can’t be what I think it is. I take a few steps closer and start to read more.

			
				Our sweet daughter has been spending a lot of time with a special friend since starting her junior year. We’re so excited to see her growing and changing as she navigates her first teenage romance. We’ve come a long way since she was staging fake weddings on the playground!

			

			Oh my god. It’s about me and Luna.

			I skim the rest of the draft, my face burning hot with shame. It’s horrible. And what’s worse, it gets alarmingly specific about the two of us. God, I shouldn’t have brought Luna to hang out at my house. My parents could probably tell we were hooking up in my room. I rub my hand against my chest, barely able to breathe. This is a nightmare.

			“You’re—you’re writing about me being in a relationship?” I say, my voice unsteady.

			“It’s such a good learning opportunity for other parents,” Mom says, her green eyes shining. “I’m so glad we’re able to share your light with the world, Aoife. This is a big step in your life. It’s beautiful that we get to celebrate it like this and show people how an accepting environment lets kids be their authentic selves.”

			Sometimes she actually talks the way her Instagram captions read. I nod, feeling sick to my stomach.

			“You upset?” Dad says, sounding surprised.

			It feels nearly impossible to tell him that I am upset, not after everything Mom just said. I make a vague motion that’s half shrug and half wave. “I don’t really like that kind of thing being online.”

			“Okay,” Mom says. “I hear you, and I’m sorry you feel that way.” She’s doing this continuous bobble-head nodding, which she does whenever she wants to model “active listening.” Another one of her parenting concepts. It feels weird and fake whenever she does it, but she doesn’t mean it that way.

			“I know it can be hard to be in the public eye sometimes,” Dad says. He leans forward, resting his elbows on his knees. A pose for a photograph entitled The Sympathetic Father. “But this is just part of our work. You understand, right?”

			I bite the inside of my lip. “Yeah, I get it. Do you think…Could you maybe not post that?”

			They both frown simultaneously. There’s a long pause before anybody speaks. “We’ve already put it on the schedule for next week,” Dad says slowly.

			“If that’s what you really want, we can definitely do that,” Mom adds. “Is it that big a deal to you?”

			Looking at the conflicted expressions on their faces, I feel guilt prickling in my chest. This is clearly a nuisance for them. I know they want me to say it’s fine, that it’s not a big deal. The words sit heavy on my tongue, every instinct I have pushing me to reassure them. “Um…” I start, but nothing else comes out of my mouth.

			“I don’t think we should set that kind of precedent,” Dad says. He and Mom turn to each other, and I’m filled with a poisonous certainty that I’ve missed my chance to say something.

			“But if Aoife hates it—” Mom says.

			“She didn’t say she hated it. She was just a little uncomfortable.” He turns back to me. “Right?”

			His expression is so nakedly expectant that I crumble immediately. “Right,” I mumble, feeling the weight of a lifetime of being their easy, well-behaved daughter pressing against me. “It’s just that…um…we’re not actually dating.”

			“You haven’t made it official yet?” Dad says, amusement glittering in his eyes.

			“No, we’re not together,” I say, warming to my lie.

			Mom leans toward me, her expression encouraging. “You don’t have to be embarrassed about who you love, honey,” she says. “We’ve seen how you two look at each other.”

			“Seriously, we’re just friends,” I insist, but my parents exchange a knowing glance.

			Then Mom lays a hand on Dad’s shoulder. “You know, I understand if she doesn’t want us to post about it until they’re officially dating,” she says. “You remember what those early days are like.”

			I wait, barely breathing, for Dad’s response. This isn’t the reprieve I was hoping for, but it’s something.

			Dad blows out a long breath. “Fine. We can push it until their relationship is more solid.”

			Paddy yells for Mom from his bedroom, and that effectively ends our conversation. Mom heads off to deal with getting Paddy to go back to sleep, and I return to my room feeling like I’m about to vomit. I collapse onto my bed and stare blankly at my wall.

			What do I do? God, this is a nightmare. They can’t know about Luna. They can’t. They’ll want to write more about her. Maybe post pictures of us together.

			My breathing gets faster, shallower. I absolutely can’t imagine putting Luna through that. People online are vicious, and a ton of them have this delusional idea that they actually know me, as if we have some kind of real-life relationship. How would they react to the person I’m dating?

			I get a strange sense of clarity as I lie there in my bed. There’s one obvious solution to all of this. If my parents never see Luna again—if I forget about her completely and never mention her, and the lie I told Mom and Dad becomes the truth—then this disaster goes away.

			I pick up my phone and call Luna. As I listen to it ring, I feel myself sinking deeper and deeper into a thick sadness. She doesn’t pick up, so I call her again. And again.

			“Hey,” she says when she finally answers, her voice gravelly and confused. “What’s up? You need something?”

			My breath catches in my throat. I already regret what I’m about to do. “I think we have to break up,” I choke out.

			And then—

		

	
		
			Two

			Continued

			
				[image: ]
			

			
				[image: ]
			

			November

			Three and a Half Weeks Later

		

	
		
			Chapter 17

			✦ Luna ✦

			I brace myself against the cold ground below me, sorting through a dizzying array of new memories. Magazine Beach feels different to me than it did moments ago. I have all these extra experiences associated with it now—like, right over there, by that picnic table, I cast the spell to let Aoife walk on water. I catch my breath, trying to pull my attention back to the present moment.

			I forgot Aoife. Why? The spell I cast was meant to make her forget me if we ever broke up. Not the other way around.

			“What just happened?” Aoife says, panic in her voice. She sits on the dirt across from me, her eyes wide with alarm. “I didn’t remember you. And now I do. And—and I…broke up with you?”

			“Fuck.” I scramble to get up from the ground. “Fuck. The spell cost.”

			“What?” she says.

			“I’m such a dumbass,” I say, everything coming into horrible focus. I quickly catalog the spells I cast, trying to sort out exactly where things went wrong. The first time I lifted the Veil for Aoife didn’t have any real noticeable side effects; my skin kind of prickled afterward, but that was more or less it. The second time I lifted the Veil gave me that awful headache. But the other spells…That’s the problem.

			The collateral for those must have been my memories of Aoife. Both times I cast the memory spell—holy shit, I can’t believe I cast the same spells twice—my magic presented an option for the cost that had something to do with memories. I just didn’t understand what that actually meant.

			“Spell cost?” Aoife says, and I freeze. She pushes herself to her feet, staring at me questioningly. “What are you talking about?”

			“Something went wrong with my spell.” I rub a hand over my face. This is such a goddamn disaster. “So I forgot you too, when you broke up with me.” I flinch a little, saying those words, and my brain presents me with a fresh memory of her calling me out of nowhere to say we were over. I was at home, locked in my room after Grandma sent me to use my powers to dispel a huge mass of faerie fog—the type that absolutely wrecks your sense of direction and will trap you to go in circles for hours—which had settled in near the airport. Getting rid of it gave me terrible nausea and made me so disoriented that I barely managed to answer the phone when she called.

			“Why did you break up with me?” I ask, my voice cracking on the words. “Did I—did I do something wrong?”

			“No, you didn’t,” Aoife says, horrified. She reaches toward me, then seems to think better of it, and lets her hand drop back by her side. “I’m so sorry, Luna. I wasn’t thinking clearly.”

			“But what happened?” I ask plaintively.

			“My parents wanted to post about us,” she says, crossing her arms around herself protectively. “That was what I was trying to avoid the whole time—it was like my worst nightmare. I’m really so sorry.”

			“Wait, they wanted to post about us?” I say, incredulous. “Like our relationship?”

			“Um. Yeah. They had a whole thing written up about us,” she says. “I freaked out when I saw it, and I thought it was better for us to not be together so they wouldn’t have anything to post about. Which was totally wrong, and I really regret that I did that.”

			“That’s messed up,” I mutter, wishing her parents were here for me to yell at them.

			“It’s…yeah, it’s not awesome.” She lets out an awkward laugh and shoves her hands into the pockets of her jacket.

			“Have they done that kind of thing before?” I ask. “Is that what you meant when you were talking about them being all up in your shit?”

			A strange, tight smile appears on her face. “Yeah. It’s just…You know, this is part of the influencer stuff.”

			I feel a rush of empathy for her, hearing this. It’s all too familiar to me, the feeling of your family breaking your heart over and over again because of some obligation they have to other people. “I’m sorry,” I say, even though those words feel inadequate.

			“Don’t be sorry for me,” she says emphatically. “I’m the one who broke up with you.”

			“Right,” I say, deflating. “So you found out about this BS your parents pulled and your first instinct was to…end it with me?”

			Her shoulders sag. “I shouldn’t have done that.”

			“Do you not trust me?” I ask, because I can’t stop poking at this wound. It hasn’t even had time to scab over, since I never got to feel any type of way about it before my magic stole my memories.

			“I do!” she says fervently, and I wish I could believe her. “That’s not why. It’s just, I know my parents. They weren’t going to leave us alone if they thought we were together. I didn’t want them, like, invading your privacy and posting you online when—”

			I scoff. “They wouldn’t post me. Your parents looked at me like I was gross when you introduced us.”

			Her mouth drops open, and she stares at me with a blend of horror and confusion. “They did?”

			Damn, I didn’t mean to say that. Her parents piss me off, yeah, and if they were anybody else, I would have started some shit over those judgmental looks they threw my way. But I got that Aoife might be sensitive about me coming for her family, so I never brought it up. Well, too late now. “Yeah,” I say. “Is that hard to believe? They have that brand deal for those nasty-ass weight-loss smoothies, right?” Aoife nods, dismay growing on her face. “They’re literally selling the idea that people shouldn’t look like me. Doesn’t matter if they call it wellness or whatever; that’s what it actually is.”

			“Oh,” she says limply. If I thought she looked apologetic before, that’s got nothing on the sad expression she’s wearing now. “I should have realized they would be like that. I really messed up, huh?”

			“I’m not sure you can totally take responsibility for your parents, since it doesn’t seem like they listen to you,” I say, shrugging.

			“I mean, sure, but still. I was being…naive, I guess.” She sighs, then takes a tentative step toward me. “Can I hug you?”

			“Yeah,” I say, stepping into her arms. I lift my chin to rest it on her shoulder. She curls into me, pulling me closer. It feels just right; our bodies fit together like puzzle pieces. A pang of regret echoes through me for all the time I spent not being able to touch her like this.

			“I know we just got back together, but I understand if you don’t want to be with me after what I did,” she whispers. “And I’m so sorry my parents are annoying and fatphobic.”

			“Aoife, I want to be with you so bad I chose you twice.” It was never an option for me, rejecting her. She could make any number of mistakes, and I would pick her every time. “Please don’t leave me again,” I mumble into her hair. I squeeze her tighter, as if that will guarantee she’ll never go away. “I don’t want to be without you.”

			“Never,” she vows, and I can’t make myself believe her. I know that one day she will leave me. It’s inevitable. I just need to hold on to her as long as possible before that happens. “It feels like fate that we met again,” she says, drawing back from our hug. She rests a palm on my cheek. Her skin is cold against mine. “Is that cheesy to say?”

			“Very,” I say solemnly, staring into her green eyes. “But I’m into it.” She graces me with a small smile, like a sunbeam peeking through an overcast sky, and I relax. She’s mine for now. “I’m glad fate gave us a second chance,” I add.

			“Me too,” she says. “I can’t believe you were at the aquarium the same day I was there.”

			I remember that day with a sharp, breathtaking clarity. Aoife, her face lit an eerie bioluminescent blue by the jellyfish exhibit in front of her. I was there dealing with a water-sprite infestation—more of my succession-related duties. Paddy, who I realize now must have recognized me from when we met before, ran right up to me and demanded I pick him up. That was all it took for Aoife and me to strike up a conversation with each other.

			Aoife takes her hand off my face, breathes on it, then stuffs it back into her coat pocket. Her brows scrunch together, like something’s just occurred to her. “So, wait, something went wrong with the spell?” she says. “And that made you also forget me?”

			“Yeah,” I say, stiffening. I don’t want to explain this in more depth. Is this how I imagined myself acting when we first got together? Hell no. I go out of my way to lift the Veil for Aoife, and then the second I can tell her about myself, I realize I don’t actually want to? I’m choking on the goddamn irony. Still, I don’t want her to leave me, and telling her about certain things feels like a one-way ticket to that happening again.

			“What exactly happened? Did you mess something up when you cast the memory spell?” she asks.

			“That’s…hard to explain.” And then I kiss her, because I know that at least doesn’t lead toward questions I don’t want to answer. I can feel her uncertainty melting away on my lips. Maybe she’s not as invested in me as I am in her, but I’m at least certain that she’s attracted to me.

		

	
		
			Chapter 18

			✴ Aoife ✴

			I mention that I’m dating Luna again to Karim and Micah after school the next day, hoping I can get a read on how weird they think I was acting when I didn’t remember Luna. My parents seem to have come to the conclusion that Luna and I drifted apart and that’s why she stopped coming over. They tried asking a few times whether the two of us had some sort of relationship drama, but I completely stonewalled them because I had no idea what they were talking about.

			As for my friends, I’m less certain of what they think.

			“So this person you’ve been so cagey about was just your ex?” Karim says flatly.

			How strange does he think this is? I search his expression, trying to suss him out. “Yeah,” I say, feigning mild embarrassment. That seems like the appropriate reaction if I had been secretly getting back together with my ex all this time without telling my friends.

			“You never even said why you two broke up in the first place,” Karim says. He looks at Micah, like he’s hoping she’ll back him up, but one of her friends from the basketball team has just called her name from across the school lawn, so she’s distracted.

			“I don’t like talking about breakups,” I say. “Sorry if I’m weird sometimes.”

			“It’s chill,” Micah says, turning back toward me and Karim. “I didn’t want to bother you about it if you weren’t ready to talk yet. I’m glad it worked out.”

			“Thanks,” I say, the tension slowly leaving my body. If Micah’s sold on this, then I’m fine. There’s nothing to worry about. I can focus on trying to make it up to Luna for breaking up with her.

			“I’ve gotta go,” Micah says. “But do you want to bring her to my birthday party? It’d be cool to meet her.”

			“Sure,” I say, brightening. Maybe my family can’t know about Luna, but my friends can. That’ll be a nice way to show her how committed I am to us. “I’ll ask if she’s free.”

			

			
				
				✴ ✦ ✴

			The following weekend, I take the T three stops to Somerville and sit in the living room of Micah’s grandparents’ house blowing up balloons with Micah’s face on them.

			“Where the hell did Micah get these?” Karim asks. He waves a hand at his stack of balloons. They all feature the absolute worst photo of Micah to exist, an action shot of her getting hit in the face with a basketball, which her mom took during one of her games last year. It’s a picture so hilariously terrible that it instantly became a meme with her team after she sent it to their group chat.

			“Etsy, probably,” I say.

			“You admiring my sexy balloons, Sharafi?” Micah calls to Karim from across the room, where she’s hanging a Happy Birthday sign with one of her other friends who came to help set up for her party. She turns toward us and imitates the face from the photo.

			“This is cursed,” Karim declares, pointing at one of the balloons.

			Micah laughs. “In the best way.” She finishes thumbtacking her side of the sign to the wall and pulls her phone out of her back pocket. After considering the screen for a moment, she announces, “The team is going to be here soon.”

			“That’s kind of early,” Karim says.

			“They wanted to pregame,” she replies, tucking her phone back into her pocket. “It’s whatever. We’re more or less set up anyway.” She glances at the sign she’s just hung up, nods with satisfaction, and ambles away into the kitchen. “Where’d I leave the speaker?” she wonders aloud before disappearing from view.

			“Is it really a pregame if more than half the guests are there?” I whisper to Karim.

			He snorts. “No, that’s just the party starting early.”

			Once the basketball team arrives, they empty a bunch of vodka into the punch bowl and start a round of a drinking game they made up that’s a cross between HORSE and beer pong. They’ve brought two water bottles filled with some liquor that tastes like cinnamon and a punch in the face, which they pass around for the losers to drink from.

			I play two rounds, lose spectacularly both times, and then bow out before I can end up drunk on cinnamon nightmare juice in the first hour of the party. By the time other people start to get there, the water bottles are finished.

			It doesn’t take long for a weird dynamic to form. There are two groups of people at this party—the guests who thought this was a casual thing and the ones who got here early, ready for an absolute rager. That second group is already plastered and keeps annoying the sober people. There are three people changing the music every few minutes, two girls playing a strangely intense game of keep-away with one of Micah’s balloons, and a couple who locked everyone out of the bathroom for a while so they could hook up. Thankfully, Micah seems to think the whole thing is funny.

			I sit on the back porch with Karim, who became obsessed with the idea of “getting fresh air” after he saw several of the drunk basketball players heading into the backyard. The air is plenty fresh out here—if by fresh you mean freezing. A cold wind cuts through my sweater, making me shiver. I should have gotten my coat from inside before we came out here.

			“I’m going to produce my own music,” Karim says. “Be a producer. A music producer.” He slouches in his chair, tapping a finger thoughtfully on his chin. His gaze is alcohol-blurred as he stares off into the distance. “I’ll do, like…bedroom pop.”

			“Don’t you hate pop?” I say, my mouth twisting with amusement.

			“Not like pop.” His lip curls in disgust, and I can’t keep myself from laughing. “Bedroom pop, it’s…it’s a methodology, Aoife. You record in your bedroom,” he says, gesturing with his cup of punch.

			“Got it,” I say, pulling it together to nod at him seriously. I think he’s drunk. He lost the game earlier disastrously because he refused to quit even though he was terrible at it.

			“You think I could do it?” He leans toward me and stares at me solemnly.

			I shrug. “Sure. You have good taste. Just don’t turn into one of those guys who makes rap music about, like, selling drugs and sleeping with models when you’ve never done anything like that.”

			“Like Max Pepper?” he says, naming our class’s infamously terrible white rapper.

			“Exactly.”

			“You all good out here?” Micah asks, wandering onto the porch.

			“Yup,” I say, grinning up at her. “Karim is telling me about how he wants to produce his own music. He’s trying to live up to Max Pepper’s legacy.”

			Micah snickers. “Man, that’s a hard legacy to live up to,” she says, then glances at the group of her team members clustered in the far side of the yard. She leans over the porch railing, trying to get a better look at them. “What are they doing out there?”

			“No clue,” I say.

			There’s a beat of silence as we watch the cluster of drunk girls, who seem like they might be having an overly earnest heart-to-heart. Karim takes a sip from his cup of punch, then turns his attention to me. “Your girlfriend…she’s late, huh?”

			“Not really. I mean, everyone else was just super early,” I say.

			“Did she not want to help set up?” Karim says. There’s a belligerent undertone to his voice.

			“No, I told her to come once the party started,” I say slowly. “She had, like, family stuff to do, so she couldn’t come early.”

			“I dunno, seems like she would be here if she wanted to make a good impression,” he says into his cup before taking another swig.

			“You’re being weird about this, man,” Micah says, turning to face him.

			“I’m not,” he mumbles.

			Micah shoots me a look that clearly asks, What the hell is he on about? I shake my head because I’m not sure either. Then Micah notices that the drunk girls have started trying to light a fire in the pit at the back of the yard.

			“Whoa, dudes, put the lighter down,” she calls, hustling off the porch.

			I open my text chain with Luna. She’s supposed to get here soon. But then again, she said she was going to try taking the train, so who knows when she’ll actually arrive. I smile to myself as I type out a message to her.

			
				Aoife: have you been foiled yet again by the Boston transit system?

				Luna: Yes.

				Luna: Part of the Red Line is under construction, so I had to get off the train and get on a shuttle bus.

				Aoife: lol welcome to mundane life

				Luna: Thank you. Happy to be here.

			

			This is good, right? We’re doing alright. She doesn’t resent me or anything. Since I got my memories back, I’ve had this underlying sense of anxiety about our relationship. I need to be the perfect girlfriend this time around to make up for how I broke up with her.

			When I look up from my phone again, Karim is slouched so deeply in his chair that what he’s doing could be better described as lying down rather than sitting. He has the lip of his cup balanced on his chin, and he’s staring at me with a morose intensity.

			“You okay there?” I ask.

			“Do you think I’m a good person?” he says.

			I blink at him, taken aback. Okay. So he’s more drunk than I thought. “Yeah, you totally are,” I say, trying to figure out what could have sent him down this mental path.

			“You think everyone’s a good person, though,” he says dismissively.

			“I mean, yeah,” I say, shrugging. “I dunno. I feel like most people have reasons for why they do bad things. They’re not doing it because they’re just inherently bad.”

			He rolls his eyes. “You only think like that because your parents crammed that choose kindness stuff down your throat.”

			“Um…” I purse my lips, absorbing that. My knee-jerk reaction is annoyance, but the longer I consider it the more I feel like there’s a kernel of truth in there. Sometimes I wonder if trying to be the “good kid” has seeped into other parts of my life. Like, am I always trying to be understanding of other people because Mom and Dad expect that of me? “Wow, okay,” I say, still exasperated that Karim called me out like that. “Who needs a therapist when I have you?”

			“You’re welcome,” he says, toasting me with his cup. Some of his drink spills onto his lap, but he doesn’t seem to notice. “See, I might be kind of a bad guy. But maybe you need a bad guy. To tell you things.”

			“Maybe,” I say, humoring him. I’m going to make fun of him so much tomorrow for how weird he’s being right now.

			A breeze blows across the backyard, cutting right through me. I shiver. At first when I came out here, it was just a little uncomfortable, but now I’m starting to be legitimately cold.

			“Want my jacket?” Karim asks.

			“No, I’m good,” I say, but he’s already pulled it off and draped it around my shoulders. “Um, thanks.”

			“No prob.” He puts his gloves in my lap and continues to make eye contact with me for a few seconds too long. Alarm bells go off in my head. What is this vibe? I need to leave. I’m about to make an excuse and hightail it off the porch when he clears his throat so loudly that it startles me. “You remember what you said the other day? About how I like all these songs that are about pining for a girl who doesn’t like me back?”

			There’s no way this is what I think it is. I laugh awkwardly. “I mean, I guess I probably said that, but I don’t really remember—”

			“You know I’ve always had a crush on you, right?”

			The world shatters, reforms, shatters again. “What?” I say, and my voice sounds weak in my ears.

			Karim runs his hand back through his hair and leans closer to me, until I can smell the alcohol on his breath. “There’s no way you didn’t know,” he says. “We hang out all the time.”

			I inch away from him to the other side of my chair. “We’re friends.”

			“There aren’t any other girls I hang out with this much. Come on. You knew, Aoife.” He laughs. It’s a dismissive laugh, one that reminds me that of course I couldn’t be just friends with a guy at my school. It was ridiculous to trust him, to think that he was safe. It feels like the entire foundation of our friendship is crumbling beneath me. I wonder if he ever really liked my personality.

			“I’m sorry. You’re saying that you have a crush on me. Now. Currently,” I say. He nods, and the pit of dread in my stomach grows exponentially. “And you have for a while?” Another nod. More dread. “Karim, no.” The full weight of my horror comes out in those two words. His expression crumples, and I feel like a jerk for hurting his feelings, even though he’s being kind of terrible right now. Maybe I should have seen this coming. But I was so excited about having a guy friend who didn’t have any romantic interest in me that I always made sure to give him the benefit of the doubt. God, did I do something to make it seem like I would be interested?

			He clenches his fist, then unclenches it and sighs. “You know, I don’t mean to be a dick or anything, I just couldn’t—”

			“I’m in a relationship, Karim,” I say over him because I have to make that clear.

			“Yeah. Yeah. Fuck.” He slumps over, putting his face in his hands. “I’m a shitty person, I know,” he says, and the words are muffled by his palms. Then he looks up at me again, and I’m alarmed by the devastation in his expression. “It’s just…do you know how hard it’s been?”

			“How hard what’s been?” I ask. “Liking me?”

			“Watching you fuck everybody but me!” he bursts out. “Why do you pick all these—these assholes, but you never consider me!”

			“Oh my god,” I breathe, recoiling from him. I know he’s drunk, but wow. I stand, and my chair makes a scraping sound against the wood of the porch as I do so. His jacket falls off my shoulders and onto the floor, along with his gloves. “Why would you say that?”

			He lurches to his feet. “Sorry,” he says, shoving his hands into the pockets of his jeans. His body language is so stiff that it makes him look like a guilty kid. “Sorry, that’s…I didn’t mean that.”

			There’s an unbearable moment of silence. And then, like a goth guardian angel, Luna comes walking through the back door of the house.

			“Hey,” she says, not sparing a glance for Karim as she strides onto the porch. He flinches when she appears and his eyes widen with surprise, as if he completely forgot that we were having this conversation in a place where other people could show up. Luna seamlessly gets between us in a way that forces him to step away from me. “You want to show me around?”

			“Yeah,” I say, smiling at her gratefully.

			“Hey, um, we were talking,” Karim says. He’s shrunk in on himself now that he’s facing Luna. Incredible. Just once in my life, I would like to be able to intimidate people like she does.

			“Seems like you’re done now,” she says. Even though she’s several inches shorter than Karim, she’s somehow managing to look down her nose at him. He wilts a little further under her gaze. “Come on,” she says to me, turning away from him.

			“Bye,” I say, following quickly after Luna. He doesn’t reply before we’re out of earshot back inside the house.

			“Who was that guy?” she says, pausing in the hallway leading to the kitchen.

			“My, um, friend. Karim,” I say, opting for an easy explanation. I’m overly conscious of what my face is doing right now. Does this smile look pleasant enough? I just need to quickly pull it together. This is Micah’s birthday party. I can’t make a scene.

			“He looked kind of familiar,” Luna says. “Anyway. I heard yelling? Was he bothering you?”

			I laugh uneasily. “Yeah, kind of.”

			“So it’s fine that I gave him the boot?” she says, and my heart warms at the hesitant look on her face. For someone who seems so hardcore, she can be really soft sometimes.

			“Definitely. You’re my hero,” I say, tucking my arm around the crook of her elbow.

			A smile plays around the corners of her mouth. I can tell she’s pleased, so I ham it up more. No need to dwell on my problems, not when she’s come all this way to meet my friends. “Ugh, whatever would I have done without you?” I say, pressing my free hand to my chest. “I might have suffered a terrible death from awkwardness.”

			“That’s a bad way to go,” she says dryly.

			“Truly,” I say, nodding seriously. “I’m glad you saved me from it.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 19

			✦ Luna ✦

			My job at this party was to make sure Aoife’s friends liked me. Not a thing I’ve historically been good at doing. Still, I rolled up to this function with the best of intentions because I’ve got to work extra hard to not screw up our second attempt at this relationship.

			I’ve been thinking about it more, and I’ve realized that no matter what Aoife says, if she was able to break up with me so easily last time, I’m clearly not trustworthy enough for her to rely on. I’ve got to be there for her more. And that starts with me at least getting her friends to like me. The parents ship has sailed—they suck anyway—but her friends are still a possibility. Or at least, they were. Maybe I’ve already messed that up by coming in hot to that interaction with Karim. What was I supposed to do, though, when Aoife was looking so upset?

			“How was the rest of your public-transit experience?” Aoife says, flashing me a cheeky smile. There’s something off about it. Like an underlayer of desperation that doesn’t exist when she’s just being charming for the fun of it.

			“I got off and took a portal,” I say quietly.

			She giggles and leans up against the wall of the hallway beside me. “So the MBTA won this round?”

			“Guess so.”

			She looks like she’s about to say something else, but then her attention darts down the hall to the kitchen. From where we’re standing, Karim is visible as he comes inside from the porch and starts refilling his cup from the bowl of punch. Silence springs up between us. When she turns back to me, her habitual grin looks worse for wear.

			“You upset?” I say finally.

			“It’s fine.” The smile she conjures up for me now is somehow even worse than the previous one.

			“Doesn’t seem fine.”

			Another few moments of silence. And she’s not a quiet person, so if nothing else had convinced me that something was off, this would. “Things are…maybe…not fine.”

			I link my fingers with hers. “Yeah?”

			“Karim told me that he’s into me. And—no, come back!” She’s added this last part because I immediately headed off to set this asshole straight. She clutches at my hand, dragging me farther down the hallway.

			“I’m going to kill that guy,” I growl. Anger flares hot in my chest. He’s about to be in the find out phase of fuck around and find out. Messing with Aoife, trying to make a move on her when he knows she’s taken? Nope. I’m sending him home in a body bag.

			“Please don’t. Please,” Aoife says, and the desperation in her voice pulls me up short. “I don’t want to ruin Micah’s party.”

			“He ruined it already.” My eyes dart between her and the kitchen. I can still see him there, drinking morosely from a plastic cup.

			“It would probably be worse if you started a fistfight,” she says, adopting a flippant tone. She winds herself around my arm and smiles at me, her distress from moments ago fully gone. I don’t trust it. “I one hundred percent think you could take him. But maybe going all WWE the first time you meet my friends isn’t the best choice?”

			“I can hex him. Nobody will know it was me.”

			This gives her pause. “Thanks for caring,” she says after a moment. Her voice is soft. “It’s not worth it, though.”

			“How is it not worth it? If he—”

			“Hey, is this her?” a raspy voice says. I turn to see a white girl in a backward cap, a black sweatshirt with a gold chain, and some crispy-clean Nike sneakers that I think would impress me if I were a sneakerhead.

			“Yeah,” Aoife says, releasing my arm. She gets her company smile on real quick, all nice and pleasant now that someone she knows has come to talk to us. I’m amazed all over again at how good she is with people. “Luna, this is Micah.”

			Reminding myself that impressing Aoife’s friends is the whole purpose of me being at this party, I try to unclench my jaw. “Nice to meet you,” I say.

			“I’m jealous, man,” Micah says, flashing us an easy smile. “Can someone find me a cool girlfriend?”

			Aoife laughs. “You would have one if you paid attention to something other than basketball.” She narrows her eyes jokingly at Micah. “Don’t let her fool you, Luna. Half the girls who came out in our grade figured out they were queer because they had a crush on Micah.”

			Micah and Aoife mostly carry the conversation on their own. They pull me in enough that I feel included, but not so much that I have to do a bunch of talking. I answer a few questions about basic stuff like what grade I’m in and whether I’m into astrology. Micah doesn’t ask anything deep enough that I have to lie to hide any witchy shit. For a minute, I almost feel normal. A regular girl at a mundane party with her girlfriend. Except, in the back of my mind, I’m planning what kind of magic I can do to fuck up Karim without ruining my own evening.

			The second Micah leaves us, Aoife loses some of that extra sparkle she had going on. Her expression relaxes into something that, if I examine it closely, seems tired and sad.

			“Do you want to leave?” I ask.

			“I’m fine.” I cut her a disparaging look. She sighs. “I can’t,” she continues. “It’s Micah’s birthday.”

			“You sure?” I ask, because I’ve found that there are very few events you can’t just peace the hell out of if you’re really determined. But she’s obviously committed to this friend of hers because she nods. “Okay,” I say, resigning myself to her goodness. “What’s the earliest you think we can leave, then?”

			She chews on her lip for a moment, looking pensive. “Maybe in like an hour?”

			“Great. We’ll leave in an hour. Come on.” I steer her over to the living room, winding my way through the crowd of people, and install her in one of the empty seats. “You hang out, I’ll get you a drink, and then we’ll chill until it’s cool to dip.”

			“Okay,” she says, looking up at me with a grateful smile. “The punch is spiked, by the way, so don’t get me too much.”

			“Gotcha.”

			When I go to the kitchen, Karim is still hanging around. I scowl at him, and he trips over himself in his hurry to get out of the room. “That’s what I thought, asshole,” I mutter to myself, reaching for a plastic cup.

			Actually, you know what? Screw this guy. I put the cup aside and go in search of the bathroom. Once I’ve locked myself inside it, I drop into my mind palace and summon up my best mental image of Karim. It takes extra effort, since I don’t have the shortcut of using physical touch to focus on him, but I’ve always been determined when it comes to revenge. A shadowy likeness of Karim appears in the gloom before me. I grit my teeth, putting all my mental energy into maintaining the connection to him. The specter of Karim flickers once, then freezes into place.

			“Hex him,” I tell the darkness. “Make him sick.”

			yes. revenge yourself upon him. revel in the taste of his blood on your tongue and bathe in the tears of his lineage—

			“I don’t want him to die, okay?” I say sternly, because my magic will always go for the most destructive option without that kind of specificity. “Just embarrass him. Make him a little uncomfortable.”

			Karim’s specter flickers again, and I have to concentrate real hard to drag it back into a solid state. Doing things this way is so annoying. But actually summoning him here to hex him might have some unintended consequence if the Veil allows Karim to remember any of the experience at all.

			I wave a hand at Karim, and inky darkness materializes from the air around him. It blankets his body, sinking its way slowly into him.

			payment.

			“I’ll pay it,” I say. Once I appear back in the real world, I vomit into the toilet three times—a really reasonable cost for the spell. Then I rinse my mouth and walk back out to get Aoife her drink.

			When I rejoin Aoife in the living room, I catch sight of Karim making a run for the bathroom, his face tight with discomfort. Aoife doesn’t notice him, but I ride that high all the way through the next hour. I did that. I got revenge for my girl. Maybe this is my purpose in life—getting my hands dirty for the people who are too nice to do it themselves.

			Once Aoife and I head out, we walk in silence toward the nearest T stop. The street, lined with leaf-bare trees and two-story houses painted in faded colors, is quiet and residential.

			“Did you have a good time?” Aoife asks after a few minutes.

			I make a vaguely agreeable noise, shrugging.

			“Sorry I didn’t do a good job introducing you to people. I was kind of…” A wrinkle forms between her eyebrows. “Frazzled, I guess.”

			“No, you did fine,” I say. “I didn’t want to talk to a ton of people anyway.”

			She laughs quietly. “Wow. You introverts really live a different life. Talking to people is, like, my favorite activity.”

			“Yeah, you’re probably the most extroverted person I’ve ever met,” I say, which is impressive considering the sea of extroverts around me. Both James and Mara are super outgoing, and Benethrit has an overly active social scene.

			A soft smile appears on her face. “Opposites attract, I guess.”

			As we turn onto a wider street, I catch sight of an enchanted message paper zipping out of the park down the block from us.

			“One of those flew like two inches in front of my face yesterday,” Aoife remarks, pointing at the paper as it flies in our direction. “It came out of nowhere, and it totally freaked me out.”

			“Yeah, that happens sometimes,” I say as the paper stops in front of me. I frown. Can Grandma give it a rest for one damn day? I’ve gotten three separate messages from her in the last week pestering me about asking Mara out.

			Except when I open the message, it’s not from Grandma.

			
				Did you lose your phone again? Or are you just being worse than usual at replying to stuff? Anyway, text me back. Your grandma came to visit my parents today, and they made me come out and talk to her about my spell research for like twenty minutes. And they bragged about me to her!!! It was almost like they were proud of me or something. Very weird and highly suspicious. Is something happening on your end?

				—Mara

				PS—Haven’t seen you at school recently. You’re not skipping again, right? Totally happy to talk if something’s bothering you.

			

			I groan. That’s a problem I haven’t solved, and it’s not going away anytime soon. I tuck the paper in the pocket of my jeans. I’ve got to figure out some way to get Grandma off my back, or else my relationship with Aoife will be ending—again—sooner rather than later.

			“Something wrong?” Aoife asks.

			“Just family drama,” I say. “Don’t worry about it.”

			She stares at me for a moment, the look in her green eyes unreadable. “Okay,” she says. Then she takes my hand and continues walking.

			I focus on the feeling of her hand in mine—her long fingers, the bones of her knuckles, the chill on her skin. She’s still here with me. I’ve managed to push off the inevitable for now. Sure, my grandma wants me to get together with my ex, but I’ve made it through another day without Aoife deciding to ditch me again.

			“Your hand is cold,” I say.

			“Yeah, I’m freezing,” she says cheerfully. “Look at my nails.” She holds her free hand in front of my face. The nails have turned a purply blue. “I have very little body heat to my name. I’m like a lizard.”

			“I wish I had gloves to give you,” I say.

			“You’re sweet,” she says, beaming at me. Then her face falls. “You know, Karim tried to be all, like, chivalrous or whatever and give me his gloves and stuff earlier.” She purses her lips and lets a long breath out through her nose. “I feel so stupid.”

			Me hexing that asshole was 100 percent justified. “Why?” I say. “He’s the one hitting on you when he knows you’re taken.”

			“I guess.”

			My eyebrows shoot all the way up. “What do you mean, ‘I guess’? That’s a fact.”

			“I know,” she says, though she doesn’t sound convinced. “It’s just…I feel bad? Like, obviously he was being drunk and annoying earlier. But he’s had feelings for me this whole time, and I had no idea.”

			I don’t know what to say to that because I’m petty as hell and Karim can go kick rocks as far as I’m concerned. “What could I do to cheer you up?” I say after a moment.

			“Well…” She pauses, and a conflicted expression passes over her face. “Never mind.”

			“Don’t be like that.” I stop walking and give her hand a squeeze. “C’mon.”

			She stops as well, then stares at me with her mouth wrinkled up uncertainly. “Well. I kind of want to go on a magical date,” she says. “I feel like we just do mundane-person things. Like, you always come over to Cambridge to hang out with me.”

			Oh. I let go of her hand unthinkingly and turn out to face the street. The reason we haven’t done anything like that is because I’m hiding her from my family. I’m already paranoid enough that someone will see us and tell Grandma when we hang out in Cambridge, and that’s not even a big hub for supernatural people. Aoife already knows that. Sort of. I didn’t go into much detail about it because I felt like such an asshole with all my family drama. But damn, does she feel like she’s missing out on something?

			“I want to see all the other places you’ve mentioned,” she continues. “Like the Center for the Supernatural! Or Benethrit.”

			“You want to go on a date to my school?” I say, making an attempt at lightness. It comes out sounding grim instead.

			“No, silly. I just want to know more about your life.” She frowns, her eyes searching my expression. “Do you not want to? We can just hang out like we usually do if you’d prefer that. I know you don’t want people to know you’re dating a mundane. I thought we could be subtle about us, but we don’t have to do it.”

			Her total earnestness is the final nail in the coffin. I’m sure she would accommodate me forever if I asked, but I refuse to do it. She deserves anything. Everything. If she wants to see more of magical Boston, I’ll figure out a way to make it happen. “No, let’s do it. After Thanksgiving, I’ll have some stuff to do at the Center for the Supernatural. You can come see it then.”

			Her eyes get real big and shiny. “You’re sure?”

			“Yeah,” I reassure her, even though I’m not.

			“Okay, awesome,” she says, clearly thrilled.

			“Yeah. Can’t wait,” I say, and she leans over to kiss me on the cheek. Part of me screams that this is a terrible idea, that I should keep Aoife as far away from my magical life as possible. But that part of me is silenced by the constant refrain in my head that chants, Don’t fuck this up. Don’t fuck this up. Don’t fuck this up.

		

	
		
			Chapter 20

			✴ Aoife ✴

			As I’m walking across the lawn outside the school on Monday, I catch sight of Karim heading in my direction. I pretend I’m totally absorbed in my phone and hoof it away from him. Since everything went down with Karim at the party, I’ve been…Well, I’ve been hiding from him. If I’m being honest.

			“Hey, Aoife!”

			In my peripheral vision, I can see Karim catching up to me. I try to maintain the charade that there’s something really fascinating on my phone screen, but he keeps calling my name until I can’t reasonably pretend that I’m not hearing him anymore. “Hey, Karim,” I say reluctantly, coming to a stop.

			“Hey.” He fiddles nervously with the headphones around his neck. “Um, so I think I said some weird stuff when I was drunk.”

			“Yeah,” I say, wondering how he’s going to play this. Maybe if he apologizes, we can go back to how our friendship was before. I can try my best to forget how awful he made me feel on Saturday.

			“I don’t really remember all of it super well,” he says. “But I’m sorry if I made you uncomfortable.”

			“It did make me a little uncomfortable,” I admit.

			“Dammit,” he says, looking crestfallen. “That’s not how I wanted to tell you.”

			“Were you planning on telling me?” I ask, my face screwing up with confusion. If I were in a similar situation, and I had a crush on a girl who was already in a relationship, I would take that information to the grave.

			“When the time was right, yeah,” he says. He rolls back his shoulders in a move that reeks of misplaced dudely bravado. “I know I said it all wrong at Micah’s party, but I do think we’d be really good together.”

			Hearing this is like getting doused in icy water. I thought my reaction on Saturday made it clear that I wasn’t interested, but maybe he was too drunk to remember that. “Karim, we’re friends,” I say, emphasizing the word. “That’s it.”

			Karim takes a step closer to me. “You really don’t ever see us being together?”

			“No.” I can’t bear to look at him after I say this because his face droops so pitifully. I scramble to soften the blow. “You’re great, but I’m with someone else, okay?”

			“So if the situation were different, you could see yourself dating me?” He smiles at me tentatively.

			“Um…I don’t know?” I say, wishing he would accept that his feelings are unrequited and let this go already. “I mean, I’m not going to break up with her for you.”

			“I can wait,” Karim says, staring at me with wide-eyed sincerity.

			“What?” I say.

			“Until the situation is different,” he says. “I can wait to be together.”

			“What?” I repeat, because all my faculties have left me. This conversation feels surreal. It doesn’t help that we’re essentially on the street, since our school is right in the middle of a busy part of Cambridge. A woman just walked a teacup poodle in a tiny jacket past us, and there’s a guy getting a bicycle from the bike-share station behind me. The rest of the world seems to be continuing happily while I’m here having the wildest conversation of my life.

			“You said you wouldn’t want to date me right now, since you’re with someone else,” he says. “But I can wait for you.”

			I can feel myself smiling too much, a nervous habit of mine that I haven’t been able to break. “That’s not exactly what I meant.”

			“I’m serious about this, Aoife,” Karim says, taking another step closer to me. I do my best to drift farther away from him subtly. “I really like you. You’re the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen.”

			“Um.” I stare at the ground silently. He’s doing all this because he thinks I’m beautiful? “I…have to go,” I say, backing away. “Places to be. People to see. You know.”

			He keeps following after me even as I’m trying to leave. “You know your girlfriend—she’s…” His expression turns dark, and he seems to be struggling to find exactly the right words. “You don’t want to be with someone like that.”

			“Like what, Karim?” I snap. Messing with me is one thing. Coming for Luna? Absolutely not. “Cool? Hot? Kind?”

			He gapes at me wordlessly. I don’t think he’s ever seen me actually get mad.

			“Don’t talk to me about Luna again,” I say firmly. “I don’t want to hear it.” And then I turn on my heel and hurry away from him.

			

			
				
				✴ ✦ ✴

			At home, I have to help my parents film a cooking vlog for our YouTube channel. I’m not in the mood for filming. I would much rather video call Luna. But instead, I don one of the matching white aprons our family wears for our cooking content and scrape together my best attempt at a cheerful attitude. Angel Aoife, reporting for duty.

			“Welcome to the Wonderful Walshes kitchen,” Dad says, smiling into the camera.

			Paddy, who’s perched in Dad’s arms, throws his arms into the air gleefully. “Welcome!” He’s in a great mood today, unlike me.

			“We’re doing another baking face-off today,” Dad continues. “Mom and Aoife…” On cue, Mom and I wave at the camera. “Versus me and Paddy,” Dad says. When he hears his name said, Paddy claps and cheers. “Aoife, can you tell everyone what we’re cooking up today?”

			“Mini pumpkin pies,” I say, and I can tell as it comes out of my mouth that I sound flat.

			There’s a moment of silence. “Could you be a little more excited when you say that, Aoife?” Dad asks, putting Paddy down. He rolls his shoulder tiredly.

			I turn the wattage on my smile up. “Yeah, sorry.”

			Paddy takes this as his opportunity to make a break for it, darting out of the kitchen while laughing manically. Dad runs after him. Meanwhile, I pull out my phone to message Luna and find a wall of text waiting from Karim.

			
				Karim: I think I came on too strong earlier. sorry about that. I don’t want to lose you just because I’m an asshole and couldn’t keep my mouth shut. srsly you’re super cool and I’ve always thought of you as something special

				Karim: I don’t want to ruin what we have tho so I’ll back off

			

			Upon finishing that, my thoughts are pulled in two directions. On the one hand, this is what I wanted him to say earlier today; it’s the apology I hoped would let us return to how our friendship used to be. If I forgive him now, I’ll have one of my closest friends back. But on the other hand, there’s a small part of me that shrieks This isn’t good enough and remembers all too well the sour alcoholic scent of his breath as he told me it was so hard for him to watch me fuck everybody but him.

			“You okay, Aoife?” Mom says, glancing over my shoulder at my screen. “Is something happening with Karim?”

			“Um. I guess so,” I say, cursing myself for being too slow to lock my phone. “He just said something that hurt my feelings.”

			Mom sighs. “Boys,” she says, a sense of amused resignation in her voice.

			“What about boys?” Dad says as he returns to the kitchen with Paddy in his arms.

			“Aoife’s having a fight with Karim,” Mom explains.

			I shake my head, emphatically, because I can feel my parents starting to grab hold of the narrative thread of my life. If they think this is interesting enough, they’ll spin it into the story of Angel Aoife and hand it to the internet for people to admire. “No, it’s not that big of a deal.”

			“So what’s going on from Karim’s point of view?” Dad asks, leaning up against the kitchen island.

			I rack my brain, searching for a satisfactory answer. “I guess he’s disappointed I’m not interested in the same stuff as him,” I say, which toes the line between being artfully vague and sort of true. God, for once I wish I could rely on my parents, rather than working tirelessly to pretend that I’m relying on them while actually doing nothing of the sort.

			Mom and Dad both make sympathetic noises at me, nodding like I’ve said something deep. “It’s hard when people are growing in different directions in a relationship,” Mom says.

			“Just keep thinking positively, okay?” Dad adds. “Remember, we always want to—”

			“Choose kindness,” I say along with him.

			“You got it.” He runs a hand over his perfectly manicured beard and smiles at me sheepishly. “Guess you’ve heard that one a few times, huh?”

			I laugh shortly. “Maybe once or twice.”

			“Toos kindness,” Paddy says, and it sounds oddly like a threat.

			“That’s right, Paddy!” Mom coos happily.

			As Dad goes to check the camera before we start filming again, I quickly pull out my phone and text Karim back.

			
				Aoife: thanks for apologizing. please give me some space for now

			

			With my parents around me, though, I can’t help but think that they would probably want me to be more understanding of Karim than this. Like, I should have been the mature one, fully accepted his apology, and moved on. Still, I stick with what I’ve said.

			Filming our cooking vlog takes several hours, since baking with a toddler is a highly inefficient enterprise. My parents edit the videos down to make it look easy breezy, but it’s usually torturous. At one point, Paddy throws pie filling into my hair and I nearly lose it. Normally, I would think that was funny, but I just don’t have the patience today.

			“Boys,” Mom says after the pie-filling incident. She says it in exactly the same tone she used earlier. Mom recycles her own material sometimes, repeating things on camera that she already said when we weren’t filming. “Aoife knows what I’m talking about,” she continues, smiling at me like this is some inside joke between us. Externally, I go through the motions of having a bonding moment with Mom, but internally, I stiffen because I know what’s coming. If she’s making indirect references to our earlier conversation, it’s only a matter of time before she explains to the camera what’s happening.

			Sure enough, Mom leans toward the camera while we’re dolloping filling into the pie crusts. “Aoife’s having some conflict with one of her friends right now,” she says conspiratorially.

			“Mom,” I say, trying to convey that I don’t want to discuss this on camera.

			She laughs breezily. “Don’t be embarrassed, Aoife, it’s completely normal.” Without skipping a beat, she launches into a monologue about the importance of teaching kids how to be comfortable with conflict. All I can think the whole time is how hypocritical I find her nowadays. She’s here saying this kind of stuff on camera, and all the while she’s pushing me to be selfless and accommodating and actually pretty darn bad at conflict. I’ve been feeling this same exasperation every time she’s talked about kindness and acceptance recently. It just reminds me of how she made Luna feel when they met.

			I suffer through the rest of the filming with a roiling pit of frustration in my gut. When I finally get to escape to my room, I flop onto my bed and pull out my phone to text Luna.

			
				Aoife: I hate my parents

			

			After I’ve sent that, I read it back and feel small and immature. I should be appreciative of my parents, even though they’re not perfect. The blog and the social media stuff are most of how they make money. That’s how we can afford to own a house, unlike a lot of my classmates, whose parents rent apartments. And of course they’re hypocritical sometimes with their work being what it is; it’s practically a requirement of influencing. I mean, the Wonderful Walshes brand is aspirational, not necessarily honest.

			
				Aoife: sorry that was dramatic

				Aoife: I’m just frustrated

				Luna: Want me to come over?

			

			I blink at my screen. Unexpected.

			
				Aoife: my parents are home

				Luna: I can sneak in.

				Luna: They won’t find out. I can use magic.

			

			Even more unexpected. Maybe now that we have these plans to have a magical date, she’s starting to feel more comfortable with the idea of showing me magic.

			
				Luna: I know it’s late. If you don’t want me to come over, that’s fine. But if I can cheer you up, I’ll come.

				Luna: Also I miss you.

			

			My face flushes. God, she’s so straightforward sometimes. That really kills me.

			
				Aoife: okay [image: Heart]

			

			I get off my bed and straighten the covers. Then I grab the framed photo collage my parents gave me recently off my desk and shove it in a drawer because there’s something really creepy and narcissistic about having fourteen modeling photos of myself out on display like that. I don’t even like it being there normally, so there’s no way Luna is seeing it. As I look around for other things to tidy up, all I can think about is how Luna hasn’t come over to my house since the first time we were together. When the person you’re dating comes over to your room, they want to hook up at some point, right? If I sort through all my life experiences so far, that seems to add up. People who are attracted to me want to head off to a private room, make out, and touch my boobs if the mood is right. Luna’s like that too, but with way more respect for me as a person.

			Then again, all she said was that she wanted to cheer me up. She could just mean that literally. I fidget with my pillows nervously. Or it could be a euphemism. No way to know until she gets here. Regardless, this is very distracting from my issues with my parents. Now I’m worked up about an entirely different thing than earlier.

			Thirty minutes later, Luna’s hovering upside down outside my window—oh my god—holding a shopping bag with a big yellow smiley face that says Have a Magical Day underneath.

			“Hey,” she says. “You look cute.”

			“Thanks,” I say, all nonchalant, like I didn’t completely change my outfit for her fifteen minutes ago. Then I hurry to let her in. For a moment I feel like I’m living in a romance novel. The whole letting my girlfriend in through my bedroom window scenario feels like something that would happen right before we declare our love for each other. Except it’s a struggle to get the thing open, which doesn’t typically happen in those novels, and then I have to awkwardly jiggle the screen out of the way so she can get inside.

			Once I’ve done that, she tumbles gracelessly into the room and lands in a heap on the carpet next to my bed. “You okay?” I say, squatting beside her.

			“Yup. Thought I was going to look cool in front of you,” she grumbles, rolling over to be right side up. “Damn shoes.”

			“Trust me, the flying was cool,” I say as I close my window. “Maybe the landing was slightly less so, but you can’t win them all.”

			She starts unlacing her shoes, which are a pair of red sneakers with 3D wings coming off the sides. If I look closely, the plasticky wings appear to be moving slightly, as if they’re alive. The sneakers are comically big on her feet.

			“They’re James’s,” she explains. She tugs them off and stows them in the corner. “He’s into magical items. Especially shoes.”

			“Cool,” I say, watching her remove her coat and other winter gear.

			Then she unties the top of the shopping bag she brought with her and pulls out a fist-sized brown stone that’s etched with different symbols all over its surface. “Warding stone,” she says, placing it on the floor by my bedroom door. After she taps it three times with her fingernail, the etchings on the stone flash with light. A cloud of purple energy ripples up from the floor and coats the walls of my room. “Just some abjuration and enchantment magic that should keep your parents from coming in here.”

			I get what enchantment is—she’s already explained that it’s the stuff you do to create magical items. But the other thing is unfamiliar. “Abjuration?”

			“Like, wards and protective spells and shit.” She watches for a moment as the purple energy crackles, then fades into a light haze over my white walls. It emits a little bit of purple light, which shines particularly prettily on the curve of her round cheek. Today she’s wearing a low-cut black sweater with an intricate skull graphic across the front. It might be the most form-fitting thing in her closet. She is curvy. Like, holy shit. I’m very aware of that, but this outfit takes it to the next level. She looks like this mind-boggling combination of soft and powerful and pretty and hot. It’s totally Luna.

			I don’t even think before I’m across the room and kissing her. She makes a small, surprised noise into my mouth as our lips meet. Then she slides her hands under the hem of my shirt, running her short nails over the skin just above my hips. It feels like every nerve ending in my body lights on fire.

			When we break the kiss, she wraps her arms around my waist, keeping me close. “So…do you want to talk?” She sounds a bit breathless as she says this.

			“What?” I say, because my brain has turned to soup.

			“Talk. About what’s got you upset?” she says, a note of amusement entering her voice. “Unless you just want to be distracted?”

			“Oh. Um.” I spent all that time thinking about how she probably expected us to hook up tonight, and then I’m the one who jumps on her. I bury my face in the crook of her shoulder. “Right. Yeah, let’s talk.”

			“Okay.” She loosens her grip around my waist.

			“Okay,” I repeat, not budging an inch.

			There are a few beats of silence. I can feel her chest rising and falling with her breath, in time with mine. “You going to move?” she says finally.

			“Fine,” I groan, scrunching up my face petulantly as I extricate myself from her. “I’m moving. I just want you to know that I’m doing this under duress.”

			“You’re the one who wanted to talk.”

			“Psh. Details.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 21

			✦ Luna ✦

			The two of us sit on the bed, me with my back against the wall and her with her legs thrown carelessly over my lap. She’s fallen silent. Normally, she’s the one who leads our conversations. I put my hand over hers, in case that’s comforting.

			“Was the warding stone James’s too?” she asks abruptly.

			“Oh, um, no. That’s mine,” I say. “My grandma has a pet that likes breaking into people’s bedrooms and chewing up their stuff, so we all ward our rooms against him.”

			“What is it? A dog?”

			“A jackalope,” I say. “It’s like a magical hare with antlers. They can walk through walls and whatever, so it’s hard to keep them out of places without magic.”

			“Cool,” she says, angling her head so she can stare at the purple haze of the ward behind us. She goes quiet again, her expression thoughtful.

			Meanwhile, I stress about whether I made a misstep by suggesting that we talk rather than make out. Even though I knew we would be alone, I wasn’t expecting we would have sex or anything tonight, not when she was having a hard time. I just wanted to cheer her up.

			Also, I crave being near Aoife. It’s like standing in the sunshine. On the days I don’t see her, I feel restless and unsettled. The feeling only goes away when I make my way back to her. Yesterday, I found myself in Cambridge, even though we didn’t have plans to hang out, because I went on autopilot and took the portal over here without even thinking about it.

			“Sorry,” Aoife says, a frown tugging at her lips. “I’m bad at talking about my problems—well, I don’t know if this counts as a real problem honestly. Or, I guess it is, but it’s such a first-world problem, so I feel like I’m complaining…”

			“You can complain,” I offer when it becomes clear that she’s not going to say anything else. “You don’t have to be happy all the time.”

			“Right,” she says, a disbelieving note in her voice. She slumps back against the pile of pillows at the head of her bed, a weary shadow in her eyes. “When we were filming earlier, my mom looked at my phone and saw that Karim was texting me about…you know.” She gestures vaguely, and I can fill in the blanks about what bullshit he was probably talking about. “And then she immediately brought it up on camera.”

			I was caught up in the Karim part of this story, but this last detail knocks me back to the present. “Are you kidding?”

			“I wish,” she says wryly.

			“What the hell?” I say. I knew that this happened with her parents. But still, being confronted with it again is sickening. “How often do they post something personal like that without asking you?”

			“Not as much anymore. I don’t really tell them anything I wouldn’t want going on the internet.”

			There’s something I recognize in her resignation, something that’s kindred to how I feel about my own family’s awfulness. “Aoife, that’s messed up,” I say, because often I desperately want someone to confirm that things are awful and I’m not just being too sensitive. If I can give that reassurance to Aoife, I’m happy to do it.

			“I mean, yeah, I guess so.” When I look at her face, she’s doing that thing where she’s smiling but it’s missing all of the soul of her regular dazzling grins. “I get it, though. This is their job.”

			“But if their job is putting their kids’ private business on the internet for literally thousands of people to see, maybe that shouldn’t be their job,” I say. Her smile twitches, then fades into something gloomier. “Do you even like doing this influencer stuff?”

			She shrugs. “I’ve been doing it my whole life.”

			“That’s not what I asked,” I say. “Do you like it?”

			There’s a long pause. She twists her mouth to the right, then the left. “It’s not that I don’t like it…”

			“So you hate it.”

			A panicked-sounding giggle bubbles out of her. “Maybe I hate it,” she says, very quietly.

			That seems pretty obvious to me, but apparently getting Aoife to admit to a negative feeling requires persistence and a total lack of tact. Thankfully, I have both of those qualities. “And you haven’t told your parents you don’t want to do it anymore.”

			She snorts. “Like that’s an option.”

			“Have you tried?” I ask.

			“I mean, no,” she says. She flops onto her stomach and reaches over to grab a little notebook printed with cherries off her bookshelf. “Okay, you’re right. I’m letting people walk all over me, and I can’t let that keep happening.” I’m not sure she’s just talking about her parents anymore. I nod. “Get me a pen?” she adds.

			I hurry to fetch it for her, following her vague hand flaps to a mug of fancy-looking colorful pens. After I hand it over, she uncaps it with a flourish and begins to meticulously write. I glance over her shoulder and find an elaborately decorated journal page with the title Junior Year Goals written at the top.

			Underneath a carefully placed strip of polka-dot tape, there are a few things listed:

			
				
						
						Get into a relationship

					

						
						Practice flute more

					

						
						Read more than 15 books

					

				

			

			“I started trying to bullet journal over the summer, but I totally forgot about it when school started,” she says.

			“Get into a relationship?” I read. “I was one of your goals?”

			“Yeah. Obviously, this stuff works. I wrote it down, and then, voilà, you appeared!” She finishes the newest addition to her list, then caps her pen. The last entry on the page now reads Stand up for myself.

			This jogs my memory regarding other things I should check in on if I want to earn my status as a good girlfriend. “How’s it going with Karim?”

			“Not super great,” she says, rolling over to rest her head on my thigh. My whole body goes electric at her touch. “We talked a little after school, and he really annoyed me. But then he apologized, so…” She purses her lips, then sighs. “I dunno. I can’t totally avoid him anyway, since we’re in band together, so I’m not sure what to do exactly. I don’t want it to turn into a big thing.”

			I was initially a little distracted by her lying on me—my beautiful girlfriend in my lap? I can die now—but this speech brings me back down to earth. And not in a good way. Why does Aoife have all these people taking advantage of how nice she is? “You should tell him to fuck off,” I say, scowling.

			“Yeah, maybe. I told him to give me some space for now.”

			“You want me to hex him?”

			She sighs and shakes her head. “I should be the one to deal with this,” she says. “You know, stand up for myself.”

			If she wants to deal with this herself, I should let her. No matter how much I want to hex this dude. “Punch him in the face,” I say. “He would probably get the hint then.”

			“Right,” she says, snickering. “Like I’ve ever done something like that in my life.”

			“Take a page from my book.”

			She sets her face into an exaggerated frown. “Grr. I’m Luna, and I’m scary.”

			“Exactly,” I say.

			A comfortable silence falls. She lies there on my lap, staring pensively up at the ceiling.

			“Have I cheered you up?” I say tentatively.

			“Definitely. They could bottle you and sell you as a mood stabilizer,” she says, giving me a soft smile. Her face is dappled with dim purple light from the ward. So pretty.

			She reaches out a hand and strokes her finger over the lines of my wrist tattoo. “I always wondered how you got a tattoo before you were eighteen,” she murmurs. “Is that a normal thing for witches?”

			“Not really,” I say. “I used to just have a necklace that had the sigil on it.”

			“Sigil?”

			“Like a magical symbol. This one helps with focus. People who don’t have special gifts use different combinations of them to work spells.”

			“But you only use this one?”

			“Yeah.”

			I feel pulled to tell her more, to let her into the darker crevices of my life. She deserves to know me better. Even if she doesn’t like what she learns. I have to at least try to share stuff with her.

			“I went through a…rebellious phase a few years ago.” It would be more accurate to call it a “fuck everything, let the world burn” phase. But I’m selfish, and I want Aoife to keep thinking well of me, so I’ll fudge the truth here. “I did the tattoo on myself. Looked like shit,” I say, grimacing at the memory. “My grandma was furious. James convinced her to let me get it fixed so it would actually be usable.”

			“Oh,” she says, surprise flashing briefly across her face. “When you say rebellious…?” She trails off, leaving the question open-ended.

			“I just did a bunch of stupid shit because…I dunno, because I was mad, I guess.”

			“Mad at who?” Aoife asks.

			I shrug. “The world. My family. Myself.” I chuckle mirthlessly. “I wasn’t a real fun person to be around.”

			I was actually a pretty dangerous person to be close to. I had gotten it in my head that since everyone hated me anyway, nothing mattered. And if nothing mattered, I might as well use my power for anything and everything that occurred to me. Forget all those lectures on restraint that Grandma had given me as a kid. I was going to use the hell out of my magic. If it hurt me, who cared? I probably deserved it anyway.

			“What kind of stuff were you doing, exactly?” Aoife asks.

			I tense up. That’s a step too far for me. Explaining the specifics of my recklessness is just too big a can of worms for me to open right now. I grunt noncommittally, not meeting her eyes. Then I pull her up toward me so I can kiss her.

			She giggles afterward, her lips only a hairbreadth away from mine. “You’re trying to distract me.”

			“Is it working?” I ask, kissing her again. I don’t get a reply to that question, so the answer is definitely yes.

		

	
		
			Chapter 22

			✦ Luna ✦

			I hurry through my council duties the following Tuesday with alarming speed, hoping to get everything squared away as fast as possible before my date with Aoife. Thankfully, I don’t have to talk to anybody. I’m just checking up on the Veil. Every two weeks I look in on the spell, to make sure it hasn’t decayed in any visible way, and every few months I’m supposed to feed more power into it to keep it going.

			The Veil spell takes up a whole room in the Center for the Supernatural. It’s a weird hodgepodge of different magical techniques, with McCarthy illusion magic and some Turner spell design tying it together and a whole lot of Gold sacrifice magic sprinkled over the top to keep it going. I speed around the edges of the wood-paneled room, checking bits of the ritual circle along the way. The circle and all of the many sigils inscribed within its borders glow an iridescent white. A series of interlocking wheels made of light float above the circle, slowly rotating in the air. If I look at them closely, flashes of random scenes from places within the Veil appear.

			A speckled gray selkie swimming in the harbor. Several busy cobblestoned streets. Four banshees shrieking as a green subway car goes past them. A group of vampires walking by that giant pear statue in Dorchester.

			I finish my circuit of the room, satisfied that the Veil isn’t going to fall apart anytime soon. Everything looks the same as the last time I was here. Great. Time to go meet Aoife. The Center for the Supernatural is quiet today, so I’m hoping I can get away with showing her around a little bit. I should be able to sneak her in. It’s not like the security is that good. If you can get past the spells discouraging mundanes from wandering in, you’re set.

			I walk down the long hallway outside the room, the one lined with all the formal photos of previous councils. As usual, my eyes search out Grandma in each picture. There she is in the photo labeled 1985 Witch Council, a single brown face among nine white ones. There she is again in 1990, standing next to my grandpa on the Brandt side. The other people in the photo look ill at ease, as if there being two Black people on the council is so alarming that they can’t get it together to pretend otherwise. The faces change significantly over the next few photos until you get to 2002, where Grandma sits in the central position as the council head. It’s all the same people after that.

			Once I get down to the front hall, I come to an abrupt stop. There, pacing the length of the ostentatious red-and-gold rug by the door, is Mara. They’re wearing a colorful outfit they would describe as “power clashing,” which as far as I can tell means that they’re categorically opposed to wearing patterns that match. There’s a black-and-maroon chevron-print sweater, cream coat, leopard-print skirt, and maroon snakeskin boots. Their curly hair is up in big, messy space buns, and I think I notice a streak of bleached hair in the front that wasn’t there the last time I saw them. They turn to me, panic flaring in their brown eyes.

			“Oh shit,” they say, clapping a hand to their mouth. “Hi! Oh my god. I was hoping you wouldn’t be here. I mean, I knew there was a good chance I might see you because it’s Tuesday, and that’s the day Mrs. Gold used to do Veil checks, which is why my mom brought me along, but…”

			What is this? Mara doesn’t ever come to the Center for the Supernatural. And out of all days, today is the day they’re here?

			“Can we go outside for a second?” she says, jerking a thumb toward the front door. “I need to talk to you.”

			“I have to go,” I say. My words sound harsh, harsher than Mara deserves. “Sorry,” I add to soften it.

			“Five seconds,” she says. “Seriously, I’ll be so quick.”

			With one glance at the pleading look in her eye, I crumble. I owe her. I broke up with Mara sort of suddenly last summer because I couldn’t deal with all the pressure on our relationship. It’s not her fault I was freaked out by Grandma acting like it was a given that we were going to get married eventually. “Fine,” I say.

			After I follow her through the front doors, Mara and I huddle under the wide green awning outside the building, both of us leaning against one of the big windows of the center. “So how’ve you been?” she says.

			“Fine,” I say, shifting uncomfortably.

			“You’ve been really hard to get ahold of recently. I had to send a letter to get a reply from you. A letter.” They glare at me, but there’s no heat behind it. “Are we in a fight? You have to tell me if we’re fighting so I can behave appropriately.”

			“We’re not fighting,” I say.

			“Good,” they say, dropping the mock glare. “Are you having a hard time right now or something?”

			“No,” I say. “I told you I was fine.”

			She snorts. “It was unconvincing.”

			That’s on me. My answer to their message had just said I’m fine, will reply more later. And then I never got around to actually replying more later. No wonder they’re worried about me.

			“Nah, I’m fine,” I say. “For real.”

			“Okay,” she says. “Tell me if that changes.” I nod, even though there’s no way I’ll do that. There’s a beat of silence. I suddenly notice how tense Mara looks. Is that because of me?

			“Someone put a really annoying sleep spell on our front door,” she says.

			“What?” I ask. “Who? Why?”

			“Not sure about who exactly. But I think whoever it was meant us to think it was you who cast it, so that it would, I dunno, besmirch your name or whatever. It was pretty similar to a spell you cast a few years ago, but obviously less good and less powerful, which I pointed out to my parents when they were worried you were, like, ‘back to your old ways.’ ” They put big air quotes around that. I stare at them, annoyed—but not surprised—that somebody is trying to frame me to the family that Grandma’s trying so hard to convince to become our allies. Ten bucks says the McCarthys are behind this somehow.

			“The spell was kind of funny actually,” Mara continues. “It made anybody who came within ten feet of it fall asleep, so my mom was just lying with her face in a pile of our boots, dead asleep, for hours before anybody found her, and—” They clamp their mouth shut for a moment, cutting themself off. “Sorry, I’m rambling. This isn’t what I meant to talk to you about.”

			I tilt my head to the side, confused. “Then what—”

			“Has your grandma been pressuring you?” she blurts out. “About us getting back together?”

			I frown, not sure what the right thing to say is. In the end, I settle for shrugging and making a vaguely affirmative noise.

			“My parents have been bothering me about it,” they say. “You would think they had better things to do than meddle in the love lives of teenagers, but nope.” They let out a little nervous laugh. They’re doing their normal hand fidget, where they tap their fingers against their thumb in some sort of recurrent pattern, but it’s faster than usual. “You know you’re a catch, right?”

			“Um—”

			“Sorry, that’s weird,” they say, shaking their head. “Oh, I went on a walk the other day, and I was thinking about you.”

			“Because I like walking?” I say, now totally bewildered. Conversation with Mara follows its own logic, which isn’t always clear outside of their mind. It’s like she’s constantly skipping the connective tissue between her ideas.

			“Yeah,” Mara says, like that’s the most normal thing in the world. And while it’s true that my main hobby does involve wandering around Boston on foot, it’s strange that they’re telling me such a regular activity put me on their mind. Right? I’m not sure about the boundaries you’re supposed to have with an ex if you didn’t have a bad breakup, though.

			“My cousins from New York were in town,” Mara continues. “So we were doing touristy stuff with them, and they wanted to walk the Freedom Trail. You know it’s actually so long? It’s like more than two miles and then you have to stop at all the places and actually look at them—”

			“Why are you here?” I interrupt, because they can and will completely lose the thread of a conversation if left to their own devices. Which is fine in other scenarios, but I have places to be.

			They bite their lower lip, looking guilty. “My mom said I should tag along, since she thought you would be here.”

			I groan. “Did my grandma say something to her? I’ve been trying to get her off my back, but—”

			“I kind of told my parents we were back together,” Mara blurts out.

			It takes a moment for my mind to process that. Shit. Why is everything so complicated? I rub a hand over my face, which definitely smudges my eyeliner, but I don’t even care. “Why would you—”

			“I’m sorry!” she cries. “I know, I know, me and my big mouth. They were just doing that thing where they got all disappointed in me and compared me to my sister totally unsubtly.”

			“Fucking Harper,” we say simultaneously. She sighs, and I’m momentarily thrown by how easy it was to fall back into our rhythm.

			“And they were just going on and on about how my spell research hasn’t been up to par recently, which I guess is true—”

			“Don’t be so hard on yourself,” I say, which I’ve said to Mara so many times that I barely even think before it comes out of my mouth. The Lakes are a library family, specializing in vitamancy—life magic for stuff like healing and animating objects—and enchantment. Mara’s parents are very intense witch academics, and they expect their kids to live up to that legacy. But Mara struggles with deadlines, organization, and completing tasks that could be described as either repetitive or boring. Those things are all key to the way they expect her to work. So even though she’s brilliant, they’re too disappointed by her disorganization to care.

			“It is true, though. I’m not as good as Harper,” Mara says. “I’m always making silly mistakes, and they notice. It’s like they have some sort of radar for me messing up, it’s so annoying—”

			“They’re too harsh,” I say over her. “I know how hard you try.”

			She throws her hands up dismissively. “Well, you know, but my parents definitely don’t.” She blows out a long breath and shakes her head. “I’m so sorry.”

			“We’re screwed,” I mutter. “I already told my grandma that I would take you out again, just to get her off my back. Now she’s going to think we’re together.”

			“We could pretend we are together,” she says tentatively.

			Frustration shoots through me. I hate this. I hate that Mara’s parents and Grandma have meddled in our lives, and I hate that Mara made such an impulsive choice, and I hate that I have to deal with this before my date with Aoife. But most of all, I hate that I’m seriously considering what she’s suggested.

			“You look mad,” she says. “Do you not like the idea, or are you just mad generally?”

			I let out an unamused laugh. “Generally.”

			Us pretending that we’re together would temporarily solve some of my problems. It would give me a cover story for spending lots of time with Aoife. If my family thinks I’m dating Mara, nobody will question me not being at home. It would also get Grandma to leave me alone about getting back together with Mara.

			For a quick second, I consider telling Mara about Aoife. They would probably understand. Out of everyone I know, they’ve always been the least judgmental about my reckless choices; me dating a mundane wouldn’t horrify them. But trusting them with yet another of my problems, one they didn’t sign themself up for, feels like too much to ask of my ex.

			“We wouldn’t have to spend a bunch of time together or anything,” Mara says. They rock back and forth on their heels nervously. “After we broke up, my parents just kept telling me how I must have messed things up with you. Like the only worth I had to the family was because I was dating the future council head. I think…I just want a break.”

			That’s relatable. I hum thoughtfully, trying to figure out if this is a truly heinous idea or a merely bad one. Pros: More freedom for me and Mara. Cons: How the hell would I explain this to Aoife? I haven’t told her enough about my family situation for this to make sense.

			But realistically, I can’t keep spending all this time with Aoife without some kind of subterfuge. This plan will at least stave off conflict with Grandma. I can figure out something to tell Aoife.

			“Okay,” I say. “Let’s do it.”

			Her jaw drops. “You serious?”

			“Yeah. I want my family off my back too.”

			“Oh my god, thank you,” they say, throwing their arms around me. I pat them awkwardly on the back, because I don’t know how to navigate physical contact with an ex you’re pretending to date. They freeze. “Shit, that’s my mom.”

			Through the windows of the center, I catch sight of Mara’s pale, serious mom staring at us with unconcealed interest. My body becomes even more tense than it already was.

			“Look like you like me?” Mara whispers.

			“I’m not good at pretending,” I say tightly.

			“Really?” they say, mock-serious, and then they laugh loudly. Their laugh is high and clear, like a tinkling bell. They reach down and put a hand on my face. “Can I kiss you?” My expression must give away my horror, because they rush to qualify the suggestion. “On the cheek. Not the lips. It should look the same from where my mom’s standing.”

			“Okay,” I say, feeling sick to my stomach. They lean in to brush a feathery-soft kiss on my cheek. “Wait—no. No.”

			As soon as the words leave my mouth, she pulls back. “That’s fine, we totally don’t have to do that,” she says. “I’ll just make the face.”

			“The face?” I echo.

			“Yeah, the ‘I’m so in love with you’ face.” Her smile softens into something that reminds me, perversely, of the way I would sometimes catch her looking at me in class back when we were together. And as she stares at me, starry-eyed, I have the horrible sense that agreeing to this scheme was a big mistake.

		

	
		
			Chapter 23

			✴ Aoife ✴

			Luna’s mysterious magic tasks—whatever they are—must have taken longer than she anticipated. She hasn’t answered any of my texts or calls, even though she said she would meet me at the T stop. Luckily, she did tell me what street the Center for the Supernatural is on. It’s smack in the middle of downtown, just a few minutes’ walk away from the train, so I can easily head over there to meet her when she’s done.

			Anticipation fills my body as I weave my way through the crowds on the sidewalks. I get to see more magic today. A real window into Luna’s world.

			The center is easy to find. I mean, there’s a big green awning in front of the gray stone building with The Center for the Supernatural printed on it in gold letters. I bet the Veil keeps people from noticing how weird that is. It’s on a quiet side street—one of Boston’s many one-way roads. Once I turned off the main road, the crowds immediately died away. It’s like I was suddenly in a different world.

			I’m about to cross the street when I notice two people standing outside the building. I stop dead in my tracks, a feeling of sick confusion spreading through me. That’s…Luna. Wrapped in a very romantic-looking hug with someone our age. Excuses immediately pop into my head—it’s not what it looks like, they’re just hugging, I should ask Luna before jumping to conclusions—but they float away like sand in the wind when the other person presses a soft kiss to Luna’s cheek.

			My heartbeat thuds in my ears, deafeningly loud. For a moment, my awareness narrows down to just the lips against Luna’s face. I can’t look away. The excitement I felt just a minute ago is like a distant memory as I watch this nightmare unfold before me.

			Then I take in the other person, who’s just pulled back to stare lovingly at Luna. Curly hair. Light brown skin. Slender. My breath catches in my throat.

			She looks like me.

			Oh my god. I’ve been acting like such a fool. I really deluded myself into thinking that Luna liked me for my personality. But she’s just into mixed-race people. I stumble backward a few steps, the revelation sending shock waves through me. What have I been doing this whole time with Luna? Every time I felt insecure that maybe Luna only liked me for my appearance, I reassured myself that she was different. But now here I am, watching someone who looks like me kiss her while my heart shreds itself to ribbons in my chest.

			Luna makes direct eye contact with me, and her face morphs into a look of horror. I don’t know what my own face does. There’s this weird sense of detachment between me and my body. I turn and start running back to the train.

			“Aoife. Aoife. Aoife!”

			I can hear her boots pounding the pavement behind me. She keeps calling my name, the panic in her voice growing each time she repeats it. As I’m about to turn off the side street the center sits on, I feel her hand grab my shoulder.

			I wheel around to face her. She comes to a stop and stares at me, her expression full of this achingly obvious desperation. Her lower lip wobbles, and I wonder if she’s going to cry.

			“I’m going home,” I spit at her.

			“You’re mad?” she says. “You’re mad. Fuck. Fuck!”

			“What was that?” I say, and my voice breaks a little despite my attempt to keep it steady. “Who was that?”

			Luna folds her arms tightly against her chest. “My ex.”

			“Clearly not an ex anymore.”

			“No— That’s not— We’re not—” She shakes her head so quickly that it looks more like a violent tremble.

			A pair of college girls wearing Emerson sweatpants walk by us, followed by an extremely tall woman with tree-bark skin. She inclines her head respectfully at Luna, who goes tense and silent at the sight of her.

			“Are you going to erase my memory?” I ask.

			“What?” Her eyes dart nervously between me and the tree-woman’s retreating back.

			“I mean, you could,” I say, and I think I sound very reasonable, everything considered. Good for me. “It would be easy for you to cast a spell. Make me forget what I just saw.”

			“That’s not how it works,” she says. “My magic…it’s not that simple. It wouldn’t be easy to do that. There are…consequences.”

			“Well, I don’t know exactly how your magic works because you didn’t tell me.” I’m smiling at her, which I’m sure looks passive-aggressive but is just involuntary. “I’ve always wanted to know stuff about your life, but you’re so secretive, and you never wanted to tell me anything.” And now I’m exaggerating. She didn’t tell me nothing. She just always told me less than I wanted to know.

			“I knew I would mess this up,” she says, but it sounds like she’s talking to herself. “I knew—I knew—”

			“I wish you hadn’t made me think you liked me,” I say quietly.

			Her reaction almost surprises me with its violence. She flinches visibly and begins wringing her hands, her expression pinched and miserable. “Do you want to break up with me?” she says.

			We stare at each other. She’s standing close to me, but she seems so, so far away. Around us, the city continues moving like nothing is happening. A siren goes off in the distance. More people walk by, granting us the wide berth city dwellers give naturally to anybody having a conflict in public. I don’t know what to say. She didn’t even try to explain herself. Am I this easy to throw away?

			“You deserve better, okay? I’m a mess,” she says, her gaze trained on my sneakers. “You don’t want to be with me. I’ve been trying to not drag you into my shit, and it’s not—it’s not working.” She rubs her face and smudges a streak of eyeliner down her cheek. “If you don’t want to be together…I guess we should probably end this. Right?”
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			Chapter 24

			✦ Luna ✦

			I wake up Wednesday morning with a throbbing headache, still dressed in yesterday’s clothes. Someone’s pounding on my bedroom door. For a moment I think it’s Mom, but that’s too weird an idea to entertain for long. It would probably take her a few days to notice if I died, so what could she possibly need so urgently?

			James bursts into my room. After taking in my location—still very much in bed—he gives me one of his most withering looks through his overgrown bangs. “We’re going to be late for school.”

			I groan and rub at my eyes. They feel all crusty. I must have forgotten to take off my makeup. At least I wrapped my hair before passing out.

			“Dude, get up,” he says. “I’m not waiting for you forever.”

			“I’m getting up,” I grumble, rolling out of bed. No time for a shower, I guess. I head straight to my dresser.

			“What happened to you last night?” James says, leaning against my doorframe. “You came in looking all weird. Wouldn’t talk to me or anything.”

			I shrug, too busy trying to pick an outfit to pay much attention to what he’s talking about. I fish a hoodie and a fresh pair of jeans out of my drawers.

			“I watched you throw a bunch of your stuff away. And then you were messing around on your phone for like two hours, and you wouldn’t reply when I tried to talk to you,” he continues. “Seriously, it was weird. Did you do magic yesterday or something?”

			“No. Probably just a delayed effect from a spell I cast a while ago,” I say, tossing the fresh clothes on my bed. I grab a makeup wipe and start cleaning off my face.

			“And you’re not worried about that?” he says incredulously.

			“Not really,” I say. It feels like something that would normally freak me out, but I can’t summon any interest in it right now. “Go away. Let me get ready.”

			“I could check and see if you have a spell effect on you,” he says. “That’s, like, my one skill. I can at least do that much.”

			I ball up my makeup wipe and throw it at him. It doesn’t make it all the way across the room. “Get out.”

			“Fine, fine,” he says, turning to go. “You have five minutes, or else I’m leaving without you.”

			Maybe three minutes later, he starts banging on my bedroom door and shouting charming things like “Hurry the fuck up” and “Why am I cursed with the slowest cousin in the world?” When I emerge from my room, I greet him with an equally charming middle finger.

			“Cute,” he says, pushing a buttered bagel into my hand. “Also, are you back together with Mara?”

			Oh yeah. We decided to do that fake-dating plan yesterday. Forgot about that for a minute. “Mm-hmm,” I say.

			“Luna, what the hell?” he says, shoving my shoulder.

			I shove him back, then skip out of range before he can retaliate. We head through the kitchen, where Mom is working at the kitchen table.

			“Bye, Auntie Adrienne,” James calls to her.

			“Hm?” she says, glancing up from her laptop. “Oh. Bye, James.” There’s a beat of silence. “Luna.”

			I don’t bother responding to that. She’s already turned her focus back to her work anyway. She won’t hear me.

			The second we’re out of the apartment, James goes right back to hassling me. “I had to hear from Luke Turner—Luke fucking Turner—that you and Mara got back together,” he says as we walk down the stairs. “Why did that jackass know about this and I didn’t?”

			“I dunno,” I say. “Cuz you’re a spy?” I raise my eyebrows, fixing him with a critical stare, and take a bite of my bagel.

			“Okay, asshole,” he says. “I don’t tell Grandma all your business. And why wouldn’t you want her to know about that? It would help get her off your back.”

			He’s right. I feel like I was worried about the fake-dating thing, but that seems silly now. This isn’t hurting anyone. It’s just a good way to get our families off our backs.

			“Whatever,” I say, opening the front door and heading across the porch. “How did Luke even find out?”

			“He said one of the Reyes twins told him. And she heard it from her cousin, who was working one of the portals and heard Mara’s mom talking about it.”

			The witch gossip mill at work.

			James falls in line with me, and we walk in silence down the sidewalk for a few minutes. “I knew something was going on,” he says finally. “I thought you had a secret girlfriend, because you were never home and you were in a freakishly good mood sometimes.”

			A secret girlfriend? I snicker. He was seeing signs where they didn’t exist. This “relationship” with Mara only started yesterday. James doesn’t notice my amusement. He’s turned his attention to one of my uncles, who is sitting out on his porch with his miniature hellhound like usual. The man is some relation of my dad’s, so he’s not even related to James by blood. But James is the likable cousin, so he gets a “How you doing, James?” while I get an appraising nod.

			“Oh, Mara said that somebody tried to frame me for casting a sleep spell on their house?” I say.

			“Yeah, that was someone’s brilliant plan for sabotaging you,” James says, his tone dripping with contempt. “How obvious can you be? Come on.”

			“Who do you think did it?” I ask.

			“The McCarthys for sure came up with the idea, but if they’ve got any brain cells at all, they made someone else do it so it can’t be traced back to them,” James says confidently. “Probably the Costas, since they do a lot of abjuration stuff and could have taken the wards on the Lakes’ house down. Anyway, the whole thing is pathetic. There are so many better, subtler ways they could have messed with you. Seriously. You sabotage yourself more effectively than this.”

			“Mm. Thanks,” I say dryly.

			“Something similar happened to the Chens,” James says. “They’re clearly trying to make you look bad to the families we need to vote for you.”

			“When did that happen?” I ask, because I don’t remember hearing about that.

			“Few weeks ago?” he says, shrugging. “Grandma had to go over to their house herself to convince them you didn’t do it.”

			As we make our way down the street toward the closest portal, a flock of enchanted message papers flies past us. One of them peels off from the group and comes to hover in front of me. I grab it out of the air. When I unfold it, there’s a message written in Grandma’s slanting handwriting. James peers over my shoulder as I read.

			
				Council meeting tomorrow after office hours. James will attend with you.

			

			I frown peevishly at the paper. “Why are you coming with me?”

			“I’m your assistant, I guess,” he says. He fishes a pen out of his bookbag and hands it to me. “You should reply.”

			“Why do I need an assistant?” I say, though I know the answer very well.

			James cuts his eyes at me. I can visibly clock the moment he chooses to be patient. “Magic is your thing,” he says. “Remembering people’s names, pretending to like them? That’s mine.”

			He’s there to make sure I don’t embarrass myself. Right. I stop walking for a minute, tap the glowing YES at the bottom of the message, and brace the paper against my leg so I can scribble a response. Fine, I write. Then I fold the paper and let it loose. As it flies away between two tall, rectangular houses, I press my fingers to my temples. I wonder if I can get someone at school to work some healing magic on this headache.

			“You sure you’re okay?” James asks.

			I groan at his fussing and wave him off. It’s just a headache.

		

	
		
			Chapter 25

			✴ Aoife ✴

			“Did you have a good time last night?” Dad asks at breakfast. There’s a strange undertone to the question, like he’s giving me the opportunity to fess up to some wrongdoing. I’m immediately on guard. Strictly speaking, I did fudge the truth with them about what I was doing yesterday so I could get out of taking a million Christmas pictures for social media. The second December rolls around, Mom becomes obsessed with getting the perfect holiday photos.

			“Yeah, I did,” I say cheerily. I take a bite of my breakfast, filling my mouth with eggs.

			“Ee-buh,” Paddy says. He’s got the zoomies this morning, like most mornings, so he’s wiggling around wildly in his chair. Every so often he shoves a sausage link in his mouth. Meanwhile, Mom is recording him on her phone. “I wore os-yoom.”

			“You wore a costume?” I repeat. “Cool. What’d you dress up as?”

			“I Santa!” he says, brandishing a sausage at me. I laugh.

			“Did you go to a party?” Dad says.

			My face puckers with confusion. “No?” I say. It was a Tuesday. Who would be having a party during the week?

			Dad leans forward, placing his elbows on the table. A pose for a photo titled Let Me Level With You. The light from the big kitchen window shines on the high points of his sharp cheekbones. “You know you can tell us anything, right?”

			“Yeah,” I say, shaping my expression into something neutral and pleasant. I’m suddenly too aware of Mom filming.

			“You were acting a little strange when you came home last night,” he says.

			Okay, now I’m just confused. “Strange like how?”

			Dad’s about to reply, but Mom waves a hand at him to indicate that he should be quiet while she films. Paddy has started whispering the word Santa over and over again. It’s mildly terrifying—there’s just something frightening about a whisper-chant done with that level of intensity, even when it’s coming from a toddler—but it’s also adorable. After Mom records him for a minute, she gives Dad the thumbs-up to continue.

			“I get that kids your age drink, but we want you to be safe,” he says.

			I lay down my fork. They think I was drunk? That’s ridiculous. It’s true that I lied and told them I was going to hang out with a friend. I just wanted to get out of the never-ending Walsh content machine, so I went downtown to relax by myself.

			“I didn’t drink last night,” I say.

			Dad looks skeptical. “You were pretty out of it when you got home, Aoife.”

			“I was tired.” Now I’m glad that I got painkillers for that headache I had this morning without asking them. They probably would have been convinced I had a hangover. My eyes flick over to Mom, who still has her phone camera trained on Paddy. “Mom, can you stop recording?”

			She stares at me, her green eyes widening with faint surprise. “Why?”

			“Is this something you want to keep private?” Dad asks.

			Now I sound guilty. “No, but…” I trail off, searching fruitlessly for a way to explain my feelings that won’t seem shady. It’s like I have three parents in the room right now—my mom, my dad, and the internet. I smile at Mom. Or, more accurately, at her phone. “Never mind, it’s fine.”

			“No pickers!” Paddy yells, throwing his little arms in front of his face like he’s a movie star fending off the paparazzi. “No pickers, pwease!”

			Mom laughs indulgently and lays down the phone. “Okay, Paddy.”

			I keep smiling even as something small and bitter curls around my heart. Just a few words from Paddy, and the recording stops. Incredible. Before it can take root, I squish that feeling down.

			“I promise, I wasn’t drinking or anything yesterday,” I say, turning back to Dad.

			“It’s not drinking that’s a problem,” Mom says. Dad tenses but doesn’t contradict her. “But we want you to have a healthy relationship with alcohol. So we want to be able to talk about that kind of thing with you—”

			“I peed,” Paddy announces gleefully. Mom snaps her mouth shut and looks disgruntled for a brief moment before shrugging it off. I silently thank Paddy for interrupting a speech that was shaping up to be a beat-for-beat rehash of a blog post Mom wrote last year about teen substance use.

			“Come on, Dad, why would I get drunk on a school night?” I say as Mom and Paddy head off to change his clothes. “I was just tired. Seriously, when have I ever lied to you about something like that?”

			Everything about last night feels deeply unimportant. I grasp at the memory for a second, wondering what I could have done to make Dad so convinced about this, but it slips away before I can properly get ahold of it. My head hurts briefly, the headache from earlier making itself known again. I hide a wince.

			“Okay,” Dad says, though a note of skepticism still remains in his voice. “But if you ever do mess with substances—any kind, you know. Alcohol. Weed. You tell us about it. Got that?”

			“I got it,” I agree, even though there’s no way I’d talk to them about that kind of thing. The conflicted look on his face makes me want to giggle. Poor Dad. He’s having a whole parenting crisis of conscience over something that didn’t even happen. I can tell that sometimes he wants to be more authoritarian about things, but that’s not Mom’s style these days. And, more importantly, that’s not the Wonderful Walshes brand.

		

	
		
			Chapter 26

			✦ Luna ✦

			When I walk out of my ritual theory class, I find Mara leaning against the wood-paneled wall across from the classroom door. “Are we still on?” they say in lieu of a greeting. “For…you know what?” They raise their eyebrows and give me a meaningful look, as if they’re deliberately aiming for peak suspiciousness.

			A pair of shapeshifters in their animal forms—a squirrel and a fox—leave the classroom behind me, giving us a wide berth when they notice me standing there. “Well, every witch in the city already knows we’re together, so…” I say, wishing that I had stolen James’s cone of silence charm so we could have enough privacy to talk about this openly.

			A vampire girl with luminous mahogany skin and ornate feed-in braids catches Mara’s eye as we walk by. “Cute,” she mouths to Mara, pointing at us.

			“Never mind,” I say dryly. “Every magical person knows, not just the witches.”

			“I didn’t go around telling people,” Mara says, shrugging helplessly.

			I grunt and push my hands into the pocket of my hoodie. It’s not like we couldn’t have anticipated this. Once Mara told their parents we were together, it was only a matter of time before everybody knew. During my literature class, a message flew in from Grandma. It read I learned from your Auntie Cynthia that you finally took my advice and reconciled with Mara. In case you’ve forgotten, I am your grandmother. Please inform me of important developments. I couldn’t tell what annoyed me more about that message—the overbearing tone, or the fact that she sent it to me in the middle of class. My teacher, of course, said nothing. Perks of being a Gold.

			“So you left kind of suddenly yesterday,” Mara says, staring at me sidelong.

			I try to think back to yesterday, but the memory feels fuzzy and insignificant. “Did I?”

			“Yeah, and I saw you, um…arguing with someone after you ran off,” she says. “I was wondering if I messed something up for you.”

			“What?” I say, utterly confused. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			Her brow furrows. “Right.”

			She’s being weird. But my headache, which I got one of my Brandt cousins to heal away this morning, comes back with a vengeance when I try to sort through yesterday’s events for what she could be referencing. I let the thought go, and the pain in my skull recedes.

			We turn the corner, and Mara immediately clotheslines me with their arm. “Watch it!” they yelp; then a burst of fire blasts past us.

			The fireball slams into the wall behind us and ricochets off the anti-destruction warding before fizzling out midair. “Hell no,” I yell, flinching away. “You’ve gotta be kidding me.”

			Mara’s already crouching down, making herself a smaller target for any future projectiles. “Wouldn’t be a semester at Benethrit without at least one close call,” she says, a note of wry amusement in her voice.

			At first I assume this is the work of an elemental conjurer, and I look around expecting to see a Graham or Sharafi kid. But when I consider the hallway, I find Gregory Yang sitting on the floor, desperately inking a ritual circle onto a sheet of paper. Huh. A library witch. The charred remains of other sheets of paper surround him, all showing bits of sigils and other ritual components.

			“You good, Gregory?” Mara says, because they’re a nice person. I was just about to turn around and take the other stairwell to class.

			A forearm-sized black salamander darts across the hallway, leaving big swaths of fire in its wake as it goes. It opens its mouth, and steam comes curling out.

			Oh. This asshole summoned a fire elemental. Got it. Well, that’s normal Benethrit stuff. Nothing creates as much chaos as young magic users without much adult supervision. Our school is chronically understaffed, so the teachers chalk it up as a win if nobody gets seriously maimed.

			“Little bastards got out of my summoning circle,” Gregory says. Little bastards? Like more than one? I examine the hallway, searching for a second elemental, but see nothing. Gregory doesn’t look up from the spiky sigil he’s drawing next to the outer line of his new ritual circle. “I had two layers of abjuration sigils in there, so the warding should have been fine—shit!”

			The elemental has just spat another ball of flame at Gregory, lighting his paper on fire. He lets loose an impressive stream of curses. Then, noticing me, he flinches. “Oh—uh—I’m in the way,” he says.

			“Yeah, you are,” I say, watching as the elemental climbs up the opposite wall.

			Mara crosses over to him and squats to look at the charred sheets of paper littered around him. “You want help?” they say. “I could try to fend off the elemental while you draw.”

			“Could you get…” He jerks his head at me minutely, and then says something else I can’t hear.

			Mara’s expression shutters. “You can ask her yourself.”

			“But—”

			“It’s not her job to help everyone all the time,” she says over his protests.

			Right. We’re back to our classmates acting like Mara’s my manager. But, unlike most people, Mara knows firsthand just how bad the blowback from my spellcasting can get.

			“It will be her job soon, though,” Gregory says.

			“I’m right here, and I can hear you,” I say, rolling my eyes. I walk into the hallway closer to Gregory and Mara, and the elemental spits another fireball in my direction. “You want me to fix your mess?” I say, leaning to the left to avoid the flaming projectile. “That’ll cost you.”

			“I was hoping you could…”

			“Inconvenience myself because you screwed your summoning circle up?” I say. “Nah, I’m good.”

			Gregory opens his mouth to reply, but a lump of rock and clay the size of a bowling ball smashes into his head. He crumples backward, then lies there unmoving with blood and bits of gravel all over his face.

			“Ooh,” Mara hisses, screwing their face up sympathetically. “That’s gotta hurt.”

			I turn in the direction the projectile came from and find a rock golem standing across the hall, its lumpy gray-brown body nearly indistinguishable against the brown wood of the wall. It raises one of its nubby, misshapen arms in a pose that looks almost victorious. Ah. There’s the second elemental.

			“Goddammit,” I groan, rubbing my face tiredly.

			I push up my sleeves, press my wrists together, and start the process of activating my magic. As the film of shadow stretches over my vision, a flicker of fear goes through me. I’m going to have to take the consequences of this one.

		

	
		
			Chapter 27

			✴ Aoife ✴

			“Hey,” Karim says, plopping down into the seat beside me. I’m in the middle of getting set up and tuning before band class. He flips the chair around so he can sit backward, which seems inadvisable considering that our band chairs are very wide and square.

			“Hey, Karim.” I pull the head joint of my flute out slightly and play a B-flat. My tuner lets me know that I’m still sharp.

			“You had enough space yet?” he says, grinning at me. “I come in peace, I promise.”

			I adjust my flute and play again before replying. This time I’m in tune. He stares at me expectantly the whole time. “Um. I’m not sure.”

			“Aoife, I get it, my timing was bad,” he says. “And I know I’m an asshole when I’m drunk. I’m sorry. Can we try to move on?”

			When I think about it, I’m not sure why him telling me that he liked me seemed so heinous. I mean, yeah, he shoved his foot hard into his mouth when he said that awful thing about how I sleep with everyone but him. (Even remembering that briefly triggers a deep and primal rage response in me.) (Sometimes I wish I was the kind of girl who punches people.)

			But just in general, him being interested in me isn’t a crime. We were just on different pages.

			Except I still feel betrayed that he was close with me with this in the back of his mind the whole time, like him being friends with me meant that we would inevitably stop being platonic and start being something more. Maybe that’s immature or whatever. But regardless, I’m not sure I can get over that so quickly.

			“I don’t know if I want to hang out as much as we did before,” I say quietly. His face falls, and I hurry to finish my thought. “But we can still talk and stuff. Okay?”

			He doesn’t look thrilled, but he nods anyway. “Sure.”

			I realize, belatedly, that one of the girls in my section is clearly listening in on our conversation. When I glance her way, she lets out an apologetic giggle and goes back to putting her flute together. God, I’m so tired of everyone knowing all my business.

			“I made my first song,” Karim blurts out.

			It takes me a moment to connect this to the conversation we had a few weeks ago. “Wow, look at you. Max Pepper 2.0,” I say.

			“Don’t compare me to that poser,” he says, rolling his eyes good-naturedly.

			“I mean, I haven’t heard your music. Maybe it’s just like his,” I say, shooting for a laid-back vibe as I say this. Let’s keep this light. Easy. Platonic.

			“I’ll show you sometime.” He combs his fingers back through his hair, looking self-conscious. I think that’s going to be the end of our conversation, especially because he should probably go get his own instrument set up before our band director snaps at him. Instead, he props his elbows up on the back of his chair, settling in more. “How was your Thanksgiving?” he asks. “Your family makes a big deal out of it, right? I saw some pictures.”

			I make a face, pushing my lips into an exaggerated frown. Those photos are so fake. Like all of our holiday photoshoots.

			“That good, huh?” he says.

			“No, sorry, it was fine. Those pictures just aren’t from our actual Thanksgiving,” I say. “You remember my mom planned to do that whole staged photoshoot in advance?”

			“Oh yeah.” He grins at me. “Bet you loved that.”

			I laugh a little, despite myself. This is probably bad, but I find it hard to hate him when he’s acting like he usually does. This is the Karim I was close friends with, not whatever weirdo body-swapped with him for the past few weeks.

			“I mean, it was fine, I guess,” I say. “Paddy didn’t throw a fit or anything, so it wasn’t as bad as last year’s Christmas photoshoot.”

			He groans at my mention of the infamous Christmas photoshoot. An appropriate reaction. Frankly, a groan doesn’t encapsulate the true horror of that day, during which Paddy screamed for a solid two hours and I froze my butt off the entire time in my totally weather-inappropriate outfit.

			“We should do a holiday round of the Wonderful Walshes Awards,” Karim suggests.

			“Oh god,” I say, shaking my head at the thought of all those cloyingly sentimental holiday posts. Christmas. Easter. Valentine’s Day. St. Patrick’s Day. There were even a few years where my parents pretended we celebrated Kwanzaa. They stopped when they realized that neither our Black followers nor our white followers—maybe for different reasons—liked the sight of my mom in a dashiki.

			Karim taps a finger to his chin thoughtfully. “This idea has real potential.”

			I snicker. “Nightmare potential.”

			“The Wonderful Walshes Awards: All-Star Holiday Edition,” he says, spreading his hands wide in the air.

			“Sharafi! Stop gabbing with Aoife and get back to your own section,” our band director barks. “She’s all ready to go. Your trumpet isn’t even out of the case.”

			“Sorry,” Karim says, slinking back to the brass section.

			I open my folder, pull out my sheet music, and place it on my stand. That was okay. Karim and I talked, and nothing terrible happened. We can’t exactly go back to what we were before, but I can live with this version of us.

		

	
		
			Chapter 28

			✦ Luna ✦

			“Remind me again why you did that?” James says, gesturing at my arms. We’re standing in a dimly lit back hallway in the Center for the Supernatural, which is where Grandma instructed us to wait before coming into the main meeting hall where the council will gather. James wears an expression of resigned annoyance as he regards the side effects from my spellcasting.

			Getting rid of the elementals had a pretty straightforward cost. From the elbow to the tips of my fingers, my left arm turned to stone. It currently rests in a sling because it’s so heavy that it dislocated my flesh-and-bone shoulder post-transformation. As if that didn’t suck enough, the skin on the lower half of my right arm is made of fire. I had to sleep with my arm in a bucket of water last night so I didn’t accidentally burn off my own face. Now it’s wrapped in enchanted, flame-resistant bandages that my dad snagged from the hospital stash this morning. So I’m sporting a look that’s half mummy and half Medusa’s victim.

			“I already told you,” I say. “Gregory Yang had a problem. I helped.”

			He glances at the door to the meeting hall, then checks his watch. “Why couldn’t you have made Gregory pay the cost of the spell?”

			“The hell did you want me to do?” I snap. “He was passed out. I’m a pretty shitty person, but I’m not that bad.”

			“Luna, come on, quit it with the self-pity,” he says, rolling his eyes.

			I shoot James a venomous glare. Then I pointedly turn away from him and start adjusting my sling, taking care to not disturb any of the flame-resistant bandages on my right arm. He can leave me and my self-pitying ass alone. I’m the one with unhealable hexed arms.

			James pushes his bangs out of his eyes and squares his shoulders. “We should go in.”

			I grimace. Okay. I just have to get through this meeting without messing anything up too much. I can do that.

			We go through the carved wooden door, me in front and James right behind me. The room, with its towering walls encrusted with gilded abjuration sigils and an excessive amount of formal seating, feels too large and ostentatious for the small group of people in it. A few of the council members haven’t arrived yet, so there are only six people here. Grandma’s there, of course, sitting elegantly in the central chair in front of a half-moon cherrywood table. Jackie McCarthy is seated as far as possible from Grandma. She’s a middle-aged white woman with an asymmetric black bob and a permanently pinched expression. Her thin lips curve into a frown at the sight of me. I freeze in place, only a few steps into the room.

			“What is she doing here?” Mrs. McCarthy says, rising from her chair.

			“Hm?” Grandma says. She turns toward the door, her eyebrows scrunched together as if she’s unsure what Mrs. McCarthy’s talking about. When she catches sight of me, a warm smile spreads across her face. Her act is pretty damn convincing. “Oh, Luna. You’re here, wonderful.”

			I try to smile at her, but it comes out looking pained. God, I’m so nervous. While my dad applied the bandages to my flaming arm this morning, Grandma gave me a passionate lecture about how I wasn’t, under any circumstances, supposed to do anything that could potentially be portrayed as sullen, foolish, or reckless. Basically, she wants me to shut the hell up, look pleasant, and let James do most of the talking. She even pushed for me to wear one of her boring schoolteacher outfits, but that’s where I put my foot down.

			“Ruth? What is she doing here?” Mrs. McCarthy asks again.

			Grandma turns her attention on Mrs. McCarthy. “Is this a closed session?” Grandma asks, and the smile she serves up with the question is poisonous as hell. “I must have forgotten. Forgive me. I just thought it made sense to have Luna visit a council meeting.”

			“Why?” Mrs. McCarthy says, narrowing her eyes.

			“I thought the experience would be useful for her,” Grandma replies serenely.

			“For what?” Mrs. McCarthy says. “When she takes over?” Her tone on that last sentence is bitingly sarcastic.

			“Your words, not mine,” Grandma says.

			Mrs. McCarthy lets out a caustic burst of laughter. “You can’t pretend for one moment that you aren’t maneuvering for her to take over your position.” She looks to a brown-skinned woman with a self-satisfied expression sitting next to her. The woman catches Mrs. McCarthy’s eye, then quickly nods in agreement. Who is that? I’ve probably seen her before, but I can’t identify what family she’s from.

			“You’ve given her several of your responsibilities,” the woman says.

			“Without getting approval from the rest of the council,” Mrs. McCarthy chimes in.

			I didn’t know that. But it doesn’t surprise me.

			Hostility crackles so violently between Grandma and Mrs. McCarthy that it feels like it’s going to take physical form. The other witches in the room are starting to look uncomfortable. James’s other grandma, a slender Vietnamese woman with streaks of silver in her black hair, sighs audibly.

			“Why are you still standing here?” James whispers to me. “Go inside.”

			Right. I grit my teeth, do my best to shove down the nervous energy pulsing in my chest, and head into the room. James follows behind me.

			“I have passed some of my duties off to my granddaughter, since I am old and infirm,” Grandma says, and she somehow manages to deliver this with a completely straight face.

			Old and infirm? Ha. I’m not the only person who finds that absurd—there are a few chuckles from other witches in the room.

			“Luna is extremely qualified to take over the chair’s duties,” she continues. “She’s been doing a good job helping petitioners.”

			Damn, she’s like a different person in public. If she keeps complimenting me like this, I might get confused and think I’m not a horrible disappointment.

			Mrs. McCarthy sniffs and casts a disparaging look my way. “It’s only a matter of time before something goes wrong. She’s a loose cannon.”

			I open my mouth to say something about that, but James elbows me ruthlessly in the side, then covers up my affronted cry by clearing his throat loudly.

			“It’s nice to see you again, Mrs. McCarthy.” James’s voice is tooth-rottingly sweet as he says this. There’s only the thinnest veneer of pretense between his delivery and brazen rudeness.

			“Yeah,” I add. “I love being blatantly insulted. Very fun.” I glare at her while I adjust my sling. Damn, this woman is annoying. I wish I could pile onto this family beatdown more effectively, but how intimidating can I be with my two messed-up arms? Still pretty frightening apparently, because she gets all shifty and nervous. My reputation precedes me, I guess.

			Even though neither of their expressions change, I can tell that James and Grandma are both mentally willing me to shut the hell up. Fine, I can do that. I stop glaring at Mrs. McCarthy.

			The sound of a chair scraping across the floor pierces the room. “I’m glad to have the kids here!” Mr. O’Connor says loudly, getting up from his seat beside Grandma. “It’s good for them. Shows them how the sausage gets made, you know?” He’s a broad-shouldered white man with wiry gray hair and an impish twinkle in his eye. I like him. But the O’Connor gift is charm magic—they can influence the feelings of people around them—so I always worry that he’s done something subtle to make me feel that way.

			His announcement changes something in the atmosphere of the room. “I’m sure we can make an exception this once,” James’s Nguyen grandma says smoothly.

			Then my Brandt grandpa, who had been watching the conflict with a bemused expression on his round, dark face, speaks up. “I’m also happy for them to be here.”

			I suddenly realize Grandma’s gambit. Our allies on the council are already here. The witches who support the McCarthys mostly haven’t arrived yet.

			Mr. O’Connor takes a sip from the to-go cup of Dunkin coffee in front of him and winks at Grandma. A small, satisfied smile appears on her face.

			With that, the debate is over. James and I head over to Grandma, who waves us away immediately. “Go talk to people,” she says.

			If I had my way, we would sit in the corner, watch the meeting, and then leave. But since we’re trying to convince the Witch Council that I’m responsible now, rather than the angry tween that most of them remember, I have to try to make small talk with these people.

			James leads me first to Mr. Chen, who has just arrived and taken a seat at one of the long wooden tables in the room. “Hi, Mr. Chen,” I say, shifting uncomfortably.

			“Hm?” he says, glancing up from the paper he’s writing on, which is covered in illegible notes and half-drawn ritual circles. “Oh, Luna. You’re joining us today?”

			“Yeah,” I say. “I’m here to, um, learn.”

			“Interesting,” he says, his wiry eyebrows twitching. Then he goes back to scribbling away on his paper.

			The next few minutes are a blur of polite greetings with council members. We chat with Grandpa Brandt, who tries and fails to heal my arms; Mara’s uncle, who pulls me into a confusing discussion of Mara’s vitamancy research; and other people who are friendly with our family. In between each interaction, James whispers in my ear like some sort of political aide. “That’s Josefina Reyes,” he says, inclining his head subtly at the brown-skinned woman who sided with Mrs. McCarthy earlier. “Her son married Camila Costa last year, and then the Costas donated a bunch of spell research to the Reyes family library, so they’re pretty much in the Costas’ pocket now. Which means they’re in the McCarthy camp.”

			“I thought the Costas were with us?” I whisper back.

			His face remains blank, but I can sense the faint whiff of disdain for my ignorance coming off him. “No. They used to be neutral, but now they’re pro-McCarthy.”

			Somebody save me from the intricacies of witch politics. I’ve tried to get a handle on this stuff. But I’m trash with names and learning all of this feels mind-numbing to me.

			“The Costas are pro-McCarthy,” I mutter under my breath, trying to commit it to memory. “Costa. Reyes. With the McCarthys.” The meeting is about to start, so I park myself in one of the tall-backed chairs facing the tables that the council members sit behind. It’s where any nonmembers would be during an open session. Instead, it’s just me and James staring awkwardly at the council members from twenty feet away.

			“Let’s call this meeting to order,” Grandma says, glancing at some papers she has stacked in front of her. “The first thing on our agenda for today is how to resolve the troll property disputes that have recently been brought to our attention.”

			As it turns out, Witch Council meetings are boring as hell. After discussing the first topic, they talk about tax rates on magical businesses, recruitment for Benethrit teachers, and whether they should start requiring permits for more dangerous magical pets. It’s all painfully tedious.

			“Any thoughts, Luna?” Mrs. McCarthy says right as my mind starts to drift.

			Everyone is staring at me. “What?”

			“I was wondering if perhaps you had an opinion on our current topic,” she says, and from the vindictive little smile on her face, it’s clear that she knows I wasn’t paying attention.

			“We’re just here to listen and learn,” James says brightly.

			“Does your cousin always speak for you?” Mrs. McCarthy says, still focused on me.

			James huffs out a breath through his nose, then folds his hands in his lap. Great. I’m alone on this one. I glance at Grandma, whose face is unreadable. “No, he doesn’t.”

			“Do you not think our relationship with the Vampiric Assembly is important?” Mrs. McCarthy continues.

			So that’s what we’re talking about. “Yeah, I think it’s important,” I say. “I just don’t have anything to say about it right now.” And even if I did, I’m sure that Grandma wouldn’t want me to express something that goes against her opinion on it. Which is a mystery to me.

			“My granddaughter likes to share her position on things after considering all the details,” Grandma says. Thanks for the lifeline, Grandma. Mrs. McCarthy doesn’t look like she’s about to drop this topic, though.

			My understanding of the magical government structures in our region is actually fine. We’ve got three governing groups—the Witch Council, the Vampiric Assembly, and the Nature Spirit Alliance. The Witch Council has direct control over all the witches in our region but also ends up dealing with the affairs of lots of other types of magical people around here, since the Vampiric Assembly and Nature Spirit Alliance don’t really care about things that don’t concern their constituents. There are tons of people who aren’t witches, vampires, or nature spirits, and they need somebody to talk to if they have a problem.

			But that knowledge isn’t going to help me say the right thing here.

			“They teach you about our government at Benethrit, yes?” Mrs. McCarthy says.

			“They do,” one of her little cronies pipes up. What was her name again? Joanne Reyes?

			“Then this shouldn’t be too complicated for you to understand,” Mrs. McCarthy says. She tilts her head to the side and flashes me a sickly-sweet smile.

			I stare back at her, dead-eyed. This lady really wants to try me today. She meets my gaze, but as our stare-off continues, I think she starts to find my reaction unnerving. “Ma’am, do you think this is a good look for you?” I say finally.

			“What?” she says, blinking at me uncomprehendingly.

			James groans quietly, which my brain puts aside as a problem for future me.

			“You’re clearly trying to make me look like I’m stupid or something,” I say, still not breaking eye contact with her. “Do you treat everyone like this, or just people you don’t like?”

			Her Reyes flunky gasps. Mrs. McCarthy scoffs. “Are you always this rude?” she says.

			“Yup,” I say, leaning back in my chair. “You can keep going with your little meeting now.”

			I’m left alone after that. Grandma adopts a tranquil smile, as if what happened didn’t bother her, but absolutely doesn’t make eye contact with me for the rest of the meeting. As for James, an air of resignation seems to have settled over him. That’s definitely not how they would have wanted me to handle things with Mrs. McCarthy. But I also think their way of dealing with her made no sense at all. I’m not built for that kind of passive-aggressive nonsense. Yet another one of my flaws, I guess.

			Once the meeting wraps up, the three of us do a few minutes more of socializing before retreating from the hall. The other council members have varied responses to me.

			Mr. O’Connor laughs as he bids me goodbye. “She reminds me of what you used to be like, back in the day,” he says to Grandma. I don’t think Grandma takes that as a compliment.

			Grandpa Brandt puts a hand on my back and leans in close. “You need to get that attitude of yours in check,” he says quietly.

			“Nobody’s telling Mrs. McCarthy to get her attitude in check,” I mutter.

			He sighs. “Unfortunately, the two of you are judged by different sets of rules.”

			Meanwhile, several other people, including Mara’s uncle, watch me with trepidation, as if I’m a bomb they aren’t sure will be defused. Mrs. McCarthy determinedly ignores me. I have an urge to try and startle her, maybe pretend I’m about to hex her or something.

			All this over me being a little rude. It’s ridiculous.

			Once the three of us get into the hallway, the tension grows thick around us. James and I follow Grandma as she leads us down the corridor and into a small office filled with lavish paintings of prominent witch families’ fey patrons. It’s a weird decorating choice, since not one of those faeries has spoken to the witches they empowered in the last two hundred years.

			Grandma closes the door firmly behind us. “James?” she says, giving him a nod.

			He sighs and squeezes the black stone in his left ear, activating the cone of silence charm on the earring. The world around us goes quiet. Nobody can hear us, and we can’t hear them. Perfect privacy for the reprimand coming our way.

			Grandma walks into the center of the room. Once she comes to a stop in front of a massive writing desk, she turns and considers us, unsmiling. She has a skill of standing unnaturally still, her back ramrod straight and her hands clasped in front of her. We watch her from near the door, waiting for judgment to be passed.

			“It was your job to keep her from embarrassing herself,” she says to James.

			His broad shoulders sag, and he stares at the parquet floor shamefacedly. “I’m sorry.”

			“You can’t hold him responsible for everything I do,” I protest. “That’s ridiculous.”

			“As for you…” She gives me a sharp, unsparing look. “I hope your little outburst was worth it.” You would think that her disappointment would lose some of its potency since I very much expected it, but somehow it doesn’t work that way. I have years of practice at pissing her off. Yet it still aches every time, like a sharp splinter I can never worm out of my flesh. She pinches her fingers over the wide bridge of her nose. “Luna, you don’t need to be politically savvy or knowledgeable about magical affairs. You can learn those things on the job. Lord knows I did,” she says. “The only things I ask are that you be polite and pay attention.”

			“I’m not going to be polite to people who are being rude to me,” I say, clenching my jaw. “How does that make sense? That lady was out there trying to fight me for no reason.”

			“You can’t afford to act like some angry, sullen child. You have a reputation for being reckless.” She begins ticking off examples on her fingers. “Hexing your classmates. Summoning spirits you have no business summoning. Nearly killing yourself doing unnecessary prophesies.”

			Mm, the greatest hits of my mistakes from age twelve to fifteen. “I don’t do any of those things anymore,” I say, but she continues speaking over me.

			“The snowstorm—”

			“I was eight! And that was an accident.”

			“It doesn’t matter,” she says, enunciating each word with knifelike precision. “You are the strongest witch this city has ever seen. Rightfully, you should be the next head of the council. But people are terrified of you and not in a useful way. They think you’re a loose cannon.” She laughs joylessly and shakes her head. “We are trying to achieve the monumental task of convincing people that you’re trustworthy, so you can claim what’s rightfully yours. But you insist on making things difficult. Can you not be agreeable for once in your life?”

			“I’m here, aren’t I?” I say, gesturing widely with my bandaged arm. “I listened to all your lectures about family duty, and I got my act together, and I showed up to do this politicking stuff you know I’m no good at. This is as agreeable as I get.”

			“She’s trying, Grandma,” James says softly, and I feel a pang of gratitude.

			“Not hard enough,” she says.

			“Why do you even want me to be council head if I suck so bad?” I mutter darkly.

			“You are—” she begins, but I’ve heard enough.

			“Ungrateful? Unstable? A threat to our family legacy?” I say. “Yeah, I know. You’ve made that pretty clear.”

			I storm out of the room, heading down the hallway toward the Center for the Supernatural’s portal. The ambient sounds of the building abruptly return as I leave the cone of silence. Grandma follows me, leaving James to stare down the corridor after us tiredly.

			“Where are you going?” she hisses.

			“Away from you,” I snap, and I slap my hand onto the glowing carving of a crown etched on the wall. The force of the spatial magic gives me a momentary feeling of weightlessness in the pit of my stomach as my body is sucked into the illusory space where the portal station is. My vision flashes white, and then a small green-and-white building appears in front of me, floating unmoored in empty space. Over the entryway, a sign reads Reyes Magic Transit—We Get You There! If you look off into the distance beyond the building, hundreds of illusion and spatial-magic sigils ripple through the air, creating a tapestry that holds this dimension together.

			When I stomp inside, one of the younger Reyes guys is working. There’s like four or five Reyes men in their twenties, and I’ve never managed to learn all their names. This is the one with the beard fade and the glasses. His eyes flick up from his phone as I enter.

			“Where to?” he says, getting up from his seat behind the emerald-green counter.

			Where am I going? I hadn’t planned that far. “Cambridge,” I say, the answer flying out of my mouth automatically. “The Harvard stop.” I fish my transit card out of my pocket and touch it to the reader.

			He presses a hand down onto the ritual circle carved into the counter. “Ecce trimorium,” he intones. A crackling sound fills the room. In the wooden archway behind him, a pulsing green fissure appears in the air. It widens until the archway is filled with blinding light.

			Behind me, I hear someone pop into the illusory space. Maybe Grandma—maybe James. Doesn’t matter to me. I step through the portal without looking back.

		

	
		
			Chapter 29

			✴ Aoife ✴

			I don’t have band with Karim today, so there’s no reason I should be seeing him, but he keeps finding me in the hallways between classes. Every time, he launches into a long-winded complaint about some issue he’s having with his cousins not inviting him to their parties.

			“I’m sick of feeling excluded from my own family,” he says, leaning up against the locker next to mine.

			“Yeah, that’s annoying,” I say, not quite able to muster up real irritation on his behalf. I know I agreed to talk to him, but part of me still hasn’t forgiven him, even though he’s trying so hard to be friends with me.

			“For real,” he says.

			I close my locker and head off to my next class. Karim tags along with me. “My cousin Azar was such a bitch about it,” he continues.

			I side-eye him. “Don’t call girls that.”

			“Even if they’re being one?” He raises his eyebrows like that weak response is a mic-drop argument. My side-eye only increases in intensity. “Fine. I’m an asshole, sorry,” he says, lifting his hands in surrender. “Azar was…shitty about it.”

			“Thank you,” I say.

			Karim has all this family drama that doesn’t fully make sense to me, since he never wants to go into too much detail about it. What I do know is that he was supposed to go to some fancy prep school that everyone else in his family went to, but he had a really hard time there in elementary school, so they let him transfer to public school. Now he feels like an outcast with his cousins because they all go to the same school and run in the same social circles.

			“I made a new playlist for you, by the way,” Karim says as we near my classroom.

			I roll my eyes. “I’m full up on sad guitar music, thanks.”

			“That’s very reductive of you, Aoife,” he says, taking on an over-the-top air of self-righteousness. “I’m more than my love for sad guitar music.”

			“Reductive? Wow, five-dollar word.”

			“Anyway, it’s a minimal techno playlist,” he says. “Not a guitar in sight.”

			“I’ll believe it when I see it,” I say, and then I go into my class. The bell rings immediately after, which means he’s definitely late. He’s extremely committed to being my friend right now. It’s half-annoying and half-thoughtful.

			After school, I hurry off campus right away because I’m not in the mood for any more Karim interactions. He’s not doing anything explicitly wrong, but I’m over it for today. I get it, he wants to patch things up with me or whatever. But I was serious when I said that I didn’t want to hang out as much as we used to.

			Once I get to Central Square, which is pretty close to my house, I start contemplating whether or not I should go straight home. If I go right away, Mom might pull me into making TikToks. At breakfast this morning she was talking about all her ideas for trends she wanted to do.

			Ugh, is this really my life? I can’t hang out at school, and I can’t go home, not without someone bothering me. Hot tears of frustration prick at my eyes. I bury my face deeper into my scarf, willing the tears to go away. I’m sick of this. All I want is to be somewhere peaceful and uncomplicated. Is that too much to ask for?

			I guess I could go to Flour and do my homework there in peace. Eating cookies away from the content factory sounds like my best option. I swallow hard, dab at my eyes with the back of my glove, and start walking toward the café.

			As I’m about to cross the street by one of the area’s vegetarian restaurants, I hear a gasp from behind me. When I turn around, I find a person in a faux-fur zebra-print coat staring at me with a look of shock on her face.

			“Okay. Sorry. Um, wow, that was totally not subtle at all,” she says. She gesticulates awkwardly with her hands while she talks, like she doesn’t know what to do with her body. I immediately ping her as being mixed like me—the curly hair, which is more or less the same texture as mine, and the light brown skin are a dead giveaway. Also, this outfit she’s wearing is wild. She’s somehow managed to pair three different animal prints together and have it look intentional rather than like an assault on the eyes.

			“Um, hi,” I say uncertainly. Usually, people my own age don’t recognize me from the Wonderful Walshes stuff.

			“Hi!” she says, looking totally flummoxed. “I’m sorry, is this weird? I can, like, pretend I didn’t see you.”

			“No, it’s fine!” I say, putting on a bright smile. Time to work, I guess.

			“You’re sure?” she says, taking a few steps closer to me. “I mean, I was worried that you would hate me. Well, nothing really happened, but it definitely looked like it did, so I thought you got the wrong idea, and, um…I’m Mara!” She laughs uneasily. “I should have led with that.”

			“I’m Aoife,” I say, my smile faltering. What is she talking about?

			She leans in toward me and lowers her voice conspiratorially. “I just wanted to say that I’m not dating Luna.”

			Okay, I’ve totally lost the plot now. I take a step back, trying to position myself to exit this conversation. “Sorry, I don’t know who that is,” I say. A twinge goes through my skull, like a ghost of that annoying headache I had yesterday. I want to get away quickly because I’m getting weird vibes, but I’m also so bad at extricating myself from uncomfortable situations.

			“Right,” she says, nodding seriously. “Plausible deniability. If her family asks me anything, I don’t know you and I’ve never seen you before.” She gives me finger guns. “I know that—”

			I miss the next thing she says because I get distracted by the loud sound of a siren. I glance out to the street to see an ambulance go by. When I look back, she’s rummaging through her massive, highlighter-orange backpack. She produces some crumpled paper and an uncapped pen with a quiet cry of triumph.

			“Sorry, what?” I ask. “I didn’t hear that last thing you said.”

			“I was just talking about how—”

			I miss what she says again. My attention wavers and I find myself wondering what snack I should buy from Flour when I get there. I have to shake my head a little to bring my focus back to her. She’s scribbling something on the piece of paper. A few seconds of silence tick by. Then she looks at me expectantly, and I get the sense that she asked me a question while I wasn’t listening.

			“Oh,” she says, her brows knitting together. Then a look of dawning understanding appears on her face. “Oh,” she says again, long and slow this time. “Okay. Well, um, here!” She shoves the paper into my hand. “In case you want to ask me anything later.”

			“I think you have me confused with someone else,” I say.

			“Sure,” she says, and she lets out a disbelieving giggle. “Okay, bye!” Then she waves cheerily and lopes off, the heels of her cow-print boots making a clicking sound against the pavement as she goes. I’m left to stare at the scrap of paper in my hand, which has her name and phone number written in slanting scrawl.

		

	
		
			Chapter 30

			✦ Luna ✦

			I take a sip of the latte I just bought. It’s still not palatable, so I rip open another packet of sugar. That’s a whole ordeal, since I still only have one working arm. I shift uncomfortably. Standing at the little sugar-and-creamer station at this café is reminding me that I definitely overdid it with the stress walking. The soles of my feet are crying out for mercy.

			I needed to blow off steam, so I ended up wandering around by that high school that’s pretty close to Harvard for a while. When that got old, I made my way over to Central Square. It didn’t help that Grandma sent me four different strongly worded enchanted message papers demanding to know where I was and whether or not I was causing trouble.

			By the time the last one flew over to me, I figured that I should reply before she hurt herself doing a tracking spell to find me. I sent back a message that read Calm down. I’m with Mara. And while that wasn’t true at the time, Mara did drop by Cambridge so we could generate some photographic evidence that we are, in fact, dating.

			I sip my latte again. Great. Now that it barely tastes like coffee, I can drink it.

			My phone pings from the pocket of my jeans. I assume it’s a message from James, who’s basically the only person who ever texts me, but it’s actually from Mara.

			
				Mara: ok so if you were THEORETICALLY dating someone mundane and I accidentally ran into them on my way back to the portal, would you be mad?

				Luna: What are you talking about?

				Mara: fine. don’t trust me then

				Mara: I’m just saying it would help me cover for you if I knew what was going on

				Mara: anyway I posted the picture of us on my Instagram story

				Luna: Great, thank you.

			

			They’re acting strange. Well, whatever. I tuck my phone away, grab my latte, and start to head toward the door. Mid-turn, my arm collides with someone. Coffee splatters all down the front of her oversized cloud-print sweater. Shit. I look up from the coffee disaster and find myself staring into a pair of very startled green eyes.

			“Oh no. That…” The girl tugs her coffee-soaked sweater away from her body and pushes her coat farther open so nothing else drips onto it. “…is hot. Who knew coffee was hot, huh?” She flashes me a wry little smile, as if we’re sharing some kind of inside joke.

			My tongue suddenly feels too large for my mouth. She is startlingly pretty. Hair for days. Smooth skin. Tiny perfect freckles sprinkled over her nose. There’s an openness in her face, like she’s the sort of person who strikes up conversations with strangers all the time.

			“Are you okay?” she asks, gesturing at my arms. “You didn’t get any coffee on your cast, did you?”

			I make a quiet noise in the back of my throat and shake my head. She thinks my petrified arm is in a cast. That’s the Veil at work. I abandon my cup on the sugar-and-creamer station and grab some napkins with my working arm. “Sorry,” I mumble as I start blotting at her sweater. I wish I had James’s enchanted handkerchief. It can get rid of almost any mess, leaving whatever you applied it to cleaner than before.

			“Don’t worry about it,” she says, waving me off. “It’s a lost cause.” She stares down at her sweater, a look of amusement on her face. “Maybe I could start a new trend? Like, stains with fun shapes…” Her mouth twists from side to side as she considers the stain. “It kind of looks like an owl.”

			I frown, trying to see what she sees. That shapeless stain looks nothing like an owl. It looks like a blob.

			“You disagree?” she says, quirking an eyebrow at me.

			“No,” I say, because this girl could tell me the sky was green and I would probably nod along. She has an unholy amount of charisma.

			Her nose wrinkles up, and it’s the most adorable thing I’ve ever seen. “Your mouth says no, but your face says ‘What the hell is she talking about?’ ”

			“No, that’s just how my face is,” I say.

			“What?”

			I stare at her silently for a few moments, regretting everything. Why have I pointed out to the cute girl that I mean-mug people all the time for no particular reason? “I’ve been told that I’ve got an angry resting face,” I say, because it’s too late now.

			“That seems nice,” she muses. “I have the opposite problem. Something about my face makes people want to ask me for directions. Or, like, for help generally.” She giggles. “Is that a thing? Resting happy face?”

			“Maybe,” I say. “Seems inconvenient.”

			“Excuse me,” one of the café’s employees says, wheeling a mop bucket over to the huge mess we’ve made on the floor. “Can I get at that?”

			“Oh!” the girl exclaims, glancing down at the floor with surprise, as if she’d forgotten she was standing in a giant puddle of coffee. “Yeah, we’ll get out of your way.”

			I expect that to be the end of my interaction with the cute girl, but she follows me as I walk away from the spill. “Sorry about your drink,” she says. “Let me buy you a new one.”

			I should say no. She’s just offering out of obligation. On the other hand, I would leap at the chance to stay in this girl’s presence. But on the other other hand, I shouldn’t stick around when there’s no way she’s interested in my depressing ass. Given half a chance, this is exactly the kind of girl I could fall for. Something about girls with bubbly personalities really gets me. I shouldn’t willingly sign up for disappointment.

			“It’s literally the least I could do,” she continues off my silence. “I mean, I basically attacked you. You were all defenseless with your broken arm, and I came in like bam. KO. RIP, coffee.”

			“It’s fine, it’s bad for me anyway,” I say. “Makes my stomach hurt.”

			“Oh, coffee upsets your—” She screws her whole face up midsentence and stares at me through narrowed eyes. “Wait. Is it milk? Are you one of those people who orders stuff with regular milk even though they’re lactose intolerant?”

			I incline my head. “Maybe.”

			“Okay, no no no,” she says, shaking her hands in the air like she can wave away my words. “I’m introducing you to the wonders of oat milk. Come on.” Then she smiles at me, and I’m lost. I find myself in line with her before I know what happened.

			“I’m Aoife,” she says.

			“Ee-fuh?” I repeat, looking to her for confirmation that I’ve said it correctly.

			Her face lights up with delight. “Yeah! You said it right. That’s nice.”

			“I mean, I just repeated what you said.”

			“Plenty of people can’t do that,” she says.

			“Fuck them, then,” I say, my brow puckering with annoyance. That shit’s weird to me. Her name is literally two syllables. How would you get that wrong after she said it to you? “You deserve to have your name said right,” I add.

			“Could you help other people figure that out?” she says, giggling.

			“Yeah, I got you,” I say, up-nodding her. “Anybody who refuses to learn to say your two-syllable name…I’ll take them out.”

			“Aw, my hero,” she says, pressing a hand to her heart. “I don’t know if you’re going to be taking anybody out right now”—she reaches toward me, her fingertips ghosting over the bandages on my arm—“but when you’re healed up, you’ll be the first person I call.”

			Flirting? Is this…? Is she…? Oh. A slow smile spreads across my face. I maintain eye contact with her for a long moment, reveling in the fact that I’ve somehow hit the jackpot today. She’s queer and interested and exactly my type?

			A tiny voice in the back of my mind pipes up to remind me that I’m currently carrying around a metric fuck-ton of baggage, what with my fake political relationship and the usual Gold family magical drama. Maybe I shouldn’t flirt back. But I ignore that voice. The thought of talking to someone normal, someone who doesn’t know about my family or my powers—that’s too good to pass up. Besides, it’s not like I’m dragging her into a serious relationship with me.

			A look of faint surprise appears on her face. Then she tucks a curl behind her ear and returns my smile with one of her own. “This is where you should tell me what your name is.”

			“Luna,” I say.

			“Luna,” she repeats, and my name sounds beautiful on her lips. “That’s pretty. What kind of drink do you want, Luna?”

			As we wait, Aoife provides impassioned commentary on the baked goods displayed on the long counter by the register. This is apparently her favorite café. I listen to her talk, basking in the sunniness of her personality. Once we place our orders, we linger, waiting for our drinks and pastries.

			“Oiff!” a voice calls from behind us. Aoife falls silent. She lets out the tiniest sigh and then turns around, all smiles.

			There’s a tall, practically dressed Black woman staring at us. She lights up when she gets a good look at Aoife’s face. “It is you!” she says, pressing a hand to her chest. “Oh, sweetie, I couldn’t believe it when I saw you. Wow, you’re getting so old! Feels like just yesterday you were going to those toddler dance classes with your mom.”

			“Yeah, I’m really persistent about the whole aging thing,” Aoife says dryly, and the woman laughs.

			“How’s band going?”

			“Good,” Aoife says. “I like it. I mean, I should practice more”—she makes a face and lets out a self-deprecating chuckle—“but it’s going pretty well.”

			They continue chatting as we wait for our order. I let myself fade into the background so that Aoife can talk to this woman—I’m assuming it’s an auntie of hers or something—in peace.

			“I just wanted to say that I’m proud of you,” the woman says, giving Aoife a heartfelt smile. “You’re such an inspiring young lady.” She leans in closer, her tone turning conspiratorial. “Sometimes, I wish my daughter was more like you. Don’t tell anyone I said that, though, Oiff.”

			Right as I’m absorbing that fake-ass not-compliment—I mean, I get that Aoife seems awesome, but maybe don’t openly shit on your own kid—that’s when I realize that the nonsense sound this lady made earlier was supposed to be Aoife’s name. My mood sours. Who is this? She’s talking like she knows Aoife but can’t say her name right.

			“Her name is pronounced Aoife,” I say. The woman’s brow wrinkles as she notices my presence for the first time.

			“Oh,” she says. She looks to Aoife for confirmation, and Aoife gives her a small nod. “That’s funny, I’ve been following all these years and I never knew that!”

			I only notice this because I’m staring so hard at Aoife, trying to make sense of this interaction, but the brightness of her smile dims as the woman says this. It only lasts for a moment before she bounces back, sunnier and more charming than before. “People get confused when they see it written out,” Aoife says, laughing it off. “It’s very Irish.”

			And just like that, the situation is resolved, smoothed over by Aoife’s charisma. The conversation ends pretty soon after that, when one of the workers announces that our order is ready.

			“Who was that?” I ask as we grab our drinks and cookies. I incline my head at the lady, who is heading out of the café with her iced coffee in hand.

			Aoife lets a long breath out through her nose. “I dunno.”

			“You dunno?” I repeat, puzzled.

			“Yeah. Um.” The paper bag our cookies came in crinkles in her hand as she fidgets with it restlessly. “My mom and dad run, like, a parenting blog? Sometimes people recognize me from it.”

			“Huh.” I carry my drink over to the sugar-and-creamer station, rip open a sugar packet with my teeth, and dump it in my latte. I’ve never looked at a parenting blog, but I guess it’s probably a lot of complaining about how shitty your kids are acting. “So she doesn’t know you, but she knows a lot about your life.”

			“Yup,” she says matter-of-factly. “That’s pretty much it.”

			“Seems annoying,” I say, thinking of all the magical people I’ve never talked to who know way too much about me.

			“I have to understand their point of view,” Aoife says, and the way this comes out of her mouth makes it sound like she’s parroting something that’s been said to her a million times before. “They’re fans. Of course they want to talk to me.”

			“You’re way more patient than me,” I say. “I hate talking to strangers.”

			“You’re talking to me, though,” she says, placing her cup on the station next to mine.

			“Well, you…” I fall silent, because I was going to finish that sentence and sound like a whole clown. How was I about to say “you don’t feel like a stranger”? I can’t come off like a weirdo just because she’s funny, cute, and has so much charisma that she could tell me to jump off a bridge and I would probably seriously consider it. “You’re cool,” I say instead, watching her pour sugar into her tea.

			“Aw, thanks. I’m glad I ran into you.” She smiles at me, small and sly, like we’re sharing a secret. “Literally.”

			“Me too,” I say, and I’m knocked on my ass all over again by how cute she is with this look on her face. God, do I just have to walk away after this? Never see her again? That’s probably the smart choice, but when have I ever made the smart choice?

			We put the tops back on our to-go cups, and she hands me the cookie she picked out for me. I can feel the end of this—whatever it is—coming up fast.

			“Can I have your number?” I blurt out.

			She doesn’t say anything right away. Instead, she stares down at the drink in her hand looking conflicted. Not the response I want. I’m about to walk it back when she finally replies, “Sure.”

			I was so convinced that she was gearing up for a rejection that I bust out into a big grin. With teeth and everything. Her eyes widen just a little, and then she returns my smile. And damn, I leave that café with her number in my phone, feeling like this day really turned itself around.

		

	
		
			Chapter 31

			✴ Aoife ✴

			It turns out that people aren’t into it when you start trying to stand up for yourself. Or at least my parents aren’t. The face Dad makes when I casually mention that I would like to do less social media work on the weekdays is truly horrible. It’s a mixture of exasperation and long-suffering kindness that makes my stomach twist. And I didn’t even ask for what I actually want, which is to do no social media.

			“It feels like a lot to balance with my homework sometimes,” I say, rushing to qualify my request. My palms have gotten all sweaty. I lean against the entryway to the kitchen and try to look relaxed. I can do this. I just have to remember how awful it felt to realize I don’t feel comfortable at home or at school right now.

			“Aoife, you know we have a hard time as it is getting enough content,” Dad says firmly.

			“I know,” I say.

			He pours the coffee he’s just made into his travel mug. “We all have to do our part to pitch in and make this all happen,” Dad says, popping the top onto the mug. “We’ve always been pretty relaxed about your spending time with your friends after school, but if you think you need more time to do schoolwork, you should come home earlier.”

			The reason I avoid going home is because I know I’ll get pulled into doing content. “I just want to have a life outside of the Wonderful Walshes stuff,” I say.

			He laughs. Then he picks up his mug and regards me with fond amusement—a pose for a photo entitled Teens These Days. “Aoife, you have a life outside of our work. Don’t be dramatic.” He heads out of the kitchen, patting me affectionately on the shoulder as he leaves. “Have a good day at school.”

			I’m in a terrible mood when I get to campus. It doesn’t help that Karim is still on his mission of tracking me down between classes to chat with me. Even though he’s being nice, I have this voice in the back of my head that says I let him off the hook too easily.

			So far, this day has made me question whether I can really follow through on my goal of standing up for myself. Where did I even get the courage to write that down in my journal in the first place?

			After school, I grab Micah and drag her to H Mart with me. It’s hard to spend time with her during basketball season, but she doesn’t have practice until five today, so we can catch up a little. We buy a bunch of snacks and grab seats at one of the tables at the front of the store.

			“So what’s up with you and Karim?” Micah asks soon after we sit down. “The vibe is off.”

			“He, um…” I sigh and start fidgeting with one of my curls. “He told me he liked me.”

			“Oh.” Micah sits back in her chair, putting her bag of shrimp chips back on the table. “Dude. Dude.”

			“Yeah,” I say. “Did you know that? Could you tell?”

			She taps her fingers against the table and stares into the distance, ruminating. “I didn’t notice anything before, but I guess he was weird and jealous a few times about you getting with other people,” she says. She shakes her head and eats a chip. “Dang. I can’t believe he told you that.”

			“Me neither,” I say.

			“What did you say when he brought it up?” she asks.

			“He was super drunk, but I think I made it pretty clear that I wasn’t interested. I mean, just because I’m single, it doesn’t mean that I want to be with him.” I pop a handful of wasabi peas into my mouth. They immediately send a fiery sensation up through my nasal cavity. “Oh my god, that was spicy.” I scrunch my face up, trying to ride out the burn.

			Micah stares at me, her eyebrows lifting. “You’re single?”

			“Hm? Yeah,” I say, sniffling.

			“You okay?” she asks, her expression strangely concerned.

			“What?” I say. “Yeah, I’m fine. It doesn’t hurt that much.”

			“No, I meant…” Micah considers me for a moment, then shakes her head. “Okay. So have you heard his song?”

			“The one he made recently?” I say. “Not yet, no.”

			“It’s totally about you, dude,” Micah says.

			I stare at her, stunned. That’s a plot twist I wasn’t expecting. “No. No, come on. You can’t be serious,” I say, but Micah just shrugs at me apologetically. “Is it obvious? Does everyone know it’s about me? Where did you even hear this?”

			“I don’t think it’s obvious,” Micah says. She pulls her phone out of her pocket and taps at the screen for a minute. “He put it on SoundCloud, and he posted about it on his story at some point, so I gave it a listen and…Okay, here it is.” She lifts her phone, speaker end first, up to my ear. A melancholy keyboard melody starts playing, backed by a pretty standard drumbeat.

			Then the vocals come in, and I want to dissolve into a puddle of goo. “You’re a goddess, you’re an angel. People worship at your feet,” Karim sings. “But even when you look my way, you don’t really see me.”

			I slump over the table, hiding my face in my hand. “Oh my god. That’s so embarrassing.” I peek up at Micah, who’s staring at me sympathetically. “Is it totally narcissistic for me to think that’s about me?”

			“Dude, no. I think it’s about you,” she says. “But it’s whatever. It literally has…ten plays. Not gonna lie, this song is pretty mid. There’s no way people are going to listen to it enough to think that deeply about the lyrics.”

			She’s right. The song is aggressively average. I wouldn’t remember it if it weren’t a thinly veiled expression of Karim’s feelings for me. I guess he’s free to make art about his love life—plenty of people do that—but I seriously hate this.

			“This is some weirdo behavior,” Micah says. “I thought he was chill, but…I guess not.”

			“Yeah. Guess not,” I say, bitterness seeping into my voice. “What do you think I should do?”

			“About Karim?” Micah says. “I dunno, I would probably just avoid him. You already told him you aren’t interested, so he’ll get the hint.”

			“Okay,” I say, resolving to take Micah’s advice. “Anyway, enough about me. How’s basketball going?”

			“Pretty good,” Micah says. “I think we might do well this season. We have a lot of good seniors on varsity.”

			“Ooh. Championship year, maybe?”

			She laughs. “Doubt it. Andover’s still got that on lock.”

			This rings a bell for me. “Didn’t they beat you by, like, thirty points last year?” I say, trying to recall the details of that loss. I’m pretty sure I was at that game.

			“It was forty,” she says, grimacing. “Yeah, I would love to lose with some dignity this year.”

			“Or win,” I put in.

			“That would be good too,” she says, popping a chip into her mouth.

			

			
				
				✴ ✦ ✴

			Later that evening, I’m practicing scales in my bedroom when a text from Luna comes through. I put my flute on my bed and stare at my phone screen.

			
				Luna: Hi, this is Luna.

			

			She’s texting me? I mean, I know she asked for my number, but I didn’t expect her to follow up this fast. There’s a brief pause, and then another message comes through.

			
				Luna: I’m the girl from the café, in case you forgot.

			

			Wow, her texts are really formal. Like, periods and capitalization and everything. That’s unexpected.

			
				Aoife: lol I remember who you are

				Aoife: there aren’t many girls who’ve spilled coffee on me in the last 24 hours

				Luna: Sorry about that.

				Luna: I swear it wasn’t a stunt to get your attention.

				Aoife: haha I would remember you even if you didn’t drop a latte on me

				Luna: I’m glad I was that memorable. Was it my outgoing personality or my boring fashion sense?

				Aoife: neither. it was you correcting that lady about how to say my name that really got me

				Aoife: being a cool goth introvert definitely helped though [image: Winking face]

			

			Okay, the chemistry is still there. I wasn’t imagining how much we vibed yesterday.

			I can’t believe I had doubts about giving her my number because of Karim. For a second—a very short second—I worried that he would be hurt if I started dating someone else right after rejecting him. But then I realized that was absolutely ridiculous, and I don’t need to be taking care of his feelings like that. Assertive Aoife is in charge these days, and she’s thrilled about the possibility of an actual relationship.

			Not that I have proof, exactly, that Luna’s looking for a relationship. She probably just wants to hook up. Still, despite all of my self-preservation instincts, I have a small, fluttering sense of hope, nestled somewhere deep in my heart, that maybe she wants to get to know me for real.

		

	
		
			Chapter 32

			✦ Luna ✦

			The pale man lying in front of me coughs. It’s a hacking, phlegmy cough that makes the green and black veins marbling his neck stand out. Or, you know, stand out more. As if those freaky, licorice-looking veins need any help with that. He moans, and a ghostly black ooze emanates from his mouth.

			“Damn, he’s really dying,” I say under my breath. The older white woman in the room—some relative of his—directs a hateful glare my way. I can’t tell if that’s because she heard me, though, since she’s been staring daggers at me the whole time I’ve been in her house.

			James clears his throat, pulling her attention away from me. “How long has he been like this?”

			She’s not actually much nicer with James. The hatred in her eyes just dials down to a simmering animosity. “Three days,” she says coldly. “He did a house call to help some dryads and collapsed when he came home.”

			The man shifts on the bed, turning his head to the side, and I notice what looks like the smallest tendrils of a creeping vine growing out of his ear. Gross.

			Grandma was already out dealing with some other business when she got the call about this, so she sent me instead. James tagged along to help with the whole “talking to people” part. We hauled our asses all the way out to Framingham, a suburb of Boston on the west edge of the Veil. The witches we came to help—the Knights—live in a house that’s a good hike from the closest portal station, so it took us a while to get here. Especially because James walks like a snail, even though he’s got several inches on me.

			“Did you take him to the hospital?” I ask. A lot of people on my dad’s side of the family work in hospitals around the region. If you have something like this going on, that’s where you would usually go for help.

			“We looked at him ourselves,” she says stiffly.

			Oh, right. The Knights are…also healers? I don’t think I’ve interacted with any of them much. I’m fairly sure they’re bloodline witches like us.

			“I’m not the person you ask for healing, usually,” I say. “Sometimes the cost of the magic makes it not worth it.”

			“You think we would be asking you if there were other options?” she snaps.

			“Whatever, let’s just do this,” I grumble under my breath, turning to the sickly man.

			And of course, I do fix whatever horrifying thing is wrong with this guy. But as the signs of the sickness fade away, I see that the lines on his face have deepened and his sandy-brown hair is now flecked with gray. He’s probably paid for this healing with several years off his lifespan. The Knight woman—who never bothered to introduce herself—sags with relief, then promptly hustles us out of the house. On our way out we pass a group of anxious witches huddled in the living room, who stare at us with a mixture of fear, dread, and poorly hidden dislike.

			“So glad we could help,” James says once we’re on the porch. I don’t even bother listening to whatever the Knight witch says in response. It would be fake at best and rude at worst. Instead, I stomp off their porch and start the walk back toward the portal.

			“Why did those people hate us?” I ask once James catches up to me.

			James lets out an explosive sigh. “They used to have a council seat. Grandma kicked them off to get your Brandt grandpa on,” he says, clearly annoyed with my ignorance. “Plus, someone in their family left her husband for our great-uncle back in the day.”

			“Gotcha,” I say, pulling my phone out of my pocket.

			“Have you even looked at the guide I made you?” James says, and I can tell without even glancing at him that his face has gotten that pinched, long-suffering look he wears when he’s really done with my bullshit. “Why did I waste my time on that if you aren’t going to read it?”

			A few days ago, after the council meeting fiasco, he emailed me a meticulously organized document that listed every witch family in the Boston region and summarized basic stuff I should know about them. Important members of each family, who they have beef with, what business they’re involved with—that kind of thing.

			“I looked at it,” I say, scowling at him. “It was just long.” Really long. Like forty pages long. So sure, I skimmed it, but all the information started to run together at a certain point. It just reminded me how inadequate I am. James knew everything in that guide off the top of his head. I couldn’t even read it without nearly falling asleep.

			He says more stuff after this—blah blah blah, he can only help me if I try, what would I do without him, etc., etc.—but I stop listening and open my text thread with Aoife. She’s my bright spot, the only thing I’ve been happy about the last few days. I have several missed messages from her since I last checked my phone. She’s been sending me music she thinks I’ll like, so there are five different links to songs waiting for me.

			
				Aoife: sorry I’m spamming you

				Aoife: my love language is music lol

				Aoife: and I’m bored babysitting my brother so I have too much time on my hands

				Luna: I don’t have headphones right now, but I’ll listen to it when I get home.

				Luna: Thanks for the music.

				Aoife: np!!

			

			“Are you ignoring me to talk to your girlfriend?” James says.

			I grunt absentmindedly, pulling ahead of him on the sidewalk. I wish Aoife were my girlfriend. That’s probably getting ahead of myself. But what am I supposed to do when someone this perfect wanders into my life? Even now, I feel a pull to ditch James and run off to Cambridge in hopes of seeing her.

			“Okay, fine, ignore me, then, asshole,” James says, but there’s no anger behind it.

			
				Aoife: do you like horror movies?

				Luna: Are you profiling me for being goth?

				Aoife:…maaaaaybe [image: Smiling face with smiling eyes]

				Aoife: I just saw a trailer for a movie that’s coming out next week and I thought of you

			

			I stare at that last message for a moment, my forehead wrinkling up. Is this some kind of hint? How does she want me to respond? Actually, never mind. I’ll just be direct. Forget subtlety. I type out my response as fast as I can. Which isn’t all that fast, since my left arm is still petrified, so I’m texting with one hand.

			
				Luna: Do you want to see it with me?

			

			I pause, torn about whether or not to clarify my intentions. Maybe it would be best to leave it vague, so when the time comes when I have to end things because she’s mundane, it’ll be easier. But in the end, I come down on the side of being direct. These days, I feel the trap of my future closing around my neck more and more; I might as well go after the one thing I’m actually choosing for myself with some conviction.

			
				Luna: Like on a date.

			

			I get that this is a terrible, reckless choice on my part. But there’s no world where I meet the perfect girl and don’t make a move. I’ll deal with the consequences later.

			
				Aoife: I promise that wasn’t like a really subtle mind trick to get you to ask me out

				Aoife: actually who am I kidding, it totally was

				Aoife: yeah let’s do it

			

			A searing pain lances through my skull. Then memories whip through my mind, slotting themselves back into gaps I wasn’t aware of until this moment. Aoife falling into my lap at a football game. Me telling Aoife about magic. Aoife running out onto the Charles River, hair blowing in the breeze. Aoife, Aoife, Aoife—a flood of Aoifes everywhere. Inescapable, overwhelming, terrifyingly beautiful.

			My ass makes sudden contact with the sidewalk. I try to catch myself as I go down, but my arms are still messed up, so all I manage to do is wrench my left shoulder as my sling gets jostled around. James calls my name, his voice laced with panic. I barely register him. Still more memories of Aoife hit me. Dates with her at Flour. That terrible birthday party. Her seeing me with Mara.

			And then, abruptly, it all ends. The memories settle into the background, releasing their hold on me. I sit on the ground, panting, as the rest of the world comes back into focus. James is crouched beside me, his alarm showing obviously on his face.

			“Luna?” he whispers urgently. “You okay?”

			“I’m good,” I say, even though that’s a massive lie.

			What the hell did my magic do? I forgot her this time too, and I don’t understand why, and—oh god, I broke up with Aoife. I kicked this whole mess off without even meaning to. I’m the worst kind of asshole.

			My phone rings. Aoife’s calling. I snatch the phone off the ground as quickly as I can, but I can’t tell if James sees her name or not.

			“It happened again?” Aoife says when I pick up, panic in her voice. “Again? Is this—did you forget me too?”

			“No, no, no, this can’t be happening.” I scramble to get up from the ground. James protests, trying to get me to stop and talk to him, but I push him away. “Ohhh. No, I cast it twice. Of course.”

			“What?” she says.

			I assumed that me forgetting Aoife was a one-time thing, but I should have realized that casting the same spells twice would have consequences. My magic is unpredictable when it comes to the costs, so I didn’t assume the exact same thing would happen all over again. But here I am with a bunch of refilled holes in my memory, so my magic must have picked this time as the moment to use the same penalty twice. I’m such a piece of shit. I messed everything up, just like I knew I would.

			“Luna? What’s up?” James says, but he might as well be invisible to me.

			“Luna, I’m freaking out here,” Aoife says.

			That knocks me out of my self-hatred spiral. I think of Aoife, panicking by herself several towns away. Then I reach for my magic, and I ask it for a direct path to her. I have to see her. Right now. Once I’m out of the dark void in my mind, a loud crackling sound hits my ears. The air in front of me warps in on itself, then rips apart into a wide hole of dazzling green light.

			James stares at me, mouth agape. “What are you doing?”

			But I’m already walking through the portal I’ve made, so I don’t reply. Dunno what I would say anyway.

			Aoife’s still clutching her phone to her ear when I step out on the other side. I’m in her living room. Paddy—dammit, I didn’t think about him being here—is playing on the floor with some toy cars. Aoife’s mouth falls open. She stares at the portal behind me in shock as it closes itself up with a loud pop.

			My body suddenly prickles all over. Not just my skin, though—the feeling goes right down into my muscles and bones and organs, into places on my body that I shouldn’t be actively aware of. Spell cost time, I guess.

			“You’re here,” Aoife says, and she gets that distant, shut-down look in her eye that I recognize from when she saw me with Mara. “Why are you a ghost?”

			I look down at my body. Which, yeah, has gone incorporeal. Damn. As if I don’t have enough stuff to explain to her. “My magic is, um, sacrifice-based,” I say grudgingly, because what’s the point of even trying to look good in front of her in this situation? “So there’s a penalty whenever I cast anything.”

			“A penalty?” she says, her brow knitting up. “So you get punished when you do magic?”

			“Yeah, me or the person I’m casting for.”

			“Ee-buh,” her brother says, looking up from his toys. “Who you talking to?”

			“He probably can’t see me,” I say quietly. “The Veil.”

			Without missing a beat, Aoife smiles at him. “Just my friend. On the phone.”

			“Oh.” He nods and goes back to dropping his cars down their wooden track.

			We need privacy. I can’t have this conversation, whatever it’s going to be, in front of Aoife’s little brother. “Here,” I say. “Let me…” I reach for Aoife, except I’m in ghost-mode, so my hand just goes through her. She flinches away from me, and I can’t tell if it’s because she hates me now or because my ghostliness is weirding her out. “We can talk, um. In my mind,” I say awkwardly.

			“Oh. Sure,” she says, looking everywhere but at me.

			I place my wrists next to each other and focus on the concentration sigil. Once I’ve slipped into the nothingness of my mind, I get the usual question from my magic.

			what do you want

			“Aoife,” I say, and I put a little extra energy into the request, since I don’t have the physical connection with her to pull on. I focus on the little details that make up Aoife for me. Her mouth curved into an impish grin. The way her freckled nose wrinkles up when she’s making a silly face. The softness of her hand in mine.

			She appears, floating in the void in front of me. God, she’s so beautiful, even when she’s upset. I can’t sort out my own feelings; it’s like I’m experiencing all the parts of our relationship at once. It’s a mess of hopefulness and desperation and that warmth in my chest I get when she smiles.

			Her eyes widen, as if something has just occurred to her. “You spilled a coffee on me? Were you trying to re-create the snow-cone thing?”

			“No,” I mumble, struck all over again by the levels of fucked-up-edness of all this.

			“Oh my god, we had basically the exact same conversation we had the first time we met.” She presses her hands to her temples and stares down into the darkness below us. “You even said that thing about fighting people who said my name wrong again. Why?” She looks at me, and the hurt in her eyes is like a knife in my chest. “Why is this happening? You broke up with me.”

			“I didn’t remember you this time either,” I say.

			She stills. “What?”

			“The cost for each time I cast the spell was me also losing my memory,” I explain. “So now that we’re back together, I remember you.”

			“Are we?”

			“Are we what?” I repeat.

			“Back together?” she says, and the atmosphere in the void-space gets even more tense. Somehow. “Aren’t you with…Mara?” Her face scrunches up pensively. “Oh. I think I met her, actually. Are you with her?”

			“No!” I bark out, too loud in my desperation to fix this. The darkness around me swallows up the sound of my voice, so the shout loses some of its bite. “No. We were—my family wants me to be with them for political reasons. I wasn’t…It was fake.” I can feel panic rising up to swallow me, like it did the day she saw me with Mara. “I figured that if my grandma thought I was with Mara, she would get off my back so I wouldn’t have to worry about her finding out about you all the time. Because I can’t be with a mundane. I can’t.”

			Her face cycles through several emotions very quickly—disbelief, sadness, and then finally, resignation. “Why didn’t you explain that at the time?” she asks.

			I’m not sure how to explain my total meltdown. I would have thrown myself in front of a car to atone for hurting her if I didn’t know that doing so would probably horrify her. That’s where my mind was. Since I was full-on spiraling, what I actually ended up doing was breaking up with myself so Aoife wouldn’t have to go to the trouble of doing it.

			“I don’t know,” I say limply. “I’m sorry. I screwed up. I know I suck, and you deserve better. I’m really—”

			“Hey. Hey,” she says over me, her expression softening. I trail off, glad that she’s given me an excuse to stop vomiting my self-hatred all over her. Usually, I try not to say that kind of thing out loud to people, since they sure as hell don’t want to hear it. “I’m not mad,” she continues. “I’m just freaked out by all of this. Okay?”

			That consoles me for three whole seconds, until I remember all the times I’ve seen her be kind to people she definitely should be pissed at. Her kindness doesn’t mean I haven’t messed up; it just means she’s too nice.

			She watches me for a few long moments, considering me. “Can we talk through all of this? I get that you’re freaking out too, but…” she says, her eyes full of sympathy. Based on how she’s looking at me, I must look as miserable as I feel. “I promise I’m not mad.”

			I believe her a little more this time. “Okay,” I say quietly.

		

	
		
			Chapter 33

			✴ Aoife ✴

			I am mad. Just a little. I mean, we probably could have worked things out if Luna had explained anything to me instead of totally losing it and breaking up with me. But how can I say that when she looks like she’s punishing herself worse than I ever could? She’s hunched in on herself, and her eyes have gotten this hollow, empty look that makes my heart hurt to see. It feels mean to tell her she’s annoyed me when she’s like this. Besides, I also freaked out and broke up with her over something fixable. It would be hypocritical of me to chew her out for this.

			I pull my legs up into a cross-legged pose. Luna’s magical void-space seems to have a flexible sense of gravity, so I remain hovering at Luna’s eyeline. I’m having difficulty identifying what I should be asking her now, since I have so many questions.

			My eyes catch on her sling and the bandages on her right arm. They look different to how I remember seeing them, before the Veil lifted for me again. The bandages are covered in golden symbols, which move ever so slightly as I look at them, and her left arm doesn’t seem to be in a cast like I originally thought. From what I can see of its smooth gray texture, it looks like her arm itself has turned to stone. “Wait, so something bad happens every time you do magic?” I ask.

			She avoids my eyes and offers me a tiny shrug instead of any words. Okay, so the communicating thing is not off to a fabulous start, but I can work with this.

			“Like, you get hurt?” I prompt. “Or someone else does?”

			“More or less,” she says hesitantly.

			That definitely puts a damper on the whole limitless-power thing. I always wondered why she wasn’t casting spells left and right. “Could you give me some examples?” I ask. “Like, are your arms like that because of a spell?”

			“Yeah,” she says, dragging her gaze up so she can check my expression. I make sure that my face is arranged in a way that’s encouraging and pleasant.

			I feel like I’m dealing with a skittish animal. I need to successfully convince her that I’m not out to get her so that I can navigate us through this conversation. God, who hurt this girl? She’s remarkably fragile underneath the badass goth facade.

			“I, um, had to get rid of some elementals someone summoned. So now I have one fire arm and one stone arm. One arm for each elemental,” Luna says. She grimaces down at her sling, pausing for a long moment before she continues speaking. “It’s usually something related like that. You remember Snowpocalypse? Back in…what, 2015?”

			I stare at her, unable to keep my eyes from widening with surprise. She’s not about to tell me that she caused one of the biggest snowstorms in Boston’s history?

			“I know, it was stupid and irresponsible, but I was a kid,” she says, and there’s a defensive undertone to her voice, like she’s responding to some unspoken criticism. “My cousin wanted to sled, so I used my magic to make him a lot of snow. Anyway, I couldn’t feel warm for a year after that.”

			“You couldn’t feel warm?” I repeat, not fully understanding.

			“Yeah. Didn’t matter what I did or how much clothing I wore,” she says matter-of-factly. “I always felt cold as shit. Like, in the middle of July, I was seconds away from hypothermia.”

			“Oh,” I say faintly. That sounds horrible. Like she’s being tortured by her own magic.

			“It’s not a big deal,” she says.

			A memory presents itself to me—the day she made it so I could walk on water. “You did magic for me,” I say, horror slowly washing over me. “Oh my god. What happened to you?”

			She winces. “Wasn’t a big deal.” I’m opening my mouth, about to insist that it definitely is a big deal, when she raises a bandaged hand to stop me. “I don’t want to tell you because you’d be all sad about it, and it’d ruin the memory for you. Just drop it, okay?”

			And I nod grudgingly, even though part of me wants to point out that not knowing what happened kind of ruins the memory for me as well. “Is us meeting again a coincidence?” I ask. “Or is that part of the spells you cast as well?”

			A look of such surprise crosses her face that it’s clear she hasn’t considered this. “I don’t…think so?” She stares down into the void below us, chewing on the idea. “Even if that was part of it, the effect would fade over time. And I did all that casting a long time ago.”

			“Are you sure about that?” I ask, not entirely convinced. “Didn’t you say that you felt cold for a whole year after the snowstorm?”

			“The spells I cast, they weren’t that big. It’s not the same type of thing,” she says, and she seems much more certain now. “Besides, this is only happening because I did the same spells twice. That’s why the same thing went down again.”

			“Could you use your magic to check?” I say. “Just to be sure?”

			She shakes her head. “That’s never worth it. Most of the time I get hit with memory loss as a cost, and then what’s the point of me having cast the spell anyway?”

			So that’s a dead end, I guess. And she does seem confident about this having run its course now, so I decide to bow to her as the expert and drop the subject. “Okay. What I still don’t get, though, is why you didn’t tell me about how your magic works in the first place.”

			I thought we were going in a good direction with this conversation, but she clams right back up again after that question. “I’m sorry,” she says, her expression shuttering.

			Frustration bubbles up inside me, reminding me that I am, once again, twisting myself into knots for someone who’s hurt me. But I put that feeling away because I do want to be kind for Luna. This is worth it. “No, I’m really asking,” I say gently. “Why didn’t you want to tell me?”

			She takes so long to reply that I start to give up on her saying anything at all. “People are scared of me. My powers freak them out,” she says, and her voice is so quiet that I have to lean in to hear her. “But you liked magic. I didn’t want you to be afraid of me like everyone else.”

			A few things fall into place for me at once. One: Luna is way more insecure than I thought she was. Two: It seems like she has pretty good reasons for being like that. Three: I’m not going to understand why she does anything if I don’t get more insight into her magical life.

			“I’m not afraid of you,” I say, trying to project my absolute certainty of that fact at her.

			“You should be,” she says darkly.

			I suppress a snort of laughter. That was so dramatic, but I doubt she’ll be able to get behind me laughing at her right now. “Okay, but I’m not,” I say. “I know you, Luna. You’re kind and caring, and I know you’re always trying your best.” She mumbles something I don’t hear in response. “What?”

			“I said, I wish I didn’t have it,” she says, only marginally louder than the first time. “My magic, I mean.”

			“Oh,” I say, taking that in. “Because of how other people treat you?”

			“I feel like I ruin everything,” she says. “And if I didn’t have my powers, maybe I would be a better person.”

			As I look at the hopelessness in her eyes right now, my heart breaks for Luna. “I think you’re a great person,” I say, smiling at her softly.

			She does a half shrug, not meeting my eyes, and I don’t feel like she’s really hearing me. I’m about to say something else, but some instinct makes me swallow my words. I’m not going to be able to change her mind about this, not today. Eventually, if I keep talking to her about it, maybe I can get her to realize that she can’t be this terrible person she’s imagining herself to be since she tries so hard to be good to me.

			My breath catches in my throat. That kind of thinking…that’s long-term thinking. That’s not “we’re breaking up” thinking.

			Honestly, who am I kidding? I don’t want to break up with her. Yeah, okay, I’m a pushover who doesn’t fight back enough when people hurt me. But I also like Luna, a lot, and I don’t want this to be over. I might actually like her more now that I have three sets of memories of what it’s like to fall for her. I trust her a little less, but we can fix that.

			“Here’s the deal,” I say, and I sound way more confident than I feel. “I don’t want to break up. This whole thing sucked, and it hurt my feelings, but it happened because you were being too secretive.” She was looking tentatively pleased at first, but when I say that last part, her mouth twists guiltily. “I get why you were like that,” I add hurriedly. “But I need some more details about your life—especially the magical parts—so this kind of thing doesn’t happen again.”

			“I can do that,” she says, even though she looks a little like she’d rather swallow her own tongue.

			So Luna floats there in the void, and she talks. She tells me about her family, their history, and how she’s expected to be the head of the Witch Council. I learn about her grandma, who seems equally terrifying and awe-inspiring, and the situation with Mara. Luna looks mildly miserable the entire time she’s talking, but she does it anyway.

			A feeling of warmth grows in my chest as I listen. This girl, she’s trying for me. How can I be mad at her?

			“Do you want me to stop the thing with Mara?” she asks.

			“If you broke up with…them?” I look to Luna for confirmation on the pronouns.

			“Yeah. Or her,” Luna says. “Either works.”

			I nod. “So if you broke up with them, that would make a big issue with your grandma, right?”

			She hesitates before replying. “Probably.”

			If I gathered anything from what she said about her grandma, the real answer to my question is “definitely.” I take a deep breath and say the reasonable, mature thing. “Then you should keep pretending to date them.”

			“You sure?” she says, regarding me skeptically.

			“Yeah,” I say. God, I’m being so mature. Is there a little prickle of jealousy in the back of my mind? Yes. Am I going to ignore it? Also yes. It’s not like I really want Luna to be hanging out with her ex all the time, but the alternative is worse. If I want to keep having a girlfriend, I shouldn’t make a fuss about this. Besides, the on-and-off relationship thing we’ve accidentally done has been a mess. I’d rather just fix this issue and move on.

		

	
		
			Chapter 34

			✦ Luna ✦

			I portal myself directly back to my room from Aoife’s house, since I can’t be bothered with navigating the streets of Boston as a ghost. I’m hoping that doing the same spell again will incur the same cost and maybe just extend my time in ghost-form. But no. Instead, I stop existing. Like, I pass out of this material plane so totally that I become a matterless collection of mental energy floating somewhere in a great abyss.

			My first thought when I pop back into being is Wow, Aoife didn’t dump me. I don’t understand why, but she didn’t. My second thought is just a lot of internal screaming and carrying on because I don’t think the human mind is meant to be chilling outside its physical form like that.

			“What the hell, Luna?” James says, because apparently he’s here in my room doing who knows what. He has a hand in one of my desk drawers, which I’ll be pissed about in a second when I’m less freaked out.

			I sit down hard on my bed and try to pull myself together. Deep breath. Unclench my jaw. I’m fine. I exist again, in a way that’s recognizable to me. I have legs and feet and a nose and all the rest of it. Get it together, Luna.

			“Oh, damn, you good?” James says. He books it across the room, coming to sit at the foot of the bed next to me. His arm goes around my shoulder. Its weight is comforting, solid. Another thing to focus on to remind myself that I exist.

			Once I’ve got myself right again, I push his arm off. “I’m fine,” I say.

			“You sure?” he says, his square face all creased up with concern.

			“Yeah, I’m good, chill out.” I try to shoo him away and reclaim my personal space. He ignores me, choosing to lean back on his elbows and take up even more space on my bed. Then he stares at me expectantly. I don’t know what he’s waiting for. An explanation? Yeah, right. “Why were you going through my shit?” I say, scooting myself away from him.

			He shoots me a withering look. “I dunno, maybe because I didn’t know where you were and I was hoping to find some clues?”

			I’m screwed. Everything James saw earlier was so suspicious, I don’t even know what lie I could tell that would get him off my back. “Why you making a big deal out of this?” I say, because the only tactic I can think of in the moment is to gaslight him into leaving me alone.

			The expression on his face when I say this is one of scathing disbelief, like I should be embarrassed for even trying that strategy with him. “Okay, Luna, let’s recap what happened today real quick,” he says, sitting up with an insolent deliberateness. “You collapsed, portaled yourself who the fuck knows where, and then went off the grid for two hours.”

			Two hours? Damn, my magic really did me dirty with that.

			“I didn’t know what happened to you,” he continues. “You think I was just chilling? Like I don’t care about you?”

			“Maybe you should care less,” I mutter. A flash of real hurt appears on his face. Oh no. James was worried about me. Like, actually. It’s hard for me to get it through my head that people care about me, even when I theoretically understand that they do.

			He sighs and rakes a hand over his eyes. I glower awkwardly at my lap. “I thought you were done with this kind of stuff,” he says.

			He means the big, dangerous magic and the downright foolish choices. The type of stuff I used to do all the time before I decided that I’d better stop being such a big inconvenience to him. James has always come running after me whenever I went off to be self-destructive. “I am,” I say, shamefaced. “The costs for my spells today were just bigger than I thought they’d be.”

			“What happened?”

			I shrug. “My magic sent me to another dimension or something to pay for the portals.”

			“Why were you making your own portals anyway?” He gives me an assessing look, and I’m once again reminded, unfortunately, that he’s the one out of the two of us who’s actually good at reading people. “Where did you need to go so bad that you couldn’t walk to a portal stop and take that?”

			“To see Mara,” I say warily, hoping she’ll back me up if asked about that.

			“You guys having problems?”

			“No.”

			He stares at me, expressionless, and I start to stress-sweat under his gaze. “And what was up with you collapsing?” he asks tonelessly. I can’t tell if he’s buying any of this.

			“I dunno. Probably just a delayed spell effect from something I did a while ago.”

			James gives me one last probing look, then lets out a pointed sigh. “If you’re going to lie, you should be better at it.”

			“I’m not lying,” I say, trying to summon the appropriate amount of outrage for an honest person. I overshoot the mark and end up sounding unreasonably loud and angry.

			“Whatever. I’m not debating you on this. You’ll lose.” He waves a hand at me dismissively. “If you’re actually having issues with a delayed spell effect, let me check you. See what we’re dealing with here.”

			“No,” I say. I’m definitely not letting him use his power on me. James identifying the spells I have affecting me is just going to end with him asking me questions I don’t want to answer. His powers would clarify whether the effects from my casting for Aoife have run their course, but I can’t afford to do that. For now I have to run with my 80 percent certainty that this last round of memory loss has fully paid off the spell cost.

			“Dude, come on. It won’t take that long.” His brow furrows. Then his irises begin to glow a pale gold, slowly growing in brightness.

			“Quit it,” I snap, throwing a pillow at his face.

			It hits him with a soft whomp. The gold fades from his eyes, and he whips the pillow right back at me. “Do you have to be so difficult all the time?” he snaps.

			“It’s my specialty,” I say acidly.

			He brushes his bangs out of his eyes with unnecessary force. “This…whatever you have going on, it’s going to bite you in the ass. Grandma’s going to find out because you’re not doing a good job covering your tracks, and I can’t help you if I don’t know what’s up.”

			A burst of fear shoots through me. “Did you tell Grandma already?”

			“No, jackass. Did you listen to what I just said?” he says. “Look, if you can’t trust me, that’s your problem. I’m on your side. I just have to play the game with Grandma so I don’t get my ass handed to me.” He shoves a hand in the pocket of his jeans and pulls out a tiny purple orb. “Here.” He thrusts it at me. “It’s got a cloaking spell on it. If you keep it on you, Grandma won’t be able to track you as easy.”

			“Is she tracking me again?” I say, alarmed.

			“Dunno. But if I was her, I would be,” he says bluntly. He gets up from my bed. “Well, see you later, Luna. Thanks for ruining my day.”

			As he turns to go, I find myself annoyed. Even though I wouldn’t openly say this in front of James, since he’s an insufferable asshole, he’s my closest friend. I can’t stand how complicated our family stuff makes our relationship. It sucks that I can’t make myself fully trust him, and I hate that I always have to wonder if he secretly resents me for being the powerful one.

			“James, wait a sec,” I say as he’s about to open my door.

			He turns and leans against my wall, crossing his arms over his broad chest. “What’s up?”

			“How do you deal with…everything?” I say, fumbling for the words to explain what I want to know. “You’re way more competent than me—”

			“Not at magic,” he interrupts.

			“Not at magic,” I concede. “But at everything else that matters. Everyone acts like it’s so sad that you don’t have my powers, and they only treat you half as good as you deserve. Like, damn, I don’t know why people think it’s your job to be my babysitter.”

			“And?” he says coolly.

			“Doesn’t it piss you off?”

			James shrugs. “You get to be pissed off,” he says. “You have all the magic. Me? I have to be useful.”

			I think he’s going to leave on that note, but he pauses again after opening the door.

			“You know, we’re going to be in charge of everything one day.” The smile he gives me has a sharp, dangerous edge. “And then all the people who look down on us can get fucked.”

			As he walks out of my room, all I can think is that everyone who thinks James is the nice one is way off the mark. They should probably be just as scared of him as they are of me.

		

	
		
			Chapter 35

			✴ Aoife ✴

			I see Luna almost every day for the next week. My schedule is wide open for girlfriend activities, since Micah has basketball practice. I’m also happy to get off campus quickly and avoid Karim. Ever since I remembered Luna, I’ve been especially annoyed by him. When I forgave him before, I didn’t remember that he had told me about his feelings while I had a girlfriend. That was a pretty key detail to be missing.

			When I’m at home, my parents continue to ignore my very reasonable requests for some boundaries with social media. I ask Mom on Monday about whether they could show me posts that talk about me before they go online, so I can let them know if I’m comfortable with the content. She initially agrees, but then Dad comes later to tell me my idea doesn’t work with how tight their turnaround is for making the posts, so they won’t be able to do it. The next night I ask if maybe we could have a more set schedule for photoshoots and filming, since there’s usually a lot of impromptu stuff that pops up.

			“You know that doesn’t make sense for our process,” Dad says, barely giving my request the time of day. He hits me with an inquisitive look from where he stands in the doorway to my room. “What’s going on with you recently, Aoife?”

			“What do you mean?” I ask, sitting up on my bed.

			“You’ve been a little moody these days,” he says. “Your mom feels like she has to walk on eggshells around you.”

			I’m stunned. This is both totally humiliating and infuriating to hear him say. When I try to speak my mind more, he calls me moody? Do I really seem like that? “The Wonderful Walshes stuff is just a lot,” I finally manage to choke out.

			“I know we rely on you for that,” he says. “But your brother is going to be able to help more when he gets older.”

			“But I graduate next year,” I say, baffled by whatever mental timeline Dad has going on here. Paddy will only be five when I leave for college. I don’t think he’ll be able to suddenly double the amount of influencing work he does once I’m not here.

			“That’s true. You’ll still probably have to help out sometimes, but we’ll figure it out,” Dad says with an airy hand-waviness.

			I stiffen. Absolutely not. Graduating is my ticket out of here. Even though I’m only considering colleges in Massachusetts, I always assumed that would be the end of my stint as a child influencer. “The Wonderful Walshes is about parenting,” I say, frowning. “And I won’t be a kid anymore.”

			He laughs. “You’ll still be our kid, Aoife. And you’ve always been such a natural in front of the camera. You don’t want to waste your talents.”

			“Um. I don’t…” I fidget with my hands in my lap, summoning my courage. “I don’t want to do this forever.”

			Dad’s expression softens, and I relax, knowing that he isn’t mad. “Look, I get it. We all get tired sometimes,” he says. “You just gotta keep grinding. This is worth it.”

			And on that note, he says good night and leaves the room.

			I’m starting to wonder if the problem isn’t that I’m not assertive. Honestly, maybe my parents are the problem, and I’ve just been choosing the path of least resistance my whole life because the result would be the same regardless. When I voice this thought to Luna on video chat later, she aggressively validates me.

			“Yeah, no shit,” she says, nodding very intensely. “They suck. Seriously. They suck so bad.”

			“Okay,” I say, laughing at how passionate she is about this. But even if I’m right, it’s not like recognizing that my parents aren’t great is going to make them listen to me. Still, at least Luna’s on my side.

			Luna’s trying really hard. A little too hard, actually. Every so often she’ll get this desperate look in her eye, which is a harbinger of disaster. It’s always followed by some big, unnecessary gesture. Like, on Wednesday, I make an offhand comment about liking daffodils while we’re walking by the florist in Central Square, and she insists on buying me a huge daffodil bouquet, even though I tell her that I don’t want them. I end up secretly throwing the flowers away, since my parents would ask too many questions if I brought them home. And then on Thursday, she uses her magic to enchant a ring I’m wearing so it’ll cast an illusion on me to change my appearance.

			“That’s not too bad,” she says when every single piece of jewelry she’s wearing dissolves into dust to pay for the spell.

			“Luna, I told you, I don’t need this,” I say, exasperated. I glance at the ring, then pull my glove back on over it. “Please, don’t do magic for me,” I continue. “I don’t want you to get hurt because of me.”

			Her arms have only just healed from the magic she did at school. There’s no need for her to injure herself doing things for me.

			“It’s fine,” she says, and I’m struck by just how much she doesn’t care about her own safety. “I want to finally take you to see a portal station like you wanted. This way, they won’t be able to tell who you are.”

			The portal station is actually super cool, which makes me almost forgive her for her blatant disregard for her own safety. We go to a corner of the Harvard T stop by the main stairs, touch a glowing green crown that’s stamped onto the wall, and get sucked into an otherworldly place with a small building floating in midair.

			“It’s a pocket dimension,” Luna explains, and I nod before craning my neck to stare at the hundreds of glowing symbols floating in the air around the space.

			The pocket dimension has the same kind of laissez-faire approach to gravity and practical physics as Luna’s magical mind’s eye. There’s not technically a ground beneath our feet, but as long as you act like there is, you’re good to walk around however you please.

			When we go into the floating building that serves as the station itself, I clock the station attendant’s reaction to Luna right away. He regards her with a slight wariness in his eyes, then immediately turns his attention to me. Which is a little unfortunate. The ring has cast an illusion that makes me look like Luna’s cousin James. But while my outward appearance might be convincing, my voice still sounds like me.

			“Hey, man,” he says to me, lifting his chin in greeting. I return the gesture silently, noting just how much friendlier he’s being to me. Is this normal for Luna? This contrast?

			“James forgot his wallet,” Luna says abruptly. “Can I pay for both of us?”

			His eyes flick over to Luna, then return to me. “It’s fine, you can just go through. Where you headed?”

			“Jamaica Pond,” she says, touching a card to a small pad affixed to the counter.

			After the station attendant says some mystical-sounding words and opens the portal, we step through and find ourselves on the walking path beside the massive lake. A few mundane people jog by us, oblivious to the fact that we just appeared out of nowhere. The Veil at work.

			“Do the portals run twenty-four seven?” I ask.

			Luna blinks at me, her mouth curving into a frown. “Damn, you gotta take James’s face off. I can’t with this.”

			I snicker. “It was your idea.”

			“Yeah, and it was ass,” she says, ushering me around the corner of the boathouse. She stands in front of me, blocking anybody passing by from seeing my transformation, and I take the ring off so I look like myself again. “What’d you want to know again?” she says as we return to the main walkway.

			“If the portals ever close.”

			“Yeah, they do. At one,” Luna says, setting off on the path.

			As we walk, I catch a glimpse of something in the shallows of the lake, and for a moment I think it’s a child playing in the water. Except then I realize that its skin is a deep sea-green and it has a large turtle shell on its back. There’s a strange indentation on the top of its head, which is filled with water.

			“What is that?” I ask, pointing at the thing.

			“A kappa. There’s a lot of stuff in Jamaica Pond,” Luna says matter-of-factly. “Nixies. Water ghosts. Dragons. That’s why they don’t let people swim in there. Look.” She points farther down the shore of the lake, where there’s a baby water dragon playing under the watchful eye of its mother.

			“Oh my god,” I breathe, and I immediately break into a jog to get closer to this adorable sight. I park myself on the closest bench, where I can admire the cuteness without startling the baby.

			Luna ambles over to me, looking pleased with herself. “I saw them over here a while ago when I was doing some council job for Grandma,” she says. “I thought we should come see them before the pond starts to freeze and they leave for the winter.”

			“Thanks,” I say, grinning at her. This is the sweetest date idea. She’s trying so hard for me. “How’s your council stuff going?”

			I can clearly see Luna’s mood fall off a cliff and burst into flames. I regret asking this question, even though I do want to know. “Fine,” she says, frowning at the ground. “Grandma’s still planning to officially announce me as her successor at a gala next month, and we’ve got most of the votes we need to confirm me, so…I guess I haven’t fucked it up too bad.”

			“Right,” I say. I pat the bench next to me, and she sits down. “If you weren’t going to be council head, what would you want to do after you graduate?”

			“I dunno,” she says. “Get some kind of job?” She fiddles with her black beanie, pulling it farther down over her ears. “I don’t really know what I want. All I know is what I don’t want.”

			“That’s a good start, though. I don’t think you’re supposed to have everything figured out by the time you graduate high school.” I laugh, shaking my head. “At least, I hope not, because I’m super behind otherwise.” The baby water dragon rolls onto its back in the water, wriggling around so spray kicks up around it. “Oh my god,” I coo, whacking Luna in the shoulder. “Luna, look how cute it is. Look!”

			“I’m looking,” she says, amusement creeping into her voice.

			Overall, the date is pretty perfect. Plus, since traveling by portal is obscenely convenient, I make it back to my house in time for the photoshoot my mom has planned for that evening. While I’m smiling for the camera and pretending that these itchy sweaters I’m modeling for an ad are comfortable, my thoughts are on Luna. The date she took me on today—that was clearly an attempt to show me more magical stuff like I wanted. This is good. We’re doing good.

		

	
		
			Chapter 36

			✴ Aoife ✴

			A few days before winter break, Karim catches up to me on the lawn as I’m walking off campus after school. “You’ve got something in your hair,” he says, grinning at me crookedly.

			My hand flies up to my head. Nothing immediately presents itself. Instead, I have a true needle in a haystack moment as I pat at my huge mass of curls.

			“Here, let me,” he says, reaching toward my head.

			I jerk my whole torso back in some kind of wild ninja move. “Nope, get your grubby little hands away from my hair,” I say, swatting his hand. “Thank you!”

			He lets out a loud snort-laugh. “Shit, your reflexes are crazy.”

			“Yeah, I’m an older sister. My reflexes have been trained by a toddler who had, like, a weird obsession with throwing things at people’s heads,” I say, tugging off one of my gloves so I can search more effectively for whatever’s in my hair.

			Yikes. My danger senses went off there for a second. We’re keeping this platonic. No “tender” moments where he generates an excuse to touch me or get within kissing distance of my face.

			It takes a minute, but my fingers finally touch something small and crinkly. “Ha! I’ve found you,” I say, grabbing the offending object. It turns out to be one of those annoying perforated strips of paper that’s left over when you rip out a page from a spiral notebook. “Farewell, scrap paper! I shall no longer be your beast of burden.” I toss it away with a dramatic flourish as we walk off the lawn and onto the sidewalk. Then I quickly put my glove back on because the weather is starting to go full winter these days. When I look back at Karim, he’s staring at me with this smile…I don’t want to say he looks besotted. But he doesn’t not look besotted.

			No. Absolutely not. I need to recalibrate this interaction. I can’t be nice to him. Or even just be nice around him. He’s just not getting the hint that I will absolutely never come around to the idea of dating him.

			His smile deepens as he meets my eyes. “Did I tell you that you look really pretty today?” he says.

			Yeah, that’s what I thought. He just had to go there. “Karim,” I say, not quite managing to keep the note of weariness out of my voice. “You don’t have to tell me that kind of thing.”

			“I know you get that all the time online, so I’m not special,” he says. “But it’s true, so…”

			“No, I mean that I don’t like it when you compliment me like that,” I say. His eyes go wide with a look of total incomprehension. “Because I’m not interested in you that way?” I prompt him.

			“Yeah. Right!” he says with forced brightness.

			Oof. He couldn’t be more obvious about his heartbrokenness if he tried. I steel myself. Today is the day I’m going to deal with this once and for all. “I actually think we should spend less time around each other,” I say. “You don’t have to try to talk to me all the time. I need more space from you. And, you know, your art is your business, I guess, but that song you wrote made me really uncomfortable. I thought you should know that.”

			After I get the words out, I register how fast my heart is beating. This is all super reasonable, I remind myself. No need to get worked up about it.

			Karim starts crying. I’m not sure that’s what he’s doing at first, because it starts off with him heaving these great big shuddering breaths that make me worried he’s having a medical issue. But then the tears fall, and I realize that the medical issue is just regular old sadness. He cries like he’s horribly embarrassed by it but can’t seem to stop. His eyes get really wide, and it looks like he’s trying to will the tears back up into his ducts.

			“You know…how I feel…about you,” he says, and it’s hard to understand him while he’s breathing like a drowning person coming up for air. I stare at him, shocked into silence. As I stand there watching him cry, an older lady walks by with her dog. She makes eye contact with me and mouths, “You alright?” I nod tightly, and she continues on her way.

			“I’m sorry you’re upset,” I say to him. That, at least, is true. God, I’m shaking. I have two opposing impulses. First, to soothe Karim and smooth everything over so this unbearable moment can end. Second, to stone-cold murder him. I could probably call Luna to help me hide the body. “I know you care about me, but…um…it doesn’t feel right for me to be seeing you all the time,” I say evasively. He gives me this awful, beseeching look, and it somehow makes me feel like I’ve done something wrong here. “You know I still have a girlfriend, right?” I blurt out.

			He’s managed to stop the actual tears by this point, though he’s still breathing heavily. “I heard you two broke up again,” he says, and he sounds strangely indignant about it.

			“We got back together,” I say through a tight-lipped smile.

			“So you don’t want to spend time with me because she doesn’t like it?” he says slowly.

			“Yeah,” I say straightaway, grabbing at the opportunity he’s presented me.

			And for some reason, that convinces him more than anything I’ve said so far. “Fine,” he says, resigned. He hesitates, then adds, “You know, Aoife, you deserve better than her.”

			Sure, Karim, that’s clearly a 100 percent unbiased opinion. “I really like her,” I say, and he gives me a wounded look. “And I already told you not to talk about her that way.”

			“If you knew…” he mutters, trailing off suggestively.

			“If I knew what?” I say, exasperated. Now he’s just saying stuff to start drama. He’d never even met Luna before Micah’s birthday party, and it’s not as if they talked much that day. At first it looks like he’s about to say something, but after a few moments he deflates.

			“Whatever,” he says. “I’ll see you later, Aoife.”

			“Yeah, bye.” We separate, and even though my route home doesn’t require it, I cross the street to get away from him.

			God, that was embarrassing. The second he looked upset, I couldn’t handle hurting his feelings. I had to blame what I was saying on being back together with Luna, rather than just telling him that I didn’t want to hang out with him because I didn’t like it. I’ve got to do better than that.

		

	
		
			Chapter 37

			✦ Luna ✦

			“Luna, come here.”

			Grandma’s voice echoes in my room. A message stone summons. Shit. What have I done this time?

			James, who’s sitting at my desk doing his homework, turns to face me. “What’d you do this time?”

			“Why do you always assume I did something?” I say sourly, as if I didn’t assume the same thing.

			He shrugs. “It’s a safe bet.”

			“My bedroom,” Grandma’s voice says. “Now.”

			That’s not the usual place she summons me to chew me out. Actually, I’ve barely ever been allowed in there. Vulnerability, for Grandma, is a fate worse than death. God forbid we ever see her looking tired or in her sleep clothes.

			“Good luck,” James calls after me as I leave the room.

			Reluctantly, I start the journey to Grandma. Mom is in the middle of microwaving something in the kitchen when I pass through.

			“Did you eat yet?” she says.

			“Auntie Sonja made me food,” I say without stopping.

			“Good,” she says absently, but I’m already out the door.

			Fun talk, Mom. It’s like I have a roommate rather than a mother.

			When I get down to Grandma’s apartment, I hesitate outside her bedroom door. Really, what does she want? Maybe there’s some new job she wants me to take on. Or maybe this is just a general lecture. Regardless, I won’t find out by standing here. I steel myself and knock.

			“Come in,” Grandma calls.

			I enter uneasily. The bedroom is large but sparsely decorated. Grandma’s passion for family photos is just as obvious in here as it is in her living room. Frames of various sizes cover the walls. The biggest one is of Grandpa—pale, lanky, and grinning like someone’s just told him a hilarious joke. Pictures of him have always confused me. Like, who was this happy-looking white man who decided, despite his racist family, to marry my objectively terrifying grandma? He’s been dead my whole life, so I’ll probably never know.

			On the bedside table there’s a photo of me and James from a solstice celebration a few years ago. I look so furious in the picture that I wonder why anybody would want to keep it next to their bed. Unless Grandma’s dream is to sleep while I glare at her. Knowing her, it might be the thing that fills her with the vindictive strength she needs to keep going.

			Grandma lies propped up on pillows in her bed, a red cloth pressed to her left ear. As I approach, I realize the cloth isn’t red—it’s soaked in blood. “You’re bleeding,” I say, hurrying to get a better look at it. “Is it bad? What happened?” Douglas, who lies curled up at the foot of Grandma’s bed, lifts his head for a moment as I approach, then nuzzles his face back into the comforter.

			“Spell cost,” Grandma says shortly. “It’s fine.”

			“You want me to heal you?” I say. “Or I could, um, call my dad?”

			“Sit down,” she says, waving a hand at the brown armchair in the corner. “Stop fussing.”

			I pull the chair up to the side of her bed, still unsettled. Grandma’s usually private about the blowback from her casting. She works pretty damn hard to hide it from people.

			“Luna, do you know why I’m so hard on you?” she says.

			“Uh,” I say intelligently. There’s an answer she’s looking for here, but I haven’t got a clue what it is. “No.”

			“You’ll have to speak up,” she says, gesturing at her ear.

			“No,” I repeat, louder.

			She harrumphs, as if my ignorance is just to be expected. “You’re too much like me,” she says.

			I’m glad that I’m sitting down because I would fall down out of shock if I were standing.

			“I used to be very angry,” she continues. “It didn’t make sense to me that some witches had everything. They got to go to Benethrit. The council helped their family businesses. People treated them like they were important.”

			A faraway expression appears on her face. Wherever her mind is right now, it’s somewhere many years in the past. “I was powerful—stronger than any other witch our family had produced—and I wanted all of that for myself. I wanted the Gold name to mean something.

			“I did a lot of things out of spite. I’m sure you’ve heard rumors about me. I trapped your grandpa into marrying me to get political power. I set a horde of ghosts on the Turners. I played a part in the last council head’s death.” She chuckles. “There’s no truth to that last one, though I wish I had gotten a hex in on my father-in-law before he kicked the bucket.”

			Does that mean the other things she said are true? I’ve never heard any of this before. People are too afraid of me—and of Grandma—to say any of these rumors directly to my face. Damn. Grandma went hard back in the day.

			What Grandma’s saying about us being similar, though, I don’t think that’s right. Maybe we both have tempers, but that’s as far as the similarity goes. Grandma wields her anger like a sword. She has direction and intention with it, and anyone who gets in her way will get cut down. I don’t have purpose like that. The only thing in my life that I want, that I can honestly say that I chose for myself, is Aoife.

			Grandma watches me for a long moment, her face set back into the composed mask I see from her so often. “You can break up with Mara,” she says, and I just about fall out of my chair. “If it makes you so miserable to date her.”

			I squint at her suspiciously. “Really?”

			“Contrary to popular opinion, I do learn from my mistakes,” she says dryly. “I’m not asking you to be like your parents. That situation is…”

			“A huge mess that ruined my life?” I fill in.

			“Don’t be dramatic,” she says, letting out a small, huffy sigh. “Luna, you’re convinced that everything I do is a deliberate attempt to make you unhappy. Not everything is about you.”

			“Right,” I say sullenly. Actually, she’s way off the mark here. I don’t think she’s trying to make me unhappy. It’s not that intentional; she just doesn’t care much about me being happy, so it’s not a problem for her when stuff she does has the side effect of making me miserable.

			“I had an interesting conversation earlier,” she says.

			I raise my eyebrows, confused by the sudden shift in topic.

			“One of the Sharafi boys came out here. The weak one.” Off my blank look, she amends, “Well, they’re all weak. But this is the one who has almost no aptitude for magic at all. All he can do with his gift is raise a light breeze.” She shakes her head, clicking her tongue disapprovingly. “They sent him to a mundane school over in Cambridge because he was having a hard time at Benethrit.”

			Suddenly, I have a very bad feeling about where this is going. “Hm,” I say, keeping my expression as blank as possible.

			“So he came all the way to our home—without any advance notice, might I add—to tell me how you’re messing around with some mundane girl at his school.”

			I stay silent, doing my best to stand strong against the rising tide of panic inside me. Sharafi. I rack my brain, trying to remember the people around my age in that family. There’s Azar, but Grandma obviously isn’t talking about her. And those sophomores—Cyrus and Bahman, I think?—but they’re at Benethrit now, so it can’t be them either.

			As I think back, I get a flash of memory of a small, bug-eyed kid crying behind Azar. Right, there was another Sharafi guy in the grade below me in elementary school. He was always picking fights he couldn’t win with other kids and then being all upset about getting his ass handed to him. What was his name? Kayvan? Khalil?

			And then it hits me.

			Karim Sharafi.

			Fuck. Aoife’s Karim is a witch. No wonder I thought he looked familiar at that party.

			“Don’t bother lying,” Grandma says, calm as anything. “I’ve already confirmed that he was telling the truth.”

			“Okay,” I say. My heart is thumping in my ears so loud right now. It’s over. I got my little bit of happiness, and now I have to face up to the consequences.

			“Why are you doing this?” Grandma says.

			I think this is a rhetorical question at first, but then she stares at me for long enough that I realize she expects a response. “I like her,” I say quietly.

			“What?” she says impatiently. I repeat myself, more loudly this time, and she scoffs. “You don’t jeopardize your social standing because you like someone.”

			“Isn’t that what Grandpa did for you?” I say, spite making my words ugly.

			A muscle in her jaw tightens. “You can’t date a mundane,” she says coldly. “I shouldn’t need to explain this to you. It’s embarrassing. And even if you can’t stand to date Mara, you should at least maintain the illusion that you could marry another witch. That’s just good sense.”

			“I don’t care about any of that,” I snap.

			“Then you’re even more shortsighted than I thought you were.” She doesn’t look at me as she says this, instead choosing to stare fixedly at the ceiling. I guess I’m too disappointing to deserve eye contact. “You can’t weather a scandal like this. We only have a month before your candidacy announcement.”

			Of course that’s what it comes back to. That’s the only thing that matters to her.

			“Besides, there’s no way for her to truly know you, not without the Veil being lifted for her,” she says, and I have a burst of gratitude that at least she hasn’t found out that particular detail of how I’ve messed things up. “End it,” she continues. “It’s better for you to be alone than with a mundane.” She spits the word out like it’s left a bad taste in her mouth.

			“But—”

			“I’ve compromised as much as I’m willing to,” she says, not waiting for me to finish my sentence.

			“Telling me to break up with my girlfriend is not a compromise!”

			“You have twenty minutes.” She fishes the medallion she wears around her neck out of her blouse. As she gazes at the sigil inscribed on its surface, her eyes film over with black shadow. She grasps my hand tightly in hers, and some of the stray hairs that have come loose from her bun fan out around her face.

			All at once, I find myself dragged bodily into her mind. It’s very different from my mind palace. She’s decorated it, which I’ve never bothered to do. She sits in an extremely thronelike red-upholstered armchair, which is at one end of a long white-and-gold hallway. An ornamental rug leads up to the armchair, but there’s no floor besides that—just endless black void stretching downward from everywhere not covered by the rug.

			I float there, six inches above the rug, filled with a deep, burning rage.

			“Just a simple compulsion,” she says crisply. “You have twenty minutes to end things with this girl, or else the spell will force your hand.”

			She points a finger at me, and shadowy energy shoots toward me. It shoves its way past my teeth, into my mouth, down my throat. I gasp for breath as it sits there in my throat, a cold and slimy mass. Then, without warning, the sensation disappears.

			“And I will take the cost,” Grandma says.

			I blink, and I’m back in her bedroom. “I hate you,” I whisper, my eyes hot with tears.

			“Get out,” she says tiredly. She leans back into her pillows, turning her attention away from me. The only thing that comforts me as I flee is the knowledge that our magic will make her suffer, at least a little, for what she’s done to me.

			

			
				
				✴ ✦ ✴

			When I get back to my room, I waste five of my precious twenty minutes punching my wall and then staring at my bruised fist, feeling like my soul has been sucked out of my body. After I pull myself out of my stupor, I reach for my magic and retreat into my mind. I have one thing I need to do before I talk to Aoife.

			what do you want

			I picture Karim. I’m so sick with fury that it’s hard for me to focus enough to get a good image of him going. But after a few tries, he appears in the void of my mind. His face twists with surprise and then fear when he sees me. I get a thrill of vindictive pleasure watching him try to wrestle the terror off his face. Sometimes, being Boston’s witchy boogeyman has an upside.

			“Hey, Karim,” I say, low and menacing. “You’re a little fucking rat, aren’t you?”

			He puffs himself up with bravado. “Yeah, I told Mrs. Gold about you and Aoife. So what? You going to hex me? I know you like to do that kind of thing.”

			I laugh. He flinches visibly. “Yeah, that’s exactly what I’m going to do.”

			“Mrs. Gold already…” His jaw snaps closed so quickly that I can hear his teeth click together. He stares at me silently, hate in his eyes.

			I can guess what she’s done. She’s put him under magical contract so he can’t talk about me dating a mundane to anyone. Nice of her. That explains the bleeding ear.

			“I don’t know why Aoife was with someone like you,” Karim spits at me. I stay perfectly still and stare at him, dead-faced. Joke’s on you, buddy—I don’t know either. “You’re crazy,” he adds, as if that’s some sort of new and inventive insult, instead of just the same old tired shit that dudes especially like to throw at me. “Everyone knows you…you’re dangerous. You hurt people.”

			Oh, he thinks he’s the hero in this story, huh? He’s out here saving Aoife from the scary, dangerous witch. That’s funny. Hilarious, even.

			“Hey, man, you’re right,” I say, and his face twists with bewilderment. “I do suck. I’m just as terrible of a person as you think I am.” I will my body to glide through the void toward him, stopping when our faces are just a few inches apart. “But, see, she still picked me over you.”

			“Fuck you,” he says, but his voice wobbles on the words. “She wouldn’t have wanted to be with you if she knew about magic.”

			That one hurts, but not in the way he means it to. It just reminds me that, yeah, Aoife did like me, even though she knew about my magic and my family and all the rest of it. Every time I opened up some new shadowy corner of my history to her, she smiled and held on to me tighter. She kept choosing me, no matter what I shared with her about myself. And now I’m losing her, for real this time, because this asshole had to open his damn mouth and ruin everything.

			I will myself up and away from him so he has to crane his neck to keep looking at me. “I want to keep him away from Aoife,” I announce. “Make it so he can’t talk to her unless she talks to him first.”

			more. you could do so much more. teach him pain. wrench his joy out of his chest. burn his dreams and crush the ashes under your boot.

			I hesitate. Those words sound good. I could do more. Live up to my reputation a bit.

			Or…

			“No, just that,” I say. A ribbon of darkness flares out from my hand and wraps itself around Karim’s face. I can hear his breath coming in small, terrified gasps, even as the void around us muffles the sound. The darkness sinks into his skin, then disappears.

			payment.

			“Take it from him,” I say. Something I’ve never done before—passing the cost onto someone who hasn’t agreed. Guilt blooms in my heart. I ignore it and let go of the magic.

			I reappear in my bedroom just as James opens the door. He regards me silently for a moment, his expression grave.

			“Grandma found out?” he says.

			“You knew?” I say, too tired to even muster up any surprise.

			“About your secret mundane girlfriend?” he says, closing the door behind him. “Or about how you lifted the Veil for her?”

			Well, I guess I’ve been wasting my time keeping secrets from him. “How’d you find out?” I ask.

			“I followed you,” he says.

			“Sneaky bastard,” I say, shaking my head resignedly.

			He shrugs, unrepentant. “I had to know what was happening. Did you honestly think I was going to just let it go after I saw you run off that day?”

			I had kind of hoped he would, but I guess that would have been totally out of character for him. “Grandma doesn’t know I lifted the Veil for her,” I say, since all the cards are on the table now.

			He nods. “Good. The only thing worse than having a mundane girlfriend is having a mundane girlfriend who you broke magical law for.”

			“I didn’t break magical law,” I say, sticking my chin out mulishly. “I’m the one who lifts the Veil for people nowadays anyway.”

			“You’re supposed to get permission before you lift the Veil,” he points out, which is annoying because it’s true. “Which you definitely didn’t do.”

			I grumble under my breath, since he’s right and there’s not much I can really say in response. Then I check my phone and wince. I don’t have time for this conversation. “I might forget her when we break up,” I say hurriedly.

			“Is that…?”

			“The cost? Maybe,” I say. The spell cost has most likely run its course already—one round of memory loss for every memory spell I cast—but we’ll find out for sure soon enough. “It’s probably not going to happen, but just in case.” I rub my hands over my face, wishing I could go back in time and do my whole relationship with Aoife over again. Better this time. When I look at James, his expression is openly sympathetic, which makes me uncomfortable to see. “You’ll cover for me?” I say, refusing to make eye contact with him.

			“I always do,” he says.

		

	
		
			Chapter 38

			✴ Aoife ✴

			When the call comes from Luna, I’m sitting at my kitchen table finishing my math homework. I get a bad feeling the moment I see her name on the screen. It’s not like her to call without texting first to let me know she’s about to do it.

			“Look at this one, Aoife,” Mom says, popping up from behind me. I cover my phone with my hand as I turn toward her. “You look so cute.”

			“Oh,” I say, glancing at the photo she’s just taken of me. “Um, Mom, do you think you could…not take pictures of me without me knowing?”

			“Candids are just so cute, honey,” she says, smiling cheerfully. “And they always perform well when we post them.”

			“Right…” I say, sneaking a glance back at my phone. That’s a fight for another day. I gather up my things quickly, offering Mom a few vague comments about how nice the picture is while I do so, and retreat to my room. When I call Luna back, she answers right away.

			“Hey,” she says bleakly, and my stomach drops hearing her tone of voice.

			“What happened?” I ask.

			“My grandma found out.”

			I sink into my desk chair and press a hand to my forehead. “About us?”

			“Yeah.”

			There’s dead silence on her end of the call. I scramble to come up with something to say—I’m the talkative one, after all—but words seem to have escaped me. “What…what did she say?” I manage to get out.

			Her voice becomes a broken whisper. “I have to break up with you.”

			“Oh,” I say, shrinking in on myself.

			“I don’t have a lot of time,” she says. “I’m so sorry, Aoife.”

			“Why not?” I ask.

			“My grandma—she put a compulsion on me. I have to break up with you soon, or else the spell will force me to do it.”

			“That’s…What’s wrong with her?” I say. “Why would she do that?”

			“That’s just what she’s like,” Luna says. “She cares more about our family’s reputation than about me. And me being with a mundane would hurt that reputation, so…” There’s such quiet rage in her voice. All I want to do is squeeze her hand as tightly as I can and show her that I understand how horribly unfair this is. But I can’t do that, because she’s all the way across the city, far outside my reach.

			“We’ll be strangers after this, I guess,” she says, her voice all choked up.

			Tears fill my eyes. “I wish we could have been forever,” I say, sniffling softly.

			“Me too.”

			This fascinating, beautiful, fierce girl who I fell for—the first person I ever liked who wanted to care about me as much as I cared about her. She liked my looks, but she liked my personality more. She wasn’t perfect, but she tried so hard that she might as well have been. That was my Luna.

			“I’m sorry,” she says miserably.

			“What are you apologizing for?” I ask.

			“Ruining everything,” she says.

			“What have you ruined?” I retort, and I’m actively crying now, so it comes out as a sort of weepy yell. “What? What exactly?”

			“You deserve the best,” she says. From her tone of voice, I can imagine the mulish expression on her face in vivid detail. “You deserve to be with someone nice, you know? Someone who…I dunno, doesn’t come with so much baggage.”

			“Stop talking bad about yourself,” I say fiercely. “I chose you. Three times. That wasn’t a mistake.”

			She’s silent for a moment, then says, “Okay.” All I can do is hope that she hears the certainty in my voice and understands that I mean what I say.

			I want to tell Luna that I’ll miss her, but I can’t. For us, breaking up isn’t just the end of our relationship. I’ll be saying goodbye to my memories of her as well. I think I understood on some level that this relationship was an ephemeral thing—beautiful and magical while it lasted, but not something I could hold on to for too long.

			“Time’s up,” she says, biting out the words through clenched teeth. “I have to do it now.”

			I take a steadying breath, choking down my tears for this final moment. “Okay,” I say gently. “I’m ready.”

			That’s a lie. The last lie I’ll tell her.

			“I’m breaking up with you,” she says, and then everything ends.
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			Chapter 39

			✦ Luna ✦

			“The Grahams,” James says.

			“They’re bloodline witches. They do, like, elements and shit,” I say. My brow furrows with concentration as I try to remember any of the facts I read about them in James’s guide. “They…like us.”

			“Nope.” He blows his bangs out of his eyes, making a loud, obnoxious sound as he does so. “Try again.”

			I slump in my uncomfortable chair. “They don’t like us.”

			“Ding ding ding,” he says, and I aim a kick in his direction. He deftly scoots the armchair he’s claimed away from me. I miss out on kicking him, which is a shame, because he’s doing way too much right now.

			James and I are sitting in one of the empty offices in the Center for the Supernatural, waiting for Grandma to be done with some extra business she had to deal with after today’s council meeting. The two of us sat in on the council meeting again. It was boring. I didn’t give Grandma any new reasons to yell at me this time, though.

			“Why don’t the Grahams like us?” James asks, trying to get me back on task. His new thing is trying to coach me into having a sliver of the knowledge he has about the witch families in Boston. It’s not going too hot. But the closer we get to the date Grandma plans to officially announce me as her successor, the more he insists on doing these annoying quiz sessions.

			“I dunno,” I say, bouncing my knee in place restlessly. “Grandma did something they didn’t like?” That’s the answer to why people hate our family half the time.

			“That’s a cop-out, but yeah,” James says. “Richard McCarthy—that’s our great-grandfather who was the council head before Grandma—he died without appointing a successor, right?” He only sounds a little impatient with me as he starts this explanation. I nod, and he continues. “So both Grandma and Mrs. McCarthy were gunning for the job, and Grandma won. Everyone expected her to give her old council seat to the McCarthys—they didn’t have one because they had held the council-head job before—but then she gave it to the Nguyens instead.”

			I try to make sense of that train of events and am only sort of successful. “How is that related to the Grahams?”

			“The Grahams stepped down from the council so the McCarthys could have a spot again,” he says. “So now they don’t have a seat anymore.”

			“Sounds like that’s their problem,” I say, getting to my feet. I start pacing, trying to get out some of my restless energy. James watches me for a minute, sighs noisily, and then pointedly ignores me in favor of reading the book he brought along.

			Recently, I’ve been on edge all the time. Dunno why. There’s a constant pounding demand in my body for me to go, move, hurry up and get there. Where “there” is isn’t exactly clear.

			Once I’ve walked the length of the room a few times, I pull out my phone, hoping to distract myself. There’s a message waiting for me.

			
				Aoife: how’s your family thing going?

			

			A smile tugs at the corner of my mouth. I met Aoife last week in Cambridge, when she was on her way to a New Year’s party at her friend’s apartment. While she was waiting to cross the street at an intersection, Aoife noticed that I was staring at her.

			I was heading to my Brandt grandparents’ house to show my face at their New Year’s celebration when I saw her. I wouldn’t have stopped—she was beautiful, sure, but lots of girls are beautiful—except then she smiled. Her whole face lit up like sunshine. I stood there like an asshole, staring at her, thinking, Damn, I have to know any girl who can smile like that. Then she said hi and it was over for me. I was ready to risk it all after a five-minute conversation.

			I wanted to ask her out right then and there. Obviously I didn’t. But it’s been on my mind ever since.

			
				Luna: It’s basically over. My cousin and I are just hanging out now.

			

			“Who are you talking to?” James says, and I notice a trace amount of alarm in his expression. What’s up with him? Why has he been so weird recently? He’s stuck to me like glue these days. I’ve barely been able to go on a walk alone for the past few weeks.

			“Nobody,” I say, returning my attention to my phone.

			
				Aoife: what’s your cousin’s name? are you guys the same age?

				Luna: James. He’s a little younger than me, but you wouldn’t know it. He likes to act like he’s grown.

			

			As I wait for her to reply, all I can think about is how I actually could ask Aoife out. Since Grandma had that bizarre, never-before-seen moment of self-reflection and let me break up with Mara, I’m single. As long as I kept it on the down-low that I was seeing a mundane, I could make this work.

			“Why do you think Grandma let me break up with Mara?” I ask, suddenly suspicious. Maybe it’s all part of some other grand plan she has going on.

			James closes his eyes and presses two fingers to the space between his brows. “I can’t have this conversation with you,” he says sourly.

			“Huh?” I say.

			He lets out a sigh like the weight of a thousand years is hitting him all at once. “You’re lucky that Grandma likes to pretend things don’t exist if she thinks they’re embarrassing.”

			“What are you talking about?”

			“Whatever,” he says. “For real, though, you’re in my debt forever. Until the day you die.”

			Grandma sweeps into the room, and James immediately falls silent. “We have a problem,” she announces. “We’re losing the Lakes.” She shoots a critical look at me, like I caused this problem. I’m sure I did, but I’m not even clear on what the issue is.

			“Are they still mad you won’t support their visiting scholar grants idea?” James asks, all dutiful and shit now that Grandma’s here.

			“Nobody else would vote for this fund they want to put together. They want more magical scholars to come to town? Fine,” Grandma says, lifting her hands in the air. “But nobody wants to think about another educational initiative when we’re still dealing with Benethrit.”

			James nods like this is all stuff he’s heard before. I, as usual, barely have a clue what they’re talking about. Between the two council meetings I’ve attended, I can piece together that the Benethrit thing she’s mentioning is the teacher shortage. Otherwise, I don’t know what this conversation is about.

			Grandma steeples her fingers together, a hint of displeasure coming through her composed facade. “Thomas Lake has begun hinting that ‘perhaps we’re not committed to a partnership with them’ since we don’t want to support their projects and we’re not interested in joining our two families.”

			“Oh,” James says.

			“Yes,” Grandma says.

			“What?” I say.

			“They’re using you breaking up with Mara as an excuse to threaten to distance themselves from us,” James explains. “They’re hoping we’ll do what they want if we’re scared they won’t ally with us anymore.”

			“Oh,” I say, finally on the same page as everyone else in this room.

			“The Chens have only just agreed to vote to confirm Luna,” Grandma says, which is news to me. I can’t figure out if nobody bothered to tell me that, or if they told me and I forgot. Grandma shakes her head. “This timing is highly irritating.”

			“I’ll fix it,” James says.

			Grandma considers him for a long moment, her lips pursed. “Will you?”

			“Trust me,” he says, and a sense of foreboding hits me when I see the confident expression on his face.

			

			
				
				✴ ✦ ✴

			When I walk into the cafeteria the next day, a few too many eyes turn my way. At first I think I’m being paranoid. But then the whispering starts. Great. I find the most timid-looking first year in my line of sight and point at him. “You.”

			“Me?” he whimpers, his eyes going wide with terror.

			“What’s up with the whispering?” I say, scowling. “What’s everybody talking about?”

			He glances around at the other people at his table, who are all actively avoiding his gaze. Cowards. “They’re…um…people are just saying that Mara…” He swallows hard.

			“Come on, I don’t have all day,” I prompt.

			“Mara cheated on you,” he blurts out finally.

			“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I mutter. I immediately stomp off in search of James, leaving this kid to shake in his boots on his own time. If everybody is already talking about this at school, that means that every magical person in town knows. This can’t be James’s plan.

			“What the hell did you do?” I snarl when I find James in the library. He’s sitting in one of the big, comfortable chairs in the back corner, reading by himself.

			“Saved your ass,” he says, closing his book. He touches his earring, casting the cone of silence around us. “Stop freaking out. Mara agreed to this.”

			That pulls me up short. “Why?” I say.

			“Because they’re your friend and they care about you. Obviously.”

			I blink at him, lost for words. Well. Okay. I guess that maybe makes sense. “Why did you tell people she cheated on me, though?”

			“I didn’t tell people anything. This can’t be traced back to me,” he says, and his arrogance as he says this is mind-blowing. He tucks his book into his bag, wearing a private smile. “I got someone else to spread this around.”

			“Who?” I say. “How?”

			“You don’t need to know that,” he says breezily.

			“Asshole,” I say, rolling my eyes. He thinks he’s so cool and mysterious.

			James throws his head back and laughs. There’s a helplessness to it, like he can’t stop himself from marveling at some absurdity that only he sees. “Oh, shut up, Luna,” he says, closing his eyes. “You have to be nice to me right now. I’m doing so much for you, and you don’t even know.”

			I cross my arms, shooting him a stony glare. “I don’t have to do shit.”

			“Goddamn, you’re insufferable,” he mutters. Before I can point out the hypocrisy of him, James Nguyen-Gold, the king of being downright obnoxious, telling me that I’m insufferable, he moves on. “Anyway, you get that this is about making the Lakes grateful to us, right?”

			“By spreading a horrible rumor about Mara?” I say skeptically.

			“By spreading a horrible rumor about Mara and then publicly defending her,” he says. “We’re going to come out and say she didn’t cheat on you, but you two broke up because you were better off as friends, and it was a mutual thing, and blah blah blah.” He waves a hand vaguely. “Then you two are going to be seen together a lot from now on. Okay? The Lakes are going to be grateful that we’re defending their kid’s honor, and hopefully they’ll be satisfied that you two are best friends now, so they still have an in with you.”

			James sweeps his arms grandly in the air as he finishes explaining this whole scheme, then stares at me expectantly, clearly waiting for me to affirm his genius. The only response he gets from me is a silent nod. I would rather die than gas him up when he’s being all smug like this. Besides, this plan seems unnecessarily complicated to me. But then again, what do I know?

			“Okay, come on,” he says. “We’re going to go accuse a McCarthy of spreading lies about Mara.”

			We roll up on Bobby McCarthy, the McCarthy family’s heir, in the cafeteria. He sits at a table full of his cronies, who are mostly witches whose families want the McCarthys to like them.

			“Hey, man,” James says, leaning against Bobby’s table. He smiles at Bobby, but there’s no warmth to it. “You want to explain why you’re making shit up about Mara?” Silence ripples outward from us.

			“What?” Bobby says, his lip curling as he regards James. Bobby has a face as sweet as his personality is rotten. Round cheeks, puppy-dog eyes, fluffy brown hair—all of his features create an innocent look that makes it eerie when his expression twists with malice.

			“Don’t play. This rumor has your grubby little fingerprints all over it,” James says. “Mara never cheated on Luna. It was just a regular breakup.”

			At this point, I realize how awkward and useless I look lurking behind James. I glare at Bobby because I might not be good at acting, but I can definitely serve a good glare. Bobby ignores me, but the other members of his posse at the table glance at me nervously.

			“I didn’t spread this around,” Bobby sneers. “But it makes sense that Mara would cheat. Who would want to date Luna?”

			I step to Bobby, looming over him in his seat at the table. “Say that again,” I say, low and menacing. Bobby shrinks away from me, some of his bravado evaporating.

			“Mara’s one of ours,” James says, full of righteous indignation that’s wild, considering that he manufactured this whole situation himself. “Don’t mess with them.”

			The entire cafeteria watches, wide-eyed, as James storms off with me in tow. The worst thing about this convoluted plan is that it works. By the end of the day, every witch in Boston hears about how the McCarthys spread a vile rumor about Mara and the Gold kids defended her. James reports to me that the gossip around town says that our families must be allied, if we’re going to bat for Mara like that. The Lakes find themselves forced to be our actual allies because it’s hard to say that your family is neutral when absolutely nobody thinks that’s true.

			After that day, Mara is with us every damn place that we go. She’s there in the cafeteria at lunch, on the walk to the portal station after school, at the Center for the Supernatural when I run errands for Grandma. This means that James has his company face on around me way more often, which I find painfully annoying.

			“How was your day, Mara?” he asks, giving her a laid-back smile. Mara’s come over after school, and we’re all in my room for some reason. It’s too small for three people, if you ask me, but James ignored me when I pointed that out.

			“Fine,” Mara says, which might be the smallest number of words I’ve ever heard them say in response to a question. They’re currently sitting at my tiny wooden desk, where they’ve haphazardly piled papers, books, and supplies for spellcasting. There’s also an assortment of small rocks that Mara magically animated, which keep hurling themselves onto the floor and using their little stone legs to dash across my room.

			“What’re you working on?” James asks, since he’s never been deterred from talking by someone wanting peace and quiet a day in his life, and he’s not about to start today.

			“Research,” Mara says.

			“Cool.” James sits up from where he lies on my bed and leans over to get a look at her work. “What kind of research?”

			“Leave them alone, James,” I say, scooping up one of Mara’s rocks as it runs past my feet. “Not everybody is into your fake charming act.”

			“It’s not fake. I’m actually just charming,” he says, the smug bastard. He even throws a wink Mara’s way, which is revolting to watch.

			“Sure.” I deposit the rock back on the desk and then go back to doing my favorite activities these days: pacing and texting Aoife.

			
				Luna: Do you want to go get coffee with me?

			

			I stare at the screen for a long time after sending that, willing her to reply quickly. We’ve been vibing since we started talking. I think she might be as into me as I’m into her.

			“Who are you texting, Luna?” James calls. “You have literally two friends and they’re both in the room right now.”

			I ignore him because I can’t think of a lie.

			“Right,” James says. “Cool.” One of Mara’s rocks jumps off the desk again, making a noisy thump as it hits the floor.

			“How did they meet this time?” Mara says quietly.

			“I left her alone for five seconds…”

			They have a whispered conference on my bed. I disregard them and go back to my pacing. They’re free to be cryptic and not include me in their conversations if they want. I didn’t think they were close like that, but I guess things change.

			“I haven’t figured out how to fix this,” James says, loud enough that I can hear him again. “Yet.”

			“Oh, wow, you don’t have the answer to something?” Mara says. “Wild. How will you ever survive that?”

			That’s the moment my phone finally lights up with a text from Aoife.

			
				Aoife: like on a date?

				Luna: Yeah.

				Aoife: sure [image: Smiling face with smiling eyes]

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 40

			✴ Aoife ✴

			Memories slam into me with a violence that sends me to my knees. So many flavors of feeling hit me at once—there’s just-met-you butterflies and committed-relationship hopefulness and breakup despair—all of them as fresh and immediate as the first time I felt them with Luna.

			It’s so much worse than the first two times I remembered.

			Once the memories settle into place, I stay rooted to the spot, trying to catch my breath. My knees smart where I slammed them into the wooden floor of my bedroom. Then, coming to my senses, I fumble for my phone. Luna’s already calling me.

			“Why?” I say immediately upon answering. “Why? Why is this…Did you do this?”

			“I’ll—let me just—” She falls silent for a moment. Then I feel a strong pull in my lower belly. Orange light blinds me. I screw my eyes shut against it. When I open them again, I’m in a small grayish-purple bedroom. Mara is there, sitting at a desk in the corner. A Blasian boy with overgrown bangs—James, I think—is in the room as well. They both gape at me, clearly astonished by my sudden appearance.

			On my left, Luna stands there, looking small and guilt-ridden. I set eyes on her and realize that I’m furious.

			“Don’t do that,” I burst out. “You know I don’t like you using your magic for me, and…Oh. Oh no.” That last part is because she’s turned transparent and then, with a tiny popping sound, completely disappeared. I stare at the space where she used to be, the wind abruptly going out of my sails. A few seconds tick by while I’m holding out hope that she’s going to reappear. She doesn’t. Dismay slowly fills me as I fully realize my situation.

			I’m stuck alone in a room with my ex-girlfriend’s ex and cousin. My parents don’t know where I am. I’m starting to suspect that either something very bizarre is happening, or Luna has been lying to me this entire time about losing her memories and is actively seeking me out, because what is the likelihood that we would meet for a fourth time? And now I can’t ask her about any of that, since I don’t know where she is or what’s happened to her.

			“Hey,” James says, sidling up to me. He ducks his head and gives me a friendly smile. “Sorry about that. I bet that was surprising.”

			I return the smile unconsciously. “Little bit,” I say.

			“I’m James.”

			“Aoife.”

			“I’m Luna’s cousin,” he says, almost as an afterthought, as though it’s not something he usually has to explain. “Not sure if she’s mentioned me.”

			“She’s definitely talked about you,” I reassure him. In the back of my mind, I marvel at how well I’m handling everything. This is a super normal, relaxed conversation to be having after being teleported who knows where without warning. That’s my talent at compartmentalizing at work. Yeah, I want to sob hysterically right now because part of me feels like I broke up with Luna five minutes ago. But that part of me isn’t in charge at the moment.

			“Huh. Well, anything good she said about me is obviously true,” he says, a hint of amusement playing across his face. “And anything bad is a dirty lie.”

			I’m struck by how different he seems from Luna. Something about him puts you at ease. It actually seems strange to me that he’s so pleasant and polite, especially when I think back to how Luna used to talk about him. I expected him to be more…grouchy, I guess?

			“Okay, I’m going to see if I have anything in my room that can track her,” James says, his manner turning businesslike. He looks back at Mara. “Can you prep some healing spells in case she needs those when she comes back?”

			Mara nods, and he heads out. After he leaves, I stand there awkwardly, uncertain about what I should be doing right now. Do I wait for Luna?

			“It’s nice to see you again,” Mara says, busily moving around stacks of papers on the desk in front of them. “I’m sure this is all super confusing for you, so if you have any questions or anything, let me know. I mean, I don’t have the full story, exactly, but I would love to help if I can.”

			“Where am I?” I ask, because that seems like the easiest question to answer.

			“Luna’s house,” they say. “This is her room.”

			Of course it is, I realize, taking a closer look around. It’s full of her things. Those are her hoodies and jeans in the hamper. That’s the plain black comforter I’ve seen while video chatting her. There’s an unframed poster for a grunge band she told me she likes.

			“Is Luna’s grandma here?” I ask, my heart beating faster at the idea.

			“No, thank god,” Mara says. “James would have gotten you out of here so fast if she was, don’t worry.”

			I relax a little. At least that’s not a problem I have to deal with right now. “He seems nice,” I offer, looking to say something to fill the silence.

			“James?” they say, slapping down the pen they’re holding.

			I nod.

			“Don’t let him fool you,” Mara says with a derisive snort. “He’s actually a conniving, amoral jerk who only cares about other people as far as they can do stuff for him.” They pick up the pen, make a single violent stroke on the paper they’re drawing on, and then put it back down. “His one redeeming feature is that he’s super loyal to Luna.”

			“Oh,” I say, absorbing that. Honestly, that sounds a lot more accurate to how Luna talked about him. Except I don’t think she would have gone quite as far in condemning him.

			“He’s the one who told me about all of this,” she says, waving a hand in the air erratically. “I mean, I sort of knew something was going on, but obviously Luna is, like, the most secretive person in the entire world, and—”

			“Sorry, what did he tell you?” I interrupt.

			“That you two were forgetting each other,” she says. There’s a quiet thumping noise from her side of the room. I catch a glimpse of what looks like a small rock with legs sprinting under Luna’s bed. “Dude, that has made for a lot of weird conversations with Luna the last few weeks. And then we were fairly certain that you both somehow met again, even though James has been with her, like, twenty-four seven since you two broke up to cover for her with— Do you want to sit down?”

			It takes me a second to catch up to the end of this stream-of-consciousness rant. “Um, yeah, thanks,” I say, perching on the edge of Luna’s bed. “So she really didn’t remember me this time either?”

			“Yup. Zero percent. No memories at all.”

			We both forgot each other because of some weird spell side effect and then just happened to meet each other again? Three times? Twice already felt like a wild coincidence, but this is pushing it. I can’t really bring myself to believe it, but Mara seems convinced.

			They angle their chair toward me and flip around to sit in it backward. “Have you been doing okay? Since you’re mundane, I guess you don’t have anybody to talk to about this. Well, not like you remembered that there was anything to talk about anyway. But that’s sort of messed up, right?”

			“Yeah,” I say, thinking back on the last two weeks of my life. What have I been doing without Luna? I’ve been spending more time with Micah and my band friends. Karim has left me alone. He was out of school for a while because he was sick or something. When he came back, he didn’t try to talk to me.

			“I’ve been alright,” I say, and that’s relatively true.

			“That’s good!” Mara says brightly. She leans forward and props her chin up on the wooden back of the chair. “You really picked the most complicated magical person possible to date,” she muses. “No shade to Luna. I mean, I dated her. She’s great. But she does do stuff like that.” They wave a hand at the spot Luna disappeared from.

			“Yeah,” I say tentatively. “I wish she was…a little less reckless.”

			“Seriously. She’s better than she used to be, but for real, that was a low bar. Really low. On the ground.” They huff out a laugh, then narrow their eyes thoughtfully. “Is this weird?”

			“Is what weird?”

			“Talking to me. I know we didn’t meet under, like, the best of circumstances, so it would be totally fair if you held a grudge.”

			I consider it for a moment. It should be strange, talking to my ex-girlfriend’s ex, but somehow it isn’t. There’s something so disarmingly genuine about Mara. Also, they speak so quickly that it’s hard to not get swept up in their energy. “Not really,” I say. “I would put it at…a four out of ten on the weirdness scale.”

			She nods seriously. “That’s a really respectable rating.”

			“How’s the…fake dating going?” I ask. Never mind. It’s weird. Six out of ten, maybe.

			“We’re not doing that anymore,” she says.

			A cool rush of relief hits me. “Okay,” I say, faking a level of chill I don’t have.

			“Yeah, Luna’s grandma let her break up with me. I already felt bad enough bothering Luna with that mess all this time,” she says, rocking back in the chair so it balances on two legs. She lets it come back down with a loud thump and then immediately changes the subject. “How have you been doing with all the magic stuff? I don’t know any mundane people, but I think you guys are usually…freaked out by magic? Right?”

			“Not freaked out,” I say, shaking my head. “I mostly think it’s cool.” It occurs to me that this is my moment to finally ask another magical person about something I’ve been dying to get another perspective on. “I do have a question, though,” I say. I run my palm across the velvety surface of Luna’s comforter, trying to figure out how to frame this. “Are people actually scared of Luna because of her magic? Aren’t there other powerful witches around?”

			“There are, but…” Mara drums their fingers against the back of the chair. “She’s a special case. I think some people were excited when she first manifested her powers—she literally resurrected her grandma’s pet after it got hit by a car, and that’s some wild stuff to be doing when you’re four years old. I mean, most necromancers would kill to be able to do that, and she can do it like it’s nothing. Except then people realized that she was a little kid with basically limitless powers. And, like, there’s a reason we don’t give four-year-olds atomic bombs to play with.”

			“Yeah,” I say, but Mara’s on a roll and doesn’t seem to notice my interjection.

			“So no, there isn’t anybody as powerful as Luna is. Most of the other bloodline witches are one-trick ponies. They’re good at shooting water out of their fingertips or making an illusion or whatever. Luna’s out here reshaping reality on a whim.” They frown. “Plus, like, family stuff. And racism.”

			“What?” I repeat, feeling like I missed a step in Mara’s train of thought.

			“Sorry, sometimes my brain and my mouth don’t sync up,” she says, laughing. “I just meant that the Golds are complicated. You know Luna’s parents. They’re…” Mara waves a hand around, acting like she’s going to pluck the word she’s looking for from the air. “Un…un…Unattached? Unhelpful?” She glances at me. “What am I trying to say here?”

			“Absent?” I supply, because that’s the vibe I’ve gotten.

			“They’re definitely that,” Mara says, looking momentarily annoyed. Then they light up. “Oh! Uninvolved. That’s what I was going for.”

			“Got it,” I say, nodding.

			“I don’t think they really watched Luna when she was younger, so she kind of just…got into a bunch of trouble. And Boston witches are super racist, so it’s not like they were going to cut her any slack.”

			The pieces are coming together to form a very depressing picture of Luna’s life. She really earned her “I’m a tormented soul” schtick. Actually, based on everything I know now, she probably deserves to be much more angsty than she is currently.

			“So, there you go. That’s the tea,” Mara says, slapping their hand emphatically against the back of the chair. “If you’re wondering why Luna’s out here, like, fighting off metaphorical demons, that’s why.”

			“I just didn’t get why she’s—”

			“Convinced she’s, like, evil incarnate or something?” Mara jumps in.

			That’s so accurate that I let out a noisy sigh. “Yeah. And there’s nothing you can really say to make her change her mind—”

			“Yup. Mm-hmm,” Mara says, nodding fervently. “Exactly.”

			The two of us have a moment of solidarity for the shared experience of having tried, unsuccessfully, to convince a generally good person that they’re not an absolute garbage human. We both laugh ruefully, and the expression on Mara’s face mirrors my own so exactly that I have a sudden burst of clarity: Luna’s type might not be mixed people—it was maybe just my insecurity talking when I thought that before—but she sure as heck has a personality type. Outgoing femmes with tons of empathy? That seems to track.

			Then Mara smiles at me and says, “I like you. I’m glad Luna’s dating you.”

			I keep a pleasant look on my face, but my spirits drop. Luna and I aren’t dating. Or, I guess we are, in the most technical sense of the word. In reality, though, the reason we broke up hasn’t gone away. Even though I have this whole new set of memories of falling for her, nothing has changed. I’m still mundane, and she can’t date me. Why, when I’m the one without a drop of magic of my own, am I stuck with the ramifications of her spells? I’m tired of being understanding, of always putting my own needs last. My heart feels bruised, like it’s been squished one too many times.

			I don’t think I can do this anymore.

			I turn away from Mara, hiding my face from them. “How’s the spellcasting going?”

			“Dang it, forgot about that,” they say, flipping around to face the desk again.

			Moments later, the door to Luna’s room opens. James enters with a fist-sized sphere floating above his open palm. “She’s in Blue Hills Reservation,” he announces.

			“The state park?” I ask.

			“Yeah,” he says, bringing the sphere over to me. I peer into it and see Luna hiking through the woods at top speed. She’s got a big smear of dirt across one cheek, and her eyes are two dark bits of fury. “There’s a portal station pretty close to where she is now, so it shouldn’t take her too long to get back.”

			“Okay.” I nod, relieved she’s not dying somewhere or something, but now that we’ve addressed that problem, I have other concerns. “I need to go home now,” I say firmly.

			There’s a beat of silence. James calmly plucks the sphere out of the air and tucks it into the pocket of his pants. “Why don’t you stay until Luna gets back?” he says. “We should try to figure out what’s going on, since you’re already here.”

			I understand where he’s coming from—he wants to solve the mystery of whatever’s happening with me and Luna so this problem will go away. But also, maybe he should be a bit more considerate of the fact that my nonmagical family isn’t going to understand that I’m only out of the house because a witch summoned me to Dorchester.

			“My parents are going to wonder where I am eventually. Figure out a way to deal with them,” I say determinedly. “Without Luna using her magic,” I add. “Then I’ll stay.”

			He falls silent for a minute, considering my demand. “I’ve got an amulet,” he says. “It’ll make them more likely to believe whatever lie you tell them.” He looks up at the ceiling, his lips pursed. “It should work really well, actually, since they’re mundane and they don’t have any defenses against mental magic.”

			“Why do you have that?” Mara says, a hard note in their voice.

			James laughs. “I collect things, Mara. It’s not a crime.” He turns his attention back to me. “That sound good?”

			“Works for me,” I say, putting aside the moral qualms I have with using magic on my parents. It’s not like they could understand the truth. Oh, the reason I wasn’t in my room is because my witch ex-girlfriend who I’ve been hiding from you freaked out and summoned me to Dorchester? Yeah, right.

		

	
		
			Chapter 41

			✦ Luna ✦

			I stomp back into my room, furious and grimy, with dirt caked under my fingernails. “I’m sorry,” I say, going straight to Aoife, who’s sitting cross-legged on my bed. She looks up at me with a strangely distant expression. “My magic dropped me in the middle of the goddamn woods, and I lost my phone, and…”

			I trail off, watching as a series of muted emotions flashes quickly across Aoife’s face. I can’t fully clock whether she’s mad at me or not. She probably is. She should be. “Can you guys leave us alone for a second?” she says, turning to Mara and James.

			Mara immediately pops out of their seat at my desk and heads toward the door. James hesitates. “We probably don’t have a ton of time before Grandma’s home,” he says.

			“Get out,” I growl at him. He lifts his hands in surrender and goes into the hallway. I turn my attention back to Aoife, who’s fidgeting with her fingers in her lap. She’s nervous. I crouch next to her and grab her hands on impulse. “Hey. What’s up?” I say. “You mad? Sad? Scared?”

			She lets out a helpless laugh. “All of the above?”

			“Same,” I say, and she gives me a weak smile.

			Then she slowly removes her hands from mine, and my heart sinks. “This is not me breaking up with you right now,” she says, and she glances around like my magic is a tangible thing listening in on us. “But I think…after we solve whatever this problem is, we should…you know.”

			Break up, I fill in silently. I can’t stand to hear this. Instead of replying, I sit on the floor and don’t meet her eyes.

			“I’m not sure what you were thinking,” she continues. “But we’re not really in a different situation than we were a few weeks ago. You’re still not allowed to date me.”

			I manage a nod, though numbness has swallowed me whole. I don’t know what I thought she was going to tell me. What she’s saying is reasonable. So reasonable that it makes me want to scream.

			“Luna?” she says tenderly. “Any thoughts?”

			I force myself to look up at her. She has her hair tied up in a giant messy bun, which lists precariously to one side, and her face is scrubbed clean of makeup. Her eyes are soft as she gazes at me. Damn, she’s so beautiful it hurts. “Can I kiss you?” I ask. “One last time.”

			She hesitates. “I’m not sure…”

			Tentatively, I take Aoife’s hand again, staring into her eyes as I do. Something hungry and wanting flickers across her face. She leans down toward me, and I don’t need any more encouragement. I surge up to meet her, cupping my hand at the nape of her neck as our lips meet.

			She kisses me demandingly, all heat and tongue and pressure. Everything she gives me, I return twice over—nipping her bottom lip, pulling her into me more firmly, running my nails along the skin of her back so she gasps into my mouth. After three months of kissing her, on and off, I know how she likes it.

			A knot of desperation lodges itself in my chest. It’s all I can do not to push her back down on the bed and kiss her forever. Except—James and Mara in the hallway. Right. I pull away reluctantly and sit next to her. There’s a slight flush visible in her cheeks.

			She lets out a helpless little laugh and buries her face in my neck. “I’m mad at you,” she murmurs.

			“Why?” I say, stroking her hair.

			“I’m being responsible,” she says plaintively. “I said all that stuff…”

			“I know.”

			“And then you kiss me like that,” she says, and I can feel a little shiver go through her. “Still, I’m not forgiving you just because you’re a good kisser, okay?”

			“Forgiving me for what?”

			She sighs, and I can feel her breath against my neck. “You were so reckless with your magic earlier. Even though you know I don’t like that.”

			“You’re right,” I say, feeling very agreeable with her cuddled close to me. “I’m sorry.” That jogs my memory about something I should ask her about. “Karim hasn’t been bothering you, right?” I say. “Since…um, since we broke up?”

			“No,” she says, pulling her head off my shoulder. Her eyes narrow suspiciously. “You didn’t…”

			I avoid meeting her gaze, but she reads the guilt in my face. “You cast a spell on Karim?” she says, horror in her voice.

			“To keep him away from you,” I say, shamefaced. I’ve somehow managed to kill a nice moment in less than a minute. Dammit. “You don’t get it; Karim is a—”

			“I thought I did that myself,” she cuts me off. “Like, I stood up for myself and he listened to me.” My heart busts into a million pieces seeing how crushed she looks. “Luna, you can’t just solve my problems for me with magic. I can’t figure out how to do stuff on my own if you fix it for me.”

			I can feel her shaking where her leg is touching mine. Cold dread shoots down my spine. I’ve hurt her. Again. I really am the worst. “I’m sorry,” I say, frowning at the floor. “I just wanted you to be happy.”

			“I know,” she says, softening slightly. “But that’s not…I think I need to figure out how to make myself happy on my own.” She scoots farther away from me on the bed. I die a little bit more with every inch she puts between us. “And you should do that too.”

			“You’re the only thing that makes me happy,” I say weakly.

			She shakes her head. “That’s…I can’t be that.”

			“You’re the one good thing I have,” I say, and I despise myself for how pathetic I sound.

			“That’s not true,” she says softly. “You have two people standing outside this room right now who obviously care about you.” I’m mildly aware in the back of my mind that she’s right, that James and Mara have been putting up with my BS for weeks now, probably because they at least sort of care about me. But that awareness bounces off my impenetrable layer of self-loathing and goes hurtling off into the abyss.

			“And if you hate your life so much, you have to do something about that, okay?” she continues. “I’m going to try to make my life better. So you have to do it too.” She holds her pinkie out to me. “Promise,” she says insistently.

			A rap comes at the door. “Hey, Luna, we’re still out here,” James calls, and I’ve never wanted to murder him so much in my life. “We gotta get moving.”

			I hook my pinkie around Aoife’s. “I promise,” I say, even though I’m not too sure about my ability to keep this promise.

			There’s another loud knock. Aoife gives me a small nod, then lets James and Mara know they can come back in. James busts back in the room, already laying out a plan.

			“Okay, first things first, lemme finally check you for real with my magic,” he says, squatting next to me. His irises begin to radiate a pale gold light. “I managed to do it for a little bit when you weren’t looking a few times, but I didn’t get enough info from that to be sure about this.”

			It takes a few minutes for James to finish looking me over. I’m so deeply and profoundly miserable that I clam up completely, preferring to sit on the floor in silence rather than engage with anybody. After he’s done with me, he switches over to Aoife.

			Meanwhile, Mara sits in the corner and scribbles on one of her papers. “Venilis restum,” she whispers. There’s a buzzing sound and a flash of orange light. Then she silently hands me my dirt-covered phone, which she’s summoned from wherever I dropped it in the woods.

			“Thanks,” I mumble.

			“Okay,” James says, finally finished with his magical examination. He turns to me. “First of all, you’re a mess. You’ve got way too much shit going on with you right now. It’s even worse than the last time I looked.” He frowns. “They’re recursive spells, I think.”

			Mara groans. I rub at my tattoo, grimacing furiously. I should have known.

			“What’s that?” Aoife asks.

			“It’s a spell that feeds into itself,” Mara explains. “Like the Veil. When you activate exactly the same spell over and over, it gets a little stronger every time. It’s kind of a genius design for something when you’re doing it intentionally. Makes it so you don’t have to use as much energy to keep it going.”

			“From what I can tell, you’ve got the first memory spell—well, I guess that’s more of a hex at this point,” James says.

			“What’s the difference?” Aoife asks.

			“Hexes are just spells that have bad effects,” Mara says. “Rectangle”—they make a wide box in the air with their fingers, then compress it so the sides are roughly equal—“square.”

			“What?” Aoife says. She glances at me, but I’m not sure what Mara’s talking about either.

			“A square is a rectangle, but not all rectangles are squares,” James says smoothly. “A hex is a spell, but not all spells are hexes. Anyway.” He claps his hands briskly. “The cost for casting that hex is that you forget Aoife every time she forgets you.”

			“We knew that already,” I say testily.

			He continues as if he hasn’t heard me. “And then you lifted the Veil for Aoife, which seems to have tethered you two together somehow. It’s like you’re being drawn together by the spell.”

			“Like, physically?” Mara asks.

			“Probably?” James says. “It’s hard to see all the details, since you have Grandma’s spells on you too.” I give him a questioning look, and he explains further. “The punishment hex. And yeah, she’s definitely tracking you now.”

			“Punishment hex?” Aoife asks.

			I shoot James a scowl to convey to him that he should absolutely under no circumstances explain what that is to Aoife. There’s only so much of our family shit that I can stand her knowing. He, thankfully, gets the hint. “If I was stronger, maybe I could get a better read on it,” he says. He turns to Aoife, and adds, “Luna’s the one who got all the power in our family.”

			“So Luna and Aoife are, like, linked together, and that’s why they keep meeting?” Mara says.

			“I think so,” James says.

			Damn. Once again, my magic bites me in the ass. Not that meeting Aoife is a bad thing. It was nice when it felt like fate was pulling us together or something. Now that it’s definitely because of a magical side effect? Less good.

			“I think—and don’t quote me on this, for real—that the second time you cast the memory spell is what made this get so messy,” James continues. “Without that, this probably would have all fizzled out by now. But if I had to guess, that’s what made the spell effects recursive, so now you’re trapped in this fun little nightmare.”

			“So what do we do?” Aoife says, looking around at the group.

			A silence falls over the room, punctuated by the sound of Mara tapping their fingers restlessly against the wooden floor. I don’t join in on the silent group brainstorm. I can’t seem to make myself care too much about solving a problem so that I can never see Aoife again.

			“If you undo a spell, does that undo the cost?” Mara asks.

			I fiddle with my septum ring, wishing I was anywhere but here right now. “For this kind of thing, yeah. I guess we could do that.” So that would mean putting Aoife back under the influence of the Veil. At this point, that probably doesn’t matter.

			James gives me a sharp look. “It’s a massive spell now, Luna. If you had undone it when you first cast it, then that would be fine. But now you’ve cast it twice and fed a bunch of energy into it, so the cost to undo it would be huge.”

			“Then what other options do we have?” Aoife says quickly, because she has this preoccupation with my safety that I still haven’t been able to wrap my head around. “Could we just cast a new spell that would keep us apart? Would that work?”

			I can’t help but be a little hurt that she’s so engaged in figuring out how we can break up for good this time. And she looks so unbothered about it. All I can tell myself is that she’s good at pretending—better than me by a long shot.

			“That’s probably the best option. Let’s do it,” James says.

			There’s a brief pause where I’m staring at the floor, feeling sorry for myself. When I glance up again, I realize everyone is looking at me expectantly.

			“Yeah, okay,” I say, resigned. Out of the corner of my eye, I notice Aoife’s hand move slightly toward me, then drop back into her lap. I imagine a scenario where she would have taken my hand, held on tight, and never left me. I picture her refusing to go through with this, insisting that we find some other way that lets us be together. Then I stand up and get to work.

			I ask my magic to keep Aoife away from me, even though there’s nothing I want to do less than that, and then I cry tears of blood until she’s safely back in her house. Before we break up this time, I have one last thought: It’s going to be hard to keep my promise to Aoife to do something about how much I hate my life if I don’t remember it.
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			Chapter 42

			✦ Luna ✦

			The first time I see her, she’s hurling her body into traffic. James and I are on our way to deal with some council business over in Cambridge, which James was strangely tense about me going to do. On the walk from the portal station, I catch sight of a curly-haired girl in a white puffer jacket as she flings herself onto Mass Ave.

			Right away, I run after this unknown girl. It’s not even a conscious thing—the moment I see her, I’m jogging in her direction. As I approach, it’s like she’s yanked away from me by an unseen force. The closer I get, the farther she stumbles in the opposite direction. A car honks loudly at her as it’s forced to stop to avoid hitting her.

			When I’m about to run into the street myself, James snatches the back of my coat and pulls me back onto the sidewalk.

			“What was that?” I say, watching as the girl scrambles onto the opposite sidewalk.

			James presses a hand over his eyes, shaking his head slowly. “I live in a nightmare.”

			“Stop being dramatic. I didn’t actually run into the street.” I stare at her as she disappears around a corner. “That was weird, right?”

			“Yeah,” he says, sounding resigned. “Real weird.”

			I see her again two days later, when I slip out of our house to go for a walk on my own. I’ve been getting antsy since James won’t leave me the hell alone recently. He’s with me all the time, and his presence is getting on my last nerve. I find myself wandering around Cambridge, walking up and down the residential streets near the river. She’s just a flash in a second-story window this time. But even with only a glimpse, I know it’s the same girl. As I approach the house, she stumbles backward away from the window, out of sight. I stand there for a few minutes, staring up at the place where she was, until I feel too much like a creep and head out.

			She’s still on my mind that Saturday, the day of the Brandt winter gala. Or, more importantly, the day Grandma is going to stand in front of the witch community and announce me as an official candidate for Witch Council head.

			“Grandma wants me to convince you to not wear black tonight,” James says. His breath makes puffs of condensation when he speaks. It’s freezing out today, so he’s decked out in full winter gear. As for me, I was lazy about layering up. I just stole some warming charms from his collection, stuffed them in the pocket of my trench coat, and called it a day.

			“Not happening,” I say, slowing down to cross an icy patch of sidewalk.

			“Yeah, I know,” he says. “I was supposed to bring it up, though, so this is me doing that.”

			He falls in line behind me as we pick our way through some fresh powder. It snowed last night, and a lot of the sidewalks haven’t been cleared yet. I was feeling restless again, though, so I wanted to get out of the house. James insisted on tagging along, even though wandering around the snowy streets of Dorchester isn’t his idea of fun.

			“You nervous?” he asks.

			I make a quiet, vague sound in response. Obviously I am, but I don’t want to talk about it. I woke up this morning and it hit me that this is it. There really is no escape.

			“I think you could be a good council head,” he says. “You’re actually good at helping people. And you scare Mrs. McCarthy, so you could keep her in line.” I can hear the gears in his head turning, figuring out how to turn my weaknesses into strengths.

			“Are you going to stand behind me and coach me for the rest of your life?” I say bitterly.

			“If you need that, sure,” he says, without a moment’s hesitation.

			Great. What a waste of both of our lives.

			“I don’t want to do this, James,” I say softly.

			“I know.” He walks up beside me, snow crunching under his boots, and gives me a sympathetic pat on the back. I avert my gaze from him because I don’t want to see the pity in his eyes.

			“You remember that girl we saw over in Cambridge?” I say, changing the subject. I get that I’m just trying to avoid my problems. This mystery girl is something to cling to, something that’s not the nightmare of my future. “The one who fell into the street?”

			“Yeah?” James says, and there’s an odd undertone to his voice that I can’t place.

			“I saw her again.”

			“Right.” He slowly comes to a stop and considers me carefully. “When?”

			“Thursday night. I went for a walk and saw her,” I say, frowning. “Same thing happened. She was literally thrown away from me. I’m worried…do I have some old spell cost that’s affecting other people or something?”

			He falls silent for a long moment. Then he presses his mouth into a thin line, a steely resolve appearing in his eyes. “I guess we should go find her.”

			“What?” I say, searching his expression to see if he’s serious. He seems like it. “Do we have time for that?”

			“The gala isn’t for hours. Let’s just go to Cambridge and wander around,” he says, setting off purposefully toward the nearest portal. He lets out a dark chuckle. “Maybe this mystery girl will just appear. Wouldn’t that be a hilarious coincidence.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 43

			✴ Aoife ✴

			Something is wrong with me. I seem to have developed extreme sudden-onset clumsiness. On Tuesday I tripped into the middle of Mass Ave. and nearly got hit by a car. Then, two days ago, I managed to accidentally slam myself into my bedroom door, which was bizarre because I had originally been standing all the way across the room by the window. That’s a lot of ground to cover through sheer clumsiness.

			Ever since then I’ve been on my guard, worried that I’m going to face-plant into a wall or something. I’m not usually prone to hypochondria—one of the other girls in my flute section has a tendency to go down a WebMD rabbit hole and diagnose herself with cancer at the slightest provocation—but this has me concerned. I made the mistake of mentioning my uneasiness where she could hear yesterday, and she whipped out her phone to google possible medical reasons immediately.

			“Myoclonus? Multiple sclerosis? Dyspraxia?” she rattled off. She scrolled for another minute, intent on her research. “Maybe just stress. Or you could need glasses.”

			I laughed off her armchair diagnoses at the time, but if this keeps happening, maybe I should get my parents to take me to the eye doctor. I don’t think my vision has gotten worse, but I could be wrong.

			When I’m running errands for my mom on Saturday, it happens again. I trip violently over nothing. My body hurtles into the tiny front garden of a nearby house and collides with the trunk of a sad-looking leafless tree. As I’m falling, my mind slides away from the present moment. I find myself thinking about the horribly embarrassing ad for charcoal toothpaste that I had to film for the Wonderful Walshes yesterday. Why that is such a pressing thing for my brain to concern itself with in this moment, I’m not sure. It does, however, mean that I miss the chance to make any real observations about what’s going on with my body while I’m falling. Oh my god, this is all so bizarre.

			I pick myself off the ground, dust the clumps of snow off my pants, and climb out of the garden.

			“Hey.” I turn and find a broad-shouldered Blasian guy standing behind me.

			“Hi,” I say, immediately suspicious. Strangers coming up to talk to me on the street only want one of two things: to talk to me about the Wonderful Walshes, or to hit on me. Then again, maybe he’s concerned for my well-being.

			“Sorry to bother you,” he says, smiling at me apologetically. “You okay?”

			“I’m good, yeah,” I say. “Just a klutz, I guess.”

			“It happens. Some of us are athletically challenged.”

			We laugh together. I think he’s going to leave after this comment, but he keeps standing there. “Hey, you see that girl over there?” He indicates a plus-sized Black girl in a black leather trench coat lingering by herself across the street.

			“Yeah?” I say.

			“That’s my cousin,” he says. “She saw you while we were walking, and she thinks you’re cute.”

			“Oh,” I say. So I am being hit on. Just not directly. But these people look like they’re my age, which doesn’t normally happen. Usually, it’s some dude that’s way too old for me being either mildly or seriously creepy. Also, who hits on someone on the street in winter? That’s commitment. I’ve got a scarf wrapped around half my face—how cute can you think I am?

			I take a moment to study this girl across the street. She looks so interesting. And incredibly hot. This goth look she has going on is really working for her. It also seems like she’s a lot warmer-blooded than I am, because she’s somehow getting away with not wearing a scarf or hat. “So you’re her wingman?” I say.

			“Yeah, I’m trying to put her on. You interested?”

			“Maybe,” I say. The whole fantasy plays out in my head—a love story, beautiful and sweeping and cinematic. This is our meet-cute. Right now she just thinks I’m attractive, but she could get to know me. She could think I’m funny. Smart. Caring. And I could learn about who she is, beyond the goth aesthetic and brooding loner vibes. This is my chance to get into the relationship I was hoping for this year. It could be so perfect. Something just for me. An escape from the Wonderful Walshes content machine.

			“Hey!” I yell across the street. “You! In the trench coat! Cool girl!”

			She looks around, as if there’s another person I could possibly be talking to. “Me?”

			There’s nobody else in sight. “Yeah, you!” I reply, immediately regretting this attempt at being assertive. This is so far out of my comfort zone. Still, I press on. “You want to go out with me?”

			“What?” she says, looking taken aback.

			“Say yes, Luna,” the guy shouts. “Just trust me and say yes!”

			“Um…sure?” she says.

			Memories flood back.

			We meet, we date, we break up. My love story with Luna, mirrored four times over. James catches me as I stagger, bracing me against his shoulder while I remember.

			Once the memories settle, I start to giggle. It is, maybe, a little bit hysterical. This is a perfectly reasonable response, I think, because everything is absurd and I’m trapped in a magically inescapable situationship. Also, I spent the last few days thinking that I potentially had a medical condition because of Luna’s latest spell.

			James gives me a concerned look, and I shut up.

			“God, am I actually this desperate?” I say under my breath. The me before Luna really wanted to be in a relationship.

			Across the street, Luna picks herself up off the ground, her expression dark as the overcast sky. She tries to take a step toward me, and I’m shoved away from her by an unseen force. I fall backward into the snow-covered garden again. When I try to get up, it’s as if there’s an invisible wall stopping me from moving toward Luna.

			“Get rid of the distancing spell,” James snaps. “We haven’t fixed this; it’s just worse now. You have two spells trying to do opposite things, and Aoife’s going to just keep on tossing herself into stuff until you take that one off.”

			Luna mutters something I can’t hear from across the road. Then she takes a few steps away from us. “It’s worse,” she says, clenching and unclenching her fist. “I want…I’m dying to be near her.”

			How fun. Her magic’s made her a stalker.

			“Great,” James says flatly. “Take the spell off.”

			It’s starting to feel familiar now, watching her do magic. I’m pulled into her mind, where I wait silently for her to talk herself through the casting. We don’t speak to each other while she works, except for a single muttered “sorry” from her. I ignore that because I don’t need any more of her compulsive apologies.

			Back in the real world, I brace myself for the consequences of her spell. I hate that all our solutions to our problems have involved Luna’s magic. It’s just playing into this martyr thing she has going on. From across the street, I watch as her eyes roll back in her head. James jumps to catch her, anticipating that she’s about to collapse, but she slowly levitates a few inches into the air instead. The air around her shimmers with an orange haze.

			There’s a bright flash in my vision. Once I blink the stars out of my eyes, I see Luna on the ground, James cradling her head carefully to keep it off the pavement. I hurry across the street to them. Whatever’s just happened, it’s so powerful that I feel it reverberate through me, prickling like static electricity in my body.

			“Is she…?” I say.

			“Unconscious?” James says. “Yeah.”

			I squat next to her. Oh, Luna. She’s so used to putting herself on the line for other people that she thinks this kind of thing is just her due.

			“How long do you think this will last?” I say, glancing around. The street we’re on is sleepy and residential, but that doesn’t mean that nobody’s going to notice Luna passed out on the ground.

			“No clue,” James says. “Could be a minute. Could be a week.”

			“A week?” I repeat, alarmed.

			“You never know with her magic,” he says grimly.

			I take her limp hand in mine as fear fills me. How does James deal with this uncertainty? Not knowing what cost Luna’s magic is going to extract from her when she uses it?

			“Shit. This is so bad,” he says, and it’s his turn to do a paranoid survey of the area. “She has to be at the gala at eight.”

			“That’s tonight?” I say, my eyes widening. This is spectacularly bad timing for her to be out of commission.

			“I couldn’t let her go, acting the way she was,” he says, answering a criticism I didn’t voice. “She looked like she was going to crawl out of her own skin. She’s been just pacing around, trying to get closer to you. I wanted to fix that before she had to go to the most stressful event of her whole life.” He swipes at his bangs in a sharp, irritated motion. “Okay, let me think,” he says. “We could call Mara to help us, but they wouldn’t get here fast enough. Or…go to Luna’s dad’s place? No.” He continues mumbling to himself, his brow growing more creased with each passing moment.

			As I rack my brain for what to do, a quiet something echoes in the back of my mind.

			what do you want

			“We need to get Luna home safe,” I mutter. A heavy coldness goes through me in a slow wave as I stare at Luna. Her eyes have turned a shadowy black, and her locs begin to fan out around her head.

			“Aoife?” James says, alarm in his voice.

			I feel oddly distant from him. Something electric flows in the air between me and Luna. My focus narrows in until all I can see is her.

			payment.

			And I shouldn’t understand what that means, but somehow I do. “I’ll take it,” I say. My gift to Luna, who for once can’t recklessly throw herself headlong into the metaphorical fire for my sake. There’s a loud staticky noise. Then the ground below us splits open into a chasm of blazing green light. The three of us fall into it, and the last thing I see is the expression of utter astonishment on James’s face.

			We land in a heap on the floor in a kitchen. Sitting at the table next to us is a middle-aged woman in reading glasses who, at first glance, I think is white. Then I take another look at her hair texture and realize she’s probably just really light-skinned.

			“Oh. Hello.” The woman blinks at us owlishly. “Is she unconscious?”

			“Yeah,” James says, picking himself off the ground.

			“Should I call someone?”

			It’s at this moment that I register just how fast my heart has started to beat. As James and this woman continue speaking, I’m filled with a heavy, sickening fear. A fear that I’m not safe, that I’ll never be safe again, that every corner of this kitchen holds demons ready to cleave my chest in half and pluck my organs from their cavities. Part of me shrieks Am I magic now?, even under the weighty blanket of terror.

			I feel the woman’s attention on me, and I smile at her on reflex, though I am wide-eyed and sweating, so the overall effect is probably not as charming as I would like.

			“A friend from school,” James says smoothly, answering a question I didn’t hear. I’m glad for his presence, since I couldn’t have opened my mouth to speak if I tried.

			“Right,” she says. “Well, let me know if I should call a healer.”

			“Will do,” James says.

			She turns her attention back to the laptop in front of her. I’ve never seen anyone so fully and immediately disengage from the world around them. I stand there, trembling, with my heart slamming itself violently against my rib cage.

			“Thanks, Auntie Adrienne,” James says, but she doesn’t reply.

			James hoists Luna up and half carries, half drags her down the hallway into her room.

			I stumble behind him. The relentless, terror-stricken screeching of my own mind has me on the brink of tears. This is just the cost of wielding Luna’s power, I tell myself. Nothing is actually going to hurt you. This is very rational on my part, and it doesn’t work even a little bit.

			“So…what, you’re magic now?” James says to me once he deposits Luna on her bed.

			I stare at him, still unable to speak.

			“Right,” he says tiredly. “Okay. Solved some problems. Got new ones.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 44

			✦ Luna ✦

			My sleep is plagued by nightmares. I watch a never-ending loop of Grandma lecturing me. There’s a muddled, vague feeling to the scene. I can’t hear her words, but I don’t need to. The feelings come regardless. Guilt, shame, anger. Rinse and repeat.

			I wake up with a horrifying, choking gasp. A dim red glow plays at the corner of my vision, and I blink hard, trying to get my bearings.

			“Hey, hey, chill out.” Mara leans over me, a small paintbrush in her hand. She presses a hand to my shoulder and pushes me back to lie down.

			I’m in my bed. When I glance down at my body, my arms are covered in painted healing sigils.

			“Lenediro,” Mara murmurs, pressing a palm to my forehead. The sigils glow on my arms. My muscles relax all at once as my whole body is filled with a slowly blossoming warmth.

			“Thanks,” I say.

			“Not my best work,” they say, stashing the paintbrush in a cup they have sitting on my desk. “I didn’t know exactly what was wrong with you, so it wasn’t all that specific.”

			“What time is it?” I ask, everything that happened before I passed out coming back to me. “Where’s Aoife?”

			“Don’t worry, it’s only like seven. We still have time to get to the gala if we leave soon. And James took Aoife home,” they say. “She’s apparently able to wield your magic now? Like some sort of familiar contract deal type of thing?”

			My heart plummets. No. Not that. Anything but that. I’ve had plenty of bad side effects from my magic over the years, but this one hurts different. My magic isn’t something I would want for someone else. It’s too heavy a burden, dealing with its uncontrollable consequences. And, out of everyone in the world, Aoife is the person I would least wish the nightmare of my ability on. Guilt presses down on me, heavy and suffocating. Having me around has brought so much awful, complicated shit into Aoife’s life.

			Mara must notice my horror, because they arch an eyebrow at me.

			“Luna, you know, access to basically limitless power isn’t the worst thing you could wish on someone,” she says dryly. She comes to sit on the edge of my bed, staring at me with a thoughtful intensity that makes me itch with discomfort. “I know you think your magic is a burden. But you do get to help lots of people with it. Didn’t you just save some dude’s life the other day? Don’t make that face at me.”

			My dismissal must be obvious. I wouldn’t really take credit for the council work I do, since I’m required to do it.

			Not leaving space for me to get a word in, Mara continues on with her speech, gesticulating more and more passionately as she goes along. “I’ve been waiting—actually, James has probably also been waiting for this, but sometimes he’s too busy trying to arrange everything, so I don’t think he notices that he’s enabling you—but I’ve been waiting for you to get your head out of your ass and realize that you are a totally cool and fine person who just has more power than sense.”

			Right. Back when we were dating, they made their feelings on this subject clear. But it’s hard to believe these people around me telling me I’m not that bad, actually, when public opinion is overwhelmingly against me.

			“Are you absorbing?” Mara says, cocking their head to the side. “Give me a read on the silence, dude.”

			“I’m absorbing,” I say. I think back to that promise I made to Aoife. If I want to make my life better, I might want to start with trusting my friends’ opinions about me a little more. “Mara, why did you agree to date me?” I say. “Originally, I mean.”

			Their family doesn’t keep as much of an iron grip on people as Grandma does. If Mara had wanted to, they could have refused.

			Mara snorts. “I liked you, dumbass.”

			I blink at her, stunned into silence.

			“You were, like, the cool rebel girl,” she continues. “I was into it. So when my parents suggested setting us up, I said yeah.”

			“But you had never talked to me,” I say.

			“I don’t know if you’re aware, but you’re really unapproachable.” They shake their head despairingly. “I definitely told you all of this while we were dating. Do you have selective memory for only bad things?”

			I grunt noncommittally because that’s probably more true than I would like it to be.

			“You know, Aoife being sort of magical now might solve some of your problems,” Mara says abruptly.

			Oh. Holy shit.

			I was so pressed about Aoife having access to my awful magic that I didn’t even consider the obvious benefits. If Aoife’s technically not a mundane anymore, maybe we can make this relationship work somehow.

			I consider this new wrinkle to the situation, trying to examine it from every angle. Mara’s right. This does solve some of my problems. Definitely not all—but some. And, you know, not being under my grandma’s thumb anymore would fix even more of them.

			“You got the energy to do any more healing?” I ask.

			“Sure. Why?”

			“I have something in mind for the gala tonight.”

			Mara’s eyes light up with curiosity. “Ooh, what?”

			“You’ll see.” I set my jaw, steeling myself for what’s to come. Now that I can remember it, I’ve got a promise to keep to Aoife.

		

	
		
			Chapter 45

			✴ Aoife ✴

			“So is the project going well?” Mom says, her eyes glazed over.

			James tucks his silver amulet back into his pocket. “It’s going great, Mrs. Walsh.”

			The waves of panic have mostly receded by now, so I’m able to nod and smile at Mom. “Yeah. So great.”

			Obviously, there is no school project. That’s just the flimsy lie James has hypnotized her into believing with his amulet. The reason I’ve supposedly been gone for hours is because of this project we’ve been working on together.

			“Well, I’ll leave you to it,” she says, drifting out of the living room with a vague smile on her face.

			I watch her leave, guilt pooling in my chest. “Using that on her more than once isn’t going to hurt her, right?”

			There’s a blank look on James’s face, as if it absolutely hasn’t occurred to him to care about someone else’s safety. I’m reminded of Mara’s assessment of his personality. “No,” he says, back to the warm and reassuring guy I’ve gotten used to. “It’s not worse than the Veil, and they have that affecting them all the time.”

			“Okay, good,” I say.

			“What’s up with the puzzle?” he asks.

			I follow his gaze to look at the embarrassingly huge puzzle of my face sitting on the coffee table. “Please pretend you didn’t see that,” I say, sighing.

			He chuckles and zips up his coat. “I absolutely won’t,” he calls over his shoulder as he heads toward the front door.

			Once he leaves, I sit on the couch, my mind buzzing restlessly. Are we in a better or worse situation now that I have this link to Luna’s magic? It feels like everything we’ve done has tied me more and more inextricably to Luna. How many times do I need to reconcile myself to the fact that we’re permanently breaking up, only to have that be a lie? I have this horrible tangle of feelings tied up in her. There’s care and affection, but also bitterness and bone-chilling sadness.

			A knock comes at the door. Is James back? I go to answer it, but when I open the door, it’s not James. Instead, standing on our front steps is a hard-faced older Black woman in a camel coat. “Hello,” she says coolly. “Do you know who I am?”

			“No,” I say, though I have a bad feeling about her identity.

			“Mrs. Gold. Luna’s grandmother.”

			I set my face into something polite, even though I’m screaming inside. “Nice to meet you. I’m Aoife,” I say. A few moments too late, I wonder whether I should have pretended that I don’t know who Luna is. But since that ship has sailed, I forge onward. “Would you like to come in?”

			She arches an eyebrow minutely. “Hm. Good manners,” she says, as if this is a surprise.

			“Thank you,” I say, because it’s better to take that as a compliment rather than waste my energy on parsing why she’s saying it.

			“But that won’t be necessary. This will only take a minute,” she says, even though freezing air is flooding into the house from outside. “You know Luna is not allowed to date. Correct?”

			“Um,” I say uncertainly, weighing the merits of lying.

			“Regardless, I want to make it clear that, whatever she has told you, I am aware of this clandestine relationship the two of you have rekindled.” She pulls a medallion out from inside her coat. At the sight of it, I flinch away instinctively. It reminds me too much of James’s amulet.

			Her eyes narrow, just as they turn an inky black.

			My breath catches in my throat. I think I’ve made a mistake. I shouldn’t have reacted to the medallion.

			She reaches out to me, taking my hand in hers. I blink and find myself in an uncannily long white-and-gold hallway. Mrs. Gold stands in front of me on a red dais, a high-backed armchair behind her. Is this her mind palace? Wow, Luna really didn’t go in on decorating like she could have.

			Mrs. Gold stares at me for a long moment, her eyes unreadable pits of shadow. “She’s lifted the Veil for you,” she says, incredulous.

			I’m smiling, smiling, smiling, my thoughts running a million miles a minute. How do I play this off?

			“She didn’t,” I say.

			“You are mundane,” she says, painfully slowly, as if she’s explaining a basic concept to a child she respects very little.

			“Why do you think that?”

			She makes a soft, dismissive noise. “I have it on good authority.”

			“My parents are mundane, but I must have some magical blood from somewhere, because the Veil doesn’t affect me,” I say, and I’m hoping this lie is so outrageous that she can’t possibly doubt me. “Luna’s been helping me.”

			She shakes her head. “I’m sorry that you’ve been caught up in my granddaughter’s mess,” she says. Even though I agree with her on some level, I still feel a rush of exasperation on Luna’s behalf. “As usual, it falls to me to correct her mistakes. I will restore the Veil for you.”

			I take a stumbling step back. No. She can’t do that, not right now. I refuse to have any more spells cast on me. She raises her hand and begins floating down the hallway toward me.

			Desperately, I reach for that connection to Luna. I can sense it in the recesses of my mind, a blazing orange thread that somehow feels like her. When I take hold of the thread, I get a sense of faint surprise from it, and I can vividly see that grouchy, scrunched-up face Luna makes when something she’s not expecting happens.

			“Get me out of here,” I whisper.

			We appear back in the front entryway of my house. Mrs. Gold wears an expression of mild alarm, which I think, if she were a less rigid-seeming person, would probably be out-and-out shock.

			“Please go away,” I say, and then I close the door in her face. I stand there for a moment, waiting for a spell cost to hit me. Nothing happens. I guess Luna doesn’t have to pay anything to pop in and out of her mind palace. Same principle here.

			I fumble for my phone and send a text to Luna, explaining what just happened. Hopefully she sees it before her grandma confronts her about our conversation.

			“Aoife, who was that?” Mom asks, coming back out of the kitchen. “What was she saying about a…secret relationship?”

			I stare at her tiredly. Well, what’s the point of lying any longer? She heard enough of what was said before we went into the mind palace to put it together that I was dating someone, even with the Veil. “That’s my girlfriend’s grandmother,” I say.

			“You have a girlfriend?” Mom says, a look of consternation crossing her face. “You didn’t tell us.”

			It would be great to have some moral support from my mom after Mrs. Gold confronted me on our doorstep. But my mom only ever wants to support me so that she can tell the world about how good a parent she is afterward. “Well, I don’t tell you things sometimes because you broadcast my whole life on the internet,” I snap.

			Her eyes widen with surprise. Then she places her hand on her heart and starts nodding at me. “Okay, I’m hearing that you’re a little frustrated.”

			“Mom…” I huff out a breath. “Can you just be real with me for like five seconds?”

			“Aoife, I am. I’m here to listen to whatever you have to say to me,” she says, and it still sounds like she’s reciting a canned line from one of her parenting advice blog posts.

			“Okay, great. I’m tired of you telling literally a million strangers all my business,” I say, and now that I’ve finally gotten started, the truth spills from my lips like a dam has broken inside me. “I don’t like being an influencer. I only do it because you and Dad want me to. But when I ask you to respect my privacy, even just a little bit, you totally ignore me.”

			The persona she’s always putting on falters for a moment, and she stares at me, bewildered. “I don’t—I don’t understand.”

			“You post things that are private about me all the time without asking. You talked about me and Karim in that cooking vlog. When you thought I was dating Luna, you wanted to post about that, and—”

			“Are you dating Luna?” she asks, interrupting me.

			“That’s not what we’re talking about right now,” I say firmly, because there’s no way that I’m giving her any information she doesn’t have. Not when I’m trying to finally tell her how I feel, and she’s still concerned with ferreting out my secrets.

			“Sure. Whatever you want,” she says, doing more of her emphatic nodding. “I’m sorry that you haven’t felt respected recently. We try our best to only post things that you’ll be comfortable with. And we put a lot of effort into making sure we don’t include too many details.”

			“Mom, I’m sorry, but that’s—that’s not true.” I stare at her, amazed at the extent to which she lives in her own reality.

			“How exactly is that not true?” she says, an edge entering her voice.

			“Come on, Mom, you outed me on the internet without asking me first,” I say, throwing up my hands in exasperation.

			“And that was a mistake,” she says, and her voice is so tight and controlled that she doesn’t sound very remorseful. “And I apologize that it happened.”

			“But you’re still doing stuff like that! You can’t say sorry and then do the same thing again,” I burst out. “So I—I don’t accept your apology. I don’t.”

			“Aoife, we’re not perfect,” Mom says, taking a step toward me. “But this is our family business. This is how we make money. I understand that it’s uncomfortable sometimes. I don’t always like it, having so many people talking about our lives and our appearances and how we raise you and your brother.”

			“But you chose this,” I insist. “Paddy and I didn’t choose anything. If someone says something mean about you online, you’re the one who decided to put yourself out there. It’s not like that for us. You’re the one who made the choice to put us out there, and we have to deal with the consequences. I’ve been watching people talk about me online for most of my life, and I hate it. I seriously hate it.” Tears well up in my eyes, and my voice gets thick. “And Paddy doesn’t really like taking photos or doing videos. I kind of did when I was little, but he doesn’t. And it’s so obvious that he doesn’t like it, but you make him do it anyway.” I’m full-on crying now. I wipe the tears off my cheeks. “I’m tired, Mom,” I say brokenly. “I’m really, really tired of all of this.”

			I scrub a hand over my eyes, sniffling quietly. When I glance at her again, she looks shattered. It might be the most real facial expression I’ve seen her make in years. “I’m sorry that you feel that way,” she says sadly, and it feels too late and too inadequate. She isn’t even sorry about what she’s done to me—just how I feel about it. “We can…talk about how we can make you feel more comfortable.”

			I wish she had offered to shut everything down, to throw the whole empire away to make me feel better.

			“Sure,” I say, and I’m proud that it sounds just as bitter as I feel right now. “Let’s do that.”

			And then I walk out of the room, leaving her alone to consider just how miserable she’s made me.

		

	
		
			Chapter 46

			✦ Luna ✦

			The gala is typical witch society stuff—everybody with any influence showing up and showing out in an opulent ballroom at a hotel downtown. It’s technically a fundraiser for victims of zombie rot disease, but it’s also an event the Brandt side of my family throws every year for clout.

			My family has spared no expense. There’s a popular dryad singer performing on a floating stage, a huge team of siren servers offering hors d’oeuvres, and illusion magic everywhere you look. The ballroom has been transformed so it looks like we’re all floating in the heavens. Stars twinkle all around us, and the deep purply-blue of the night sky stretches out in all directions, making it seem like the ballroom continues forever. It’s some pretty excellent illusion casting.

			When James, Mara, and I walk into the ballroom, there’s an outbreak of not-at-all-subtle murmuring and stares from witches near the entrance. I’m instantly grateful that I ignored Grandma’s terrible fashion directions and wore something that makes me at least a little bit more comfortable with all these people looking at me. I’m dressed in a black suit with a corset top and a spiked choker. I look very hot and murderous, which is exactly the vibe I want for tonight. All three of us are actually in suits—Mara’s wearing a rust-orange velvet one, and James is in a fitted burgundy three-piece. It might look like we coordinated that, but I would rather drown myself in Boston Harbor than intentionally match outfits with my cousin.

			“People are totally staring at us,” Mara remarks.

			“It’s because I’m so good looking,” James says, unspeakably smug. He brushes off the lapels of his jacket and smirks at us. For once, he’s gelled his hair back out of his eyes, so I can actually see his whole face. It just makes his preening more insufferable, being subjected to the whole, unobstructed expression.

			Mara’s lip curls, and they look as appalled as I feel. “Boo. Heinous. Throw the whole man away.”

			“Or maybe it’s my effervescent charm,” he muses.

			“Does he have an off switch?” Mara asks, turning to me.

			“I’ve never found it,” I say, shaking my head. “Unfortunately.”

			An extremely buff dryad guy in an outfit made out of poinsettias calls James’s name and lifts a hand in our direction. James gives him a nod, then turns to me.

			“You need me?” he says.

			“No,” I say, waving him off. “Go be social or whatever.”

			“I’ll come find you when Grandma gets here,” he says before leaving us. He’s immediately swallowed into a large, raucous group of witch heirs, their posses, and a few young vampires and dryads who are important enough to score invites to big witch society events. James starts dapping people up like it’s his job. I turn away, grimacing. Being James seems exhausting.

			Mara drifts closer to me, their eyes sparkling with interest. “Are you going to tell me what your secret plan is for tonight?” they whisper.

			My lips curve into a small smile. “You’ll see soon enough.”

			“Wow, that’s so ominous,” she says, laughing gaily. “Well, good luck. I’m off to answer the same five questions about my research for every library witch in town.”

			“You love doing that,” I say.

			She tilts her head slightly, acknowledging my point. “I do. It’s like my two favorite things combined. Spell theory and talking.”

			We separate, Mara joining a group of academic-looking witches in their twenties, and me walking directly to the open bar. I get myself a soda and then sit at a nearby table, right where the most people are coming and going. Mr. O’Connor, his gray hair tidily slicked down, is also at the table, chatting with one of his grandsons. I’m pretty sure it’s the grandson who Grandma tried to set me up with a few years ago before I came out to her. Rob or Ryan or something. Mr. O’Connor smiles at me briefly before going back to his conversation.

			“Would you like a mushroom tartlet?” a melodious voice asks me. I half turn in my seat and find myself looking at a familiar siren. I think I helped her in office hours a few months ago? She was the one with the annoying fiancé. Like all the servers, she’s dressed in a vest that’s been enchanted to match the night sky around us. A shooting star blazes across her torso as she stands there, a tray of hors d’oeuvres in her hand.

			“No, thanks,” I say.

			She smiles at me tentatively. “It’s nice to see you again.”

			“Uh, yeah,” I say, my brain scrambling at the sight of her smile. There’s that beauty magic at work. “What was your name again?”

			“Melli,” she says.

			“Right, Melli,” I repeat.

			She stands there, unmoving, and we stare at each other for several seconds. I’m at a loss for what else to say to her.

			“I wanted to thank you,” she says, with a nervous sincerity that totally throws me off.

			“You’re…welcome,” I say, blinking at her in confusion. What could she possibly have to thank me for?

			She shifts her tray of food to her other hand. “I hope you don’t mind me saying this, but you’re a little…intimidating.”

			“So I’ve been told,” I say dryly.

			“But I really appreciate what you did for me and Drew,” she says. “And I know a few other people you’ve helped since you started working, so…I just wanted to say that it doesn’t go unnoticed.” She leans closer to me, lowering her voice. “Some witches in power, they talk a big game, but they don’t actually do anything to help regular people.”

			I let out a quiet chuckle. “That’s true,” I say, because I can’t imagine that Mrs. McCarthy is exactly doing a bunch of free public service.

			Melli moves on, and I’m left with a strange sense of pride. Even though nobody believed in me, really, and I hated being forced into it, I guess I did help people during my time doing Grandma’s council duties.

			As I’m basking in that realization, Mrs. McCarthy—the snake—catches sight of me and makes a beeline for where I’m sitting. I sip my drink, pleased. Perfect. This is exactly what I need for my plan to work.

			Mrs. McCarthy wears a strapless ivory dress, which has an illusion on it that makes it look like shimmering gold dust is slowly falling across the fabric. Her glare, when she arrives, is poisonous. “I’ve heard a rumor that Ruth will be announcing you as her official successor tonight,” she says, without so much as a hello to launch us into this interaction.

			Every ear around us perks up. Some people at least pretend that they’re not listening in, but a few witches fully turn toward us, like we’re a thrilling performance that’s just started nearby.

			“You should check your sources,” I say, “since there’s no way that’s happening.”

			“Oh, don’t waste my time with your flimsy lies. We’ll all witness it soon enough,” she says. She takes a step toward me, as if getting into my personal space is going to make her seem more threatening. I keep sitting in my chair, unbothered. “Do you really think you’re capable of taking this job?” she spits at me.

			I can’t help myself. I laugh in her face. “No, probably not. At least not yet,” I say, shrugging. “I’m not good at the whole people thing. I can’t imagine dealing with you all the time. You’re rude as hell. And I’m not about this ‘turning the other cheek’ stuff.”

			She gasps. If she had pearls on, I think she would be clutching them. “I don’t know what game you think you’re playing—”

			“There’s really no game.” I lean back in my chair, staring her down. “I’m just telling the truth. You should try it sometime.”

			At this point, more of the party guests are starting to gather nearby to watch the spectacle. Grandma and Grandpa Brandt are hurrying across the room toward us, obviously worried, and several other council members are also headed our way. Still no sign of Grandma, though. Too bad she decided to take that detour to chew out Aoife. She’s missing all the fun.

			Mrs. McCarthy draws herself up to her full height. “You will never secure the votes you need to be appointed,” she says, apparently deciding to ignore what I’m actually saying so she can get back to the script she had in her mind for this encounter. The voice she’s doing right now is almost cartoonishly villainous. I’m tempted to summon a cat for her to stroke evilly. “The Chens have sided with us,” she declares loudly. “They will not be voting for your confirmation.”

			Several surprised gasps come from the people around us. Mrs. McCarthy smiles smugly. “Where is Ruth?” I can hear Grandpa Brandt say from the crowd. When I glance over at him, he looks panicked.

			“They’re concerned, like many of us, that your alarming disregard for the safety of others would hinder your ability to do the job,” Mrs. McCarthy continues. “And without the Chens, you can’t get a majority.”

			“That’s true. Good job with that math,” I say, and she finally notices that her news hasn’t thrown me into a pit of despair. “Still, it doesn’t matter, because I’m not my grandma’s successor.”

			I’m very familiar with this look my relatives in the crowd around us are giving me—that particular blend of shock and disappointment. I’ve made a lot of scenes in my life. But there’s something different about it when I’m not doing it for some self-destructive reason. I stand up from my chair, which seems to rattle Mrs. McCarthy much more than it should considering that I’m five feet tall. Then I open my mouth and start lying my ass off.

			“My grandma and I talked, and we decided I needed more time before I make my mind up about whether the council is a good fit for me,” I announce. “So, like I already told you, there wasn’t a plan to announce me as her successor tonight. I don’t know what big scheme you think you’ve foiled, but it didn’t exist.”

			Tumult breaks out after that declaration, since people finally seem to be taking what I’m saying seriously. I can hear the news of what I’ve said being passed across the room. Mrs. McCarthy looks as if the ground has unexpectedly shifted beneath her feet and she can’t quite find her footing again. Mara, who’s standing over by the bar with one of her vampire friends, gives me a tiny thumbs-up, looking strangely proud. I up-nod them, glad they were there to witness that.

			Mr. O’Connor toasts me from his seat. “That’s it, then?” he says, sounding only mildly disappointed. I nod, and he takes a sip of his drink. “You Gold women certainly know how to make an event exciting.”

			James materializes from the crowd and skillfully maneuvers me away from Mrs. McCarthy. “What are you doing?” he whispers to me.

			“Sabotage,” I whisper. “Obviously.”

			“So, what? You’re ruining everything at the last second?” he says, sounding stricken.

			“If I do this, there’s no way Grandma’s going to go ahead with the announcement.” A tiny smirk pulls at my mouth. “You’re not the only one who can do strategy.”

			“This is not strategy,” he hisses, and the veins in his neck stand out as he clenches his jaw. Somehow, through it all, his actual face still looks pleasant. “We still have time to get the Chens back on board before the council actually votes to confirm you.”

			“James, I can’t become council head just because you deserve it and can’t have it.”

			He stops in his tracks, the pleasant look falling off his face. “Fuck you, Luna.”

			I shrug because I wouldn’t expect him to react any other way. “Yeah, I know,” I say. “But I like you too much to let you do half the work for the job and get none of the credit.”

			His head drops so he’s staring straight at the floor. I try to get a look at his expression, but he blocks my view with his hand. “You’re such an asshole,” he mutters, but he sounds kind of touched.

			“Right back atcha.”

			And this is the moment that Grandma sweeps into the room. A wave of silence greets her arrival. Unhurried, she sits at a nearby table, taking the time to arrange the folds of her floor-length purple gown and slowly glance at the medallion hanging around her neck.

			Abruptly, she pulls me inside her mindscape. She stands on the red dais, not too far down the hallway from where I’m floating, and scowls at me furiously. Okay. Guess we’re doing this in here. Good way to get some privacy at this event.

			“What have you done to that girl?” she says. Well, she arrived too late to the party to witness all the drama, so I suppose it makes sense that she’s still concerned with my relationship.

			I summon a black armchair—a match to the very throne-y red one she has on the dais—and take my sweet time getting comfortable in it. “Aoife?” I say, as if I don’t know who she’s talking about.

			“Yes,” she says, her voice taut with barely controlled anger. Hearing it gives me a thrill of satisfaction. I’m nothing if not petty as hell.

			“How’d you find out I was still seeing her?” I ask.

			She scoffs. “You think a basic cloaking spell can fool me for long?”

			Silently, I thank James for the orb he gave me. It at least staved off Grandma for a little bit.

			“You’ve lifted the Veil for her?” she says.

			“Yeah.” She stiffens further. I wonder why hearing it from my mouth is some additional shock, as if she didn’t confirm that herself just a little while ago at Aoife’s house.

			“And she is…mundane?”

			“She was,” I say, shrugging. “Before the side effects from the spells I cast on her.”

			There’s a long, painful silence where Grandma stares at me, appalled. Normally, I think this would have caused me some level of discomfort. Reminded me of how terrible I am. Those feelings are still present, in the background, but I’m focusing on my promise to Aoife. I’m standing up for the life I want. Or, at least, rejecting the shitty one I have right now.

			“Do you have nothing to say for yourself?” she says. “You’ve broken magical law.”

			“Dunno what to tell you, Grandma,” I say bitingly. “I’m pretty confident you’re going to keep that secret for me. Since you’re so concerned with our family’s image.”

			That finally tips her over the edge. She makes a sharp gesture with her hand, invoking the punishment spell.

			Nothing happens.

			“I took it off,” I say, forcing myself to maintain eye contact with her. In the back of my mind, I remember all-too-clearly the stabbing pain my magic inflicted on me to pay for removing the spell. Even though Mara was around to heal me, the experience was highly unpleasant. Still, worth it.

			I can sense the anger simmering under her composed expression. “What? You’re too grown now to respect your grandmother?”

			I wish I could say that I’m not filled with shame when she says that, but it wouldn’t be true. The emotion burns through me like it always has when I’ve faced her disapproval. Still, I’m pretty good at pretending I don’t feel it. That, at least, I have years of practice with.

			“I can respect you fine without letting you hurt me,” I say.

			She has nothing to say to that, so she quickly pivots. “Why are you willing to go to such lengths for this mundane girl?” she says. “This undermines everything we’ve been working for. It makes me question whether you’re even ready to take on the political responsibilities—”

			“I’m not ready,” I cut in. “I’m not good at it, and I don’t like it. I was doing it because you expected me to.”

			She sighs heavily, then sits in the red armchair on the dais. “Luna, I’m not expecting the impossible from you,” she says. “I have arranged everything for you. It’s well within your power to show up when you’re expected to, do what I say, and fulfill your obligations to our family. I have never understood why you refuse to do that.”

			A flare of emotions goes through me—burning anger and an acid spray of guilt and shame. This shouldn’t still work so well. It’s the same old tactics from Grandma’s guilt playbook. I drum my fingers against my knees and consider her as she really is—a proud old woman who chose her goals over her granddaughter. “I used to be desperate for you to approve of me,” I say.

			“Were you?” she says. “I find that hard to believe.”

			A grimace twists my lips. “Yeah, I was. And I think I tried, but I could never really do anything right.”

			“You’ve always been too much like me.”

			This line again. I shift in my seat, frowning. “Yeah, well, I mostly gave up on getting anyone to approve of me after a while. I thought, Well, it makes sense that everyone hates me. I deserve this. I’m just a bad person.”

			Something like confusion crosses her face. “Luna, why is everything a drama with you? What is this talk about deserving—”

			“You treated me like that. Like I was terrible,” I interrupt her. “You were scared of me just like everybody else.”

			“I was scared of what you could do, yes.” She knits her hands together in her lap. “You were stronger than me, and you were reckless. You didn’t need to give people reasons to hate you. They would have already done that for free. But you made it easy for them.”

			“Right,” I say. I swallow hard.

			I think, if she had been on my side, it wouldn’t have mattered that people hated me. Instead, she tried to toughen me up because the only way she saw for me to survive was to mold me in her own image. I hated her for it, and I hated myself for not being able to live up to what she expected of me. But damn, now I really feel like I’ve wasted years of my life hating myself. And for what? Our family legacy? The approval of people who can’t get it together to treat me right?

			“You’re going to leave me and Aoife alone to figure our relationship out ourselves,” I say. “And you’re going to let me decide whether or not I want to be council head. If that disrupts your little timeline, so be it.” She opens her mouth, but I continue talking before she can voice her protest. “I’ve already announced to everyone at this gala that the two of us pushed off the succession plan.”

			“You’ve done what?” she says, her eyes widening with alarm.

			“Yeah, you missed all the fun because you just had to go roll up on Aoife,” I say sharply. “So you can either get on board now and pretend you knew what I was doing, or you can make a fuss, and embarrass yourself, and look like you don’t have any control over me.”

			“We can announce at the next major event,” she says. “If you’ve ruined this one.”

			“It’ll be hard as hell to do that without me there. See, the thing is, you can’t make me do anything I don’t want to do anymore.” I lift my chin defiantly. “Like you said, I’m stronger than you.”

			The balance of power between us shifts. I can feel it like it’s a tangible thing.

			“You’re playing a dangerous game here, Luna,” she says in a low voice.

			“Yeah. Well, that’s my business,” I say, and then I pull myself out of her mindscape.

			I walk out of the gala feeling like I lost half my lifespan to stress during our conversation. But also, I did that. I said my piece, and now she has to deal with it. I pull out my phone and draft a text to Aoife.

			
				Luna: We should be good on the Grandma front.

				Luna: Meet me tomorrow? We’ll figure out everything with the spells.

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 47

			✴ Aoife ✴

			The next day, I open my laptop on my desk and video call Karim. He answers on his phone, and the sound of voices chattering comes through from his side. I don’t smile at him. “Hey, Karim.”

			“Hey. Now isn’t really a good time,” he says, glancing off-camera at something.

			“That’s okay, this won’t take long,” I say.

			In the background of the video, I notice a girl with beautiful dark wavy hair creeping across the room toward him. A small spray of water shoots out of her hand and hits Karim in the head.

			“Azar!” he shouts, his hand flying up to his head. “Come on!”

			“Bullseye!” she yells before scampering away, cackling.

			There’s a burst of laughter from around him and people saying things in a language I don’t recognize. Karim replies, looking annoyed, then goes into a different room. He closes a door behind him, and the background noise on his end dampens.

			He really is a witch. Wow. I texted Luna asking for details about the spell she cast on him last night, and she told me all about him sabotaging our relationship. I can’t believe that, just a few months ago, I had no idea magic existed, but now I feel like I can’t do anything without tripping over something supernatural.

			“So I just called to say, um…” I start, not waiting for him to say anything else. “Fuck you. You crossed the line in so many different ways. I can’t believe you told Luna’s family about me dating her. And honestly, I’m pissed that you didn’t value our friendship enough to not be terrible to me. Like, we were actually friends. And being friends with me isn’t some sort of step on a path toward being able to sleep with me.”

			I prepared this little speech in advance so I wouldn’t chicken out and say something softhearted that I didn’t mean.

			“I get that I messed up,” he says, and even though he infuriates me, it still makes me a little sad to see this person who used to be my friend look so upset. “But my cousins go to school with Luna, so I knew she was bad news.”

			“But you don’t get to control who I date. Or who I hook up with,” I say emphatically. He clearly wanted to do that, and it felt weird and sexist.

			“I was worried about you,” he insists.

			“I know you think I’m some clueless mundane, but I’m well aware of who Luna is,” I say, and I get a thrill out of the look of pure shock on his face as I say this. “So your ‘worry’ was just annoying and selfish.”

			“What?” His mouth hangs open slightly as he stares at me. “You’re…?”

			But I don’t leave him time to process this revelation. “Anyway, that’s all I have to say. I know you literally can’t come talk to me anymore, but I wouldn’t want you to even if you could. So…” I flash him a tight, very fake smile. “Have a nice life.”

			I hang up. Then I sigh explosively and put my head down on my desk.

			I’ve been feeling all this time like I’m wrong somehow. Like, if I just tried hard enough, all the people who only see me as a pretty mixed girl would actually care about me as a person. That’s why this thing with Karim bothered me so much. It was like I had failed, because the second he was into me, I felt like I had been reduced to being an object in his eyes. But I actually can’t control whether people are into the idea of Angel Aoife. If they want to date a sweet, exotic girl with no boundaries, that’s something they should work on themselves.

			

			
				
				✴ ✦ ✴

			Luna and I meet that afternoon at Magazine Beach. Back where she first asked me to be her girlfriend and lifted the Veil for me. It’s freezing now, much colder than three months ago, and a wintery wind blows off the water. Even while she’s all bundled up against the cold, Luna still manages to look just as cool as always in her long leather coat, leather pants, and a black beanie with a silver crescent moon stitched into it. We sit, close but not touching, on a park bench facing the river.

			“I should be able to get rid of all the spells I cast on you,” Luna says, frowning thoughtfully. “You have some magic now.”

			“It’s your magic,” I point out. “I’m just…connected to it.”

			“That should be enough, though, for the Veil to not register you as mundane.”

			“But removing the spell,” I say. “That’ll have a big cost, right?”

			She won’t meet my eyes. “I guess. But I don’t really see what other choice we have. I’ll just take the cost.”

			“No,” I say firmly. “I won’t let you take it.”

			“And I won’t let you take it,” she says.

			I scrunch up my mouth, letting out a long breath through my nose. “You’re so stubborn,” I say huffily.

			A tiny smile plays at the corners of her lips. “I know.”

			My heart aches. I love when she gets cocky like that. It’s not fair for her to be this hot, not when we’re navigating the end of this relationship. For real this time. “Could we split it between us?” I ask, trying my best to focus on the task at hand and not on the subtle softness I glimpse in her eyes when she looks at me, a softness that has always made me feel like I was something precious to her.

			She lets out a faint, surprised hum. I wait patiently for her to process my suggestion. “Maybe?” she says eventually. “I dunno…I’ve never tried that.”

			I try to suppress a snort but am only partially successful, so Luna definitely hears me. “That makes sense,” I say. She quirks an eyebrow questioningly, and I add, “You know, you’re not super into asking other people for help.”

			Her mouth does a small, wry twist. “Maybe not,” she says, leaning against the back of the bench. “I’m working on it. But, to be fair, nobody else in my family has ever mentioned splitting the cost as an option.”

			I consider that, biting my lip as I think. “Maybe it’ll work since I’m connected to your magic.”

			“We might as well try.” She holds a hand out to me. I take it, hoping desperately that this will finally work. No more of this miserable cycle.

			When I appear in the black void, I’m immediately reminded of how sad and barren it is in here compared to her grandma’s mind palace. Like, would it kill Luna to have a comfy chair?

			The moment the thought occurs to me, a truly enormous purple beanbag chair pops into being below me. Huh. I sink into it, marveling at how comfortable it is. If I were Luna, I would hang out here all the time. You can summon whatever you want, and time doesn’t pass as quickly as it does in the real world? Sounds like paradise.

			Luna blinks at me, clearly surprised. “Did you…?”

			“Perks of being connected to your magic, I guess,” I say. “Why don’t you decorate in here?”

			She shrugs. “I dunno. Never bothered to do it.”

			Now that I’ve asked the question, I realize that her distaste for her own magic would probably keep her from wanting to chill here. But as I’m about to walk back my question, she summons a black velvet chair and settles into it. “I’ll decorate it more sometime,” she says. “So, uh, if you ever want to see it…it’ll be here.” She lets that hang in the air for a moment, her expression uncertain. I’m not sure what to say, or even if she’s looking for a response. “You don’t have to, though. I’ll do it no matter what,” she adds.

			“We should remove the spell,” I say gently, because this isn’t the moment to address the future of our relationship. I swear I’m not just putting it off because the idea of having this conversation ties my stomach in knots. Practically, we should talk after the spell is no longer a factor.

			A flicker of sadness appears on her face. I have to squash my impulse to backpedal and try to make her feel better.

			She lifts her hand in the air, and a twisted web of shadows materializes all around me. It encircles my entire body, hanging in thick ropes on all my limbs. Luna leans forward and, with a single swipe of her hand, cuts through the shadowy web. It falls away, dissipating into nothingness as it leaves my body.

			payment.

			Her eyes dart to me. For a moment, I’m afraid that she’s going to ignore my suggestion and just take the cost herself. She swallows hard. “Split it between us,” she says.

			For the first time, I see the bond between us appear as a physical object. It stretches from my heart to hers, a thick tangerine-colored cord that disappears into our flesh on either side. Luna studies it, her expression unreadable.

			“Did it work?” I ask.

			“I guess we’ll find out,” she says.

			Then I blink, and we’re back in the real world. I do a mental scan of my body right away, searching for any potential side effects from removing the spell. Nothing immediately presents itself. This doesn’t reassure me. Actually, it gives me a dull sense of dread that I know will stick with me until I figure out if I’ve paid for this magic.

			Luna stands up from the park bench abruptly, then stomps away toward the river. I’m certain that the cost has hit her. I give her a quick once-over, but there’s nothing visible going on.

			“What happened?” I ask anxiously, coming up to stand beside her.

			“I’m…stronger.” She flexes her right hand and stares off to the side with a look of distaste on her face.

			“Like, magically?” I ask, and she makes a quiet affirmative sound in response. “How do you know?”

			“I just do,” she says dully.

			“Okay,” I say. “How much stronger are we talking?”

			“I feel…limitless,” she says, and she looks so wretchedly sad when she says this.

			“Did you have many limits before?” I ask lightly, even though I know the answer.

			“No.”

			“Do you have any plans to go out and, like, blow up the sun or something now that you’re all-powerful?”

			She frowns. “No.”

			“Then how does this change anything?”

			She makes a rough noise in her throat and shoves her hands into her coat pockets. “It doesn’t, I guess. I just wish I didn’t have my magic at all, so having more of it…”

			“I get it,” I say. “But realistically, it sounds like your magic punished you with…what, angst and unlimited power?”

			It takes several long seconds, but her expression lightens ever so slightly. “You’re right,” she says. It doesn’t sound like she’s completely convinced, but we’re on our way there.

			“I am right.” I smile at her, and there’s a little extra zing behind it, like something inside me is beaming out the message that I’m cute and charming and you should definitely agree with me, right? Despite the cold wind on my face, I suddenly feel warm all over.

			Luna’s expression turns dreamy. She stares at me for a few moments, then shakes herself a little. “That’s some siren shit right there. Wow.”

			“What?”

			“You got beauty magic,” she says.

			“I got…what?” I say, my mouth going dry.

			“Beauty magic,” she repeats, and I think she’s noticed my slowly growing horror, because her tone has turned wary. “It lets you charm people with your appearance.”

			“So I have the magic of people thinking I’m attractive?” I say.

			It’s like having one of my biggest insecurities turned into a magic power. Actually, it’s not like that, it’s exactly that. This is literally the magic of just being a pretty face. My parents would have a field day with this if they knew. Imagine how fabulous it would be for the Wonderful Walshes if I could magically charm our fans.

			I laugh helplessly. “That…wow. Your magic has a sick sense of humor.”

			“It really does,” she says darkly.

			I cross my arms over my chest, suddenly feeling like the cold has set into my bones. Maybe there’s a bright side to this? I guess I have some magic of my own, separate from Luna’s, for however long it lasts. It’s not like I have to use it. And if I do decide to use it, I could do it for myself, on my own terms. My parents won’t know about it anyway.

			I’m pulled out of my thoughts by Luna slipping something into the pocket of my coat. “What was that?” I say. A comforting heat spreads across my body, radiating out from the mystery object in my pocket.

			“Warming charm,” she says, shrugging. “You get cold easily, so I brought it just in case.”

			Oh. That’s so horribly sweet. My face crumples. I can feel the weight of our five attempts at this relationship hanging on me. The memory that I reach for—the one that I spent all of last night thinking about—is that day in her room where she told me I was the only thing in her life that made her happy. I think, in that moment, I realized just how totally unqualified I was to be her savior. I didn’t even want that job anyway. I was just hoping for a girlfriend.

			“You know I really like you, right?” I say, my heart pounding in my chest. This is the part of this meeting I was dreading.

			She nods, and I can see the moment she realizes where I’m going with this. Her breath catches in her throat.

			“I want you to be happy,” I continue. “But I can’t be the only person responsible for your happiness.”

			“I know,” she says, so quietly that I can barely hear her.

			“I need to…to put myself first.” I grimace. Even though this is true, it sounds like a line. “I think I tend to think about other people more than myself sometimes, and I want to do that less, so…”

			“Right.” She stares at me miserably. I can barely stand to look at her because I’m afraid if I look too long at this beautiful girl who I’m hurting, I’ll take back everything I’ve said. “I’m sorry I messed things up so bad with you.”

			“The memory stuff really wasn’t your fault,” I say. “You didn’t know that was going to happen.”

			“That’s not what I mean,” she says. She glances down at her boots, her mouth wobbling. I imagine kissing that mouth until I wring a smile out of it. I imagine telling her I’ve made a mistake. I imagine trying again and having us work this time.

			“I wish we had met later,” she says. “After I got my shit together.”

			“We maybe didn’t have the best timing,” I say, which seems like a massive understatement now that I’ve said it out loud.

			“Please…um. If there’s anything I can do to change your mind.” She looks so fragile in this moment, her eyes sad and pleading. When I shake my head, she slumps in on herself, like a puppet whose strings have been cut.

			“We can still be friends,” I offer, though I can’t tell whether that’s a kind option to offer or a hurtful one.

			“Yeah,” she says, her voice raw. “I mean, you’re magical now. I can help you with that.”

			“I’d like that,” I say.

			“Sure. Anything.”

			A single tear streaks down my cheek. I swipe it away quickly, feeling like I don’t have a right to it when I’m the one ending things. “Well. Um.” I breathe—in through the nose, out through the mouth. “I want to break up.”

			A second ticks by. Then another.

			I still remember Luna.

			“Spell worked, I guess,” Luna says gruffly. Her eyes are a little red.

			“Yeah,” I say. This feels terrible. It’s also, probably, the right choice.

		

	
		
			Epilogue

			✦ Luna ✦

			I wish I could say that I deal with our breakup well, but it would be a lie. The next two weeks go by in a nightmarish blur. Time passes very slowly, like it wants to wring every moment of misery out of me. James mentions Aoife’s name one morning before school, telling me about how she’s been talking to Mara recently, and I burst into tears. It’s one of the worst moments of my whole life, since I would rather die than have him see me shed a tear. And here I am, shedding a whole mess of them.

			He stands absolutely still, watching me cry in the cramped stairwell of our house with an expression of horror on his face.

			“Stop…looking…at me,” I half sob, half yell at him.

			Instead of doing what I’ve asked, he sighs loudly and starts patting me on the back way too hard. It shouldn’t be comforting, but it somehow is. “Man, she fucked you up, huh?” he says.

			The next day, I buy him a new enchanted orb at the Magical Emporium and shove it under his bedroom door. It’s both a thank-you and a bribe to never mention that moment ever again.

			In other ways, my life has improved. Grandma has calmed down with the succession stuff, at least a little. I still do the council office hours and show up to the occasional event, but it’s about half as much as she was asking of me before. She doesn’t ask about how things shook out with Aoife. I don’t volunteer that information either. I also keep my mouth closed tight about the side effect of removing those spells from Aoife.

			These days, my magic is always a cold, slippery thing lurking just under the surface. It’s more present than it ever has been. Before I got rid of those spells, I never noticed it, but now it’s always in the background of my mind. Every time I slip into resentfulness about this, I remind myself that nothing is really different. I won’t use the extra power—I don’t have any interest in mind-controlling a whole town or resurrecting long-dead people or whatever other outlandish shit has been added to my magical wheelhouse—and the punishment from my magic is essentially meaningless as long as I don’t waste my time feeling bad about it. That reminder works roughly half the time.

			Aoife texts me a week before Valentine’s Day, asking me if I want to see her. Of course I do. So I put on a sweater of mine that I know she thinks I look hot in, and I take the portal to Cambridge. We don’t meet at our usual café. Or—not ours anymore. It’s just her favorite place.

			Whatever. We don’t go there. Instead, we plan to meet at some boba place near Harvard Square.

			It’s a crisp, clear day—the sky is a pale, unclouded blue, and the winter sun shines down weakly on the city. I get to the boba café before Aoife and post up at one of the small wooden tables by the front windows. From that spot I have a perfect view of Aoife as she walks up the sidewalk toward the café.

			She’s in her white puffer jacket, and fluffy white earmuffs peek out from her cloud of hair. Her face is flushed prettily from the cold. My breath catches in my throat. Seeing her is like being stabbed repeatedly in the chest. But I also wouldn’t want to be anywhere else.

			She catches sight of me and waves, then hurries inside. “Hi,” she says, unzipping her jacket. Underneath, she’s wearing a purple sweater dress I’ve always liked on her. I wonder if she also picked her outfit with me in mind. “Did you have to wait long?”

			“No,” I say, standing.

			We hug, and it lasts slightly too long. She feels just right in my arms.

			“How’ve you been?” I ask as we get in line to order.

			“Good.” She smiles at me. I can’t tell if this is one of her real smiles or her fake ones. Hopefully it’s fake. I want her to be happy, but also, I want her to be devastated. “It’s kind of weird, having magic now,” she says quietly. “Like, I can’t talk to most people about it, but it’s a big deal.”

			“You’ve been talking to Mara, though, right?” I say. All my exes are friends now, I guess.

			“Yeah,” Aoife says. “They’re cool.”

			We order our boba and sit at the table I snagged earlier. “How’s stuff with your magic?” she asks once we’re settled.

			“Fine,” I say, shrugging. “It’s not really that different. I just don’t like thinking about it much.”

			“Makes sense,” she says, nodding sympathetically.

			“Have you been using your magic?” I ask.

			“Well…” Her mouth twists from side to side, and a series of expressions passes very quickly over her face. Then, all at once, she bursts out saying, “I might have accidentally used my powers on my parents a few times to get me and Paddy out of doing photoshoots.” She stares at me after this confession, looking minorly guilty.

			I chuckle. “They deserve that.”

			“Okay, yeah, they probably do, but I feel kind of bad, since they’re a little more open to talking about what I actually want to do for the Wonderful Walshes these days,” she says. “And I’m not even doing it on purpose.”

			“You should figure out how to do it on purpose,” I say. “And then do it more.”

			She shakes her head, amused. “If they totally stop listening to me again, maybe. But right now it’s pretty random when it works, so I can’t exactly whip it out on command.”

			“I probably could find a siren for you to talk to,” I say. “About controlling your powers.”

			“Please,” she says. “I’ll owe you forever. Seriously. You can have whatever you want. My life savings. A kidney. My firstborn child.”

			I roll my eyes fondly. “You don’t have to do all that. What am I, Rumpelstiltskin?”

			She blinks at me, and I can see the wheels turning in her head. “Is Rumpelstiltskin real?” she asks.

			“I dunno, maybe,” I say. “Are you ever going to run out of questions about magic?”

			“Probably not,” she says cheerily. “I’m still wondering if the Loch Ness monster is real, since you weren’t sure the last time I asked.”

			I sober abruptly because this all reminds me too much of when we first got together, when she was the most excited about magic. She takes a long drink from her boba. I can tell she’s watching me closely, noting my change in mood. Aoife’s too good at people. It makes it hard to hide anything from her.

			I open my mouth, close it again, then blurt out, “Do you—do you think we could ever…” My sentence trails off, and I’m suddenly aware of how totally shit my timing is. I didn’t read the room at all before I started talking.

			“What?” she says.

			“Be together again,” I finish, my throat tight.

			A strange expression crosses her face. “Maybe,” she says finally. For the first time since we met up, she looks sad. There’s a tightness around her eyes that hurts me to see. I’m reminded that she doesn’t necessarily feel less shitty about our breakup than me—she’s just better at hiding things. She lets out a loud groan. “Luna, this self-improvement thing sucks and I hate it.”

			“Yeah,” I say, with feeling, because man, do I ever relate to that.

			“Are you keeping your promise?” she says hesitantly. “I mean, I don’t know if you remember that, it wasn’t—”

			“I remember,” I interrupt her. “We put a lot of effort into getting rid of a memory spell, so you best believe I’m going to remember everything you’ve ever said to me.”

			A faint blush appears in her cheeks. I feel such a rush of affection for her at the sight of it that it’s hard to breathe for a moment. “Okay,” she says. “Sorry for doubting you.”

			“I’m keeping my promise,” I say. Well, I was keeping it before, but fixing my messed-up life got put on hold when my heart got ripped out of my chest. “I stood up to my grandma.”

			She gasps. “How’d it go?”

			“Pretty good,” I say. “She’s backed off on forcing me to do stuff. It probably won’t last, but it’s chill for now.”

			“Honestly, she’s really scary.” Aoife pulls a face, her eyes going comically wide. “If I were you, I don’t think I’d ever have been able to say anything.”

			“Damn, I forgot she showed up at your house,” I say, shaking my head. “Did your parents think that was weird?”

			She gives me a guilty smile. “Yeah, they did, but, um…every time they’ve tried to talk to me about it, I’ve either avoided it or…well, I accidentally used my magic on them.”

			I can’t help it. I laugh. Loudly. She swats at me. “Stop it, don’t laugh at that,” she cries. “My parents are innocent mundanes. They don’t deserve me charming them every time they do something I don’t like.”

			“Mundane, yes,” I say, inclining my head to acknowledge her point. “Innocent, no.”

			She tries to swat me again but ends up hitting her tea with her elbow. It tips backward. My hand shoots out, attempting to stop its fall, but it’s too late. Aoife’s drink falls off the table, a good amount of it sloshing into her lap on its way down.

			She stares at it, wearing an expression of wide-eyed disbelief. Then she bursts into peals of laughter.

			“Are we cursed?” she chokes out. “How many times can this happen?”

			“I don’t think anybody would waste their time with a drink-spilling curse,” I say dryly, getting up to retrieve some napkins for her.

			“Hey, don’t underestimate the power of a drink-spilling curse,” she says. “We literally got together twice because you spilled something on me.”

			“You’re right,” I say, squatting next to her so I can dab at her lap with the napkins. “I don’t know what I was thinking.”

			“I’m clearly the magical expert, between the two of us,” she says grandly. The giggles overtake her again.

			I glance at her face, all scrunched up as she laughs, and think, Damn. I love her. I don’t say it, though. For once, I don’t make the reckless choice. Because if I love her, I should work on myself first.
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