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			Last time, in Hollowthorn…

			After months spent practicing her psychometry powers, thirteen-year-old Annabella Ballinkay can finally see more than just visions of death. With the guidance of her mom, Nora, she’s started reading objects too—only to find they’re waaay more stubborn than people. But with her dad, Henry, on his way home, Anna’s determined to show him all her progress.

			Meanwhile, fourteen-year-old Colin Pierce has finally settled into the magical life, training with his older brother, Liam, to become a Raven—a guardian of the Shield between the human world and the Otherworld. But along with the speed, strength, and enhanced senses of his Raven powers, Colin discovers he’s inherited life magic from his ancestor Fin, the Irish King of the Dead, enabling him to see spirits and read magical energy. Worse, Liam is treating him like a little kid and refuses to take him on real Raven missions.

			When an old friend of Henry’s arrives and asks for help locating the Tree of Life in the Otherworld, Anna and Colin both jump at the chance to prove their new powers—especially when Colin learns the new arrival, Salem, is a Raven too. Salem reveals that the Jewish Lord of Demons wants to absorb the Tree’s magic using a divining rod called the Myrtle Staff. If he succeeds, the Otherworld will die—and magic along with it.

			Together with Max, the mischievous black cat that’s really a Jabberwocky (a dragon-like creature who guards the Shield alongside Ravens), Anna, Colin, Henry, and Salem set off to find the Myrtle Staff first in the Otherworld, a place full of ancient and terrifying magic.

			Along the way, Salem offers to train Colin as a Raven, and Colin tries to hide his life magic. Anna’s magic rebels too, and she worries she won’t be able to read the Myrtle Staff, which will lead them to the Tree of Life. But as Hanukkah begins, Anna bonds with Henry over magical objects, and he teaches her that knowing an object’s story makes it easier to read.

			Meanwhile, at Ravenfall, the house begins acting strangely. With the twins on a college tour and Nora vacationing with Gran, Aunt Elaine and Uncle Roy are in charge, but they dismiss the house’s mess-ups as one of its temper tantrums.

			After successfully finding the Myrtle Staff and using it to track the Tree, Anna begins to question Salem’s intense training with Colin. She thinks Salem is manipulating him, but Colin trusts Salem completely. Colin and Anna fight, and Colin and Salem continue to the Tree alone.

			They’ve barely departed when Max barrels into camp, wounded and upset. Anna reads him and learns that Max used to be bonded to Salem, who has been stealing powerful forms of magic in order to live forever. They arrive at the Tree to find Colin battling Salem. Colin reveals that Salem has been controlling the demon lord, and that Salem is really the one after the Tree of Life’s immortal magic.

			Anna and Colin escape with the magical staff and flee to the human world, where Max bonds with Colin before they return to Ravenfall. There, they find out that the inn has been almost completely taken over by the Hollowthorn Woods, and Elaine and Roy are trapped. They devise a plan for Colin to use his life magic to extract Salem’s stolen magic and trap it in a spelled chest to prevent it from exploding. Anna and her dad set off to retrieve the chest.

			When Salem arrives to take back the Myrtle Staff, Colin confronts him again. This time, Salem tries to convince Colin to join him, but Colin recognizes he has all the family and support he needs and doesn’t want to continue Salem’s legacy of violence. Meanwhile, with Henry’s help, Anna reads the chest’s history and discovers how to use it. They race to find Colin, and with Anna’s help, Colin extracts Salem’s magic and Henry seals it in the chest. Salem’s age rapidly catches up with him as the Hollowthorn Woods drag him back into the Otherworld.

			Uncle Roy and Aunt Elaine are freed, but the house’s magic has been stolen by Hollowthorn. Nora, Gran, and the twins return from traveling to find the house broken and quiet, and it takes everyone’s help to rebuild it. As the family celebrates the final night of Hanukkah, a wisp of the house’s magic returns.
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			Anna

			Everything is changing.

			Over the last few days, the air has turned crisp as a harvest apple, the narrow streets and canopied walking trails of downtown Wick blanketed in autumn leaves. The customers entering Gran’s tea shop come wrapped in knit scarves and woolen sweaters, asking for pumpkin hot chocolate and mulled cider, and sit close to the crackling fire that reveals faraway places—if you know how to look.

			With the first of October just over a week away, the out-of-towners have begun to trickle in, drawn by stories of an inn run by psychics and shops full of magic. Not that they’ll actually see any magic. Not unless they’re especially open to it, like the woman from this morning, who’d gaped when the selkie painting by the milk-and-sugar station waved at her.

			“Add a little more lavender to that sachet, Anna-love,” Gran calls as she buzzes past my stool at the back counter, where I’m sorting tea leaves. Her silver hair is done up in one of her wild buns, the edges dyed bright orange like the marmalade sitting in glass jars by the register.

			A spoonful of lavender levitates up to me, courtesy of Gran’s telekinesis, and I dump it into the tea bag. Then I seal it and add it to the basket labeled Lavender Chamomile, a magical blend that helps the drinker sleep dreamlessly, which is tea fact number one of one thousand now taking up space in my brain.

			After a summer spent working at Gran’s café, the Merrow, I know everything about tea. What measurements to use, how long to steep it, whether to add honey or milk or nothing at all (which is apparently a debate of epic proportions). But Gran’s tea is no ordinary blend of herbs—each flavor has unique magical properties, from the caramel rooibos that renews old memories to the peppermint that encourages creative thoughts.

			Thanks to all her lessons, my knowledge of herbal remedies could give my big sister Rose a run for her money, and she’s basically part plant.

			Gran hands a customer a cinnamon apple twist wrapped in parchment paper, then dusts powdered sugar off her hands and joins me at the back counter. “You’ve been making those sachets all afternoon. Last I checked, manipulating time was not a Ballinkay family ability. At some point, you will have to go home.” Her voice softens in a way that once again makes me wonder if she can read minds.

			It wouldn’t surprise me. Gran’s telekinesis is her only power I know of, but I’m pretty sure she’s also secretly a witch, a faerie, or an Irish goddess.

			Maybe all three.

			“It’s my last day working here,” I reply as I fill another tea bag with equal parts lavender and chamomile. “I’m just enjoying it!”

			Technically, I could stay at the Merrow a little while longer, but with Samhain fast approaching and the inn about to fill up with guests, my parents will need my help at Ravenfall more than ever. Besides, Gran is flying out for Ireland tonight to visit Aunt Elaine and Uncle Roy.

			“Or you’re avoiding saying goodbye to your sisters,” Gran counters with a knowing smile.

			And there’s that.

			Kara and Rose are leaving for college tonight, and without them, Ravenfall will be short-staffed. Which is another way of saying “Anna will be doing literally everything, like usual.” Okay, literally everything that Nora isn’t doing, which is still a lot. My mom might be twice as speedy as a hummingbird and physically incapable of taking a real break, but even she can’t run Ravenfall on her own.

			I make a point of filling the next sachet extra slow.

			In response, Gran flicks her wrist, and the remaining tea bags line up in midair. The scoop delivers a spoonful of lavender and chamomile into each before the pouches seal shut and nestle atop each other in neat lines in the basket.

			“Go home, Anna-love,” Gran says gently, floating my backpack over from the corner. “I packed you some pumpkin pie for after dinner.”

			With as much silent protest as I can muster, I flip the backpack over my shoulders, give Gran a hug goodbye, and head for the front porch, where my bike leans against the wall beside a big midnight-green dog with glowing red eyes. Why Mr. Connolly takes his afternoon naps on the Merrow’s front porch I have no idea, but I’m not about to question a cù-sìth with very sharp teeth.

			The trees fly by in a blur of russet and gold as I pedal toward Ravenfall Inn, out of breath and wondering what terrible person invented bikes before I’m even over the first hill. Physical exercise is the worst, and without Colin around to make me go for a walk or run laps with him in the backyard, I’ve been doing my best impression of a couch potato.

			Which, let me say, is really, really good.

			I give up at the bottom of Ravenfall’s long driveway and walk the bike the rest of the distance, wishing I were fifteen like Colin and could get my learner’s permit. But it’ll be months before my fifteenth birthday, so it’s only Anna-powered modes of transportation until then.

			I emerge into the roundabout, where the inn sprawls like a sleeping dragon, complete with a puff of smoke from the main chimney. On the ledge balances a beak-shaped green felt hat with a wide brim turned up at the back and a single ruby feather wafting about.

			It’s been there all summer, placed by our Jabberwocky, Max, after I told the house about the animated Robin Hood movie that Gran and I watched one night. Since then, it’s fancied itself a defender of the helpless who gives to the less fortunate, aka all of us poor, helpless humans that surely could not cook, clean, or open doors without it.

			Gran offered to change the hat with her telekinesis while Max is away on a hunting road trip with Colin and Liam, but the house refused. It won’t admit it because of their ongoing rivalry, but I’m pretty sure it only wants Max to do it. Never mind that he’s an ancient dragon-like creature in a cat’s body meant to help guard the Shield between our world and the Otherworld, not a hat delivery service.

			I’ve given up trying to understand their relationship.

			When I reach the top of the sloping driveway, sweating and puffing and with my hair frizzed from the wind, my stomach knots at the sight of what awaits me: a moving van.

			With half a garden and every computer on the planet to move, my sisters weren’t going to fit their things in the beat-up family Jeep, but somehow seeing the moving van is so much worse. When my older brother left for college, he took a duffel bag and a backpack. It felt like he was going on a trip—not like he was leaving permanently.

			Not like this.

			“Oh, that box doesn’t feel very comfortable where it is. I think it would rather be near the front.” Rose’s willowy voice rises from the back of the van. She’s got that “poor little inanimate object” tone, which usually means her empathy is in overdrive, picking up on the emotions of everything from the guests to the trees.

			“It’s a box,” Kara replies flatly. “It can suffer for two hours. Just make sure it doesn’t fall on my monitor.”

			“Your monitor feels very insecure where it is too. I think I’ll switch them.”

			Kara makes a noise of exasperation at her twin. “Not again! We’ve rearranged the truck four times already, Rose.”

			A steady stream of boxes and bags floats out the front door behind them, gathering in little piles to be sorted into the truck. Even after all these months since Hollowthorn Woods nearly swallowed the house whole, accidentally supercharging its magic, I’m still not used to seeing it use its powers outside. Once, the inn could only control things within its walls; now its power stretches across the entire grounds, sweeping faerie dust off the porch, pruning the garden, and stacking the firewood.

			It also made it very clear that it would be decorating itself for Samhain this year.

			As quietly as I can, I lay my bike down in the driveway and tiptoe toward the side entrance. If the twins realize I’m here, I’ll have no choice but to—

			“Anna!” Kara sticks her face around the edge of the van, wearing a black turtleneck sweater with her reddish-blond hair wound up in space buns. “Tell Rose to stop moving the boxes.”

			“Rose, stop moving the boxes!” I call as I hurry past, to which Rose lifts an airy hand. Her bright red hair is loose and tangled in a faded blue scarf, her pale cheeks flush from exertion.

			Kara’s eyes widen. “It is not my fault for packing too many things!” she shouts after me as I fly up the front steps. I duck into the foyer before she can pluck any other thoughts out of my mind with her telepathy, waving at the house as it rumbles a greeting.

			The scent of brisket hits me the moment I cross the threshold, the latest in a long line of Jewish recipes the house has been experimenting with. There’s even a plate of hamantaschen by the door for guests to take, triangular shortbread cookies filled with homemade apricot or blackberry jam. I stuff two into my pockets and wave to a pair of women playing chess by the bay window who I did readings for that morning.

			With my psychometry powers, I can tell people all sorts of stories about objects that are important to them, and the couple had been asking after the taller wife’s wedding ring. It had belonged to her mother, who never told them where she got it. Turns out it was a gift from an English heiress she used to work for, and now the two are planning a trip overseas come winter.

			The kitchen door swings open, revealing an expectant Nora with her arms folded. She probably had a vision of me arriving home and has been waiting there ever since. “You were supposed to be back an hour ago,” she says.

			I gesture behind me, where I can still hear the faint sounds of Rose and Kara arguing. “It’s not like they would have been ready an hour ago.”

			“It’s not them I needed your help with.” Nora subtly nods over her shoulder. I creep closer to peer into the kitchen, already knowing what I’m going to find.

			Every inch of space is filled with plates of hamantaschen.

			On the mismatched wooden counters and the scarred circular table, even tucked atop the microwave and nestled along the windowsills, sits a countless array of golden-brown triangles with jams of every flavor.

			I groan. “Not again.”

			A quiet creak of apology comes from the nearest wall, and I pat the house consolingly. After it absorbed all that magic from Hollowthorn, it’s been going overboard in everything it does. Last week, it made two hundred pumpkin chocolate chip muffins, switched all the furniture around in the library and the ballroom, and planted a brand-new rooftop garden complete with a topiary maze trimmed in the shape of Robin Hood–esque symbols, from a bow and quiver to a line of arrows.

			Some of it the house does on purpose, but it mostly seems to be struggling to figure out its new powers, something I can relate to.

			Nora points to the double ovens full of roasting pans. “There is enough brisket in there to feed every creature in Hollowthorn Woods.”

			“Not a terrible option,” I reply, to which Nora’s eyes widen. There may have been a pooka incident when I was six that left Nora adamantly in camp “no magical creature feeding.”

			My shoulders droop. “Well, it’s too late now. We’ll just have to eat it.”

			If Colin, Liam, and Max were here, I wouldn’t be worried. Between the three of them, food has a habit of disappearing. But they’ve been away all summer training to hone their Raven powers and aren’t coming back for another week, something I’ve been trying not to think about.

			The weekend can’t come fast enough—I miss them.

			“We can serve it for dinner tonight and brisket sandwiches for lunch tomorrow,” I suggest. “I can take some to everyone in town too. Mr. and Mrs. Andrade are having an event at the animal shelter tomorrow afternoon.”

			Relief softens Nora’s expression. “Don’t you have a reading tomorrow?”

			“I rescheduled it to this morning.”

			An emotion I can’t decipher fills Nora’s big brown eyes, and I make a break for it a second too late—her arms envelop me in a hug tight enough to make a boa constrictor proud. “Don’t you go growing up on me too, Anna,” she chastises thickly.

			“That’s the last thing you have to worry about,” I wheeze, eyeing the spot on the kitchen doorframe where Nora has measured all of us every year without fail. To the surprise of no one, I am still the shortest.

			I wonder how tall Colin’s gotten. With my luck, he’ll come back twice my size.

			I’m saved from Nora’s attempt to forcibly prevent me from growing when Rose and Kara trudge in a moment later, the former delightedly exploring the assortment of hamantaschen while the latter glowers as if we are all personally responsible for her bad day.

			“It’s done,” Kara announces. “We’re leaving.”

			Nora releases me in favor of crushing Kara next, who frankly deserves it for not seeing that coming. Rose wraps her arms around both of them, and the house must have just cut an onion or ground some pepper or something, because my eyes suddenly start stinging.

			“Is it time already?” Henry’s soft voice precedes his appearance in the kitchen doorway, and he rubs tiredly at his eyes beneath thick box-frame glasses. He’s let his beard grow a little, the dark curls nearly enveloping his face, and he wears an argyle sweater-vest that makes Kara visibly cringe. Her recent efforts to up our dad’s fashion game have been as successful as my attempts to convince the house to stop making enough food for the whole town.

			“We’ve got to leave a little early because Rose wants to stop by Dilara’s before we head out,” Kara explains as she frees herself from the Nora-Rose hugfest.

			“She’s made us magical mood bracelets,” Rose says dreamily. After Dilara decided to stay in Wick after high school and take over her family’s plant shop, the Wicked Orchid, I was worried the two of them would break up. Then I realized that if you’re going to be in a long-distance relationship, it helps to be an empath and a witch.

			Henry hugs Kara and Rose in turn, and then we all descend the stairs to the waiting moving van, which somehow hasn’t burst at the seams.

			“Are you sure you’ll be okay driving this?” Nora eyes the van nervously.

			Rose clasps her hands together. “Oh yes, it’s very excited for our trip.”

			“I’ve already installed my own GPS,” Kara adds dismissively. “The van’s basically going to drive itself.”

			Henry readjusts his glasses, peering closely at the tires. “You know, I think I have an umbrella spelled for good weather. It might be useful with the storms coming in. Also, those tires look a little bald.”

			As a magical-object hunter, Henry has a whole array of items with wild abilities squirreled away in his office, but Kara only shakes her head. “The last time you gave me a magical object, it short-circuited my system.”

			Henry’s olive skin flushes, but unlike so many times before, there’s no tension between them. Kara’s snipes are only teasing, and Henry’s attempts to help are how he shows that he cares. If one good thing came out of all the turmoil with Salem in the Otherworld, it’s that my sisters and I got to know Henry a lot better.

			And an endless supply of hamantaschen.

			Just like that, it’s my turn to say goodbye. I fold my arms, eyeing my sisters and trying to think of something cool to say. Before I can, Rose envelops me in a hug that says more than any words ever could, and then Kara’s bumping my shoulder with a half smile and saying, “Yeah, me too,” and I’m swallowing back tears because I will absolutely not cry about Kara leaving, but maybe for Rose, and then they’re climbing into the moving van and the sound of the engine is trailing off down the gravel drive and it’s all I can do to eat my cookies without choking up.

			I stand at the base of the stairs, the building at my back suddenly feeling ten times bigger with everyone missing. I know it’ll change when Aunt Elaine, Uncle Roy, and Gran return for Samhain, and Colin, Liam, and Max will be here even sooner, but right now I can’t help feeling like part of me is missing.

			Then I hear the confused muttering.

			Nora and I exchange apprehensive looks, and then we’re both running back up the stairs and into the foyer, where a handful of guests are all milling about with looks of bewilderment.

			“Can I help you?” Nora asks Ms. Singh, a twenty-something fashion model whose mother’s necklace I read that morning. She’s dressed in sweatpants and a faded Rolling Stones T-shirt that make me wonder if she meant to come downstairs yet, seeing as yesterday she’d been wearing a flowing buttermilk yellow dress straight off the runway.

			“I’m not sure,” she replies uncertainly. “I received a note asking me to leave my room so it could be cleaned, but when I came downstairs, there were signs on all the doors. I didn’t know where else to go.”

			That’s when I notice the placard hung on the nearest knob, a crisp square of white paper with bold black letters: Closed for Cleaning.

			There’s one on every door.

			“The house,” I say with dawning horror. “It’s cleaning every single room!”

			I run a hand down my face in exasperation at the exact same time Nora does, which only makes everything worse. We’ve been spending too much time together.

			“Please bear with us,” Nora calls in her very well-practiced “everything is fine” voice. “We’ve had a miscommunication with the cleaning staff. If you’ll just follow me into the kitchen, I’d be happy to get everyone a cup of tea and some hamantaschen.”

			She herds the confused guests into the kitchen, where a series of alarmed noises tell me they’ve seen the army of cookies. Meanwhile, I dart through the halls, tearing off the signs to a backdrop of disgruntled rumbles from the house. By the time I’ve finished and we’ve gotten everyone sorted back into their rooms, Nora and I are exhausted.

			We flop unceremoniously onto the couch in the library, Nora with a mug of mulled wine and me with a cup of my own tea blend, which I came up with at the Merrow. It’s a mix of peppermint and vanilla, for creativity and enhanced openness, making it my go-to drink when I’m drawing.

			Bundled in a fuzzy blanket, I lazily fix the shading on my picture of the wedding ring from that morning’s reading. The sketchbook was a gift from Colin after he admitted to spilling tea on my old one, and it’s since become a little bit of a journal too. I’ve filled it with drawings of the objects I’ve read and entries about the stories I learned from them so that I can share them with Colin as soon as he’s back.

			The house brings us a heaping plate of hamantaschen, which we dutifully eat so as not to hurt its feelings, even though my stomach has started to feel queasy from all the sugar. I keep expecting Kara to sweep in at any moment, headphones over her ears and laptop in hand, or to hear Rose humming as she passes by, comforting some wilted plant or mistreated sock, but the house is quiet. So quiet that it makes me uneasy.

			It’s been nine months since it regained its powers, but sometimes I still dream about touching the wall and only feeling cold, lifeless emptiness on the other side.

			As if sensing my worry, a fire sparks to life in the hearth, large enough to release a roar before the house regains control of it and reduces it to a reasonable flame. Nora is snoring softly with her arm tucked under her like a pillow, so she doesn’t notice, but I give the house an exasperated look.

			“Anna,” Henry says as he enters the room, a book on Jewish demons tucked under one arm. “Your sisters’ departure reminded me that I have something for you.”

			I jerk upright. “What is it?”

			My relationship with my dad has only gotten stronger after our adventure into the Otherworld. After solving riddles, tracking down the Tree of Life, and stopping Salem from becoming an immortal Raven, I don’t have to fish for conversation topics or worry about him running off on another expedition. He’s been home nine months straight now, and we study Jewish mythology together every Sunday.

			He holds out a hand, dangling a silver chain with a simple Star of David. “I gave the twins each one last night too, but this one is extra special. I’ve had it since I was a kid.”

			Leaping to my feet, I meet him halfway. “It’s awesome! Will you put it on me?”

			I turn around and lift my curls. It takes him a few tries, but eventually he gets the clasp to lock into place. I fiddle with the Star of David as I face him, eyeing the book under his arm. “What are you reading about?”

			He holds it out for me to see, its cover embossed with silver foil. “Our discussion about the Celestial World last week sparked my interest about some of the beings found there. For example, have you heard of the Theli? It’s a cosmic dragon that supposedly surrounds the whole of the universe. And the chalkydri! They’re an angelic species with the head of a crocodile, the body of a lion, and twelve wings!”

			“That seems like too many wings,” I reply, though my fingers itch to draw one.

			Last fall, when we researched the three-pronged Triskelion symbol that Colin had seen in a vision, one of the meanings that came up was the human world, the Otherworld, and the Celestial World. Ever since our trip to the Otherworld, I haven’t been able to stop thinking about this third, unknown world. So I asked Henry about it, and now my brain is one part tea, one part Jewish mythology.

			The Celestial World is supposedly the realm of the heavens, divided into seven areas, each governed by a different type of angel. At least, according to some people. Like a lot of things in Judaism, we found more than one answer, and when I’d asked Henry how anyone was supposed to actually know anything, he basically did a little dance when he declared, “You aren’t!”

			Apparently, asking questions is the point.

			Nora suddenly jerks upright with a gasp from her napping spot on the couch, and Henry and I both jump. Blinking groggily at me, she presses a hand to her temple in a way that means she’s had a vision.

			“Oh,” she says in quiet surprise. “Colin is coming home.”
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			Colin

			“Max, get your butt out of my face!” I yell for the tenth time in the last hour. The black cat is balanced on my shoulder, his head hanging out the car window like a dog’s. Every time another car goes by, he hunkers down like he’s getting ready to pounce, then lurches at the car as it passes.

			Which would be fine—if I weren’t driving.

			“Focus on the road,” Liam instructs from where he’s pressed back into the passenger seat, his knuckles white from bracing himself.

			“I am focusing on the road,” I snap back.

			Liam groans, burying his face in his free hand. “Please tell me we’re almost there.”

			“It was your idea to teach me how to drive,” I grumble.

			“And I regret every second of it.”

			Rolling my eyes, I switch on my blinker at Ravenfall’s driveway but take the turn a little too quickly, causing the tires to spin out. Max wobbles on my shoulder, claws digging in sharp enough to draw blood, and I flinch, reflexively hitting the accelerator. The Charger lurches forward a few feet before I slam the brake. Max tumbles into my lap, mine and Liam’s seat belts jerking us backward.

			Liam gives me a look that promises I will never, ever get to drive his car again.

			It’s not my fault he’s a terrible instructor. He keeps saying things like “ease into the curve” and “don’t ride the brakes,” as if I’m supposed to understand what those mean. I had to sneak into the last town’s library to find some driver’s education books with actual explanations, which is how I learned that you’re not supposed to speed up at yellow lights and rolling slowly through a stop sign doesn’t count.

			If I leave it up to Liam, I’ll never pass my driver’s test next year.

			Max clambers back onto my shoulder, sending a pulse of annoyance along our bond. It’s been nine months since we formed a magical link to each other, and now I can easily decipher his emotions and even pull from his magic when I need an extra boost. But sometimes being able to understand a playful, conniving trickster of a cat has its downsides, like experiencing all his mood swings.

			Not to mention the constant flood of curious, “what if I just”–type thoughts. Like, “What if I just knocked this off the table and watched it shatter into a thousand pieces?” or “What if I just pretend that I want a belly rub and then tear Liam’s hand apart?”

			“I told you not to stand there,” I reply as I proceed extra slow up the rest of the driveway. Surely, if I can defeat the Irish King of the Dead, the Jewish Lord of Demons, and the most powerful Raven to ever live, I can learn to drive a car.

			Probably.

			After a summer spent training and protecting people from magical creatures with Liam and Max, I feel more confident than ever about being a Raven. My journal is bursting with new magical facts, drawings of creatures, and objects to summon; my Saint Knives practically feel like an extension of my hands; and I’ve gotten better with both of my abilities.

			That said, I’m still more comfortable with the strength, speed, and object summoning that come with my Raven powers than the strangeness of the life magic I inherited from Fin. At the very least, I’ve figured out how to block out the unwelcome spirits I used to see everywhere, though I’m still getting used to sensing and reading magical energies.

			Even Liam thinks I’m ready to take on more responsibility, dropping hints here and there about me going on my first solo mission. With how busy we’ve been helping people and with Ravens in short supply, he thinks we should divide and conquer, which is why he came up with the terrible idea that he should teach me how to drive. Except I’d rather take on an army of redcaps than spend another minute in the car with him coaching me.

			“Other way!” Liam shouts as I go left at the roundabout. There aren’t any other cars around, though, so I don’t see why it matters which direction I drive. The last place I need to worry about crashing into somebody is outside a four-story magical inn that can levitate us out of danger.

			“What’s a word that means ‘somebody who’s overbearing, judgmental, and annoying’?” I ask as I put the car in park and shut off the engine. “Oh yeah: brother.”

			Liam snatches the keys back from me with Raven-quick reflexes. “Thanks, Merriam-Webster.”

			I scowl. Memorizing definitions started out as a hobby to keep me occupied as we moved from motel to motel, but before long, it helped me focus, kept me calm. I gave it up months ago, instead focusing on mythological creatures and magical artifacts as part of my Raven studies, but Liam’s determined not to let me forget that I was once a walking dictionary.

			“At least I actually study and learn things,” I say, clambering out of the car. Max jumps down from my shoulder into a pile of leaves, promptly crunching all of them in a flurry of flying paws.

			“I learn plenty of things,” Liam counters, looking relieved to be on solid ground again. “By actually doing them. You can’t just read about identifying a wulver’s howl. You have to hear it yourself.”

			“You mean the howl I heard that you didn’t?”

			“I had headphones in.”

			“On a hunt! If you can’t hear—oof!” Something slams into me, and I reflexively catch it even as the air whooshes from my lungs. It takes me a moment to realize that the bundle of maroon wool is a beanie with a fuzzy pumpkin on it and the thing I’m holding is actually a person—and then I hug her back.

			“You’re here!” Anna exclaims as Liam joins us.

			His smug smile tells me he saw her coming. “What was that about not hearing things?”

			“Anna, save me,” I groan. “Make him go away.”

			She detaches herself from me with a grin. “You’re the one who can materialize things.”

			I wave a hand at Liam as if to make him disappear back into my Raven journal like my Saint Knives, but he only gives me a very unimpressed look. Anna laughs, though, like she always does, and just like that, all the stress of driving fades away. After months of traveling, researching, and hunting, we made it here in one piece, Anna is laughing at my terrible jokes, and I can smell the house’s cooking all the way out here.

			We’re home.

			“Max!” Anna crouches down as Max bounds over to her, leaping into her arms. She catches him with a grin, squeezing him tight as she stands. Then she seems to make the connection between me and the side of the car I’m on, because her eyes go wide.

			“Were you driving?” she asks.

			Liam’s face sours. “Unfortunately.”

			“Your! Idea!” I grind out.

			“A mistake I will not repeat.”

			Anna gathers Max onto her shoulders, as unfazed by our arguing as ever. “I don’t suppose you guys want dinner. We have a lot.”

			Liam reparks the Charger off to the side of the driveway. He’s barely cut the engine when the trunk flies open and our bags come floating out, courtesy of the house. It carries them to our rooms—“accidentally” almost dropping one on Max—as Liam fires texts on his phone. It buzzed incessantly on the way here, but Liam refused to take his eyes off the road to check it.

			I say hello to the house as we approach, getting a rumble in return. It’s yet to be bedecked in faerie lights and tiny pumpkins, but still somehow feels like fall to me with its wide wraparound porch, mismatched sprawling floors, and scattered chimneys poking up every which way. Maybe it’s because preparations for Samhain were in full swing the first time I saw Ravenfall, but there’s nowhere else that makes me feel like this. Not since my parents moved us out of our home in California, back when Fin was hunting down Ravens.

			Liam and I join Anna and Max as we funnel toward the ballroom at the back of the house for dinner. It’s nowhere near as lively as the first time I entered it a year ago, the flood of guests for Samhain still yet to come, but it feels good to be back after all our time on the road. The stage in the far corner is empty, but the long tables are dotted with guests chatting over plates of brisket and thick slices of challah from the buffet, or else sipping drinks from the countless self-serve dispensers at the bar.

			A craving for Wish Cider hits me, and I ask the house for a mug as we make our way toward the Ballinkays’ table in the back. Above, the mist gathered in the rafters swirls into the shape of bows and arrows, charging horses, and gleaming shields. I lean down toward Anna and whisper, “I see the house still thinks it’s Robin Hood.”

			Her brown eyes narrow, taking in the distance between us with a critical edge. “You got taller.”

			My cheeks flush. “I’m 5′7″.”

			She scrubs a hand down her face, and Liam pats her reassuringly on the shoulder. “It’s okay, Anna. At least you have tall-person energy. Colin can be so quiet that sometimes I forget he’s there.”

			“You what?” I demand, but before he can answer, Nora spots us and envelops us in hugs. We answer all her questions—Yes, we ate enough. No, we didn’t stay up too late. Yes, we were careful—before she finally relinquishes us to get food. Max is already at the buffet scoping out the options, but the house keeps floating everything out of his reach. In response, he knocks several rolls of bread onto the floor, which the house launches back at him.

			By the time Liam and I return to the table with multiple plates each and mugs of Wish Cider, Anna’s already halfway through hers. She’s mixed her brisket into her kugel and put it all on top of a sea of latkes, complete with a dollop of sour cream. Personally, I like latkes better with applesauce, but there are plenty to try with both.

			“So why are you back so early?” Anna ignores my nauseated look at her food concoction. “I thought you weren’t coming home until October.”

			“We weren’t,” Liam replies, taking a swig of the Wish Cider he charmed to taste like chocolate. “But Ravenfall was on the way to our next mission, and we could actually use your help.”

			“Me?” Anna straightens, and for the first time I notice she’s wearing a fuzzy green sweater with a black cat on it playing in a pile of fallen leaves.

			It says Pawtumn on it.

			Resisting a groan, I pick up Liam’s explanation instead. “We got a report of a kelpie in Olympic National Park up in Washington from one of Liam’s contacts. We thought you might be able to help us track it with your psychometry.”

			“You want me to track a giant man-eating swamp horse?” Anna’s eyes brighten. “So down.”

			Nora’s sharp eyes sweep over us. “I hope that means you’ve brought something of the kelpie’s for her to read,” she says pointedly.

			Liam grins sheepishly. “Well, actually—”

			“Can I go with them?” Anna twists in her seat to face her mom. “It’s only a few hours away.”

			Nora sets down her fork with a shake of her head. “Kelpies can be dangerous, Anna.”

			“Mrs. Andrade is a kelpie.”

			“Mrs. Andrade is a very close family friend.”

			“Who’s also a kelpie.”

			Nora levels her with a flat stare, and Anna clasps her hands together, all but batting her eyelashes. “Pleeeaase? I’ve dealt with way worse than a kelpie, and Colin and Liam need my help.”

			Nora looks ready to keep arguing when a wince stops her. She presses a hand to her temple, releasing a defeated sigh. “Fine, Anna can go with you,” she says, confirming my suspicion that she just had a vision of us all together on the mission.

			“On one condition,” she adds when Anna squeals excitedly. “You can help them find the den, but once you do, I want you to stay out of the fight, understand? You know as well as I do that a kelpie can hypnotize its victims into drowning themselves. It shouldn’t affect you since you have magic too, but just in case, I don’t want you anywhere near it.”

			Anna deflates. “That’s not fair. Colin gets to fight.”

			“I am not Colin’s legal guardian.” At that, Nora gives Liam a pointed look. He pretends to be entirely absorbed in his brisket.

			Liam has been fiercely protective of me since our parents died, but he’s never been what I would call responsible. Not when he started sneaking out to go hunting without our parents’ knowledge before he turned eighteen and tried to hunt down the King of the Dead all on his own.

			“Fine,” Anna mumbles. “But I get to ride shotgun.”
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			Colin

			It feels good to sleep in my bed again after months of crashing in motels and the Charger’s back seat. I forgot how exhausting it is moving from place to place. At least with my parents, we sometimes stayed put for a few weeks. With Liam, I felt like I was constantly in one door and out another, like if he stood still too long, something might catch up with him.

			A steady hum of energy tells me Max is curled up on the pillow beside me even before I open my eyes. Being bonded with him has been like having a second shadow, if shadows could lend me magical energy and communicate their displeasure at having greasy roadside burgers for dinner the third night in a row. But I like knowing he’s there.

			After climbing out of bed, I put on my mom’s trinity knot necklace, get dressed, and finish packing for the trip to Washington. Max is waiting for me by the door when I’m done, and I linger there. Over the last year, this room has become mine, the walls now packed with bookshelves full of mythology texts, medicinal plants from Rose, and ancient weaponry that Roy keeps promising to help me restore.

			But my favorite is the drawing that Anna gave me of my parents, Liam, and me on Ravenfall’s front porch, now wrapped in a silver frame and nestled at the forefront of a bookcase.

			A pulse of impatience comes down our bond, and I roll my eyes. “You’re worse than Liam,” I tell Max as we head downstairs. “Aren’t you even a little bit happy to be home?”

			Max glares at the nearest wall, which rumbles grumpily in response.

			“Right,” I mutter. “You two hate each other so much.”

			Max doesn’t seem to hear me, his focus now entirely on the house. He arches his back and hisses at the wall; in response, the wooden plank underneath flips up like a seesaw, catapulting him into the air. I move one step to the left, and he lands on my shoulders, growling at the house the rest of the way down to breakfast.

			Scents of cinnamon and honey fill the air as I enter the kitchen, and I breathe them deep. Then Anna shouts, “Duck!”

			I drop to a crouch just as a tray of challah goes flying overhead into the open oven. Cautiously, I stand back up. In place of yesterday’s hamantaschen is a whole bakery’s worth of challah. Big six-braid loaves and smaller three-braid ones, golden-brown round loaves, and loaves large enough to feed three Liams.

			Speaking of, Liam is slumped down in his chair at the kitchen table, a hand on his stomach that tells me he’s eaten too many slices of the challah French toast piled at the center. Henry sits across from him, talking animatedly about a magical object I know Liam has zero percent interest in, though he nods drowsily along.

			“Nice move,” Anna says from her spot at the table, her hands wrapped around a steaming mug of tea. “I think you’ve gotten faster.”

			“The benefits of being chased all over northern California by vampires,” I reply, and she grins, though I’m only half joking. My Raven powers may have granted me enhanced strength, speed, and senses, but Liam and I have still been doing a lot of physical training to stay in shape.

			I sit down beside her and fill up a plate with French toast, dousing it in homemade cinnamon butter and maple syrup as Henry goes on about the object in his hand. It’s a thin silver armband that looks as though it could wrap around my wrist twice, the ends two feather-like leaves. The flat bracelet portion is engraved with what I now recognize as Irish, though I can’t make out the lettering from here.

			Anna points at my plate with her fork. “Max is eating your French toast.”

			“Max!” By the time I get myself a new plate of French toast fresh off the griddle, Liam has escaped to go pack up the Charger and Anna has filled Henry in on our mission to Olympic National Forest. He looks disappointed not to be going himself.

			“The forest is up near where your aunt Miriam lives,” he tells Anna as the house carries away our empty plates. “She’s in a little town west of Seattle called Witchwood.”

			Anna toys with her Star of David necklace, but before she can reply, a gasp echoes through the kitchen. We turn as one to find Nora standing openmouthed in the doorway, her freckled skin a furious shade of red. Like a child caught with their hand in the cookie jar, everything inside the kitchen stops: the dough kneading itself on the counter, the trays floating halfway between one location and the next, even the hum of the oven.

			“Enough!” Nora’s voice trembles. “If you bake one more loaf, I’m buying the largest televisions you’ve ever seen and putting one in every single room.”

			A despondent groan comes back from the house, and Anna pats the wall consolingly. “She doesn’t mean it.”

			“You”—Nora points at Anna—“are not helping. Have you finished packing?”

			We submit ourselves to Nora’s review of our backpacks. Once she’s satisfied, Anna, Max, and I pile into the Charger after Liam, who takes the driver’s seat before I can even ask. My stomach bubbles with excitement at starting another mission, especially with Anna here, but I wish we could stay a little longer at Ravenfall. Partly because I got two real, non-fast-food meals in a row, but also because I feel bad stealing Anna with the twins gone.

			“Are your parents going to be able to handle running the inn on their own?” I ask as we pull around the driveway.

			“There’s not much to do until October first, when guests start arriving for Samhain,” Anna replies from the front seat. “And the house has taken on a lot more responsibility.”

			Liam lifts an eyebrow. “Like baking legions of challah?”

			“You ate an entire loaf and packed three more,” I point out.

			He pats his stomach. “I actually think I’m ready for another round.”

			We spend the next hour catching each other up on our summers. Anna tells us about working at the Merrow with Gran, studying Jewish mythology with her dad, and eating popcorn with Rose while watching Kara struggle to fit all her clothes into three suitcases. In return, Liam and I recount our constant run of missions, from the werewolf that didn’t know it was transforming and terrorizing its local town to the baby phoenix that kept accidentally setting fires by Mount Shasta.

			“The best by far was the leprechaun,” I say, practically leaning over the console to chat with Anna. Max lounges across the back of my neck like a scarf, snoring softly. “Someone got a hold of his amulet, and he had no choice but to grant them three wishes. Their first wish was to pull a bunch of pranks on people they didn’t like, so the town was in all kinds of chaos when we got there.”

			“We had to use almost all of the glamour bags that Rose gave us,” Liam chimes in, and I groan at the memory of having to hike around town for two days straight tracking down everyone who claimed to have seen a ghost or watched a cooked chicken get up and walk away.

			“Anyway, we got his amulet back, and he said that if we ever needed his help, he owed us a wish,” I finish. Not that leprechaun wishes are particularly powerful—barely a step above faerie dust—but I like the idea of having it in my back pocket.

			“Ooh.” Anna claps her hands together excitedly. “Wish for better driving skills.”

			Liam snorts with laughter, but I only glower at her. “Or maybe I’ll wish for a rain cloud to follow you around forever.”

			She sticks her tongue out at me, but then her expression turns serious. “To be honest, that doesn’t sound like the trip I imagined. I thought there’d be more…I don’t know. Hunting?” She says it quietly, as if the word alone might conjure up all the tension between us from the Otherworld, when Salem tried to convince me to hurt innocent creatures.

			Liam’s gaze finds mine in the rearview mirror, and I try to think of the best way to explain. “There was some of that too. Redcaps, vampires, ones that only wanted to hurt people. But most of the time, we just found supernatural creatures in over their heads and trying to survive in a world that doesn’t believe in magic.”

			Ever since what happened with Salem, the idea of hunting something down turns my stomach. I want to help people, protect them, not hurt things like Salem. If I can do that by relocating a lost phoenix or teaching someone about being a werewolf, then isn’t that just as good?

			Salem would have told me that I’m being weak. That it’s a Raven’s job to stop supernatural creatures before they can hurt anyone. I’ve spent more than one sleepless night with his voice turning over in my head, but I know by now that I don’t want to be that kind of Raven.

			I want to be better.

			Anna gives me a knowing look and lets the topic drop. “So what about this kelpie, then?” she asks instead. “Did it drown someone?”

			“Not yet.” Liam’s hands tighten on the steering wheel. “It’s still young. Young enough that it can’t even take on human form yet.”

			I nod. “Our goal is just to send it back to the fae realm before it entrances anyone.”

			Liam’s contact claimed the horse-like creature was spotted in Olympic National Forest just wandering around, but it’s only a matter of time before it uses its hypnotic magic to bewitch someone into drowning themselves for its next meal.

			“The forest is about a six-hour drive from Wick,” Liam says without consulting a GPS, something I’ve discovered is a bit of a superpower of his. He just knows how far away things are. “We should be there with a couple hours to spare before sunset.”

			By the time we reach Washington, towering rows of pines hedge the road on either side, casting flickering shadows across the open pages of my Raven journal. I study the entry on kelpies, where a drawing of a massive, ethereal horse standing in a pool of water stares back at me, its eyes full of depthless shadows. Anna really got the vibes right, though the information she wrote alongside the artwork is less helpful.

			
				Kelpies are seahorses, but not like seahorses. More like one part horse, one part sea. Or lake. Or puddle. Puddle horses sound cute.

			

			I felt too guilty to cross it out, but it was the last time I let her do any of the note taking.

			“We’re almost there.” Liam’s voice breaks my concentration. “Kelpies usually have their dens by lakes, so we should check the map when we arrive and start our search by one of them.”

			We exit the freeway into the forest, and Liam drives until we find the parking lot for an empty campground with a sign that reads, North Fork. No one else is there, which I hope has everything to do with the misty weather and nothing to do with a creature of Scottish legend luring them to their watery deaths.

			I sling my backpack over my shoulder as Liam inspects a map at the trailhead. There are several sources of water marked on it, and he points to one called Irely Lake. “That seems like a good place to start. Keep an eye out for signs of the kelpie that Anna may be able to read.”

			We start off along the trail, the woods swallowing us up. The scent of pine is heavy on the air, the drip of beaded dew from the branches and the crunch of needles underfoot the only noises. Liam and I stay on guard, scouting all directions as we move deeper into the forest, and Max bounds on and off the trail, crunching leaves and climbing the occasional trunk.

			We’re nearly a mile into the hike when a salty scent hits the air. Max lifts his head, sniffing lightly, then scurries across the path to a low-hanging branch where something waves in the breeze.

			“Max found something!” I call to the others as I follow him to a clump of what looks like damp green hair hanging from a broken branch. It looks as if something large came barreling through in a hurry.

			I tug off the hair and offer it to Anna when she arrives. “I think it’s from the kelpie’s mane.”

			She makes a face at the slimy texture but takes it anyway. Liam and I position ourselves on either side of her as she closes her eyes. Once, it would have taken Anna several minutes to build a bridge of magic between her and an object, and even then it didn’t always work out. This time it’s over in seconds.

			Looks like I’m not the only one who’s been practicing all summer.

			“Got it.” Her brow furrows. “Only…”

			“Only what?” I ask.

			Anna eyes the clump of hair. “I thought I’d only get a vision of its den or something, but I can actually feel something pulling me in a direction, like I did with the Myrtle Staff in the Otherworld. But the staff was a divining rod for the tree—even Salem could follow the magical energy once we got close enough. I don’t understand why this is doing it too.”

			I shrug. “Maybe your powers are just getting stronger?”

			“Maybe.” Anna closes her fist around the mane. “Well, it’s drawing me that way.” She points farther into the woods, and we start walking again, adjusting course each time Anna tells us to.

			We make it another half hour before Anna slows, a look crossing her face I know all too well. “My feet hurt,” she announces, readjusting her pack for the hundredth time.

			I glance down at her shoes. “Are those new hiking boots?”

			“Yes.”

			I cringe. “And you decided to go gallivanting around Washington in new hiking boots?”

			“What was I supposed to do?” She shoots me a suspicious look. “Also, I thought you gave up your dictionary ways.”

			Liam snickers, and I glare at them both. “I didn’t forget all the words I learned. And you could have broken your boots in!”

			“How?”

			“By hiking in them.”

			Anna gives me a look like I just suggested she set her sketchbook on fire, but before we can say anything else, the sound of a twig snapping cuts through the still air.

			We all stop.

			Liam and I get on either side of Anna, and Max leaps down from the nearest tree, his fur standing on end. I summon my Saint Knives, the veins of gold in the black glittering even in the faded sunlight.

			Anna tries to peer over my shoulder, then ends up craning her neck to look around me instead. “Is it the kelpie?” she asks with way too much excitement at the prospect of facing an ethereal meat-eating horse.

			“We should take Anna back to the car.” Liam raises his own knives defensively.

			“Counterpoint.” Anna holds up the mane. “I’m your GPS.”

			“Then tell us how far away we are, GPS.” I survey the line of trees. With their tall, skinny trunks, I should have pretty good visibility, and we’ve stopped in a small clearing with plenty of room to maneuver. But everything is so overgrown with moss and foliage that it’s hard to pick out one shape from another in the thickening mist.

			“I just checked it a moment ago,” Anna replies warily, but she closes her eyes to focus on it again anyway—and they flash right back open. “Oh,” she says a moment before the pounding of hooves echoes all around us.

			The creature is like a swamp come to life. Massive, with a dark green hue to its shimmering coat and a mane long enough to nearly reach its knees, the hair clumped together like seaweed. Its hooves gouge out huge chunks of earth as it thunders toward us, its eyes bright with an eerie luminescence. A single white star breaks up the darkness of its face.

			“Run, Anna!” Liam shouts.

			“In these shoes?” Still, she complies, launching herself behind the nearest tree just as the kelpie explodes into the clearing. After a split-second communication through our bond, Max goes with her, planting himself between her and the creature.

			I slam my Saint Knives together. Their piercing song rings through the clearing, bringing the kelpie up short with a pained whinny. I might not be able to defeat it with that sound like I can a wraith, but the knives’ magic is still enough to send a jolt through the horse.

			Or maybe just enough to make it angry.

			The kelpie lowers its head, huffing plumes of hot breath into the cold air. It paws wildly at the ground, its hoof cutting easily through the rocky, hard-packed mud. It feels a lot like waiting for a vicious, hungry missile to launch at you.

			“Keep it contained to the clearing,” Liam instructs, now at my side. “We need to tire it out before we can restrain it.”

			The kelpie charges us, and Liam and I split in opposite directions. I clang my Saint Knives together, and the kelpie tosses its head, circling back to run at us again. It heads for Liam, who stands his ground until the last moment and then leaps aside. With each sprinting attack, the kelpie’s breathing grows quicker, its head drooping lower.

			It faces us, glowing eyes seeming to recalculate its chances of winning, when Anna shouts from behind her tree, “Its back right leg is injured!”

			Sure enough, the kelpie favors one leg, most of its weight pressing into the other three. The gleam of wet, matted blood is barely visible against its dark green coat. What had it run into on its way here that could hurt it like that?

			Suddenly, I don’t see an angry, brutal creature of legend—I see a wounded animal. Realizing I let my old instincts take over when the kelpie attacked, I dismiss my Saint Knives and hold up my empty hands.

			“Colin,” Liam hisses. “What are you doing?”

			“Trust me.” I edge slowly toward the kelpie, keeping my hands visible. It watches me all the way, its head hanging low, its nostrils flaring with each labored breath. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Anna watching, no longer hiding even a little bit behind her tree and ignoring Max’s attempts to herd her back.

			“Easy,” I say gently. “We don’t want to hurt you.”

			The kelpie paws at the ground again and tosses its long dark mane. I stop, reading the signals clearly this time. It doesn’t want me anywhere near it. But if I can just get in range and restrain it—

			“Colin!” Anna shouts a second before the kelpie charges.

			My reflex is to leap out of the way, but this time I charge right back. I pull on Max’s power, fueling myself until magic thrums through my veins—and then I collide with the horse. We hit chest to chest, my arms wrapping around its thick neck, my boots digging into the earth to keep from sliding back.

			The impact is like running into a brick wall, but with my enhanced Raven strength and Max’s magic, I absorb it no problem.

			Then I reach out with my life magic.

			The kelpie’s soul comes to light before me, a brilliant shade of dark violet. In a rush of emotion, I sense its pain, its anger, and stronger than anything else, its fear. Flashes of images spin through my mind: the kelpie wandering about the woods, sleeping in its den, living off the fish of the lake—only to encounter a hunter.

			A Raven.

			I watch as the Raven hunts it mercilessly. A hand with a spiderweb tattoo wields a blade that cuts a long line down the kelpie’s hindquarters. It escapes into a nearby lake before the Raven can finish the job.

			The vision shifts, and the kelpie knows we’re hunting it. I feel its anger at being followed, its despair at being unable to escape. It thinks this time it will take the offensive. This time it will get us before we get it. But only moments into the fight, it knows it’s too injured to win.

			Sorrow builds like a flood inside my chest, and I rip free of the connection, breathing hard against the knot in my throat.

			The kelpie is still in my arms.

			It doesn’t fight me, its head hanging low over my shoulder, its entire body one frenzied, exhausted muscle. I know that feeling, that fear, and how it can turn into anger as easily as a shift of the wind. Salem tried to use those emotions to control me, and because I couldn’t bring myself to face them, I didn’t even realize how badly they were affecting me.

			But now I would know them anywhere.

			“It’s okay,” I tell the kelpie. “I’ve got you.”

			Then I let it go.
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			Anna

			The kelpie doesn’t run once Colin releases it. It only sinks to the ground, exhausted and breathing heavily. I resist the urge to run over to it. It might have realized we’re not here to hurt it, but I don’t want to startle it.

			Instead, I edge toward Colin and Liam, who dismisses his weapon, while Max cautiously approaches the kelpie. I sling my pack over one shoulder, unbuttoning the top to reveal herbs, salves, and bandages. “Do you think it will let me help it?”

			Max chooses that moment to bop the kelpie on the nose with one tiny paw, but the creature only huffs hot air at him.

			Colin’s lips crook. “Yeah, I think it would.”

			Liam sighs. “Don’t tell Nora.”

			I advance slowly, but the kelpie is too busy nosing at Max to care about me. Still, I warn it before I start tending the wound on its thigh. Thankfully, it’s a clean cut, and not super deep, but the hair is matted with blood and all I have are butterfly stitches to hold it together.

			“No running on that,” I warn the kelpie as it struggles back to its feet once I’m done. “Gran’s salve will help it heal quicker, but you still need to be careful.”

			The kelpie bobs its head, letting out a low whinny I decide is a “Thank you.” Colin lays a hand on its shoulder, a moment’s silent conversation passing between them before the kelpie follows him deeper into the woods. Just like that, as if Colin has done this a hundred times.

			I know he and Liam have been training all summer but watching them handle the kelpie had been like watching Nora run Ravenfall—as if they could do it in their sleep. Yet it was nothing like when Colin battled the Shamir Worm or Ashmedai, when he’d been so concerned with proving himself to Salem and rushed in headfirst. This fight was careful. Like he didn’t want to get it wrong.

			A warm, fuzzy feeling of pride wells up in my chest.

			“How’s Colin going to get the kelpie back to the faerie realm?” I ask Liam as he, Max, and I head back to the car to set up camp. With the kelpie safe and out of the picture and the sun already setting, Liam decided we might as well make use of a perfectly good campground rather than drive some more just to pay for a hotel.

			Liam hates paying for things.

			“Your dad gave him a boundary finder,” Liam replies, head still on a swivel. We might be free of danger, but his Raven instincts always seem to have him on guard. “He just needs to find a weak spot in the boundary between the two realms, and the kelpie can pass through there.”

			“Like traveling through Grandpa.” The old oak tree in Ravenfall’s backyard can take you a lot of places, but it’s foremost a portal to the Otherworld since it sits in the weakest spot in the Shield between the two worlds. But whereas the Otherworld is in a separate plane, the faerie realm sits in the same plane as the human world, divided by magic.

			We’ve finished setting up camp by the time Colin returns, his face scrunched in a surefire sign that he’s lost in thought. He sits down on the logs that Liam and I dragged around the fire, barely noticing when Max leaps into his lap and curls up in a ball, nose tucked beneath his tail.

			We eat thick slices of fluffy challah with cinnamon honey butter and leftover brisket for dinner, before Liam heads out to gather more firewood. I make Colin and myself each a cup of honey lavender tea, which soothes the drinker’s worries, and scoot in next to him on his log.

			I hand him a mug. “You were amazing out there.”

			He takes it, a small smile curving his lips. “Thanks. I finally feel like I really know what I’m doing.”

			“Liam seemed to think so too.” I nod in the direction his brother went. “He didn’t try to stop you when you charged the kelpie. Which, might I add, was a total superhero move.”

			Colin laughs, but I’m serious. I didn’t know what to do when he barreled in like a battering ram. I’d been so sure he was about to be flattened, but he stopped a mythical Scottish creature in its tracks bare-handed. It was pretty freaking cool.

			“Liam’s been trusting me more and more,” Colin says, though he doesn’t look half as excited as I expect. “He even thinks I’m ready to start doing solo missions.”

			“What do you think?” I sip my tea.

			“I don’t know.” He starts toying with a stick, drawing abstract shapes in the earth. “Last year, all I wanted was for Liam to trust me and treat me like a real Raven, but now that he does, I just…What if I make a mistake again? After Salem…What if I hurt someone, or can’t save someone, or—”

			He glances in the direction he took the kelpie. “It was so scared, Anna. Of me.”

			I wince. I didn’t need Fin’s life magic in order to tell him that. “But you did the right thing. You listened.”

			Colin tosses the stick to the ground and buries his hand in Max’s fur. “This time,” he says softly. “What about the next one?”

			I nudge his shoulder with mine. “Sorry, wrong Ballinkay. You’ll have to ask Nora if you want future advice.”

			It’s enough to coax a smile out of him. “Maybe not Nora, but you did a pretty good Rose impression out there with those salves.”

			I snort. “Rose would have made that kelpie her best friend and had us all sitting down to tea in five seconds.”

			My tone is light, but the moment I say my sister’s name, a pang of longing hits me. It’s only been a day—I’ve been away from them longer than that before—but this time when I get home, my sisters won’t be there.

			Nothing will be the same.

			I shove the thought away, trying to focus on something else. Then I grin as an idea strikes. “I’ve got it!”

			Colin recoils with a look of growing dread. “What?”

			“Your superhero name. I think I’ll call you Dictionary Boy.” He blanches, and I clap my hands together. “Oooh, no. Doctor Dictionary.”

			A glower descends across his face. “Oh no. Not unless I’m calling you Sweater Girl.”

			I pat my fuzzy green sweater, which has a picture of a slice of pie that reads Occu-pied. “I take that as a compliment.”

			The crunch of leaves signals Liam’s return, though I usually barely hear him coming. When he enters the firelight, a bundle of wood in his arms, he not so discreetly glances at us sitting shoulder to shoulder on the log and—smirks?

			I only stare at him, but Colin’s cheeks go red. He stands up abruptly, disturbing Max, who tumbles out of his lap with a yelp. “I’m going to get some sleep,” Colin announces, and marches into his and Liam’s tent with his cup of tea still in hand.

			“I’m making you a cape!” I call after him, his answering groan muffled by the tent.

			I gather up a sleepy Max, cast Liam a sidelong look, and head into my own tent. It takes me a while to get comfortable—I still maintain the ground should not be a bed—but in the end it’s my racing thoughts that keep me up. Seeing Colin and Liam work together like that makes me wish that I’d said something nicer to Kara before she left, that I’d demanded Dilara make me a magical mood bracelet too, so I’d always know how Rose is feeling.

			They’ll be back in three months, I remind myself, already looking forward to winter as I snuggle into my sleeping bag. That’s no time at all.

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			I’m half asleep when Max lets out a snarl unlike anything I’ve ever heard.

			Jerking upright, I open my eyes to searing sunshine. No, not sunshine—just light. Brilliant as a miniature sun, it’s almost too intense to look at, even from across the clearing. The front of my tent is torn open, and Max is in full Jabberwocky mode ahead of me, his boxy dragon-like head towering above the light source and his wings outstretched protectively.

			Lurching to my feet, I trip over my sleeping bag and crumple in the doorway of my tent just as Liam and Colin erupt from theirs, knives in hand. The light creature dodges Max’s lunge and comes straight for me. It’s so bright I have to shut my eyes, scrambling recklessly sideways to get away.

			Something warm tugs at me like an unseen hand, and I’m drawn into the air, buoyed as if by a current. I crack open my eyes just enough to make out the light surrounding me—the light that is trying to take me. I swallow a yelp and lash out at it, but my fists rebound off uselessly.

			The glow flickers, once, twice, then dims abruptly. I drop like a stone, barely registering my freefall before a pair of strong arms catch me. I mutter a thanks as Colin sets me on my feet, but his attention is on the clearing, where Max has the creature’s tail in his jaws.

			Max’s body turns an ethereal silver as he absorbs the magic. As the light fades, I start to make out a shape: four legs, hooves, a muscular body with two spiraling horns. It’s a ram, each of its joints a bright spot like a star, its body made of pure magic, which Max swallows up like a vacuum cleaner until there’s nothing left.

			Colin peers down at me. “Are you okay?”

			I nod blankly, still trying to process what happened. “Was that—was it after me?”

			“It seems that way.” Liam’s blades are still out and he’s walking the perimeter of the campsite, Max stationed protectively in front of me. “That magic was under someone’s control. We should pack up and find a safer place to spend the night in case they try something again.”

			I snatch up my sleeping bag, pulling it around my shoulders with a shiver. What could a mysterious spellcaster possibly want with me?

			“If we’re near Seattle, then we’re near Witchwood, where my aunt lives. Maybe we can go there?” I feel almost awkward suggesting it, as if offering to ask a perfect stranger for help. When Henry told me that Aunt Miriam lived near here, I didn’t even think about visiting. Not because I don’t want to, but because it’s just not something we ever did. Aside from Aunt Miriam’s one trip to Ravenfall years ago and a brief phone call last winter, I barely know her.

			“Do you have the address?” Liam asks.

			I shake my head, trying not to let them see how unnerved I am. “I’ll call Henry.”

			We pack up first, putting out the embers of the fire and breaking down Liam and Colin’s tent. Mine can’t be salvaged, so I only roll it up to stick in the nearest garbage can. Then we pile into the car—the solid metal walls a comfort—and I call Ravenfall on Liam’s phone. It’s still before midnight, which means Henry is probably in his office or reading in the library.

			“Hello?” Henry’s voice sounds far away at first, until I realize it’s just loud around him. It sounds like there’s a whole bunch of people talking, except there were only a few guests when we left last night.

			“It’s Anna,” I say with a frown. “What’s going on over there?”

			“Anna!” Henry exclaims. “We’re having a party.”

			“A party?” I squash a burst of disappointment that I’m not there. “It’s not October yet.”

			“Ah, yes, well, it started raining in the midst of the Andrades’ shelter event, so we moved everything here, and then the word got out and everyone seemed to be under the impression that we were starting our countdown to Samhain early, so here we are.” Henry must be doing something else while he talks, because his voice keeps fading in and out, like the phone is moving away from his mouth. “How did the kelpie hunt go?”

			“Good,” I reply, and tell him about using my psychometry to locate it and about Colin’s encounter.

			“How remarkable! I wonder if— Oh, I already have a drink, thank you,” he says to someone else. “No, I don’t need another. Anna, tell the house to stop giving out drinks. I’m already holding three.”

			I laugh. “Sorry, can’t help you. But maybe you can help me. Do you know Aunt Miriam’s address?”

			“What was that?” Henry calls over what sounds like something crashing in the background.

			It had better not be any of my mugs.

			“Aunt Miriam’s address!” I shout.

			“Oh, I’m afraid not,” Henry replies. “The house moves.”

			“It what?”

			“MOVES!” Henry shouts back, not angrily, but because music has started blasting in the background. “I’D CALL, BUT SHE’S PROBABLY ASLEEP BY NOW.”

			I hold the phone away from my ear. “I can hear you without yelling.”

			Except he doesn’t seem to hear me. “THE NECKLACE I GAVE YOU WAS HERS. TRY READING IT AND MAYBE YOU CAN FIND THE HOUSE LIKE YOU DID THE KELPIE. WHY DO YOU WANT TO SEE HER?”

			I hesitate but decide honesty is the best policy. “I may or may not have just been attacked by a giant ball of light.”

			There’s a pause on the other end of the line, then, “No, I do not want a hat. Ow! Stop. Stop it!”

			“Henry?” I bring the phone back to my ear. “Henry?”

			“I HAVE TO GO, ANNA. THE HOUSE HAS BROKEN OUT THE PARTY HATS!”

			Then the line goes dead.

			Colin leans over the console from the back seat. “That sounded like some party.”

			I don’t bother to explain, since with their enhanced Raven senses both of them probably heard everything. “The first party of the year always is.”

			Max gives a despondent meow, and I pat him on the head where he sits on Colin’s shoulder. “I know you want to be there. But we’ll throw a better party on October first.”

			Handing Liam back his phone, I gather the Star of David charm in my palm and close my eyes. In all the excitement of the last day, I hadn’t thought to read it, but its story comes to me with ease.

			I see Aunt Miriam unwrapping the necklace one Hanukkah night while a familiar older woman watches with a warm smile. Distantly, I realize it’s the same woman I saw in Max’s memories last winter, the one who saved him after Salem broke their bond—Henry’s mom, my bubbe.

			Bubbe has spiraling dark brown hair half overtaken by gray, her keen brown eyes emphasized by growing wrinkles. Though she wears a dwarfing sheer purple shawl and sits quietly in her armchair sipping tea, there’s a strength about her even in the vision, one I remember from the only time I met her.

			I was seven, and she, my zayde, and Aunt Miriam visited Ravenfall that fall. I remember her fresh-baked challah, and the way she always spoke to me like an adult. It made me feel seen. But I also remember her arguing with Henry the morning she left, a look of sadness in her eyes as they packed up the car.

			She died of heart failure not long after.

			The vision shifts, and I see Aunt Miriam grabbing the necklace for comfort each time she faces something difficult. She never takes it off, until the day Henry leaves for college. She gives the necklace to him as a gift, hoping it will help him through hard times the same way it did her. But Henry, not realizing the significance, only puts it in a drawer and forgets about it until years later, when he gives it to me.

			When I emerge from the necklace’s vision, emotions linger that I’m pretty sure aren’t mine. Frustration, disappointment, and something that feels like fear, but beneath all that is a familiar tug.

			I point down the road. “Head that way.”

			The woods outside are two panels of darkness on either side of us as we roll along the highway, the car’s headlamps and the glow of the stars the only light for miles. Eventually, the feeling directs us off the main highway down an unmarked paved road, and Liam slows. A distant humming grows louder as the road curves deeper into the forest, covered almost entirely in orange and yellow leaves.

			“Oak trees?” I ask in surprise. Everything up until now had been pines, pines, and more pines, but I’d recognize those shapes anywhere.

			Liam taps the compass he keeps tacked to the Charger’s visor, but the needle only spins frantically back and forth. “That’s not the only strange thing.”

			“We must be near some powerful magic,” Colin says. “Even Max is on alert.”

			Sure enough, he has his front paws up on the door, his nose pressed to the window. His fur isn’t on end, though, so whatever we’re heading toward, it’s friendly.

			Or at least not murderous.

			There’s a shift in the air then, like a blanket settling over me on a cold night. “I can feel it now too,” I say. “It feels like Ravenfall.”

			The road curves sharply ahead, and as we emerge from the turn, Liam slams on his breaks. My seat belt digs into my collarbone, and a yelp from behind tells me Colin managed to catch Max.

			“And you think I’m a bad driver—” Colin cuts off when he realizes what’s before us.

			The road dead-ends—into a waterfall.

			“Um,” I say.

			“Is it a glamour?” Colin asks as Max clambers out of his hands and onto the center console, disgruntledly beginning to sort his fur back into place.

			I peer harder at the waterfall and my vision shifts. The water turns translucent, and I can just make out the opening of a tunnel through the mountain.

			“Looks like it,” Liam says with a glint of excitement. “Hold on tight.”

			Cautiously, he lets the Charger roll forward. I brace myself for when the front of the waterfall hits the nose of the car, but nothing happens. There’s no sound, no impact, and we emerge on the other side of a short tunnel.

			A valley spreads out before us. The road snakes down a hill greener than an emerald before splitting. In one direction is a vast black lake, which butts up against a range of taller wooded hills on the far side. The other path winds its way into a small town set aglow with glittering lights of every color.

			“That must be Witchwood.” Liam glances at me. “Which way?”

			I check the necklace again, then point in the direction of the lake. “There.”

			We descend the hill, curving left when the road branches and approaching the lake. It’s so dark that it reflects the night sky like a mirror, dotted with a thousand tiny stars. It reminds me of glimpsing the Otherworld when I travel through Grandpa, like I can just walk among the constellations.

			Trees flash by on our other side as the road hugs the lakeshore, taking us farther away from town and back into the woods. The moment the trees swallow us again, Max leaps onto the dash, his tail twitching excitedly.

			“What do you se—oh.” I cut off as I realize what Max is looking at. What I mistook as two tree trunks aren’t trees at all—they’re a pair of giant yellow chicken legs.

			Each foot is easily the size of me, and the ground shudders as the legs take another step, clawed talons digging into the earth. Liam hits the breaks, and we all watch openmouthed as something actually steps over us, heading toward the lake.

			Ahead, the road cuts sharply down the hill, and I point Liam toward it. “Follow those legs!”

			Anyone else would have looked at me like I’d lost it, but a grin breaks out across Liam’s face, and he hits the gas. We zip down the road and around the bend, emerging into a clearing at the base of the hill just in time to see the chicken feet anchor into the earth and the knees bend.

			We watch as a dark shape descends toward the ground and a moment later, a house settles into place.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5
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			Anna

			“So that’s what Henry meant,” I say as the house falls still.

			It reminds me of the witches’ cottages back in Wick: small and pastel colored, with a roof of dark shingles and a cobblestone chimney. There’s enough moss on the smooth stone walls to make it blend into the greenery around it, and the round-topped front door is so short that Liam will have to duck.

			Colin sighs. “Why is nothing in your family remotely normal?”

			“Says the Raven descended from the King of the Dead.”

			“Point taken.”

			Liam cuts the engine and we climb out, retrieving our bags. We approach the front door cautiously, where a small decorative box with Hebrew lettering is affixed to the post. Max bounds along the house’s perimeter, sniffing everything and batting curiously at the chicken legs. They don’t so much as twitch, each one gathered at the side of the house like a scaly yellow flagpole.

			My stomach knots as I gather up the courage to knock. What if they turn us away? Henry’s never told me much about his family. I know Aunt Miriam is a witch, that she gave Henry the box we used to defeat Salem not long after Zayde died, and that she has a daughter my age who I’ve never met. Add in that Henry didn’t get along with his parents and left soon after college never to come back, and I’m pretty sure we’re about to walk face-first into a whole bunch of unresolved family drama.

			“Anna?” Colin asks when I just stand there with my hand raised.

			“Sorry.” I quickly knock, gently enough not to wake them if they’re asleep. We can always get a room somewhere in town, and then I won’t have to—

			The door swings open.

			A stern-faced woman only a couple inches taller than me stands there clutching a steaming cup of fresh coffee, her short brown curls held back by a patterned blue headscarf. With a pair of thick-rimmed black glasses balanced low on her nose and a cozy knit sweater wrapped about her, she could pass as a librarian—or me in thirty years.

			Her dark eyes blink once, twice, and then she asks, “Annabella?”

			“Hi, Aunt Miriam.” I wave awkwardly. “We’re sorry to bother you so late, but we ran into a little trouble nearby and were wondering if we could please stay the night with you?”

			Aunt Miriam’s scrupulous gaze takes in first me, then Liam and Colin, and finally Max, who is trying to peer around the doorframe for a better look inside. Her attention finally settles on the Star of David hanging about my neck, a look I can’t read flitting across her face. Then she steps back to let us in.

			The living room is small but cozy, with only a two-person couch before the fireplace that makes me think they don’t get a lot of guests, and a large dog bed occupied by a red golden retriever. Max takes one look at it and immediately arches his back with a hiss, but the dog only wags his tail.

			“Max, don’t be rude,” I chastise as Liam closes the door behind us. The entranceway is cramped with all four of us plus Max hovering there, and we quickly take off our muddy shoes.

			Aunt Miriam studies Max. “Your Jabberwocky?”

			I pause with my laces half untied to look up at her. I don’t know why it surprises me that she knows that. Maybe because Henry’s told me so little about her that I thought she must not know much about us either.

			She gives me a shrewd look. “Unlike your father, I keep up to date. How is my brother?”

			I think back to the noise of the party and the house’s wild behavior. “Frazzled.”

			For the first time, she smiles, and it makes her look years younger. “Sounds about right. Now come into the kitchen and tell me what sort of trouble you’re in.”

			We obey once our shoes are off, Colin and Liam introducing themselves as we enter a room even smaller than the living room. A round table that seats four takes up most of the middle, covered in documents and promotional pamphlets for upcoming town events. There’s barely enough counter space to host a half-eaten apple pie and a microwave that’s seen better days. The whole space smells of burnt sugar and—

			“Butterscotch,” Colin and I say at the same time.

			Liam sniffs the air. “I smell chocolate.”

			Aunt Miriam gestures at a pale blue candle set in a mason jar and tied with a glittering silver ribbon. “It’s from Wax and Wayne’s downtown. It smells like your favorite cookie.”

			She gathers a handful of small saucers and begins cutting slices of pie while we sit down at the table. I turn one of the packets over to reveal a proposal for stricter ordinances on something called WitchMail and off-leash familiars, and another for the expansion of the Witchmarket, both addressed to Town Leader Stern.

			“You’re in charge of Witchwood?” I ask as Aunt Miriam presents us each with a slice of pie and a mug of coffee. Colin and I both make “Who drinks caffeine at midnight?” faces, but Liam digs right in.

			“I’m town leader, yes.” Aunt Miriam settles into the fourth seat. “I head the town council.”

			I scan the bullet points again. “Everything here is magic-related. Won’t nonmagical people think it’s suspicious?”

			Aunt Miriam begins organizing the papers into neat stacks. “Witchwood is an entirely magical town. That’s why we have the waterfall glamour on the way in. It started as a safe haven for witches nearly a century ago, but its population has diversified since then.”

			I exchange excited looks with Colin. An entirely magical town sounds awesome.

			“Now.” Aunt Miriam levels me with a serious look. “What happened?”

			We tell her about the attack in the woods, down to the glowing ram creature that Max—currently lapping up Colin’s untouched coffee—eventually defeated.

			“We think whoever was controlling it is after Anna, but we don’t know why,” Liam says, now finished with his pie and eyeing mine. Colin does the same, and I split it in half with a roll of my eyes and give them each a piece.

			Aunt Miriam wraps her hands around her mug, the same little furrow between her brows that Henry gets. “You’re not the first person to describe an attack like that. We’ve had a few recent disappearances in town, and witnesses have reported searingly bright lights. Only…”

			“What?” I ask when her narrowed gaze pins on me.

			“All the other victims have been witches.”

			“Oh.” I don’t know what else to say to that. Surely if I were a witch, I would have noticed? “The only power I have is psychometry.”

			“And divination,” Liam adds, and Colin and I both frown at him. He looks confused for a moment, then points at my necklace. “You tracked the house through that, and the kelpie using its mane. That’s not a psychometric power, right?”

			“It’s not,” Aunt Miriam agrees thoughtfully. “But divination is a power that crosses over between witches and psychics.”

			“Crosses over?” I ask.

			“Psychics are born with an innate power, like psychometry,” she explains. “Whereas witches can use raw magic to accomplish a whole range of things with the right ingredients and spells. However, many witches also have an affinity, which is a specific kind of magic they can use without ingredients or spells. I’d suspect your affinity is divination, and it may simply have taken you a while to discover and separate it from your psychometry. Together, they can be quite a potent combination.”

			I toy with the Star of David, still able to feel the slight pull that brought us to the house. Could this be why I’ve been able to track things? Not because my psychometry is capable of more than I thought, but because I’m actually a psychic and a witch?

			A floorboard creaks behind Aunt Miriam, and we all turn to look at the girl peering around the doorframe. Near my age, she’s clad in white pajamas printed with black stars, her dark curls loose down to her waist in a wild snarl that makes her look almost fae-like, until she recoils when all eyes fall on her.

			“Leah, what are you doing awake?” Aunt Miriam rises from her chair.

			Reluctantly, my cousin steps back into the doorway, the red golden retriever pressed to her side. He comes up past her hip (I guess I finally know where I get my height from) and looks happy just to be included.

			“Chestnut needed to go out,” Leah says so quietly I almost don’t hear. With a small button nose and a heart-shaped face, she looks sweet—until her attention zeroes in on me and her whole expression sours. “What are they doing here?”

			The way she says they makes me feel like she knows something about us that we don’t.

			“They are here for our help,” Aunt Miriam replies pointedly. “You should be asleep.”

			“Sorry if we woke you up,” Colin says as Chestnut pads into the kitchen. He goes straight for Liam, who scratches him dutifully behind the ears.

			Just like that, everything about Leah shifts. She looked hurriedly away from Colin, the light flush tinting her olive skin making the single mole on her neck stand out like a beacon. Then she retreats back behind the doorframe.

			Colin gives me a confused look and I shrug. Leah didn’t visit Ravenfall with the rest of the family all those years ago, so this is my first time meeting her too. The initial word that comes to mind is shy, but that look she gave me had more acid in it than basilisk venom. Did I do something wrong?

			“Go back to bed, bubbeleh.” Aunt Miriam’s voice gentles, and she retakes her chair. “It’s late.”

			Leah peers around the doorframe. “They’re still up.”

			“They just drank two cups of coffee.” Liam taps one finger on the table, his leg bouncing even as he pets the dog. “Which, in hindsight, was not a good life choice.”

			Aunt Miriam’s lips quirk in amusement. “Sorry about that. I forget not everyone’s immune to it the way I am.”

			“I think I’ll go for a walk.” Liam jerks upright from the table, and Chestnut follows him out the front door, narrowly avoiding a stalking Max who’d been about to bop him on the head.

			Leah’s still watching me, her eyes narrowed intently. “She doesn’t look like a witch.”

			“I—what?” I glance at Aunt Miriam. “Do witches look a certain way?”

			“Not at all,” she replies tiredly. “Leah, you’re being rude to your cousin. If you’re going to stay, come and sit at the table and actually say hello.”

			Leah wavers in place, and for a moment I think she might bolt, but in the end, she takes Liam’s vacated seat beside Colin and glowers across the table at me. It feels a lot like the time I accidentally got marshmallow in Kara’s hair while making Lucky Charms treats, except as far as I know, the worst thing I’ve ever done to Leah is forget to call for her birthday.

			For fourteen years.

			I wince. Maybe she’s just upset that I showed up out of the blue after years of not talking, but it’s not like she’s ever called for my birthday either. I wish Kara were here—she could sort this out in seconds with her telepathy.

			Colin waves, breaking the tension. “Hi. I’m Colin.”

			Leah sinks into her chair muttering, “Leah.”

			“Anna,” I say stiffly, beginning to feel like there’s an elephant in the room, and it has two thumbs and a fuzzy pie sweater.

			I try to focus on Aunt Miriam instead. “So how do we tell if I’m a witch?”

			Aunt Miriam stands and crosses to the kitchen counter, where she opens a glass box with copper trim that I think is meant to hold tea but instead is filled to the brim with all sorts of odds and ends. I spot a handful of crystals, crumpled up old receipts, and half-made jewelry before Aunt Miriam extracts something and rejoins us.

			She unwraps the object and sets it on the table, revealing a silver container inscribed with Hebrew lettering and inset with a glittering red stone. I recognize it as jacinth from the gemstone trees in Sheol. A faint humming emanates from it, and my fingers itch to reach out and read it.

			“That kind of looks like the thing on your doorpost,” I say.

			“The thing on our doorpost?” Leah asks disbelievingly. “Don’t you know what a mezuzah is?”

			My face goes instantly hot, because I know without a doubt that whatever a mezuzah is, it’s Jewish. It’s probably something every real Jew knows about, and by calling it a thing I’ve all but held up a sign that says, Can’t Tell a Latke from a Dreidel. Still, I refuse to let Leah make me feel embarrassed, so I glare right back at her.

			Colin looks nervously between us, then says hurriedly, “I don’t know what it is either.”

			“Mezuzah is a Hebrew word meaning ‘doorpost,’ ” Aunt Miriam explains with a warning look toward Leah. “We place one on the post of every door in the home save the bathroom, and inside is a scroll inscribed with prayers.”

			I want to ask her why, but that’s probably another thing I ought to know, and I don’t want Leah to judge me any more than she already is. Instead, I point at the object on the table. “And this?”

			“This is an amulet that I created.” Aunt Miriam gestures at the metal container. “It detects a witch’s magic. If you have any, it will glow silver when you hold it.”

			I hesitate, feeling as though I’m being asked to take a test that I’m definitely about to fail. The look on Leah’s face tells me she thinks the same, and it’s enough to jar me into motion. If there’s one thing a lifetime of growing up with Kara has given me, it’s a healthy respect for family rivalry.

			I grab the amulet.

			When nothing happens, I loosen my grip, hoping to find the light trapped beneath my fingers. Then a tingling sensation prickles along my palm. I get one glimpse of Leah’s smug expression melting away before silver light bursts to life along the amulet’s edges and inside the Hebrew lettering. It grows comfortingly warm in my hand as a buzz of magic runs along my arm and deep into my chest.

			A grin breaks across my face.

			Aunt Miriam looks proud as she says, “Congratulations, Annabella. You’re a witch.”
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			Colin

			We bring our camping stuff inside to use as beds since the house only has two bedrooms in addition to the kitchen, bathroom, and living room. Miriam had suggested that Leah share with her so that Anna could sleep in Leah’s room, which did not go over well and ended with Anna saying she preferred the floor, which is one hundred percent not true.

			It’s cramped but warm with all three of us laid out along the free space of the living room, and my feet butt up against Chestnut’s bed, but the day’s exhaustion quickly catches up to me and I fall asleep almost instantly.

			I wake to a desperate whining.

			Morning sunlight trickles in through a few round windows, but the house is otherwise still and quiet. Max is curled up beside my head, Anna and Liam still in their sleeping bags. I think about waking them, but it took Liam half the night to eventually settle in after the caffeine buzz finally wore off, and Anna would hold it against me for the rest of the day if I did.

			The whining sounds again. It’s coming from the bathroom.

			I disentangle from my sleeping bag and slide to my feet, cautiously approaching the closed door. With a Saint Knife only a tug of magic away, I flip open the door—only to find Chestnut staring mournfully up at me.

			My sleepy brain catches up a moment later, and I groan. “Max, did you lock the dog in the bathroom?”

			Max doesn’t move.

			“We have a magical psychic connection,” I tell him as Chestnut gratefully licks my hand. “I know you’re awake.”

			He cracks open one bright green eye, then quickly closes it, feigning sleep.

			Sighing, I put on my boots and take Chestnut outside so that he can go to the bathroom. A light mist buoys around the house, its chicken legs glistening with morning dew. I make a note to ask about them later, then follow Chestnut down a deer path toward the lake as he sniffs about.

			Last night the lake had been a black abyss full of stars. This morning it’s still as glass and a deep blue gray. It’s not particularly large—I can see the other bank maybe a mile away—and in the center is a small island with a single oak tree, its leaves the same brilliant sunset colors as the rest of the forest.

			At the sound of footsteps, I turn to find Miriam coming toward me along the lakeshore. She’s dressed in a thick cozy sweater and a headband to cover her ears, her breath puffing in the chill morning air and her olive cheeks rosy.

			“Colin,” she greets with a look of surprise. “You’re up early.”

			I glance at Chestnut, whose nose is now buried in a gopher hole. “He needed to go out.”

			Miriam pulls up beside me. “He usually goes on my morning walks with me, but I couldn’t find him. I assumed he was with Leah.”

			More like he ran afoul of the world’s most mischievous Jabberwocky. Sometimes I wonder if Max has forgotten he’s not really a cat, or if he just leans into the stereotypes for the fun of it.

			Miriam eyes my short sleeves. “Aren’t you cold?”

			I shrug. “Not really. Ravens run hot.”

			Her confusion clears. “Ah, I forgot you and your brother were Ravens.”

			“You knew?” I try to remember if we mentioned it and come up blank.

			“I keep tabs on Ravenfall, if only to spite my brother.” I can’t tell if she’s joking, but then her brow furrows and she studies me intently. “While you’re here, it may be best to keep what you are to yourself. Some of the townspeople are a lot more…wary of Ravens than others.”

			“Oh.” I hadn’t realized being a Raven could be controversial. No one in Wick has ever said anything, and the people we help always seem thankful. Then again, this is the first all-magical town I’ve ever been to. Maybe since there’s no balance for Ravens to keep between those with and without magic, they just don’t think that they need one.

			“Come on.” Miriam starts past me. “Let’s get the coffee on.”

			Chestnut follows us back up the path and into the house, where Anna’s voice rings through the living room. “Everything’s fine,” she’s saying into Liam’s phone. “I just want to stay a few days.”

			There’s a pause, and then she says, “Me being there is not going to stop the house from putting everything it can find in a garbage bag. If you don’t want its help cleaning up, tell it to stop!”

			I start to warn her to keep her voice down, but it’s too late—Leah’s door clicks open, and she glowers at Anna. “Can you lower your voice? It’s not even seven!”

			Anna narrows her eyes at her cousin, and I half expect her to stick her tongue out, but she only says in a mocking stage whisper, “I have to go. I’ll see you in a few days.”

			She makes a point of hanging up, earning a scowl from Leah before she disappears back into her room.

			“Sorry,” Anna says to Miriam, tucking the phone back into Liam’s bag. “I didn’t mean to wake her up.”

			“She’s a light sleeper.” Miriam hangs her coat on a rack by the door. “She would have been up anyway once the rest of us got going. Coffee?”

			I try to shake Liam awake, but he only murmurs sleepily at me and rolls over. Max, on the other hand, bounds over and dives into a deep stretch, looking bright and refreshed as if he’s just woken from the world’s best nap and most certainly did not trap a poor helpless dog in the bathroom overnight.

			“I’m watching you,” I warn him, then turn to Anna where she’s rolling up her sleeping bag. “What was that phone call about?”

			Anna secures the restraints on her bag and tucks it into a corner. “I told my parents we’d be here a few extra days. I want to look into those other disappearances Aunt Miriam mentioned and see if we can figure out who was after me.”

			I eye her suspiciously. “And you told your parents all of that?”

			She gives me her terrible reassuring grin. “Mostly.”

			“Great,” I mutter, trudging past her into the kitchen, where the scent of roasting coffee fills the air alongside something sweet.

			As much as I wish Anna had told her parents the full truth, I also know that if she had, they probably would have made us come home, and I’m not ready to let this mystery go either. Whoever sent that creature after Anna will probably try again, and I’d rather figure out who’s behind this and put a stop to things than wait for them to come to us.

			I sit down at the table with Anna, thanking Miriam as she sets a warm pumpkin muffin before each of us along with a fresh cup of coffee. Anna only pokes at hers like it might suddenly come to life, then subtly slides it toward me. I don’t touch it. I tried Liam’s coffee once a few weeks ago and nearly spit it out.

			Anna balances her chair on its back legs, knees hooked under the table to keep her steady while she picks at her muffin. I’m already halfway through mine, the pumpkin sweet and spiced with a brown sugar crumble on top.

			“I was thinking,” Anna begins. “Isn’t there another witch in town who can divine? Can’t you find the missing witches that way?”

			“We tried.” Miriam joins us, circling her hands around her coffee. “There’s powerful magic blocking divination or scrying, and to be frank, our resources are limited. Witchwood doesn’t have a police force. We don’t have much in the way of crime, and disputes are handled by my office. But we’re stretched extremely thin, and the witches I assigned to the case haven’t turned much up.”

			She pauses, a heaviness settling around her shoulders that lends a new gravity to her next words. “You should know that this has actually happened before. Seven years ago, before Leah and I moved to Witchwood. They never found the missing witches, or the culprit behind it. It’s very possible we’re looking for the same person.”

			I don’t know which sounds more unlikely: a kidnapper who waits seven years between attacks, or a copycat, but either way I’m going to get to the bottom of it and make sure that Anna’s safe.

			“We’d like to help,” I say as Max leaps onto the table, lapping at Anna’s coffee. I make a point of checking for Chestnut, who’s safely asleep in his bed.

			Anna shifts the coffee away from Max with a pointed look. “My parents said we could stay for a few days if that’s okay with you. Or we can get a room in town if you want?”

			“Don’t be silly,” Miriam replies as she neatens the stacks of papers on the table. “Stay as long as you’d like. I’d be lying if I said we couldn’t use the extra hands.”

			“Is there anything else you can tell us about the witches who disappeared?” I ask, sipping my own coffee to wash down the last of my muffin. It’s not as terrible as I expected. Maybe just the stuff Liam buys is.

			Miriam shifts through several papers before finding the one she’s looking for and handing it to me. “This is all the information I have on the missing witches.”

			I scan the page, which has each person’s name, address, and family details, along with notes on their abductions from any witnesses and a photo of each. Emi Nakamura was the first to disappear nearly a week ago, an elderly woman who vanished from the woods. Evalyn O’Shay was the second. In her midthirties, she never came back from the end-of-summer festival. The most recent was Maya Conway. Only a few years older than Liam, she was last seen going for a hike down by the lake.

			They’re all different ages, missing from different locations, with nothing to tie them together except that they’re witches and that a couple of far-off witnesses reported a flash of light, which I suspect was the same creature that came after Anna.

			This isn’t going to be an easy one.

			“Is it okay if we go talk to their families?” I ask. “I know you probably already did, but it helps if I can hear it myself.” One of Liam’s main rules is to never trust information gathered secondhand. We always do our own interviews, just in case we notice something different, or someone shares new information.

			“That’s fine,” Miriam replies. “Just remember what I told you earlier.”

			“I will,” I promise, ignoring Anna’s questioning look.

			I scribble down the names and addresses onto a blank sheet of paper, handing the original list back to Miriam just as Liam’s phone starts ringing. He jerks upright in his sleeping bag fumbling for it, and then answers groggily with something that only halfway sounds like “Hello?”

			Then I hear, “I’m on my way,” and the next moment Liam is in full Raven mode. He winds up his sleeping bag with expert hands, slides on his boots, and marches into the kitchen. “Are you two ready to go? I just got a call from a friend who needs help. I can drop Anna back at Ravenfall on our way.”

			“Actually, we’re going to stay and investigate the disappearances,” Anna replies with the same casual voice she’d use to say she’s going for a walk.

			Liam’s face lights up. “This is perfect!” he says to me. “I’ve been telling you for weeks now that you should do a solo mission.” My stomach instantly turns to knots, but before I can protest, he looks to Miriam. “That is, if you don’t mind?”

			Miriam hesitates, and I can’t decide if I want her to say yes or no. After all my training with Liam, a solo mission is the obvious next step, but as much as the last few weeks have made me feel more like a real Raven than ever, I don’t know if I’m ready to do it on my own. Not when so much can go wrong if I mess up.

			Liam gives Miriam a reassuring smile. Which, unlike Anna’s, is actually really convincing. “Don’t worry. Colin’s one of the strongest Ravens I’ve ever met, and he’s really good at what he does,” he says, and I feel myself swell in confidence. It’s not the first time he’s said something like it, but hearing him talk me up to someone else just hits differently.

			“Plus, if you try to stop them, they’ll just do it anyway,” Liam adds.

			I deflate. “Would not.”

			Anna snorts. “Would too. Well, I would, and then you’d have to come along to make sure I didn’t get into trouble.”

			“All the Ravens in the world couldn’t prevent that,” I mutter, and she sticks her tongue out at me.

			Miriam sighs, looking resigned. “I don’t love the idea of you two being unsupervised, but I suppose I can’t very well stop you from doing something your guardians are okay with. But I want you to keep me informed of what you’re up to. Maybe together we can make some real headway.”

			Miriam pours Liam a cup of coffee and a pumpkin muffin to go, and we help him load his stuff into the car. Anna waits for me by the steps while I hug him goodbye.

			“I meant what I said in there, Colin,” Liam says, opening the car door. “You might be a terrible driver, but you’re a great Raven.”

			“That’s not my fa—ugh.” I grumble, folding my arms as Liam laughs and ruffles my hair like I’m still seven.

			I knock his hand away and sort it back into place, trying not to let my doubt show as he climbs into the Charger and revs the engine to life. The car flies backward a few feet before he guns it up the road in a maneuver I’m pretty sure doesn’t count as good driving.

			Anna joins me as I watch him go. “So, this ‘friend’ of his…Do you think they’re, like, a friend friend?” She makes a squiggly motion with her eyebrows, but I shake my head.

			“He broke up with the girl he was dating last year,” I reply, and for some reason, saying it makes me feel suddenly guilty. It was right after Liam and I made our plans to spend the summer training and hunting together. Had Liam broken up with her because of me?

			For me?

			Liam always talks about life on the road like it’s the best thing in the world. Even now that we don’t have to move from place to place anymore, he rarely stays at Ravenfall for more than a few days, always off on some other adventure. Sometimes I wonder if he even remembers how to stand still.

			Is that why he wants me to be independent so badly? Am I trapping him?

			My hands tighten into fists at the thought. All our training these last few months has made me stronger than ever, but after everything with Salem and the Otherworld, the idea of having to call all the shots still makes me nervous. I’d been so wrong about him, made so many bad choices, that I don’t know how to trust myself.

			Discovering who’s after Anna is my chance to prove to Liam and to myself that I’m ready to handle things on my own.

			But first, I need to gather some clues.
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			Anna

			After round two of pumpkin muffins, Colin and I plan out the order in which we’ll visit the witches’ families using one of the many maps of Witchwood Aunt Miriam has on hand. The lake is at least two miles from town, but Witchwood itself is even smaller than Wick, and easily walkable, with most of the families living in one of two neighborhoods: Frog’s Hollow or Ivy Hill.

			Maya Conway and Evalyn O’Shay were practically neighbors in Frog’s Hollow, but Emi Nakamura lived on the outskirts of Ivy Hill. Then there’s me, who not only doesn’t live in Witchwood, but was several miles outside town when the creature attacked. Why did they go so far out of their way to come after me, and what do they want?

			“Weird and dangerous” might be part of the psychic family gig, but even I’m not a fan of the whole “being hunted by a dangerous magical entity” thing. The only upside to all of this is that I have the coolest story for Rose and Kara when they get home. I can’t wait to tell them about my new powers.

			We’re just finishing up mapping out our route when Leah finally deigns to join us, still in her star pajamas and reading a book as she walks over to the fridge without saying good morning.

			I lean over to Colin. “Remind you of anyone?”

			“Ha, ha,” he replies drily, but his cheeks tinge pink the same way Leah’s had last night.

			Aunt Miriam sweeps into the kitchen, dressed in a slate blue pantsuit and heels. Her hair and makeup are done, making her look just like the formidable leader of a magical town that she is, and she’s rapidly taking down a note that she slips into a folder on the counter. She’s barely slowed down all morning, taking calls and sifting through papers since she returned from her walk. Being town leader seems like a full-time job and a half.

			“Annabella,” she says as she pours her third cup of coffee into her ceramic green mug. “I know you were planning to go with Colin, but what do you think about staying here today so that Leah can teach you how to use your witch magic?”

			Leah makes a small choking noise from where her face is buried in the fridge, and I try not to grimace. Everything in that sentence sounded good except for the Leah part. She’s done nothing but glare at me since we got here, and I’m pretty sure she’d rather drop her book in the lake than help me learn magic.

			“You should stay.” Colin is already up and sliding in his chair. Max bounds over to join him from the living room, where I’m pretty sure he had Chestnut cornered.

			“That isn’t why we’re here, though,” I protest, feeling torn. Learning to use my magic sounds awesome, and we may only be here for a few days. Who knows when I’ll get another opportunity? But I also want to help Colin, and the missing witches are more important.

			Aunt Miriam leans back against the counter, sipping her coffee. “I’d really feel much better if you stayed. I know you both have experience with this sort of thing, but you’re also a target. You’ll be safer here.”

			“Besides, learning magic is obviously important to you,” Colin says, which is a way better argument than “I’d rather you sit on the sidelines while Colin does all the dangerous stuff.”

			“I need to get used to doing this on my own anyway,” he adds, though he looks as certain as I do, which is not at all. I glance at Leah, who’s now snatching items out of the fridge as if they’re personally responsible for her bad luck.

			“Are you sure?” I half hope Colin will tell me to come with him, but he only nods. I watch him disappear into the living room to get ready, second-guessing my decision.

			Aunt Miriam sits down at the table, uncovering a stack of flyers announcing a town meeting. “You girls can work in Leah’s room. I’ve got some things to get done out here.” She taps the pile and says, “Fold.”

			The top paper leaps into the air and bends into a paper airplane. The next one follows, lining up midair beside the first in a slowly growing fleet. I poke one of the airplanes. It ruffles like an affronted bird and scoots away from me.

			Leah pours herself a bowl of cornflakes, douses them with milk, and cuts up a banana to add. Which, I hate to admit, actually sounds like a good combination. Then she grabs a muffin and marches back toward her room without a word, and I reluctantly follow.

			The hallway is narrow and lined with pictures I didn’t notice last night. Most of them are of Aunt Miriam and Leah, having tea or out by the lake, but a few are of Bubbe. One shows her sitting on the couch by the fire, a mug of something in hand and caught midroar of laugher. Another is of her decades younger with her arm around a woman with the same dark, spiraling curls that I recognize with a pang: it’s the witch from Max’s vision of his time with Salem, the one Salem killed.

			Bubbe’s sister.

			Something warm presses against my leg, and I peer down into Max’s knowing green eyes. Being here must dredge up a lot of hard emotions for him too. He still holds himself responsible for the people he couldn’t save from Salem, and if it weren’t for Bubbe bringing him to Ravenfall, he wouldn’t have survived when Salem broke their bond.

			I scratch Max behind the ears. “I wish I’d known her better too.”

			“Max?” Colin calls from the living room. Max bops my leg with his head once more, then darts down the hall.

			I take a deep breath and step into Leah’s room.

			It’s small and densely packed, from the stacks of books scattered across the thick cream carpet to the walls full of shelves overloaded with pressed flowers, sprawling ivy plants, and what looks like a miniature planetarium. The ceiling is spotted with glow-in-the-dark stars that match Leah’s pajamas, and half the books are on astronomy.

			If someone smashed Rose’s and Colin’s rooms together and then shook it like a snow globe, I’m pretty sure it’d look exactly like this.

			Chestnut is curled up in one corner of the room with a matzah ball squeaky toy, likely having sought out safe haven from Max. He must spend a lot of time in here, though, because the carpet is full of his fur.

			Leah catches me eyeing it and says, “What? Not everyone has a magical house to clean up after them.”

			I point out her open window, where one of the chicken legs is visible among the autumn leaves. “You literally have a magical house too. What’s with the chicken legs anyway?”

			She lifts her head proudly. “This used to be Bubbe’s house. She and Zayde traveled all over after Mom and Uncle Henry grew up, helping other witches. Not everywhere they went was as welcoming of witches—or Jews—so they needed a mobile house.”

			My hand goes to my Star of David necklace reflexively. That felt a lot like another “which you would know if you were really Jewish” comment, and I don’t know what to say back. I’m not sure anyone in Wick even knows I’m Jewish, and before my trip to the Otherworld with Henry, I barely knew that I was. I’ve definitely never had anyone reject me for it.

			I think.

			“That doesn’t explain why you move around town all the time,” I say defensively.

			Leah shrugs. “It’s what the house does. It’s done so ever since Mom and I moved here after Bubbe died. We wouldn’t know how to stop it even if we wanted to.”

			She drops into the desk chair before the window, leaving me awkwardly stranded in the middle of her room. The only other clear spot is her bed, so I pick my way over to it and perch on the edge of the wooly knit blanket. Something shifts along the sheet toward me, and I pull free a picture with a plain wooden frame.

			It’s a photo of a man with a broad forehead and thick eyebrows over mischievous coal-dark eyes. His nose is long and skinny, with a notch in the middle like it’s been broken before, and his blond curls are as wild as the grin on his lips. I flip it over to find the name Aric scrawled across the back.

			“Don’t touch that!” Leah snatches it from me with Raven-like reflexes and shoves it under her pillow.

			I hold up my hands defensively. “Okay, okay, sorry.” I eye the pillow as Leah stomps back to her chair. “Is that your dad? Does he live here too?”

			There aren’t any other photos of him around the house, and Henry never mentioned him, but that doesn’t mean much. We don’t have any family photos hanging in Ravenfall either, mostly because it’s an inn, but also because the house decided years ago that it wouldn’t allow us to hammer in any more nails, so we have to make use of the ones already there.

			“It’s none of your business.” Leah digs angrily into her cornflakes and takes a bite, crunching loudly.

			I nearly flop back onto the bed in frustration. There’s literally nothing I can say or do without making her angry. It’s worse than talking to Kara, who can at least read my thoughts to figure out what I’m trying to say when things start going off course. I should have just gone with Colin.

			“Look, the faster you teach me magic, the faster I’ll leave you alone,” I say, just wanting to get this over with. “So where do we start?”

			Leah’s gaze narrows on me, but she must agree because the tension washes out of her, and she angles toward me. “What do you already know?”

			“Literally nothing.”

			“Great.” She sighs heavily, then takes a few bites of cornflakes as she thinks. “Okay, so the first thing to know is that all witches can do different kinds of magic, but all those kinds need conduits, like a crystal or a spell. But a lot of witches also have an affinity for a certain type of magic that they can do on their own. Yours is obviously divination.”

			“Oh wait,” I say. “I did know that. Aunt Miriam said it last night.”

			Leah’s expression drops into a glower that I pretend not to notice, instead glancing about her greenhouse of a room. “Does your affinity have something to do with plants?” She looks surprised that I guessed that, and I shrug. “Your room looks a lot like my sister Rose’s. She’s an empath, and she spends a lot of time talking to plants.”

			For some reason, mentioning Rose only makes Leah grumpier. “A witch doesn’t need incantations for their affinity, which is why you can divine without a spell,” she explains, ignoring my question about her affinity.

			“Got it.” I kick my legs where they dangle off her bed. “How do I use spells?”

			Leah makes me wait while she eats another couple bites of cereal before responding. “Spells are just channels for your magic. They give it a purpose. Usually all you need for a simple spell is a one-word command, like ‘lift’ to levitate something or ‘light’ to kindle a candle.”

			She points at a mug on her desk and says, “Lift.”

			The mug wobbles for a moment, tilts, and then jerks into the air as if freed from a snag. Leah winces, then seems to regain control of the mug and carefully directs it back to the desk, where it lands heavily. I’m pretty sure she didn’t mean to do that, but I’m definitely sure she’ll bite my head off if I ask.

			Leah clears her throat as if to cover up the sound. “Once you use a spell on something, you have to really concentrate to control it, or it’ll end up with a mind of its own. Also, you have to be careful not to use too much magic, or you’ll tire yourself out. It can even be deadly to use too much.”

			“That makes sense.” I think about the way doing readings for multiple guests in a row wipes me out. My psychometry may be a psychic power, but it takes energy just the same, as do Colin’s life magic and Raven powers. The line between them all seems a lot thinner than I realized, and I wonder how different a demon’s magic is, like Ashmedai’s, or a werewolf’s transformation.

			Probably not very.

			“So like this?” I focus on one of the ivy plants on the shelf across from me and think about building a bridge of magic to it, the same way I do with objects when I want to read them.

			Then I command, “Lift!”

			“It’s not that easy—” Leah cuts off when the plant levitates a few inches above its shelf. I grin. After so long spent trying to figure out my psychometry, it feels good to get something on the first try. This must be what Colin felt like when he used his Raven powers for the first time.

			Then the plant crashes into the shelf.

			Leah leaps up with a yelp, barely managing to stop it from tipping off the ledge. She sets the plant upright, funneling back the dirt that spilled into her hands before rounding on me with a scowl.

			I sink into the bed. “Sorry?”

			I can practically see the steam building in Leah like a kettle, but she only throws herself back into her chair and seizes her spoon, taking an angry bite of cereal. Several moments of loud crunching pass before I say tentatively, “So, um. Concentration, huh?”

			Leah stabs her spoon back into her bowl. “Yeah, concentration. Using magic on something is easy. Controlling it’s way harder.”

			I wince. “Noted.”

			Maybe that’s like my psychometry too. I’ve been able to read people from the day I got my powers, but I had to learn to control it.

			Leah takes a deep breath, letting it out in a long-suffering sigh. “Look, it’s like your magic is an extension of your hand, okay? If you just touch something with your hand, it’s not going to do whatever you want it to. You have to actually direct it: pick it up, push it over, whatever. You have to do the same with your magic.”

			I instantly conjure up an image of one of those sticky hand toys I had as a kid, the hand attached to a long, stretchy gel-like material that made it perfect for bothering Kara from long distances.

			With that in mind, I reach out for my magic again, building the bridge to a safer test subject—Chestnut’s matzah ball toy—except this time I picture it like a hand grabbing hold of the ball.

			It feels like a lock clicking into place, and I focus on that feeling as I say, “Lift.”

			This time when the ball levitates, I keep a hold of it, focusing on that connection like a firm grip. Chestnut leaps up excitedly, and I carefully maneuver the ball through the room, laughing as Chestnut chases it.

			“This is awesome!” I guide the ball back to Chestnut, then point at a stack of books. “Lift!” They trickle upward like soap bubbles, bobbing effortlessly in the air, and I direct them in a little parade around me before returning them to their original spot.

			A low whistle of appreciation comes from the hallway. “Very good, Annabella!” Aunt Miriam calls as she passes by.

			Leah sets down her half-eaten breakfast, looking suddenly nauseous, and shoots to her feet. “If you’re so good at it, then you don’t need me.”

			“Wait!” I call after her, but she’s already vanished into the hall, Chestnut on her tail.
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			Colin

			The trip into town is only a couple of miles, and I end up running just for the exercise, wondering all the way what kind of books Leah likes to read. I hadn’t been able to see the cover of the one she was holding, but I’m pretty sure it was nonfiction, which, if you ask me, is the best kind.

			Why spend time reading about made-up things when the real world is so much stranger?

			The single road into Witchwood turns to leaf-strewn cobblestone when Max and I hit the town proper, where the street divides into different side roads, back allies, and even one particularly weathered iron staircase that runs up an entire hillside. Most of Witchwood rolls around the landscape along with the deep green hills, but it’s the town itself that’s full of movement.

			The main road carries us through rows of old cottages-turned-shops selling everything from self-cleaning cauldrons to flavor-changing candies, but Wick is full of shops like those. What really fascinates me is the magic on open display everywhere I look.

			Woven baskets of groceries float after a witch reviewing her shopping list; brooms sweep up autumn leaves and dust pans scoop them into jack-o’-lantern garbage bags that alternate between grins and frowns; paper planes carrying messages zip through the air every which way. In the central square stands a stone fountain carved in the shape of a Jabberwocky, its head turning on a swivel as it overlooks the town.

			Max bounds over to it, leaping onto the ledge and turning this way and that in the same manner a bodybuilder would flex in front of a mirror.

			I laugh. “Who knew Jabberwockies were important to witches too?”

			His response comes back to me down the bond, and my brow lifts in surprise. “They can bond to witches as familiars?”

			Max’s tail points over his head, and I turn to see a man with a pitch-black raven riding on his shoulder. Behind him, a bat flaps after a woman dressed in midnight-purple robes dotted with silver feathers that literally flutter across the hem.

			“Are any of them Jabberwockies?” I ask. Max shakes his head, then his attention locks on something across the square. He darts forward, pulling up before another black cat twice his size. He prowls around it, his back arched threateningly, but the other cat only lifts its head haughtily and licks one paw.

			Max’s eyes narrow, and then he flashes into Jabberwocky form. The other cat spooks and takes off down an alley, and Max returns to his cat form with a gleeful look.

			I roll my eyes as I walk past. “Come on. Frog’s Hollow is this way.”

			We turn down a cobblestone street lined with iron lampposts and big brick buildings softened by hanging flowerpots and curtains of moss. The row of shops drops away to reveal a creek spotted with fiery orange leaves and lush green banks. Narrow stone bridges arch across it here and there, and from the faraway trickling noise, I have a feeling it’s not the only creek meandering through town.

			“This place really is magical,” I say as we approach the first house on our list. It’s every bit as whimsical as the rest of the town, made of colored glass in the shape of a pumpkin, complete with a wooden stem and two spiraling green leaves. The one to its left resembles a gingerbread house, etched in pink and blue icing with white fondant windows, and the one on its right is all brick—each one a different color.

			I check my list. “This is the Conway family’s house,” I tell Max. “Their daughter Maya was the most recent to disappear a couple days ago when she was out hiking.”

			Putting my list away, I knock on the front door. The sound reverberates through the entire house like the ring of a wind chime. A shape warps into movement on the other side, and a moment later an older man with graying brown hair and freckled skin answers.

			“What is it?” he asks tiredly. His pale blue eyes are rimmed with red, and his otherwise nice clothes are wrinkled.

			“I’m sorry to bother you,” I say, hoping I didn’t just wake him from a nap. There’s a sour smell coming from inside, and I can just make out a beer bottle on the kitchen table behind him. “My name’s Colin Pierce. I’m a Raven, and I—”

			The door slams in my face.

			I gape at it, torn between mortification and annoyance. No one else is around, so at least no one saw, but it’s still embarrassing.

			Max lets out a low growl, and I knock again. This time no one answers.

			“What’s his problem?” I ask as we return to the main road in search of the next house. But no sooner do I than I remember Miriam’s words from earlier.

			While you’re here, it may be best to keep what you are to yourself. Some of the townspeople are a lot more wary of Ravens than others.

			She said wary, but that felt a lot more like hostile. Was she trying to tell me that some people in Witchwood don’t like Ravens? But why?

			Evalyn O’Shay’s address leads me to a house in the shape of an old shoe, with windows in place of the lace holes. A pale-skinned woman answers the door with curlers in her hair, her apron dusted with powdered sugar.

			She squints at me from behind a pair of tortoiseshell glasses. “You’re new in town. Visiting family?”

			“Sort of,” I hedge. “My name is Colin, and I…I was wondering if I could ask you some questions about your sister, Evalyn?” It feels wrong not to tell her that I’m a Raven, but I don’t want another door slammed in my face.

			“Evalyn?” Her expression turns guarded. “The council has already had people around asking about her. What do you have to do with it?”

			I straighten, summoning the confidence I once used to check out of hotels late at night while my parents loaded the car. “I’m helping to look into the disappearances. I know you’ve already talked to the council, but sometimes it helps to interview people more than once in case they think of anything new.”

			The woman’s brow furrows with suspicion. “Who are you?”

			“Um—” I cut off as she sniffs the air, then peers even more closely at me.

			“I’d know the smell of that magic anywhere,” she says tightly. “What part of ‘We don’t want your kind around here’ do you Ravens not understand? You have no authority here.”

			I nearly shrink on the spot, until Max leans into me for support, steadying me. “I’m here to help find out why witches in town have been disappearing. I don’t mean to cause any trouble.”

			The woman puts her hands on her hips with a derisive snort. “All Ravens do is cause trouble. Even little ones like you. Go home, son, and leave witch business to the witches.”

			She doesn’t slam the door like the last man, but she might as well have. I feel just the same standing out on her porch, no closer to learning anything new and feeling like a piece of gum someone found stuck to the bottom of their shoe.

			Max purrs reassuringly against my leg, and I scoop him up onto my shoulder. “I’m just trying to help them, but they’re all acting like I’m the bad guy.”

			Max bops his head against mine, and I scratch him behind the ears. There’s still one more address on my list, which means one more chance to learn something helpful. If this person won’t talk to me, I don’t know what to do, but I can’t give up before I’ve even gotten started. Not if I want to complete my first solo mission without Liam and keep Anna safe.

			The final house is across a creek in the Ivy Hill neighborhood, though calling it a house would be like calling Max just a cat. It’s built into the hollowed-out trunk of an impossibly large oak tree, which somehow still flourishes with sprawling branches thick with deep green leaves.

			This time when I knock, it takes a while for someone to answer. An elderly man in a knit sweater two sizes too big and a cane clutched in his knobby hand peers down at me. He has to be even taller than Liam, with a slight hunch to his shoulders and wrinkles etched into his brown skin.

			“Mr. Nakamura?” I ask.

			“Good morning,” he replies warmly. “Can I help you?”

			I hesitate. What are the odds he can sense I’m a Raven too? I don’t want to lie again, but he’s my last opportunity to get any new information. If I can’t even do this, what chance do I have of handling missions on my own?

			I’ll just have to convince him to hear me out.

			I meet his gaze with all the confidence I can muster. “My name is Colin, and I’m helping to look into the disappearances around town. I was wondering if I could ask you a couple questions about your wife?”

			A look of confusion fills his face. “You can’t be more than sixteen,” he says gently. “Why are you investigating this?”

			“Fifteen and a half,” I mutter, then add hurriedly when his brow rises, “I’m a Raven, and I know you probably don’t want to talk to me, but I’m not here to bother anyone. I know how scary it can be not to know where your family is, and I really just want to help.”

			Mr. Nakamura studies me, then shuffles aside. “Why don’t you come in? I just put the kettle on.”

			It takes me a moment to realize he isn’t turning me away, and then I dart in before he can change his mind, Max a step behind.

			The inside of the house is just what I imagined: one giant high-ceilinged room with walls of oak. There’s a quaint kitchen, a living room with a well-worn loveseat beside a makeshift artist’s studio, and a ramp that curves up one side to a loft above. The air is rich with the scent of cinnamon and clove from a series of burning candles, and everywhere I look, the walls are hung with art.

			It all appears to be from the same painter, pastel watercolors depicting different parts of Witchwood down to the smallest detail. Each one is alive with people bustling down the street and renditions of the creek I saw making a faint trickling noise.

			Mr. Nakamura notices me looking and smiles. “Emi, my wife,” he explains. “She sells them all over town.” His smile fades, something harder taking its place, and I wonder if he’s thinking about whether he should have said sold.

			When Liam was missing last year, my brain kept trying to think about him in the past tense, as if it knew he was never coming back and was just waiting for the rest of me to catch up. But I refused to believe it, and until we have proof that these missing witches are gone forever too, I won’t believe it now either.

			“Thank you for talking to me,” I say as I remove my muddy boots at the door and follow Mr. Nakamura to the two-person table in the kitchen. He gestures for me to sit, and I wait while he pours us each a cup of Earl Grey tea, Max curling up in my lap.

			He sets the tea on the table and gingerly lowers himself into the other chair. “What would you like to know?”

			I summon a small notebook and pen. “Let’s start with anything you remember the day Mrs. Nakamura disappeared.”

			Liam taught me that beginning with targeted questions tends to influence what kind of information people think is important to share, so it’s better to let them tell you whatever comes to mind before zeroing in on details.

			Mr. Nakamura leans his cane against his chair and wraps his hands around his mug. “It happened just over a week ago. She was the first to disappear.” His voice thickens. “She was out in the forest, gathering ingredients to make her own paints. A hiker reported seeing a bright light, and—a scream.”

			He squeezes his eyes shut. I give him a moment, during which Max climbs out of my lap to settle in Mr. Nakamura’s instead. He purrs heavily as the older man scratches gently behind his ears. I know firsthand how comforting Max can be, just like I know how hard it can be to talk about something like this, so I wait until he’s ready before asking my next question.

			“Can you think of anything your wife has in common with the other missing witches?”

			Mr. Nakamura taps one finger against his mug in contemplation. His gaze strays to the nearest watercolor, which depicts two elderly people holding hands as they literally walk along the lakeshore, their footprints vanishing in the tide. It brings a faint smile to his lips, and he says, “They all have rather unique affinities. Emi’s is a sort of art magic. I’ve never seen anything quite like it before, but I told the other investigators that too. They were in and out so quickly, though, I’m not sure they really heard me.”

			“It’s really cool,” I agree, but something needles me about his answer. “Mr. Nakamura, would you say Emi is a powerful witch?”

			“I would.” He reaches across the table to point at my notebook where the names Evalyn O’Shay and Maya Conway are clearly printed. “They’re both forces to be reckoned with themselves. Maya leads her own coven, and Evalyn has won several awards at the academy for her fine spell work.”

			And Miriam said Anna’s affinity and her psychometry together make for a potent combination.

			“They’re targeting the strongest witches,” I realize. “But for what?”

			Mr. Nakamura looks solemnly down into his tea, and I cringe. I like to think aloud, but Liam always has to remind me not to do it in front of people. It doesn’t help that this has all happened before, and those witches never came back. Mr. Nakamura is probably having a hard time staying hopeful.

			“Don’t worry, Mr. Nakamura,” I say confidently. “I’m going to do everything I can to find your wife.”

			Max bops the old man’s hand with his head, earning another scratch, and Mr. Nakamura gives me a grateful smile. I quickly finish my tea while Mr. Nakamura rattles off other details he remembers, including the exact location Mrs. Nakamura was taken. Apparently, he goes out every morning looking for her, and attends every town council meeting to ensure the missing witches stay at the top of the agenda.

			After putting the dishes in the sink, I head for the door to lace up my boots. Max winds around Mr. Nakamura’s feet the whole way over, careful not to trip him, and then we’re back on the porch.

			“Colin?” Mr. Nakamura calls, and I pause. “I want you to know that not everyone in town feels negatively about Ravens. Even out here, we heard about what happened in Wick. You and the Ballinkays stopped the Shield from breaking, and we all owe you our thanks for that, even if some like to forget it.”

			My cheeks flush. Anna always says that the magical community is small, but I never realized how small. The idea that other people have heard about our battle with Fin, maybe even our encounter with Salem, never occurred to me.

			“Why do some people here hate Ravens?” I ask. “Did something happen?”

			He shakes his head. “It’s not one specific thing. Ravens have kept the magical balance for centuries, helping to protect magical and nonmagical folk alike from danger, just like you. But some Ravens see witches as that danger, and a lot of families in Witchwood came here because they were being hunted, by Ravens or otherwise.”

			I think of Salem, whose devotion to destroying magic infected him down to the core. Liam and I have met a few other Ravens here and there on our travels, and most were just like us: focused on keeping people safe. But I know Salem can’t be the only Raven out there who went dark.

			I just don’t want to do the same.

			“Thanks, Mr. Nakamura,” I say.

			Waving goodbye, Max and I start the trek back toward the woods, my mind buzzing with thoughts. Mr. Nakamura meant his words to be comforting, but they only make me doubt myself more. All of Witchwood is just waiting for me to fail—I have to show them I’m not like the Ravens they’re scared of.

			Following Mr. Nakamura’s directions, I locate the spot where Mrs. Nakamura was last seen. It’s a wide clearing just north of town full of wildflowers even so late in the summer. In fact, it’s so overgrown with color that it’s not until my third sweep that I see it—a glint of familiar blue, half buried under a snarl of grass.

			Brushing the grass aside, I pull free a sorry looking bluebell. Its stem is snapped in half, only a single flower dangling from the top.

			But even one flower is enough to lure out a redcap.

		

	
		
			Chapter 9
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			Colin

			“Thank God you’re back.” Anna practically tackles me when I walk through the front door just before sunset. “I’ve been so bored.”

			“Bored?” I ask, peeling off my boots. They’re caked with mud from hiking through the woods. “I thought you were practicing magic with Leah.”

			She gives me a sheepish look. “That lasted all of ten minutes before she ditched me.” Leaning closer, her voice drops to a whisper. “She’s kind of weird, and it takes a lot for me to call someone weird.”

			“Last I checked, that was a compliment coming from you.”

			Anna makes a face, but it quickly brightens. “She did teach me something cool, though. Check this out.” She points to my boots and commands, “Lift!”

			They levitate into the air, and Max bats at the dangling strings until she lowers them back down.

			I grin. “That’s awesome! I learned something new too. Is your aunt here?”

			“She’s making dinner.” We all head into the kitchen, where Miriam is stirring a pot on the stove that smells heavily of garlic. Leah sits at the table with a book spread out before her. She takes one look at me, flushes bright red, and darts toward her bedroom, abandoning her book. Max takes her seat.

			I glance down at myself, expecting to be covered in wood spiders or something, but there’s nothing there. Anna silently mouths “Weird” at me, and Miriam sighs. “Don’t mind her. Dinner will be ready soon. How did your investigation go?”

			“I think I have an idea what’s happening,” I reply. Anna and I join Max at the table, where Anna levitates her chair out before sitting down. I flip Leah’s book closed, revealing that it’s an encyclopedia of star charts and constellations that Anna’s aunt Elaine has been telling me to study. Maybe Leah will let me borrow it.

			“What did you find?” Anna practically bounces in her seat in anticipation, and I put the book aside and sit.

			“All of the missing witches have been really strong, and the only reason I can think someone would care about strength is if they’re after their power,” I explain. “So my first thought was that we could be dealing with something like a redcap or vampire after potent magical blood.”

			Anna scoffs. “Whatever that thing in the woods was, it wasn’t a vampire or a redcap.”

			“Definitely not,” I agree. “I went by Mrs. Nakamura’s abduction site on my way home to look for clues. It happened in the woods, just like the attack on you. I also found this.” I pull out the half-crushed bluebell flower.

			“Bluebells can lure redcaps out,” Anna says slowly, clearly attempting to fit the pieces together. “Maybe someone is trying to use a redcap to attack people? But that still doesn’t explain the light creature.”

			I nod. “Which is why I think it’s a misdirection. I think whoever is behind this is really worried about making sure they’re not seen, and that’s why the attacks have been in secluded spots or really busy places with distractions. Then they’re leaving behind clues to make it look like it was a redcap to sidetrack anyone who comes looking.”

			Anna’s eyes light up with understanding. “You think it’s someone in town that people would recognize if they saw them.”

			“Exactly.”

			Only then do I realize that Miriam is staring openmouthed at us, her pot of soup forgotten. She notices it at the same time, and quickly starts stirring again. “I’ve heard a little of you kids’ exploits, but the two of you really are quite good at this. My people checked those locations and didn’t find anything. Then again, it sounds like you really know what to look for.”

			“You can thank the hours he spends in the library,” Anna quips. “He’s eighty percent book, twenty percent endless pit of hunger.”

			“I’ve noticed.” Miriam eyes her soup as if checking that it’ll be enough.

			I resist the urge to sink into my chair, though it’s Miriam’s compliment that weighs on me more than anything else. “You’re not the only one who’s heard about us,” I tell her dejectedly. “You were right. Two of the families wouldn’t even talk to me. Without Mr. Nakamura, I wouldn’t have figured any of this out.”

			Anna glances between us. “Why wouldn’t they talk to you?”

			“They don’t like Ravens.” I force a casual shrug, a fist of discomfort squeezing in my chest. Anna, on the other hand, looks furious.

			“You’re trying to find their missing relatives!” She throws up her hands. “What’s not to like?”

			Miriam switches off the stove and begins doling out the soup into mismatched ceramic bowls that remind me of being on the road with my parents. My mom didn’t want to waste money on a full set of dishes, so we each picked out our favorite bowl at the store and took it with us everywhere, where it served as bowl, plate, and sometimes cup.

			“The history between Ravens and the magical community is a complex one.” Miriam hands us each a bowl of butternut squash soup, alongside a slice of fresh challah. “Most Ravens show up when they’re needed or asked and nothing more, and to a lot of people they’re heroes. But some worry about them interfering where they’re not wanted.”

			I’ve never thought of it that way before, but it’s true: who decided that Ravens would keep the magical balance? What does balance even mean? Liam and I have been struggling with questions like that all summer, trying to protect both magical and nonmagical people without hurting anyone. But what about other Ravens?

			The memory of the kelpie’s fear and pain resurfaces, and I know without a doubt that the Raven who attacked it saw it only as a monster that needed to be stopped.

			Miriam takes a bowl of soup to Leah, and Anna scoots her chair closer to mine. “I don’t care what those people think,” she says as Max laps up her soup. “You saved the Shield and the Otherworld. You’re definitely a hero.”

			I smile despite myself. Somehow, Anna always manages to make me feel better. “We saved the Shield and the Otherworld, and we’re going to save these witches too. Now that I’ve looked into the current case, I want to do the same with the one from seven years ago. Maybe they missed something then too.”

			Anna slumps in her chair. “You’re going to make me do research, aren’t you?”

			I grin.
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			The next morning, Leah’s astronomy book is still sitting on the kitchen table, and she doesn’t join us for breakfast. It’s obvious by now that she’s avoiding us, but while Anna thinks it’s because she doesn’t like us, I think it’s just because she’s shy. Either way, I feel bad about kicking her out of her own kitchen, so while Anna finishes her spiced pumpkin oatmeal and chats with Miriam, I carry the book to Leah’s room.

			A muffled “Huh?” answers my knock, reminding me of Liam. Waking him up can be an hour-long saga, and he usually glowers at me for the rest of the morning, but it’s his fault for staying up so late watching reality TV.

			I crack the door open. “Leah?”

			There’s a sharp yelp, and then a crash, and I fling open the door ready to fight—only to find Leah disentangling herself from her blankets on the floor. She’s still in her star-print pajamas, her hair a dark halo of frizz about her face. Her olive skin brightens to pink when she sees me, and I quickly spin around.

			“Sorry! I thought—sorry.” I squeeze my eyes shut and clutch the book to my chest, my cheeks turning hot. On second thought, maybe that hadn’t been an invitation. I should have knocked again, or—something wet brushes my hand, and I look down to find Chestnut’s nose pressed into my palm.

			At the sound of rustling blankets behind me, I hold up the book. “I just wanted to bring your book back! I’ll leave it here.”

			Before I can do anything else humiliating, I drop the book onto one of her many shelves and hurry out—and nearly run straight into Anna. She gives me a suspicious look, as if expecting to find a monster chasing me.

			“Ready to go?” I’m already sliding past her into the kitchen, where Miriam is making notes in an overstuffed planner. A new candle glows on the counter, emitting a familiar scent I can’t place right away. It’s crisp, like autumn, but also sweet like burnt sugar, with an undercurrent of freshly cut wood, laughter, and the feeling of being wrapped in a blanket by the fire. Then I see the label on the candle.

			It reads simply Home, and I realize then what the scent reminds me of: Ravenfall.

			“Where are you off to today?” Miriam asks me as she tucks her planner into a messenger bag.

			“The library,” I reply, taking another deep breath of air. “Anna and I want to do some research into town history and the past disappearances.”

			Another thing that I learned from Liam during our training is that a lot of magical beings are creatures of habit. If this happened already, maybe it happened twice or three times before that. If it’s a reoccurring event every seven years, that could give us a clue. Not to mention that while people’s stories have a habit of changing each time they tell them, books are reliably constant.

			Miriam looks like she’s going to protest, but Anna beats her to it. “I know what you’re going to say! But I’m safer with Colin and Max than sitting around here.”

			Miriam’s brow creases with worry, but she only lets out a sigh. “You’re probably right. But take this with you.” She disappears down the hall, returning a moment later with a bracelet of plain black rope threaded through a wire frame around a fiery red stone.

			“I make jewelry using gemstones,” Miriam explains almost self-consciously to our curious looks. “This one has a jacinth stone that is spelled to prevent scrying. This house is warded, but this should keep you safe from prying eyes when you’re outside. Do not take it off.”

			Anna gives her a mock salute and points at the bracelet. “Lift!” She levitates it from Miriam’s hands and loops the rope over her wrist.

			Leah appears in the doorway then, her curls wrangled into a bun. She’s wearing a cozy knit sweater that Anna eyes appreciatively, her own a bright orange with a tiny black cat peeking over the rim of a teacup above big block letters that spell Kit-tea.

			Leah doesn’t look at us as she makes a beeline for the fridge, practically hiding behind the open door.

			Still feeling awkward about walking in on her and guilty about excluding her, I blurt out, “Do you want to go with us?”

			Anna’s eyes widen in a clear “No no” signal, and Leah immediately blushes again, but before she can answer, Miriam shakes her head. “I’d rather you stay here, Leah. I may not be able to stop Colin and Anna”—she levels us with a pointed look—“but I don’t think this business is entirely safe, and you don’t have the experience they do.”

			Anna’s shoulders sag in relief until I shoot her a glare, and she quickly straightens, but Leah only ducks her head. “I didn’t want to go anyway,” she mutters, slamming shut the fridge with an apple in hand.

			Miriam nods as if she expected this and picks up her messenger bag. “I’m going to report what you’ve discovered to the council and revisit our own investigation. Be sure to be back before dark. I get the feeling the house is looking to move again.”

			With Max in tow, Anna and I set out for town, the morning crisp with the scent of petrichor and heavy with mist. Once we hit the main road, she and Max start leaping from crunchy leaf to crunchy leaf. They have this ongoing competition where the first to miss has to give Chestnut part of their dinner. Anna keeps trying to move Max’s leaves with her magic, but he inevitably makes the giant leaps.

			Meanwhile, I try to think of a good way to apologize to Leah for scaring her this morning. Maybe I can check out another astronomy book for her at the library? It’d be nice to read them together, maybe on the couch by the fire. She probably knows a lot about it and could teach me—

			“Earth to Colin!” Anna waves a hand in my face, and I blink, realizing we’ve reached the edge of town. She gestures toward the many branching streets, lit with lanterns against the fog. “Which way?”

			I point down Crackle Avenue, following the directions Miriam gave me to the library. Anna glances sideways at me as we walk. “What were you thinking about?”

			“Nothing,” I say too quickly, and her eyes narrow. She exchanges a knowing look with Max, and I groan. Certain this is a topic that won’t be dropped any time soon, I tell her about walking in on Leah that morning.

			She grimaces. “Smooth move.”

			“That’s probably why she didn’t want to come with us today.” I rub the back of my head sheepishly.

			Something I can’t read flits across Anna’s face, but she’s soon distracted by her first glimpse of Witchwood proper. She darts over to inspect musical fountains that play classical piano songs and to peer through glass storefronts with frosted lettering that changes from Fresh Apple Strudel to Pumpkin Scones as people pass. Max chases after the WitchMail airplanes zipping from place to place, trying to bat them out of the air.

			Anna jogs to catch up with me, grinning. “I’m pretty sure that bakery’s window changes to market the favorite pastry of whoever’s walking by. Gran should try that at the Merrow!”

			“I think a glamour might interfere with that,” I say thoughtfully. “Since the spell is reading each person, but so is the glamour.”

			Her grin fades, shoulders sagging. “Ugh, you’re right. Sometimes I wish Wick was an all-magical town too.”

			“Then Ravenfall wouldn’t have as much business.”

			She drags a hand down her face. “Any other soul-crushing facts you want to throw my way?”

			“Max won your leaf-jumping competition.” I smirk, and she sticks her tongue out at me as we round the final street into the main square with the Jabberwocky fountain. Across the way is a wide, stately building of red brick and bright white windows with a hand-painted sign that reads, Witchwood Library and Spell Archive.

			A staircase of low wide steps leads up to it, and as we approach, they flatten into a ramp for an elderly person in a wheelchair to roll up them. We follow, Anna poking at the faerie lights wound around the iron railings as Max eyes a black hare hopping after a departing witch, her autumn-toned umbrella leaving a trail of fog in her wake.

			The doors open of their own accord and I jerk to a halt, gaping at the sight before me.

			There are so. Many. Books.

			The inside of the library is ringed with levels like a corkscrew, the walls lined end to end with bookcases twice my height that form an endless maze. Books flit through the air like birds, returning to shelves on their own or forming neat stacks. Witches sit around the first-floor study tables, reading with pitch-black ravens and green-spotted toads alongside pots of tea and steaming mugs of spiced apple cider, quills scribbling away as if in an invisible hand.

			“Well,” Anna says with a look of wonder. “At least we know they allow cats.”

			“Come on!” I head straight for the help desk, Anna practically running to keep up with my long strides, and ask the attendant where to find information on the town’s history. They point me toward a wall full of fist-sized cubbies, the section above labeled Microfilm.

			“What film?” Anna asks as we make our way there.

			“Microfilm,” I reply excitedly. “They’re digital records of things like old newspapers. We’ll load them in the reader and—” I cut off when I notice the look on Anna’s face. The look that only means one thing. “You’re not going to help me research, are you?”

			“I’m here for moral support.” She smiles innocently. “And because Leah won’t teach me magic.”

			“Right.” I glower at her as she plops down at one of the tables behind the microfilm readers. Max leaps into her lap to head-butt her hand, and she scratches his ears idly.

			Leaving her behind, I start gathering microfilms from the cubbies from around the date of the disappearances seven years ago, which for a town this small, doesn’t actually amount to a lot to sort through. It looks like there’s only one town newspaper, each film labeled Witchwood Weekly. True to its name, there’s one film for each week.

			When I return, Anna has shifted her chair over beside one of the readers and is trying to turn it on. “Find anything?” she asks.

			“Hopefully.” I sit down in the chair next to her and locate the power button, waiting for the reader to turn on. Then I load the first film, and the screen fills with an aged black-and-white photo of the front page of the Witchwood Weekly newspaper. The headline reads, “Pumpkin Shortage Threatens Local Samhain Preparations.”

			I start to scroll using the forward and backward buttons. “This is going to be so interesting.”

			“Uh-huh,” Anna says, unimpressed. “Do you like Leah?”

			I jerk upright, my hand accidentally hitting the forward button and causing the page to change. I quickly navigate back to the previous page.

			“Um,” I say, stalling for time. “She’s nice?”

			Anna snorts loudly. “Try again.”

			I frown. “She is nice, Anna. I think she’s just really introverted.”

			“Ooh, I know that one.” She holds up a finger. “It means people who hate people, right?”

			“It means people who are shy and quiet who usually prefer to be alone,” I reply pointedly, beginning to scroll through the microfilm again. “Think the opposite of you.”

			She lowers her hand, a look of understanding crossing her face. “Like Henry.”

			“Definitely like Henry,” I agree, rereading the same line again. “Now if you don’t mind, I have some research to do.”

			Anna sighs dramatically and scoots back her chair. “Fine. Max and I are going to go look around.”

			They head for the nearest flight of stairs, and I settle into my seat, decidedly not thinking about whether or not I like Leah. What matters now is finding out more about what happened seven years ago so that we can bring the missing witches home, and I can successfully complete my first solo Raven mission.

			I work my way from most recent backward, and before long, I’ve made it through several weeks of microfilms. I’m just coming to the end of one when something catches my eye. It’s a small headline on the second page that reads: “Remembrance of the Lost.”

			I zoom in, scanning the article, which talks about the ceremony the town held in honor of a group of missing witches. There isn’t much information on their actual disappearances, just the ceremony, and it’s all shoved down in the corner of the newspaper, as if the publication had hoped people wouldn’t notice it.

			Popping out the film, I switch it for the one from a week before, hoping for more information.

			The headline immediately stands out: “Witches Vanish in Flashes of Light.”

			My eyes can barely keep up as I tear through the piece. There’s very little I don’t already know: witnesses reported a bright light, and the witches vanished from remote or busy locations, just like Maya, Evalyn, and Emi. But at the bottom of the article is something strange.

			“ ‘On the morning after the final disappearance, a peculiar mark appeared on the lakeshore,’ ” I read aloud. “ ‘Authorities suspect it may be linked to the disappearances but have been unable to find a connection, as no one witnessed its creation.’ ”

			I zoom in on the grainy image as much as possible, revealing a black mark like a smudge across the earth.

			A mark I’m betting that Anna can read.
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			Anna

			It takes me and Max approximately ten seconds to get lost.

			Each floor of the library is so packed full of shelves, creating corridors and little nooks lit with enchanted crystals, that neither of us is sure which direction we came from. There’s a whole section of books that growl at us as we pass, and another that smells like a graveyard. Others rattle or hum or try to hide behind their neighbors.

			“This place could do with a visit from Rose,” I mutter. She’d rearrange the whole thing so all the books were somewhere comfortable, though no one would ever be able to find anything again.

			When we hit a dead end lit by half-melted candles and what I’m pretty sure is a toad curled up on the top shelf, I give up and investigate the nearest row of books.

			They’re all spell books.

			Scanning the titles, my eyes snag on one in particular. “The Study of Jewish Magic,” I read aloud. As if answering a summons, the book leaps off the shelf and floats to me. I grab it, settling down against the nearest wall with Max.

			Curious, I reach out to the book with my magic and say, “Levitate.” I have to focus on it a little bit, imagining a giant hand spread out beneath it, but the book hovers in place while I turn the pages.

			The introduction talks about the long and storied history of magic and mysticism in Jewish culture and religion, some of which is actually familiar. After my talks with Henry, I know a little bit about it, from the Jewish mysticism known as Kabbalah to the making of amulets, like the one Aunt Miriam gave me. But I’ve never read a book about it.

			“How terrified do you think Colin would be if I checked out a book?” I ask.

			Max’s eyes light up at the idea as I scan the table of contents, locating the section on spells and flipping to that page. Ever since we used Aunt Miriam’s box to trap Salem’s magic, and Henry rewrote the spell on the wards to knock Salem out, I’ve wanted to know more about how they work. But while my dad knows a lot about magical objects, he knows less about using actual magic.

			“Henry says that there’s power in language and names,” I tell Max after reading the first couple paragraphs. “And this talks about a connection between Hebrew and ‘the divine process of creation.’ It’s not exactly the same as a spell, but it sounds kind of similar.”

			Max shrugs. He’s about as good at this whole “academic study” thing as I am, but I’ve never found something that interested me enough to really try. Maybe there’s even something Jewish magic can do to help us find those missing witches?

			The idea that whoever took them is after the most powerful witches, and that I fall into that category, still hasn’t fully settled. I’m so used to doubting my powers, to struggling with them, that I can’t help wondering if they made a mistake. Sure, I figured out that lift spell pretty quick, but there have to be more powerful witches than me in Witchwood.

			I flip another page, revealing a list of basic spells. The one at the top catches my attention.

			“ ‘Keep in,’ ” I read aloud in English. “This must be what Aunt Miriam used to create that box we sealed Salem’s magic in.”

			I run my finger over the Hebrew translation beside it, wishing I could read it too. I bet Leah can, and she wouldn’t hesitate to rub it in my face.

			Marking the page, I close the book and let Max leap onto my shoulder before trying to find our way out. As I round a bookcase whose occupants rustle disgruntledly at being disturbed, I walk straight into an older girl reshelving a book.

			“Sorry!” I apologize as the book tumbles to the floor.

			“Don’t worry about it,” the girl replies with a chiming laugh. “This place is built for run-ins.”

			She’s around Rose’s and Kara’s age, maybe a year older, and everything about her glitters—from her bright silver dress with cascading sleeves and a wide belt with dangling crescent moon charms to the enchanted metal stars in her platinum blond plait that actually twinkle with false starlight. She’s impressively tall—taller than Liam even—and the only break in her perfect complexion is a single beauty mark on her right cheek.

			Now she looks like a witch.

			I point at her book and command, “Lift.”

			It obeys, and I direct it back to its spot on the shelf, where it gratefully snuggles in among the others.

			The witch’s bright blue eyes widen with appreciation. “Well done! You have impressive control for a witch your age.”

			My cheeks flush, less at her compliment and more at her calling me a witch. It still feels weird to hear, and I haven’t really started thinking of myself as one. But here’s someone whose very being sings with magic, a power I can practically feel, and she’s calling me one like it’s obvious.

			“Are you new in town?” she asks. “I don’t think I’ve seen you at the Coven Academy.”

			“I’m just visiting family,” I reply. “My name’s Anna. My aunt is Miriam Stern.”

			“Oh cool, of course I know her,” the girl replies. “My name is Istrid. Is this your familiar?” She smiles at Max, who eyes her dangling earrings as if plotting how to make them his next victims.

			I start to say no, but the look in her eyes is so expectant that I suddenly don’t want to disappoint her. “Yeah, he is,” I say, ignoring Max’s narrow-eyed judgment.

			“Knew it.” Istrid grins in delight. “I’ve always thought black cats make the best familiars.”

			At that, Max lifts his head proudly, and I resist the urge to roll my eyes. Then he perks up, ears at attention. I listen, too, just able to make out Colin’s strained yet urgent whisper of “Anna! Annnna!”

			Leave it to Colin to still whisper in a library when he’s clearly got something important to tell me.

			“I, uh, don’t suppose you can tell me how to get back to the ground floor from here?” I ask.

			“Of course.” Istrid points down a corridor. “Head that way, then take a left at the cauldron reference section and keep walking until you reach the stairs. Maybe I’ll see you later?”

			“Thanks! And that’d be cool.” I give her a quick wave and then head the way she told me, emerging from the bookcases a moment later to find Colin trying to catch a glimpse of me from the ground floor. When his eyes lock on mine, he frantically waves me down, and I grudgingly jog the rest of the way, Max bobbing on my shoulder.

			“What did you find?” I ask as he herds me over to the microfilm reader, which definitely looks like something out of an ’80s space film. Max leaps down onto the table, pawing at the wires.

			Colin points at a newspaper clipping titled, “Witches Vanish in Flashes of Light.” “Do you see that mark on the lake? It showed up around the same time the witches disappeared seven years ago, but they couldn’t connect the two. I’m guessing that’s why your aunt didn’t mention it, but I think we should see if you can read it with your psychometry.”

			I wiggle my fingers. “Let me at it.”

			“Maybe Leah can show us where it is?” he suggests.

			I cringe. The last person I want to ask for help is Leah. She made it pretty clear she doesn’t want me around. “Or we can ask literally anyone else.”

			“I think she wanted to come with us,” Colin presses. “Besides, their house is by the lake, and we have to head that way anyhow.”

			I swallow a groan but don’t argue.

			Colin blinks owlishly at me. “Is that…Do you have a book?”

			I clutch it protectively to my chest. “Nope, you’re imagining things.”

			The look spreading across his face tells me he’s not going to let this one go. “What book could have possibly won over Annabella Ballinkay?”

			“Imagining things!” I say again, and dart over to the help desk to check it out, chased by the sound of Colin’s laughter.
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			On our way back, I let Colin flip through the pages of the spell book while Max and I initiate round two of Extreme Leaf Jumping, double or nothing. I win this time, canceling out my earlier consequence of having to give Chestnut part of my dinner, though I’m pretty sure Colin feeds him under the table anyway.

			We enter the house to find Leah in the living room, trying to get a book to levitate. She abruptly stops at the sight of us, her cheeks turning a bright pink, but I can’t tell if it’s because of Colin or because the book hadn’t budged. Colin looks equally mortified, though I’m pretty sure he’s still embarrassed about this morning.

			I glance between them, the awkwardness practically tangible. “Are you two going to do this the whole time?”

			That only makes them both blush deeper, Leah’s face clouding with anger. She’s about to storm away again when Colin calls, “Wait! We have a question for you.”

			She reluctantly turns back to face us. “What?”

			Colin holds up the article he printed with the picture of the lake. “I was wondering if you knew anything about this mark on the lakeshore. The article says it appeared seven years ago, the last time a bunch of witches disappeared from Witchwood, but your mom didn’t mention it.”

			Leah folds her arms, still glaring at me. “Mom and I moved here a little over six years ago. We only heard about the disappearances from other people, and by then it was like the town didn’t want to talk about it.”

			Her face softens when she looks at Colin. “Anyway, people in town call that the Scar. It’s just down the shore from here.”

			Colin practically buzzes in anticipation of finding a clue. “Can you show us?”

			Leah’s gaze drops to her feet. “I don’t think I should. Mom said not to get involved.”

			“Okay sure no problem, see you!” I push Colin toward the door, but it’s like trying to move a brick wall. He doesn’t budge.

			“We could really use your help,” he says. “I promise you’ll be safe with us! Between me and Max—ow, fine, and Anna,” he adds when I poke him in the ribs, “we can handle anything.”

			Leah hesitates, but Colin’s hopeful look is clearly enough to convince her, as she slides on a pair of yellow rain boots. Even they are decorated in stars, doused with bright purple glitter that shimmers like real starlight.

			I point at them. “I met a girl today who wore as many stars as you do. Istrid. She a friend of yours?”

			Leah goes ramrod straight. “You talked to Istrid Matheson?”

			I blink. “Is she someone important?”

			“She’s the head of the Star Coven, the youngest and most popular coven in town! They’re really strong.” Leah shoves on her other boot, then eyes me suspiciously. “What did she want from you?”

			“I accidentally ran into her—”

			“You what?” Leah looks mortified.

			“But I apologized and levitated her book back onto the shelf, and she complimented my magic, so we just started talk— What?” I cut off when Leah’s face goes a brand-new shade of red, and she shoves past me out the front door without another word. I exchange looks with Colin, who shrugs, and we follow her.

			“Scar’s this way,” she mutters and sets off down a dirt path to the lake, where dark clouds have begun to gather overhead.

			We follow her along the lakeshore, the water a slate gray that sparkles in the filtered afternoon light. It whooshes peacefully in a slow rhythm, and the sand sinks softly under my shoes. I prefer being surrounded by the trees of Hollowthorn, but I have to admit that this isn’t half bad either—until it starts to sprinkle.

			Max promptly clambers up Colin’s leg and disappears under his sweater, and Colin only rolls his eyes and hooks an arm underneath him to hold him in place. I groan, trying and failing to protect my curls from the rain, but Leah tilts her face back to it as if welcoming an old friend.

			After a few minutes of walking, I can just make out a blotch on the horizon growing larger as we near. Most of the sand so far has been a loose, golden gravel, interspersing with banks of green grass descending from the forest. But ahead, the ground is scarred with a thick swath of black, like the aftermath of a fire.

			Leah slows at the edge of the Scar. “Nothing grows here anymore,” she tells us as Colin crouches down to get a closer look at the glistening black sand.

			He runs a finger along one spot, glancing back at us in surprise. “It’s glass.”

			I edge closer for a better look, hands hovering over my head in a makeshift hat. “How’d that happen?”

			“When you superheat sand, it undergoes a chemical transformation and becomes glass,” Leah replies as though obviously I should have known that. Colin looks delighted that she does, and Leah’s gaze jerks down to her toes.

			Is this what flirting looks like? I think. Because it’s terrifying.

			Colin clears his throat. “Um, yeah, exactly. Whatever happened here, some serious magical power was released.” He gestures toward it as he stands. “Anna, can you read it?”

			I kneel at the edge of the Scar and place a hand against it, the surface cold and smooth like polished obsidian. As I build my bridge of magic, it latches on with surprising ease. I open myself to the vision that comes flooding in, but everything is warped and difficult to see, something that only happens when powerful magic is involved.

			Two figures face off on the shore. I can just make out the woman angled toward me, her cloud of curly hair tied into a long tail and serious brown eyes narrowed in concentration, before the woman whose back is to me hurls a magical attack at her. She deflects it, shouting something I can’t make out. Then a bright explosion of dazzling light rings out and—

			“Oof.” The air whooshes out of me as I land on my backside in the damp sand, physically knocked out of the vision in a way that’s never happened before.

			Colin rushes over to help me up, but I barely notice him, my eyes locked on Leah’s frightened face. She might not be psychic, but I can tell she sensed something too.

			“I saw two people fighting,” I say breathlessly. “And one of them was Bubbe.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 11
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			Anna

			Aunt Miriam returns just before dark, looking worn out as she hangs her raincoat on the hook by the door. The three of us are waiting for her in the kitchen, Max perched on Colin’s shoulders and Chestnut asleep in the living room. We started a fire to dry off, and the house is pleasantly warm with the scent of burning wood.

			Aunt Miriam gives the dog a scratch behind the ears before she joins us, mustering a smile. “I’ve been in council meetings all day,” she says by way of greeting, already pulling stuff out of the refrigerator to begin making dinner. “They appreciated your information, but we weren’t able to find any new leads. With everything going on, I suggested we cancel this week’s Witchmarket—”

			She stops when she notices us staring at her. “What is it? You three look ready to explode.”

			“We have a question for you,” Leah blurts out, then says more gently, “about Bubbe.”

			Aunt Miriam stiffens, her hand tightening around the head of broccoli she’s just retrieved, which I try not to make a face at. Leah warned us that her mom wouldn’t want to talk about Bubbe, and she all but made us promise to let her ask the questions. Like so much of this side of my family, I wish I knew more about what happened to her.

			Releasing a short breath, Aunt Miriam sets the broccoli on the counter and closes the fridge to face us. “What is it?”

			“Colin was doing some research about the Scar and how it showed up at the same time the witches disappeared seven years ago,” Leah explains. “Anna read it with her psychometry—”

			“She what?” Aunt Miriam drops the broccoli and rushes to the table, hands hovering over me as if to hold me together. “Are you all right?”

			I peer down at myself for any unexpected gushing wounds. “Um, fine?”

			Aunt Miriam drops a hand onto the nearest chair, letting it hold her up. “I was told that when the Scar first appeared, several witches tried to use their powers on it and were overwhelmed by the magic and badly hurt. It must have weakened substantially since then.”

			I exchange grimaces with Colin. We’re lucky that was the case, or this would have been a very different evening.

			Aunt Miriam retreats back to the counter, picking up the broccoli. “What did you see?”

			“She had a vision of Bubbe fighting with someone.” Leah bites her lip, hesitating before she asks, “Do you know what happened?”

			For a moment, Aunt Miriam doesn’t move. Her jaw is set hard enough that I think her teeth might crack, and then she jerks into motion, pulling a cutting board free from behind the sink and grabbing a knife to chop the broccoli. “I don’t know anything about the fight. At least, not the details. Only that the authorities thought it looked like she’d been in one when they found her. We thought perhaps she’d been attacked.”

			“When they found her?” I echo, earning a glower from Leah at breaking her no-question rule.

			Aunt Miriam’s chopping intensifies, her voice as hollow as the thud of her knife against the wood. “When she died.”

			My gaze jerks toward Leah, but she looks just as shocked as I am. “Henry told me that Bubbe passed away from heart failure.” He’d even gone to the funeral alone.

			Aunt Miriam sets down her knife, pressing her hands into the counter’s edge. “That may be the case, but it was a result of her injuries. Henry and I agreed you kids didn’t need to know the details. We didn’t want you to have to carry that. But in truth, we never knew what really happened to her.” She closes her eyes, as if sealing something inside. “We still don’t.”

			There’s a heaviness in the air that weighs me down, and I drop my head into my hands. Whoever Bubbe had been fighting in that vision had seriously injured her, enough that she couldn’t recover.

			They’d killed her.

			Aunt Miriam abruptly sets down her knife and spins to face us, a rigid smile on her face that doesn’t reach her eyes. “I’m going to take a quick shower, and then I’ll come finish dinner.”

			Then she’s gone, leaving the three of us with the ghost of our discovery. Whoever I saw in my vision is the reason Bubbe died, a thought that grows alongside the anger bubbling in my veins. “What if whoever did this had something to do with the missing witches too?” I ask the others. “The timing is too coincidental.”

			Colin sets his chin on one hand. “I think so, too, but the investigators back then didn’t find any connections. Maybe we’re way off base…” He trails off uncertainly.

			“They didn’t know about the most powerful witches being taken either and they couldn’t read the Scar back then.” Leah gives Colin a reassuring look. “Who knows what else they missed?”

			I bring a fist down into my open hand. “We need to find out more about who Bubbe was fighting, but I couldn’t see them clearly with all the magic warping the vision. I could barely make out Bubbe.”

			Colin slumps into his seat with a sigh. “Which means we’re out of leads.”
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			After dinner, I follow Leah into her room for another magic lesson at Aunt Miriam’s suggestion. We might not be able to make any more headway in the case tonight, but the least I can do is learn a little bit more about my new powers.

			Leah goes straight to watering each of her plants with a pint-sized pail. She pauses in the corner to fuss over an orchid that hasn’t bloomed, then lifts the watering can.

			“You watered that yesterday,” I say.

			“So?” she demands.

			“Orchids don’t need a lot of water. You only need to do it once every couple of weeks.”

			Leah turns around. “You think I don’t know that? This is a fire orchid, a magical kind that you have to water every day.”

			I start to snap back at her when Colin’s comment from earlier that day comes back to me. If Leah’s as introverted as he thinks, she must really hate having to teach me magic. Maybe that’s why she gets so upset; she just wants to be left alone, but her mom keeps pairing us up.

			What if she’s with people the way I am with books? I just had to find the right one to read, and maybe she just needs the right thing to talk about.

			I swallow back my annoyance. “What does it do?”

			Leah hides her look of surprise by turning back to water the plant. “You can make tea out of its leaves that improves focus.”

			I take up my perch on the edge of her bed. “I spent all summer with my grandmother at her magical tea shop back in Wick. We made a lot of herbal teas using plants, but she never mentioned this one. Do you ever use yours in herbal remedies?”

			“Some.” Leah switches over to watering the next plant, her voice lighter now. “I have a garden in a sunroom at the back of the house. That’s where most of my usable plants are. The orchid…was Bubbe’s.”

			Bubbe, who hadn’t passed away from natural causes after all. I understand why Henry told me what he did, but I hate that I didn’t know the truth. Hate that someone took Bubbe from me before I even got the chance to get to know things like her favorite flower.

			Just like that, Leah’s words make me feel more out of place than anything she’s said before, and she didn’t even mean to hurt me this time. But there’s so much about this side of my family that I don’t know, including Leah. I could recite Kara’s favorite food without even thinking (blueberry Earl Grey oatmeal, which the house only makes in winter), and I know the exact noise Rose makes when she’s surprised (the world’s tiniest “oh”), but Leah’s totally new.

			It feels as strange not knowing anything about her as it does about my Jewish background.

			Not for the first time, I wish Henry had taught me more about being Jewish, more about his family and their magic…but maybe it’s not too late to learn.

			Maybe Leah and I can even figure it out together.

			“Be right back!” I hop off the bed and jog out to the living room to retrieve my library book. Colin is sprawled across the couch with Max by the fire, reading a book that I hadn’t seen him check out. It’s about astronomy. He hides the cover when I enter, but I only roll my eyes and return to Leah’s room.

			“Look at this.” I lay the book on her desk, open to the page I marked. “I found it in the library today. It’s all about Jewish magic, and it has a part here about writing spells—”

			Leah whirls on me, water sloshing over the edges of the can. “So now this is all about you too?”

			I recoil. “What?”

			She jabs a finger at the spell book. “You can’t decide to be Jewish whenever it’s convenient for you. You can’t just show up and start using our magic.”

			I’m too shocked at her sudden anger to come up with a response for a moment. “I—I’ve been learning about Jewish lore lately with my dad. He didn’t used to be around a lot, and now that he is, I’ve been learning a lot more. I just thought—”

			Leah scoffs. “You just thought you would use it too? You’ve been a witch for all of five seconds. What do you know about magic like that?”

			Her words sting, and this time I can’t stop myself from lashing back. “Apparently more than you do! At least I can make something levitate and do basic spells.” Her face goes a bright red, and I snap the spell book shut. “I don’t know why I even came in here. I can do this just fine without you.”

			I march out the door and into the living room, ignoring Colin’s questioning look. I feel like if I open my mouth, I’ll scream. It’s pointless trying to befriend Leah. Colin might think she’s secretly nice, but all she wants is to make me feel bad about myself. I don’t know why she hates me so much, but I’m done trying.

			I retrieve a pen and paper from the kitchen, where Aunt Miriam has left an apple pie to bake, before plopping down on the rug in front of the couch. Flipping open the book to the list of spells, I start practicing the Hebrew lettering for the spell that translates to “Keep in.”

			It feels strange to write letters that mean nothing to me. All I know is that in Hebrew, they go from right to left, which feels even weirder at first. But each time I rewrite the same word, it starts to feel a little bit more natural, the letters getting closer to the shapes in the book until I can reproduce them from memory.

			I’m on my third page of reproductions when the mail slot on the front door flicks open. A paper airplane zips in just as Aunt Miriam reenters the kitchen, her dark curls still damp. She plucks it from the air and unfurls it, scanning it quickly before her shoulders sag.

			“What is it?” I ask.

			Aunt Miriam carefully refolds the paper into a crisp square that she tucks into her pocket, her disquiet disappearing with it. “I’d hoped to cancel tomorrow’s Witchmarket with everything going on, but the other council members aren’t in favor. It’ll go on as planned.”

			“Witchmarket?” I perk up.

			“It’s a weekly market that Witchwood holds for people to sell magical goods. I usually sell my gemstone jewelry there, so I understand how important it is to the townspeople, but I don’t like the idea of having such a busy event with a criminal still on the loose.” Her brows knit together. “We’ll have people patrolling, but anyone there could be a target.”

			I glance at Colin, and he nods, setting his book aside. “We’ll come with you,” I say. “We can help keep an eye out for trouble.”

			Aunt Miriam winds her curls up into a bun with a frown. “You’re still a target, too, Annabella. The library is one thing, but this is exactly the sort of busy event the attacker has used as cover before. I’m not sure you coming is the best idea.”

			I cross my arms, which is only a little bit awkward with the notebook pinned beneath them. “You kidding? This is nothing. Try finding the King of the Dead in the middle of a masquerade.”

			That only makes Aunt Miriam pale, so I add, “Don’t worry! I have your amulet, and I’ll take Max. Plus Colin will be there.”

			Max lifts his head like a soldier called to attention, and Aunt Miriam sighs. “Well, I suppose, if you stay by my booth. You can scout from there.”

			“But—” I cut off as a tremor ripples through the floor, making the whole room vibrate.

			Then the house stands up.

			I grab hold of the nearest piece of furniture, which I realize for the first time is actually bolted to the floor. Aunt Miriam rides the sudden motion like a seaworthy sailor, and soon the house is gliding through the air, tree trunks flashing by on either side against the slowly darkening sky.

			In a few short moments—and a few massive steps—the house comes to a halt and lowers itself back to the ground with a surprising gentleness. Colin looks slightly queasy, but Max’s eyes are wide with delight.

			“That,” I say with a laugh, “was awesome.”

			Aunt Miriam gives me a tired smile. “It’s been a while since anyone new experienced that. I forgot how exciting the first time can be.” Then her eyes widen. “Oh no, the pie!”

			She rushes into the kitchen, where several things clattered to the floor during the voyage, and I turn to Colin with a grin. He flops back onto the couch, tossing an arm over his face.

			“You’re not going to stay at the booth, are you?” he mutters.

			“Of course I am,” I reply. “Just not the entire time.”
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			Anna

			The next morning, I wake not to thickly clustered tree trunks, but to an open field of grass and the sound of a creek rushing nearby. It takes me a moment to remember the cottage moved, something I can’t wait to tell my house about when I get home.

			I roll out of my sleeping bag to find Max in a staring contest with Chestnut that I’m pretty sure the dog wants no part of. I point a finger at him and say, “Lift.”

			Max levitates into the air, and Chestnut promptly darts down the hall. Max droops defeatedly, and I set him down on the couch with a consoling pat on my way to the kitchen.

			Colin is already awake and at the table, a furrow in his brow as he fiddles with his trinity knot necklace. By now I’ve learned that he has several levels of “thinking faces”—from level one’s “What should I have for breakfast” to level four’s “I wonder if you can create a glamour that tricks psychic visions.”

			This looks like at least a level five.

			“Colin?” I say from the doorway. He starts, which means he didn’t hear me coming. It’s definitely a level five.

			He releases his necklace. “Sorry. My brain was in overdrive.”

			“About?”

			He hides his hands under the table, but not before I see them tighten into fists. “It’s just…this isn’t like the kelpie. A person is likely behind this.”

			And if we find out who they are, then Colin will have to face them as a Raven.

			“I don’t want to make the wrong choice,” he says quietly.

			“You won’t.” The certainty in my voice takes both of us by surprise, but I hold on to it. “You’ve done an awesome job of discovering everything you have so far, and you’ll do an awesome job when we figure out who’s behind it all too.”

			He snorts, visibly relaxing. “You know, you’ve gotten better at this whole ‘reassurance’ thing. Except your smile. It’s still terrible.”

			Said smile melts from my face, and I glower at him. “And you still overthink everything.”

			“At least I do think about things.”

			“My way’s more fun.”

			“It’s—” He cuts off when he notices Leah standing in the doorway, eyeing the two of us with a pinched look. Then Aunt Miriam appears over her shoulder, the world’s biggest travel mug of coffee in hand and a series of small trunks floating in her wake. She herds us all out the front door, Max reluctantly abandoning his renewed hunt for Chestnut.

			The sky is heavy with silvery clouds promising rain, and the dry autumn leaves whisper in the gentle morning wind. I wrap the fuzzy purple scarf I borrowed from Aunt Miriam tighter around my neck and shove my hands into my jacket, but Colin barely notices the cold.

			He pauses in the clearing, his whole face contracting with a frown. I raise an eyebrow, and he nods to the field of flowers. “This is really close to where Mrs. Nakamura disappeared.”

			I shrug. “Witchwood’s not a very big place.”

			Still, he keeps his thinking face on as we head toward town. From the house’s new location, the walk into Witchwood is only a few short minutes. We join a trail of people all heading toward the town center, many of whom greet Aunt Miriam, prodding her for updates about the missing witches or town matters they want to address at the next meeting.

			The main square has been completely transformed when we arrive. Every inch of the once-open space is lined with brightly hued booths and tents with intricate patterns that move and change. Hand-painted signs float above each one, indicating their names and what they sell.

			The Cocoa Corner promises flavor-changing fudge and hot chocolate guaranteed to keep you warm all day, while Bartholomew’s Botanicals boasts flowers that bloom fresh each morning and flytraps that never miss. I even spot a sign for Wax and Wayne’s candles, where I’m hoping to get a couple of “home” candles to give to Rose and Kara for Christmas.

			I’ve only been gone from Ravenfall for a few days, but I already miss it; I can’t imagine how they’ll feel after a few months.

			The scent of sugar mixes with the floral aroma of the flowers as we plunge into the fray, Aunt Miriam leading us to an empty booth two rows in with a sign that reads simply, Gemstone Jewelry. It’s one of the least decorative booths, with only a long wooden table and a plain white tent above it to block the filtered autumn sun.

			A group of people in thick coats and knitted beanies are waiting for her there, and she peels off for a quick discussion with them. I catch pieces of instructions and realize they must be the ones Aunt Miriam asked to help patrol. The group breaks off, each heading in a different direction.

			Aunt Miriam directs her trunks over to the booth, where they fan out at the back of the stall and click open. A parade of jewelry stands emerge and begin sorting themselves across the table. Black rope necklaces with wire-framed topaz hang alongside elegant circles of amethyst strung together into bracelets, each one prettier than the last.

			Colin and Max are already on alert, surveying the market for any trouble. “Everyone be careful,” he says. “I’m going to do a lap around the square.”

			He slips into the throng as Max begins patrolling the walkway in front of the booth and Leah and I help Aunt Miriam finish setting up. My plan is to be as useful as I can so Aunt Miriam doesn’t suspect anything, then once she’s distracted, I’ll make a break for it into the crowd. Target or not, I’m not sitting around while other people put themselves in danger for me.

			It turns out Aunt Miriam’s jewelry is really popular in Witchwood, and people from all over town come by to purchase presents for family or pieces for themselves, or even just to talk about town issues with her. Max herds people toward the booth while Leah and I help package bracelets and teardrop earrings, braided gold rings and simple string necklaces looped through a stone.

			I can just make out small etchings of Hebrew characters in some of them; Aunt Miriam tells me they’re spells that enhance the stone’s natural properties or alter them slightly. When I finish telling her about the wards Salem used in Sheol and Henry’s quick thinking to change the spell, she looks impressed.

			It feels good to really talk to her after all this time. It’s like talking with Aunt Elaine about lore or Uncle Roy about ancient weapons, and I hope more than anything that when our mission is over, it doesn’t have to end.

			As Aunt Miriam hands a customer their receipt, I dig out the papers I’ve been practicing Hebrew on from my pocket. “I found a Jewish spell book at the library. This is one of the spells I’ve been practicing.”

			She takes the paper, sliding her glasses down from the top of her head to read. “This is impressive lettering for your first try.”

			I beam as she hands the paper back, a faint smile curling her lips. “I’m glad to see you’ve taken an interest in this. Bubbe would be proud.”

			“Mom,” Leah says suddenly, a little too loudly. “Do we have any more jacinth bracelets?”

			Aunt Miriam peels away to dig through one of her trunks while Leah glowers at me. I’m tempted to stick my tongue out in return. “I have more stones, but I’m out of cord,” Aunt Miriam says as she turns back around. “Can you girls keep an eye on the booth for a moment? I’ll just be down a couple spots at Creature Crafts.”

			“Sure thing,” I say.

			Aunt Miriam disappears into the throng of shoppers, and the moment she’s out of sight, I dart out from behind the booth.

			“Where are you going?” Leah hisses after me.

			“To do a quick sweep,” I reply. “Colin can’t cover the entire market.”

			Leah casts a worried look after Aunt Miriam. “Mom told you not to. I heard her last night.”

			I roll my eyes. “I’ll be fine. I have Max.”

			Max trots to my side as I head into the crowd, and a moment later Leah scrambles after me. “You’re going to get us in trouble.”

			“I didn’t ask you to come,” I shoot back.

			“Mom will be mad if I let you go alone.”

			I’m pretty sure she just wants to be included, or she’s hoping we’ll run into Colin. But if having her along now means less trouble with Aunt Miriam later, then fine.

			We make our way down the corridor of tents, looking for anything suspicious and keeping an eye out for Aunt Miriam, but before long, half my attention is caught up in the magic of the market. There’s a stall of sketchbooks that bring what you draw to life for a short time, a spelled pair of journals that let the owners communicate from far away, and diaries that only the writer can read.

			Another sells magical artifacts that Henry would drool over. Ornate satin-lined boxes that store memories and intricately shaped lamps that siphon away unwanted emotions. There’s a trunk with an expansion charm that Kara definitely needs for all her electronics, and a series of eternal candles that I wonder if Aunt Miriam would like.

			“I wish I had more money.” I stare longingly between the sketchbooks and the five dollars I found in my pocket. Maybe I can convince Aunt Miriam to buy me one and Nora will pay her back.

			Leah eyes me doubtfully. “Like you don’t have a ton of magical stuff at home.”

			“Some,” I say, joining Max to watch a witch stretch saltwater taffy. The iridescent sign above claims it grants short bursts of simple magic, like the ability to levitate or move extra quickly. “It’s not this open, though. We’d never have a market like this. The glamour it would take to hide it would be huge.”

			Leah tilts up her chin. “My mom helped make the market what it is today. It’s nearly doubled in size since we moved here, and she got it moved from Saturday to Thursdays.”

			I exchange looks with Max, sure that I’m missing something. Why would the day matter?

			Leah sighs heavily. “Because of Shabbat?”

			“Oh, right,” I say, though I have no idea what that is. From the way Leah’s staring at me, I’m sure she sees right through me.

			“Shabbat is a day of rest and reflection,” she explains pointedly. “It’s meant to be a day off from labor, so Mom couldn’t work the market Saturday.”

			“So you just do nothing all day?” I picture Leah and Aunt Miriam sitting motionless on the couch with Chestnut.

			“We do a lot of things,” she says with a growing annoyance. “And a lot of things we don’t do. It depends how strictly you follow the Torah.”

			I stare at her a second too long, and her eyes widen. “You do know what the Torah is, don’t you?”

			“You know, I think I will get that sketchbook.” I zip back down the line of tents, Max on my heel. It’s not that I haven’t heard of the Torah, just that I don’t know exactly what it is, and the more Leah talks, the more I feel like a complete fake.

			Before traveling to Sheol, I barely thought about being Jewish. It was always just a part of my life, a part of me, that I didn’t really understand. Over the last few months with Henry, I’ve learned a lot more, though mostly about the mythology side, and yet I still feel like an imposter.

			Is there some magical amount of knowledge I have to reach before I’ll finally feel Jewish enough? If I know what Shabbat is and read the Torah, will Leah stop looking at me like I’ve stolen something from her?

			I step up to the notebook stall and point at the sketchbook. “How much is that?”

			“Ten dollars,” the witch says in a light Irish accent. Their hair is as red as Rose’s, and for a moment I wonder if she and Kara ever think about being Jewish. We never talked about it, and for the first time, I really want to.

			I pull the crumpled five out of my pocket. “How about five?”

			The witch scratches their chin. “Seven.”

			I grimace. “I only have five.”

			“Anna.” Leah hooks her arm through mine, abruptly dragging me away from the stall. Her face is a darker red than I’ve ever seen it, and her eyes are pinned to the ground as if there’s a basilisk on the loose.

			I jerk my arm free. “What’s your problem?”

			“They’ll think we’re cheap if you haggle,” Leah hisses back, and for the third time in the last ten minutes, my utter perplexity makes her look as though she’s going to explode.

			She rounds on me. “Have you ever experienced antisemitism in your life?”

			I start to say no when a memory resurfaces. It was during my short stint in public school outside of Wick, when I was trying to be normal. Before I started talking about the cafeteria being haunted, I made a friend. I even went to her house. But then her dad told her never to invite me back because he didn’t “want my kind in his home.”

			For some reason, I always assumed he meant psychics. Except now that I think about it, he hadn’t known about my family’s powers. But telling Leah about that feels like lying. If I didn’t even realize what he meant at the time, can I really say yes?

			In the end, I shrug. “I guess people don’t always know I’m Jewish.”

			“Well, they know I am!” she snaps. “And people don’t let me forget it. I can’t just turn it on and off like you do.”

			“I don’t—”

			But she keeps going. “Before we moved to Witchwood, people would throw coins on the ground to see if I’d pick them up. They’d draw crucifixes on my locker and tear off my hat to see if I had horns like some sort of devil.”

			I wince. None of that has ever happened to me. Or if it has, I didn’t realize what it meant in the moment. Maybe Leah’s right. Maybe I really am less Jewish than she is.

			Thinking that makes me feel like a kite whose strings have been cut, separating me from a piece of myself I’ve only just started to know. I hadn’t realized how much I wanted to be a part of my family’s history until Leah stomped all over that hope.

			It feels like rejection, like a place I thought was mine doesn’t want me there.

			Like I’m not enough.

			Something soft bops me on the calf, and I glance down as Max winds around my leg. It’s not until I see him that I feel tears burning my eyes. I don’t even know why I feel like crying, but I refuse to let the tears fall.

			“Watch out!”

			A goat bigger than Chestnut barrels into the Witchware booth beside us, sending a table full of expensive-looking glassware flying into the air. On reflex, I throw out a hand and yell, “Lift!”

			It’s nothing like levitating Chestnut’s ball. My magic hooks into each of the objects like a series of fishing lines, and for an instant it feels like I’m the one who’s going to float off the ground. But I root myself in place and pull as hard as I can, picturing a whole bunch of invisible hands holding the glassware upright—and every last piece suspends in midair.

			I gape. I hadn’t realized I could do that.

			The witch chasing after the goat grabs hold of him, her face red with apology. “I’m so sorry! Something spooked him.”

			“It’s all right,” the man behind the Witchware booth breathes, a hand still pressed to his chest in alarm. “No harm done.”

			The goat’s owner helps him right the table, and I carefully return the glassware to it. My hand is jittery with excitement, and a couple items hit a bit harder than I mean, but everything stays in one piece.

			“That was quick thinking. Thank you, young lady,” the Witchware man says gratefully, and I wave.

			A loud clap sounds as we step away from the booth, and I spot Istrid Matheson walking toward us with two other girls at her back. Istrid’s near-white hair is in a tight braid to her waist, plaited with shining magical stars that make her radiant expression even brighter. Even Leah gapes at her as if starstruck.

			“That was awesome, Anna!” she says.

			“Thanks!” I reply. “I’ve never moved that many things at the same time before.”

			“You must be the witch Istrid has been telling us about,” says one of the girls. She has light brown skin and wears a forest-green jacket, her dark cat-eye makeup emphasizing her hazel eyes in contrast to her long dark curls. “My name is Eliny Donahue.”

			“And I’m Bearna Adams,” adds the pale-skinned girl beside her, her arms inked with a series of Celtic tattoos that would give Aunt Elaine a run for her money. She wears a tank top with a rock band logo despite the cold weather, and her hair is sheared on either side.

			They both have the same stars in their hair as Istrid, glittering silver bright.

			“It’s nice to meet you both.” I point at Bearna’s shirt. “My sister Kara would love that.”

			A wide grin breaks across Bearna’s face. “She’s got good taste.”

			Eliny folds her arms. “If her taste is brain-rattling white noise.”

			They look as if they’re about to descend into a bickering match, when Istrid slides neatly into the conversation. “What you did was really impressive, Anna. You’re just the sort of witch our coven needs.”

			“Yeah, you can help me fix Eliny’s taste in music,” Bearna says, earning an elbow in the ribs from her friend. Their easy banter reminds me of Rose and Kara, who I can’t wait to tell all about this.

			“What do you think about coming by a meeting while you’re visiting?” Istrid asks.

			Leah makes a strangled noise, and I remember what she said about the Star Coven being the most exclusive in town. It took me forever to learn to use my psychometry; the idea that I’m not only good with my witch magic but good enough to join a coven like this feels unreal.

			“I’d love to!” I exclaim.

			A dazzling smile breaks across Istrid’s face. “Awesome! Look for my message tomorrow with the time and location.” She waves as the three of them meld into the crowd, leaving me grinning and Leah absolutely livid.

			Then someone screams.
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			Colin

			It feels like all of Witchwood is here today.

			The market teems with people bundled against the cold in thick sweaters and knitted beanies, making it hard to patrol. I keep having to dodge bag-laden shoppers and familiars chasing each other through the narrow paths. Half the booths have charmed merchandise that swoops out at me to snag my attention, or signs that practically dance overhead, the movement a distraction in the corner of my eye.

			Thankfully, I’m not the only one on the lookout. I notice several of the people Miriam met with this morning spread throughout the market, their heads on a swivel. I think about asking if they have any kind of coordinated surveillance set up, but after my experiences with Mr. Conway and Ms. O’Shay, I don’t want to risk it.

			Even now, it feels like everyone’s eyes are on me. Like they all know exactly who I am and want nothing to do with me.

			“You!” a voice cracks from one of the booths.

			Ms. O’Shay glowers at me, her stand nearly swallowed up by an assortment of yarn taking the shape of knitted hats and checker-patterned blankets. A pair of knitting needles flashes at her side, quickly unspooling a blood-orange scarf.

			“I thought I told you to buzz off.” She leans heavily on her booth, as if it’s the only thing keeping her from marching over to me.

			A couple shoppers turn my way, and I fight the urge to duck into the next row of booths. “I’m just helping the council keep an eye on the market.”

			“Scaring people is more like it,” Ms. O’Shay scoffs, surveying the growing crowd as if seeking support. More than one person nods, some muttering to each other.

			“That’s enough, Orla.” The crowd parts as Mr. Nakamura ambles through, his cane clutched in one hand. “The boy isn’t a threat to anyone.”

			Ms. O’Shay rears back with a scowl. “I should have known you’d take the Raven’s side, Hiro.”

			Mr. Nakamura’s shoulders sag with disappointment. “This isn’t a matter of sides. We all need to work together if we’re going to get our family back.”

			“More likely he’s the one who has them.” Ms. O’Shay jabs a finger at me. “When did you get into town, boy?”

			“A couple days ago.” My voice comes out quieter than I mean it to, but I feel like I could curl up into a ball and disappear. If Anna were here, she’d tell Ms. O’Shay to back off, but I don’t want to give her another reason to hate me.

			“Enough,” Mr. Nakamura says again. “Come with me, Colin.”

			He herds me away from the gathering crowd to open space, his hand a buoy at my shoulder.

			“Thanks,” I say once we’re out of earshot of the others. “I didn’t mean to upset anyone.”

			“I know,” Mr. Nakamura replies. “Orla’s good at stirring up trouble. But don’t you listen to a word she says. She’s just angry and scared, and sometimes people say and do foolish things when they feel that way.”

			I think of Salem, whose fear and anger drove him past foolishness and into darkness. I don’t think Ms. O’Shay is capable of something like that, but I keep my guard up anyway. I only wish I could tell her she’s wrong about me, but what if she isn’t?

			“Why do you trust me?” I blurt out. “What if you’re making the wrong decision?”

			Mr. Nakamura slows to a stop, the crowd ebbing and flowing around us. His brow knits in consideration, and it takes him a moment before he says, “You can’t always know that the choice you’re making is the right one. All you can do is make the best decision with the information you have. And what I have is evidence of a kind young man working tirelessly to save people he doesn’t even know. That, and I trust Miriam’s judgment.”

			I want to ask what to do when you don’t always trust your own judgment. To know exactly what path to follow, how to decide when the moment comes. But in that instant, Mr. Nakamura’s eyes widen at something over my shoulder.

			A scream cuts the air.

			I whirl, summoning my Saint Knives as people scatter in every direction. A brilliant glow radiates from the path ahead, the last of the crowd parting to make way for a dazzling creature of light coming straight toward us. Like the one from the woods, it’s vaguely animal-shaped, but while the last one looked like a ram, this one resembles a stag.

			Heat wafts from its body, which crackles with sparks of magic. It paws once, twice, at the ground, then charges at us.

			“Run!” I tell Mr. Nakamura, but he only steps up to my side. With a quick spell, he thrusts out a hand, and a pulse of translucent energy forms a barrier in front of the creature. But the stag barrels straight through it unaffected.

			“What in the—” he breathes.

			The creature speeds up, becoming a streak of light, and I realize I have no idea whether it can be physically stopped. Max absorbed the last one and—

			Absorbed.

			Dismissing my knives, I leap in front of Mr. Nakamura with my hands up. The moment the creature makes contact with my skin, I grab hold of its power with my life magic and pull. It feels like trying to eat the sun. The magic is hot and sharp, and it singes my palms as I take it in, running through me in lines of energy.

			When I did this to Salem, my only goal had been to draw his magic free of him. I’ve never tried actually absorbing power like Fin did to so many people. I know by now that using these powers doesn’t make me like him, but it still feels strange to know that this creature’s magic is feeding me, each bit making me feel stronger.

			Except I can’t absorb it fast enough.

			The power begins to ebb around me, re-forming into a maw that opens wide in search of Mr. Nakamura. He says something I can’t make out but I think is another spell. It works this time, and the weakened energy moving toward him rebounds as if it’s struck a wall.

			It’s just the delay that I need to get a hold of the last of the magic and pull it in, the light dispersing in a wink.

			I gasp, doubling over as the power ricochets through my body like a pinball looking for a place to settle. It feels like it’s crawling beneath my skin, as if the stag still lives and is trying to break free. The heat only intensifies, all of it building in my throat like a scream.

			A pulse of familiar energy quivers at the edges of my mind. I latch on to it.

			Max!

			My panic erupts down the link between us. I don’t know how to control the raw magic inside of me. If I release it, will the stag just re-form, or will it explode like we feared Salem’s would? Suddenly I wish I’d spent more time training my life magic instead of just the strength and speed of my Raven powers.

			Distantly, I hear Mr. Nakamura calling my name, trying to help. All I want is for him to get as far away from me as possible in case the magic erupts.

			Suddenly Max’s presence sharpens, and I wrench open my eyes to find him standing in front of me. He transforms in a blink, his body going incorporeal. A sharp chill prickles my chest as he steps straight through me, soothing the burning magic, and a moment later the pressure subsides as he takes the power with him.

			I swallow a new lungful of air, forcing myself to straighten. My body feels like I just went round two with Salem, though the only visible injuries are the faint burns on my hands.

			The light swirls inside Max, then vanishes, swallowed up like a mouse he caught in the garden. He returns to his cat form, licking one paw as if he’s only had a good meal and not ripped an uncontrollable magic out of my body.

			“Thanks,” I rasp, giving him a pat.

			Only then do I take in the scene around me. The portion of the market that the beast rampaged through is a mess. Booths overturned, signs flung to the ground, merchandise trampled. Anna is at Mr. Nakamura’s side confirming he’s okay, and the rest of the crowd is staring at me with various degrees of wonder, astonishment, and suspicion.

			If they didn’t know about me before, they do now, and that only makes me even more uncomfortable. It’s hard enough making tough decisions when I’m not under a microscope.

			“Thank you, Colin.” Mr. Nakamura’s voice rises above the murmur of the crowd. He offers me his hand, and I shake it, even though it stings my skin. “You kept me safe.”

			With Mr. Nakamura’s vocal approval, some of the crowd’s reluctance melts away and people move in, thanking me for my help and asking how I managed to do it. Anna rides the buoy of the crowd with ease, telling anyone who asks that I’m just that awesome, but Mr. Nakamura takes one look at my queasy expression and helps me slide free of the commotion.

			Max performs a theatrical bow to a pair of witches who compliment him on his help, and then Anna is scooping him up to join me and Mr. Nakamura.

			“I really do appreciate your aid,” Mr. Nakamura says. “I just thought it might help if the townspeople knew that too.”

			“Thank you.” My gaze trains on my boots. “I’m not used to having an audience for stuff like this.”

			Mr. Nakamura inclines his head. “The hardest work is often thankless. But I assure you that yours does not go unnoticed. Take care of yourself, Colin.” He waves goodbye to us both.

			I turn to Anna, who’s still glowing with excitement. “That was awesome! I didn’t know you could absorb magic.”

			“I wasn’t sure either.” I rub the back of my neck where the muscles are getting sore. “Though I guess I didn’t really. Max had to bail me out.”

			“You probably just need practice.” She gives a dismissive wave. “Like any other power.”

			Except who in the world is supposed to teach me to control the power of an ancient dead god?

			That’s so not today’s problem, I think, surveying the space around us instead. “Where’s Leah?”

			Anna’s lips twist as if she’s tasted something sour before she says, “She ran back to Aunt Miriam’s booth when the screaming started. We should head there too. Aunt Miriam’s probably worried about us.”

			I groan. “You mean we’re probably in trouble.”

			She grins. “That too!”

			We make our way back through the market’s maze to the other side of the square, though it isn’t easy. More than one person wants to stop and talk to us. It all feels surreal, and I walk away feeling even more pressure than before.

			“You’re like a celebrity.” Anna folds her arms, exchanging looks with Max. “Everyone does know that we were there too, right?” Max lifts his head, all but prancing along beside us, and something about their confidence makes me breathe easier. At least if I don’t know what to do, I can count on Anna to have an opinion.

			“I’ll be sure to tell them next time,” I tease.

			Her eyes narrow. “You better, or I’m telling everyone your superhero name is Doctor Dictionary.”

			I blanch, and she laughs as we turn into the next row of tents where Miriam’s is. We barely make it a few steps before Leah comes flying toward us, her face wet with tears.

			“She’s gone!” she cries. “Someone took my mom!”
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			Anna

			Aunt Miriam’s booth is a wreck.

			It looks like a full-grown Jabberwocky tore through it, the wooden posts collapsed in a heap with gemstone bracelets and necklaces scattered everywhere.

			A spot of blood gleams on what remains of the booth’s table, and my vision tunnels around it with a gut-wrenching dread. The light creature had been a distraction. While everyone was watching Colin, they’d taken Aunt Miriam.

			“This is your fault!” Leah jabs a finger at me, her face splotchy and eyes red. “If you hadn’t taken off, we would have been here.”

			“I didn’t force you to follow me!” I snap, but the sickening feeling in my stomach says she’s right. If I hadn’t left, Max would have been here. He could have kept Aunt Miriam safe.

			Now she’s gone.

			Colin steps between us with his hands raised. “Stop it! Fighting isn’t going to help us find her.”

			“Why do you keep defending her?” I demand, and just as quickly wish I could take it back when Colin’s eyes widen. I didn’t mean to put him on the spot, especially since I’m pretty sure I know the answer. But ever since we got here, he’s been making excuses for Leah. He’s supposed to be my best friend—shouldn’t he be on my side?

			Max leans comfortingly into my leg, and I scoop him up, but even his soothing purr doesn’t make me feel better.

			Then Colin’s words click: find her. I grab hold of my Star of David necklace, but the moment I dive into the magic, I know it’s a lost cause. Everything is distorted and blurry, pulling me in ten different directions. The anti-scrying spell is blocking me.

			I come up from the magic fighting back tears. “It isn’t working.”

			“Guess you’re not as good at magic as you thought,” Leah says bitterly, and I hug Max closer. For once, I don’t know what to say.

			Colin’s boots crunch on splintered wood as he shifts between us and the growing crowd. “We should go. Before someone decides we need help.”

			As in, before someone realizes Leah’s mother is gone and decides three kids shouldn’t be running around alone with a kidnapper on the loose. If we get stuck in a room somewhere “for our safety,” we’ll never find Aunt Miriam.

			We escape behind the booths, not slowing down even when someone calls Leah’s name, and start back toward the house. Leah’s every step feels like an accusation, her hands pulled into tight fists and her jaw set. Colin’s got his thinking face on, and I’m still clutching Max as if he might absorb my guilt like a rogue spirit.

			We’ve just reached the clearing the house settled in when Colin says, “I think I have an idea.”

			My heart leaps. “What?”

			“I’ve heard of witches being able to channel each other’s magic, drawing power from each other,” Colin explains as he leads the way back into the house. Chestnut leaps up from his bed to greet us, and Max hisses at him when he comes too close. I pat him on the head anyway, taking all the comfort I can get. “I read about it after Max and I bonded because it sounded similar. Maybe if you channel Leah’s magic, you’ll be strong enough to find Miriam?”

			Panic flits across Leah’s face. “I don’t know…”

			“Meaning you don’t know how to do it?” I ask.

			“Of course I know how to do it!” Leah’s face tinges red, but beneath her anger she looks nervous. Like she isn’t sure she can do it. “I just…never mind. It’s worth a try.”

			“Even though the other witches couldn’t find them?” I ask.

			“They didn’t have an affinity for divination, let alone the power of two witches strongly connected to one of the people who disappeared,” Leah says grudgingly, as if the last thing she wants to do is say anything nice about me. “The more of a connection you have to something or someone, the easier it is to divine. Our shared magic and your affinity might be strong enough together.”

			She heads for the kitchen, where she opens the same glass box that Aunt Miriam did when she tested my witch powers. I set Max on the table and Leah joins us with an amethyst clutched in her palm. “The amethyst acts like a bridge. You can use it to pull magic from me.”

			Half-convinced it’s going to shock or bite me, I reluctantly take her hand, the amethyst sandwiched between our palms.

			“Just focus on latching on to my magic,” Leah grumbles.

			“I’ve done something similar before,” I say, thinking of when I used the Myrtle Staff to pull Salem’s stolen life magic from him. It’s like the reverse of when I build a bridge using my psychometry.

			Closing my eyes, I concentrate on the amethyst, seeking Leah’s magic on the other end. No sooner do I take hold of it than a flood of memories run through me: Leah and Aunt Miriam eating alone at the kitchen table, their dinners quiet but peaceful; Aunt Miriam encouraging Leah to make friends in town, and Leah hiding behind her; Leah helping out at Aunt Miriam’s booth, too shy to talk to customers, but fiercely proud of her mom being town leader.

			Behind it all, I can feel how scared she is, and my stomach clenches tighter. Forcing the visions away, I focus on pulling Leah’s magic toward me, but it won’t budge.

			My eyes flash open. “You have to let me take it.”

			She grits her teeth. “I’m trying.”

			Colin looks anxiously between us. “You guys have to work together if we’re going to find Miriam and the others.”

			Leah draws a deep breath, letting it out slowly, and I close my eyes again, concentrating on the amethyst. This time when I reach for Leah’s magic, it resists at first—then comes flowing in. It’s a gentle energy, twining easily with mine. I grab hold of my necklace and build a bridge, drawing on both my and Leah’s power as I track Aunt Miriam’s energy.

			This time one path is stronger than the others. It pulls me back toward town, or maybe the lake? I focus harder, and the tug starts to resolve into something clearer—then abruptly vanishes, like a line being cut.

			I gasp, sitting back in my chair as the magic recoils. “I—I don’t know what happened. I was getting close, but then the connection just snapped.”

			Leah’s hopeful expression dies, and she buries her face in her hands. “They must have sensed you and done a barrier spell, or a more powerful anti-scrying spell. It won’t work now.”

			Colin runs an agitated hand through his hair. “This is my fault. I’m the one who’s supposed to be solving this case, but all I’ve done is let things get worse. Liam never should have left.”

			I squeeze his arm. “That’s not true. You’re doing a great job, Colin.” But my words do nothing to break his despondent look. “There has to be another way. Something with a stronger connection to her than my necklace that I can read, or—”

			Leah’s head jerks up. “Galan!”

			“Who?” Colin asks, but Leah is already heading toward the back of the house. Max leaps onto Colin’s shoulder as we follow her down the hall and into a part of the house I haven’t seen before.

			Leah veers through a door on the right, and I nearly jerk to a halt when I realize it’s Aunt Miriam’s room. It’s full to the brim with town leader materials: stacks of flyers teeter next to books on the history of Witchwood, the walls covered in corkboards pinned with maps depicting population stats and polling data. Stuffed into one corner like neglected laundry are a half-finished necklace and a set of plastic drawers full of wire and gemstones.

			Leah stares at it too. “She hasn’t had a lot of free time recently,” she says thickly, and suddenly I feel like I should say something, anything, to make her feel better. Maybe I would if I didn’t think she’d throw it back in my face.

			In the end, it’s Colin who says, “We’ll find her, Leah. I’m sure of it.”

			She releases a shuddering breath. “This way.”

			There’s a door in the side of Aunt Miriam’s room that I expect to lead to a closet, but it gives way to a back porch entirely enclosed in glass. Every inch is lined with plants, from big leafy ferns taller than Colin to hanging pots with sprawling ivy vines reaching down from above.

			“A greenhouse.” Colin tilts his head back to take it all in with wide eyes. “Rose would be in heaven.”

			I scan a section of herbs. “So would Gran. We could make all kinds of tea with these.”

			“Galan?” Leah calls, but no one answers. She lifts a curtain of ivy to check behind it, then heads deeper into the army of plants. We round a corner stacked high with flowering pots to find a mossy nook shrouded by some kind of tall, reedy grass with red and purple tips. Nestled among it like Max in a patch of sun is—

			“You have a lion in your house?” I demand as Max lets out a low hiss.

			The lion’s fur is blacker than pitch, his shaggy mane making him look twice as large, not that he needs the help. He’s full-grown and absolutely huge, curled in a crescent with his head resting on two dinner-plate-sized paws.

			Leah gives me a sour look—aka her usual expression. “You have a Jabberwocky in yours.”

			Max lifts his head as if to say, “Obviously.”

			“She’s got a point,” Colin replies, though I have a feeling he’s one second away from summoning a Saint Knife.

			“Galan is my family’s familiar.” Leah’s face scrunches with hesitation. “Well, technically he was Bubbe’s familiar. Usually, they bond to the next witch in the family line, but for some reason Galan and Mom never really did. But he still has a really strong connection to both of us. Maybe you can read him to find her?”

			I make a face, reeling in a comment about how I always have to touch the giant magical creatures with too many teeth.

			If this will help us find Aunt Miriam, then I have to do it.

			Scooting a little closer, I peer down at Galan, who hasn’t so much as shifted since our arrival. “Um, will he hurt me?”

			Leah is only half convincing when she replies, “He won’t care.”

			“Not what I asked,” I mutter, but crouch beside him anyway. “I’m going to touch you now, please don’t eat me.”

			Slowly, I set a hand on Galan’s massive head; with the other, I grasp Leah’s hand, trapping the amethyst between us. Pulling on her power, I dive into Galan’s magic—and immediately get sucked into a vision.

			Everything is blurred, made fuzzy by the potent magic erupting around Galan. He’s injured, lying by the side of the lake and unable to do anything but watch as the person he cares most for in the world fights for her life.

			I try to focus, to see through the warped magic, but I can barely make out Bubbe. It’s just like the vision from the Scar, but from another angle.

			Magic sparks in the air. Bubbe’s attack is deflected, and then she dodges another strike. Her opponent is still blurred by the potent magic, the vision like watching a fuzzy TV.

			Galan tries to get up, to help, but the pain of his injury makes him collapse. He wants to tell her to stop, to let the infernal creature take the power it came for, but he knows she’ll never do it.

			Then, before he can try to stop her, Bubbe tackles her opponent—and they vanish in a flash of light. A torrent of emotions spins rapidly through Galan as he realizes what it means, that she’s sacrificing herself, that this is the end, and—

			The overwhelming strength of Galan’s magic knocks me from the vision just like the Scar did. I tumble backward, catching myself with my hands. It takes a moment for the emotions to settle, and when they do, I realize Galan’s eyes are open. Deep pools of gold bore into me, their luster dulled, and I can see the echoing despair I felt in that vision.

			“He’s still grieving Bubbe,” I breathe, taking Colin’s hand when he offers it. He pulls me to my feet and I back away, giving Galan space. My hand goes subconsciously to my chest, where my heart is still beating rapidly, and I swallow hard. “He’s in so much pain.”

			Max leaps down from Colin’s shoulder, and for an instant, I expect him to do something rude. But he only walks over to Galan and gently bops his small head against Galan’s huge one. The great lion closes his eyes.

			“Did you find Mom?” Leah’s voice breaks.

			I shake my head. “Galan’s magic is—it’s a mess. He’s stuck on the fight that killed Bubbe. From what I could tell, whoever Bubbe was fighting was after some sort of powerful magic, and Bubbe—” My throat tightens. “She sacrificed herself to stop them from doing something terrible.”

			I look to Leah. “Did Bubbe leave anything behind to make you guys think she was investigating someone? What if she knew who was taking witches and confronted them, and that’s who she was fighting?”

			But Leah isn’t listening to me. Her eyes are wide, and for a moment, I think she’s stopped breathing.

			Then she flies out the back door into the approaching night.

			“Leah!” I charge after her. She’s already across the clearing and into the woods, but I follow, fading sunlight slanting in at our backs. She’s faster than me, but I just manage to keep up, a stitch forming in my side. A rumble sounds overhead, and a moment later the patter of rain striking leaves turns the forest into an echo chamber.

			“Leah!” I yell again, voice barely rising above the sound of the rain.

			She grinds to a halt in a thick grove of trees, whirling on me as drops of water darken her sweater. “Stop following me! You make everything worse!”

			I pause, hands on my knees as I try to catch my breath. Running is the absolute worst, and after everything else she’s said to me, it’s the last straw. “Stop blaming me for everything!”

			Leah barks an incredulous laugh. “Things were fine until you got here. You’ve ruined everything.”

			“Or maybe you’re just a spoiled brat who can’t handle sharing the spotlight for five seconds.” I glare right back at her. I saw the way she looked at me when I levitated Chestnut’s toy; it was the same look she’s had from the moment I arrived. “You’re just jealous.”

			“Of course I am!” Leah’s voice pitches. “You have everything, Anna. A big family, a home you like, an affinity and all the magical powers you could ask for. Even your dad. You complained that he wasn’t around a lot, but at least he came back!”

			I stare openmouthed at her admission, but most of all, it’s what she says about my dad that I latch on to. I think of the photo in her room, the one she wouldn’t let me touch.

			It’s the only photo of her dad in the whole house.

			It takes me a second to find my voice, my throat still tight with anger, but eventually I ask, “What happened to him?”

			With that one question, all of Leah’s fight seeps out of her. She collapses back against the nearest tree trunk. “I don’t know. A couple of weeks before Bubbe died, when we lived at our old house, he left to visit Witchwood and never came back.”

			I can’t imagine what that must have been like. Henry might have been gone a lot, but I always knew that, eventually, he’d be back with a gift that meant he’d been thinking about me too. This last year, he’s been around more than ever, and the idea of him never coming back—it hurts. A lot.

			I lean beside her against the tree, its wide boughs sheltering us from the rain. “What does Aunt Miriam say?”

			Leah picks at the bark of a tree. “That something must have happened to him. He told her he was on his way home, and then he just never showed up. But I think he just left.” Her fingers curl against the trunk. “He was probably ashamed of me too.”

			“Ashamed of you?” I ask a moment before something else she said clicks. “Wait, what did you mean, I have an affinity? So do you.”

			Leah flinches, and she squeezes her eyes shut as if to hold back tears. “That’s what I let you think, but I don’t have an affinity. Plants are just the only thing I’m even a little bit good with.”

			I gape at her, but before I can say anything else, the ground shudders. I grab hold of the tree to keep my balance, and Leah and I exchange looks of alarm. Then another quake ripples through, and her face pales.

			She points back the way we came. “The house is moving!”
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			Colin

			I pace the length of the greenhouse, casting nervous glances out the side door and doubting my decision to let Anna handle things with Leah. It seemed like something the two of them needed to sort out, but Anna is just as likely to listen to her cousin as find a handful of faerie dust to dump on her.

			I wince. That isn’t fair.

			Maybe she’s right that I’ve been taking Leah’s side too much lately. Maybe I should have gone after them, or just tried to help them get along. Anything to get us back on track to finding Miriam and the other witches. But even as I think it, I know the real reason I didn’t go after them: once they’re done fighting, they’ll realize we’ve hit a dead end.

			Which means I’ve not only failed my first solo Raven mission, I’ve failed Anna and Leah.

			Groaning, I drop onto a wrought-iron bench nearly buried in ivy. Max is curled up across from me on Galan’s head, the lion dozing contentedly. Neither offers any ideas, and their silence just makes me more aware that Leah and Anna aren’t back yet.

			I glance outside, where a light rain has picked up. They probably shouldn’t be out there alone while Anna’s still a target.

			Just as I stand up, the house shakes.

			Max leaps to his feet, and I cling to the bench for balance as the woods outside drop from view. The hanging pots sway wildly, the larger ones bolted to the floor to keep from moving as the house takes one giant step after the next. It’s all I can do to hold on, and Max nearly falls over before Galan stretches out a paw to pin him in place.

			“Wait!” I call to the house. “Anna and Leah aren’t here!”

			If it can hear me, it doesn’t slow. We soar through the woods and into town, the tips of the other buildings just visible through the open door. My stomach turns even worse than it does when Liam flies down a windy road in the Charger, and I’m seconds away from throwing up my breakfast when the house jerks to a halt and lowers itself down.

			Clutching my stomach, I bolt for the side door with Max on my heels. The crisp autumn air instantly makes me feel better, and I gulp down a deep lungful to settle my stomach.

			Then I realize where we are.

			The house has settled directly in the middle of the main square. It’s much quieter now with the market gone, the sun nearly set and the few people about rushing home to escape the rain. No one spares the house so much as a glance. At first I think it’s because they’re used to strange things happening, but then I watch as a man walking straight toward it veers almost dreamily to the side and goes around. The house must be casting some sort of glamour.

			It’s invisible.

			I lay a hand on the moss-laden wall. “Are you looking for Miriam? Is that why you came here?”

			I know this house can’t communicate with me like Ravenfall can, but it’s clearly not just wood and stone. Either this is one big coincidence, or it came here for a reason, and my gut says it’s the second one.

			“Colin?” asks a surprised voice.

			I whirl to find Mr. Nakamura watching me from the edge of the square, a dark umbrella held overhead, and his brow furrowed with concern. Now, that’s a look I know. It’s the “what are you doing here all by yourself” face people would make when I’d check my family out of a motel at midnight, the one that promises if I stick around, there will be questions I can’t answer and a very concerned adult making sure I’m safe.

			That’s the last thing I need with Leah and Anna stranded in the woods alone at night.

			“Wait!” Mr. Nakamura must sense that I’m getting ready to make a break for it, because he approaches cautiously like I’m a spooked kelpie.

			I hesitate, but a quick beat down the bond from Max tells me he’s ready to run interference if needed. “What is it?”

			“I found something.” Mr. Nakamura leans his cane against his hip and digs into his pocket, pulling free a small piece of flat metal with two curved spikes like a pair of vampire fangs. “This was in the wreckage of Miriam’s booth. Does it mean anything to you?”

			I take the metal, turning it over in my fingers. It’s light and bendy, but nothing about it looks familiar. “No, sorry. Do you know what it is?”

			He shakes his head, holding his hand up in refusal when I try to give it back. “Keep it. I’ll let the council know what I found, but I trust you’ll put it to good use in the meantime.”

			That’s twice now he’s put his faith in me. Twice now that he’s been so sure I can help. I want to tell him I’m not sure he’s right, that maybe I’m not cut out for this, but I can’t stand the thought of telling Liam that I gave up. That I failed, and I’m not ready to be on my own.

			That maybe he’s stuck with me forever.

			I summon all the confidence I can muster, my fingers closing around the metal. “I understand. I won’t let you down.”

			Mr. Nakamura smiles as he straightens. “I believe you. Good luck.” He continues along the square, waving to a shopkeeper bringing wicker baskets in from the rain.

			I peer down at the piece of metal, wondering if it’s really something significant, or just another piece of debris from the attack. Another coincidence, like the house coming here? Except I’m still convinced that wasn’t chance either. After all, this makes the second location it’s chosen where a witch disappeared.

			“Or is it the third?” I wonder aloud. Max glances up at me, and I duck back through the greenhouse and into Miriam’s bedroom, where a giant map of Witchwood and the surrounding area is tacked up along one wall. Most of it is forest, with a dark swath of blue for the lake and the town clustered between the two.

			I point at the market. “Miriam was taken here.” I move my finger to the clearing we just left. “And Mrs. Nakamura was taken here.” And before that, the house was at the lake, which is where Maya Conway vanished.

			I trace the trail with my finger. “The house is following the path of the disappearing witches.”

			Which means it showing up here is no coincidence at all, and I have a feeling neither is what Mr. Nakamura found. Somehow, this piece of metal has something to do with the disappearances, and I’ve got to figure out what.

			No matter how uncertain I am about everything else, I’m not going to give up.

			I hold out my arm and Max leaps onto it, taking his usual spot on my shoulders. “Let’s go find Anna and Leah.”
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			Anna

			The silence is beyond awkward.

			Leah hasn’t said a word to me since she claimed to know where the house was heading and started in that direction, leaving me with no choice but to follow. She stays several feet ahead of me, like she’s pretending I’m not really there.

			Fine by me.

			The woods are quiet all around us, their thick trunks and sprawling branches like arms reaching into the darkening sky. The rain has stopped, but a slight breeze reminds me that my jacket isn’t thick enough for the descending chill, and I wrap my arms about myself.

			The house better not have gone far.

			I stare at Leah’s back as we walk, her dark curly hair pulled into a thick braid. Her auburn sweater looks worn, the elbows patched with mismatched fabric, and I realize for the first time that her rain boots don’t quite fit. They’re too big, like someone else’s hand-me-downs. My entire childhood was a carousel of Rose’s and Kara’s old clothes, so I know the look.

			I don’t want to have anything in common with her, and I definitely don’t want to feel bad for her. But then I think about the small couch in the living room, only big enough for two. The kitchen table always covered in papers, as if no one usually sits there. Unbidden, the memories from channeling Leah’s magic come back to me. How much she loves her mom, and how close they are.

			About her saying she’s jealous.

			That’s another thing I know really well. After Colin arrived at Ravenfall, he took to magic so easily that I felt more useless than ever. It wasn’t his fault, but that didn’t stop me from getting upset and thinking I was alone. If I’d experienced that in my big family with everything going on around us, how did Leah feel when we showed up in a house meant for two?

			I pick at a loose thread in my jacket, battling with myself over whether to say something. Even if I do understand what it’s like, she’s been nothing but mean to me from the start. If anything, she’s the one who owes me an apology.

			The thought very nearly sends me back into my pout, but then I think back on a memory of when Colin came to find me in the rooftop garden at the inn. I’d just stormed away from Kara after she’d teased me about Colin replacing me. If he hadn’t talked to me then, I probably never would have said anything about how I felt, and Colin wouldn’t have cheered me up.

			I forgave Kara so easily for taunting me that day, but fighting with Leah is nothing like fighting with my sisters. It’s so much worse. After a lifetime together, I know that my sisters and I can just go to bed and wake up the next morning like nothing happened. We argue, we get mad, we get over it. But with Leah, we could find Aunt Miriam tomorrow, pack up, and leave, and not see each other for another fourteen years.

			And leaving things like this…it feels wrong.

			Suppressing a groan, I hurry to catch up with Leah. She makes a point of not looking at me, but I don’t let it stop me from blurting out, “I’m sorry.”

			She stops abruptly, and I say quickly before I can overthink it, “I really don’t know what I did to make you hate me so much, but whatever it was, I’m sorry.”

			It’s easier to say the second time, though it still makes me want to duck behind a tree. Why is apologizing so embarrassing?

			In a flash, everything about Leah softens, her fists releasing and her shoulders sinking. As if whatever has been holding her up has disappeared.

			“It’s not your fault,” she mutters.

			I blink. “What?”

			She takes a deep breath and says, “It’s not your fault. It’s mine. When you showed up…it felt like my mom finally had the daughter she’d always wanted.”

			That isn’t what I’d been expecting her to say. I thought this was all about my being better at magic than her, not about her mom.

			Leah starts walking again. “You’re confident, outgoing, and good at magic. She lets you go everywhere and do everything, even when you’re a target, but she’s always telling me to stay home. I think she’s embarrassed that I don’t have an affinity. I don’t blame her. Even when it matters most, I’m too weak to do anything useful.”

			I trail after her, her words hitting close to home. That must be why she was so nervous about letting me channel her magic; she didn’t think she was strong enough to help.

			“I know how you feel.” She gives me a doubtful look, but I continue. “I really struggled with my psychometry. I couldn’t control it, and I couldn’t help the inn. I was the only person in my whole family who was useless, and then Colin showed up, and it was like I’d been replaced.”

			Leah fiddles with the ends of her fuzzy scarf. “I always thought you were perfect. Everything about your life sounds perfect.” Her hands knot in the scarf with frustration. “That’s why you never visit, isn’t it? Because everything at Ravenfall is so much better than with us. You’re so much better than us.”

			“What?” I demand in surprise. “I’ve never thought that.”

			“You sure acted like it,” Leah mutters.

			“And what about you?” I throw up my hands. “It’s not my fault my dad never talked about being Jewish. But every chance you get, you throw it back in my face. Did you ever think maybe I want to know more?”

			My voice cracks, and I swallow back a sudden surge of tears. It’s not the first time I’ve said that, but it hits harder this time. Because Leah’s not the only one who’s been jealous. All I want is to know more about my culture, my family.

			I just want to be enough for them.

			Leah stops again, her eyes wide as she blinks back tears. “You’re right,” she says thickly. “I shouldn’t have done that. I’m sorry.”

			My anger deflates, and I run a hand down my face. “Look, I think, maybe…we could be friends? If we tried.”

			She releases the end of her scarf. “You want to be friends? After how mean I’ve been?”

			I snort. “You’re still way nicer than Kara, and I haven’t given up on her yet.”

			Her lips twitch as if she’s caught herself about to smile, and I try for a reassuring grin. “Don’t worry, Leah. First, we’re going to find Colin, and then we’re going to find your mom and the other witches. I promise.”

			She swallows hard, wrapping her arms about herself protectively. “Maybe…Maybe we can look at the Jewish magic book you found after?”

			“Deal.” I stick out my hand, and she shakes it.

			Then she narrows her eyes. “One more thing. You don’t…like like Colin, do you?”

			I grimace. “Definitely not.”

			Her cheeks flush. “Why not? He’s cute.”

			This time I make a full-on gagging face. “I’m not interested in him like that. I’m not interested in anyone like that. But he’s my friend, and I care about him a lot, and I think he maybe kinda sort of possibly might like you?” My voice pitches at the end, both with doubt that I should be sharing this and whether I’m right. How is anyone ever supposed to know what to say about this kind of thing?

			Leah’s face darkens another shade of red. “Right. Okay. Um—”

			Her stuttering cuts off when something rustles in the underbrush. A twig snaps, and a bird launches into the air. I can barely see it now that the sun has finished setting.

			I shift closer to Leah. “Get behind me.”

			“You’re the one that got attacked last time,” she hisses, but obeys.

			“Yeah, well, it’s not the first time.”

			“Wait, what?”

			But the story of Fin chasing me through Ravenfall will have to wait. I don’t have any sort of weapon on me, but Uncle Roy and Aunt Elaine have taught me a few moves. Nothing that can handle those light creatures, but maybe I can buy Leah time to run and—

			A shape breaks through the bushes ahead, and I let out a breath as I realize who it is. “Colin?”

			“There you guys are!” Colin brushes some leaves off his jacket as Max bounds up to us, winding between my legs. “I’ve been looking all over for you. Max isn’t the best scent hound.”

			Max snorts as if to say he’d never want to be a good scent hound anyway, and I pick him up, holding him close in relief. “We thought you were one of those creatures.”

			Colin cringes. “Sorry. I would have come sooner, but I went back to the clearing so Max could track you from there and ended up checking out Mrs. Nakamura’s abduction site again really quick.”

			“Did you find something?” Leah asks hopefully, only just peering out from behind me.

			“I’d checked it before and didn’t find anything, but this time I knew what I was looking for.” He digs a hand into his pocket and pulls something free. Two pieces of metal glint on his palm, one with a single prong and the other with two.

			“The bigger one Mr. Nakamura found in the wreckage of Miriam’s booth,” he explains. “The smaller one I found by the clearing.”

			“Mom’s booth?” Leah asks with a furrow of her brow. “When did you go there?”

			Colin jabs a thumb over his shoulder. “That’s where the house went.”

			Which means we’ve been heading in the completely wrong direction. Seeing our confusion, Colin explains his meeting with Mr. Nakamura, and his realization that the house is moving from spot to spot where witches were taken.

			“And these were at both locations,” he finishes. “I think they belong to whoever took the witches.”

			“Which means what?” I press my hands to my temples. “This is all making my head hurt.”

			“Mine too,” Leah mutters.

			Colin tucks the metal pieces back into his pocket. “I don’t know about you two, but I’m exhausted. Maybe we should get some sleep and pick up in the morning?”

			“And abandon my mom?” Leah looks so horrified that I expect Colin to cave on the spot.

			I jump in before he digs himself any deeper. “It’s been a really long day, and our bodyguard is on his last leg. Besides, we need to regroup and make a plan when our brains are actually working.”

			Leah’s hesitation lingers, but she doesn’t object. “Fine. Maybe there’s something at the house about the person Bubbe was fighting. We didn’t know what to look for before.”

			Colin leads the way back to town, where we wait until no one is around before ducking into the house. Chestnut greets us with a whine for dinner, a sound that only intensifies when Max sits on top of his food container. Shooing him aside, Colin feeds Chestnut while Leah makes us all peanut butter and honey sandwiches with the leftover challah.

			Afterward, I point at the kettle on the stove and say, “Heat,” and a few moments later, we all have steaming cups of Gran’s honey lavender tea to soothe our worries and slices of the apple pie Aunt Miriam made.

			Together we dig through Bubbe’s old things in front of the fire, looking for clues she may have left behind—any research into powerful magic sources her opponent may have been after, or people she was investigating, but all we find are books on lore, an endless supply of old recipes, and a collection of black-and-white photographs.

			Some are of Aunt Miriam and Henry when they were younger, round-faced and grinning as my zayde lights the menorah for Hanukkah or sitting around the table for dinner. Others are of Bubbe by herself, her curls caught by the wind and a seaside cliff spread out before her.

			Leah tells me stories about some of them, explaining the process of Shabbat depicted in one photo or laughing as she describes how a baby Chestnut ended up dressed as a pumpkin in another picture. She talks about how before settling in Witchwood, Bubbe traveled around helping people.

			“She didn’t think it should be just Ravens keeping the balance.” Leah hands me a photo of Bubbe beside a grinning woman with a pair of Saint Knives, who I realize must be a Raven. “She thought everyone had a responsibility to fix things. Tikkun olam is what she called it.”

			“She sounds amazing,” Colin says softly, and Leah swallows hard before nodding. Then she dives into a story about how Bubbe mediated a dispute between two fae, and bit by bit, that hollow feeling inside my chest starts to fill, and Bubbe starts to feel a little more real to me. Less like an open wound, and more like a long-lost friend coming home.

			As Colin and Leah pull down another box from the closet, I find myself staring at one photo in particular. It’s of Bubbe with her arm thrown over the shoulders of another woman, her platinum blond hair twisted up in a series of braids and her pale skin flushed from laughing. She almost looks familiar.

			I turn it over, but the only name there is Bubbe’s, Muriel scribed in a looping hand. I show it to Leah, who shakes her head. “I’ve never seen her before.”

			When our eyes begin to droop and we’ve made our way through the last of Leah’s store of hot chocolate, we finally agree to get some rest and try again in the morning.

			I’m just getting ready for bed when Leah pulls me aside coming back from the bathroom. She drops something into my hand. “Here.”

			I peer down at the handful of yellow-white pods in confusion.

			“They’re lily seed pods,” she says while staring at her feet. “My favorite flower.”

			I close my hand around them with a grin. “Mine are orchids.”

			“Like Bubbe,” she says, and this time, she smiles for real.
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			Anna

			The phone ringing wakes me up.

			I lie there for half a second, expecting Aunt Miriam to answer it, before the events of yesterday come crashing back. I’m just disentangling myself from my sleeping bag when I hear Colin’s way-too-awake voice say, “Hello?”

			Then he says three words that make my stomach flip. “Oh, hi, Nora.”

			I scramble to my feet and into the kitchen, where Colin has clearly been out of bed for some time, judging by the empty mug of tea and the pumpkin muffin crumbs on his plate. It’s only seven—getting up earlier than that should be a crime.

			Colin gives me a wide-eyed stare, angling the phone so we can both press our ears to it.

			“…the strangest vision,” Nora is saying, a thread of worry in her voice. “Normally I can’t see anything about people as far away as the two of you, but I saw what looked like a doorway of light, and Anna was there. The rest was so blurry.”

			Which means there’s powerful magic involved. There has to be for Nora to be getting a vision about us from this distance.

			The last time that happened, the house was being invaded by the Hollowthorn Woods.

			“Anyway,” Nora concludes, “I just wanted to make sure everything’s all right.”

			Colin and I have a quick silent battle about whether to tell Nora the truth, me shaking my head and him rolling his eyes and gesturing pointedly at the phone. Then he pulls it away from me and says quickly, “Well, not really. Anna’s aunt has been kidnapped.”

			I slap a hand to my face as Nora goes quiet on the other line. She’s going to lose it in about three, two, one—

			“Annabella Neviah Ballinkay!” Her voice erupts through the speaker.

			“Now you’ve done it.” I snatch the phone from him. I’ll be grounded for all of October after this.

			“Hi, Nora,” I say sweetly.

			“You’d better have a fantastic explanation for why you didn’t call me the moment this happened,” Nora fumes, and I shoot Colin a death glare. He only shrugs, entirely unremorseful.

			“We were going to…eventually.” I grimace. “We think she got taken by the same people who were after me.”

			I realize my mistake the moment Nora goes quiet. We told Henry what happened in the woods when we asked him where Aunt Miriam lives, but I know in an instant that somehow, that information never made it to Nora.

			There’s a loud crash in the background, and then a yelp, and then I hear Nora’s angry voice followed by Henry’s distant cry of “I didn’t know!” Then his tone changes, and I know he’s talking to the house. “Ow, stop it. I already ate. Do not put pancakes there!”

			The phone makes a loud garbling noise, then a sound like someone’s scrabbling to get a hold of it before Henry’s voice floods the line. “Anna, tell your mother that I have no idea what she’s talking about.”

			Colin frowns, looking as confused as I feel before understanding dawns: Henry was barely able to hear us that night. He’d been so distracted by the party and the house that he must not have actually heard what I said. That’s why he was so calm about it all.

			It takes me a minute to explain. Henry doesn’t say anything as I recount the whole story, and I can practically feel his silent stare from the other end.

			Then Nora lets out a beleaguered sigh. “Look, just stay put, all right? I’ll be there as soon as I can. We’ll figure this out.”

			It isn’t until she says it that I realize how much I wanted to hear it. Maybe Colin made the right call telling them the truth. We’re in over our heads, and Aunt Miriam could be in real danger. We need help.

			“Okay,” I say. “See you soon.”

			A prolonged series of jangling noises echoes on the other line, followed by Henry’s shout of “I said bring me the car keys! Just the car keys!” before Nora hangs up.

			Only then do I notice Leah standing in the doorway, clad in her constellation pajamas and rubbing sleep from her eyes with a hopeful look.

			My shoulders droop, knowing she wants it to be news about Aunt Miriam. “That was my mom. She’s coming to help.”

			Leah’s disappointment shows for only a moment before she hurriedly begins fixing herself a bowl of cereal. Colin retakes his seat at the table, where I’m pretty sure he’s literally been staring at a wall thinking since he got up. I remain stranded in the middle of the kitchen, wishing I could do something other than just wait for Nora.

			A light click sounds from the living room, followed by a whoosh. A moment later, a sparkly silver paper airplane zips into the kitchen, Max on its tail. He nearly bats it out of the air, but it ducks behind my head to hide.

			Leah frowns over the open fridge door. “Who’s sending you WitchMail?”

			I grab the airplane from where it hovers beside my ear. The magic instantly fades, and I unfold it to find a message written in pinpoint cursive.

			
				Dear Anna,

				As promised, here is the time and location of today’s Star Coven meeting. We’re all looking forward to seeing you.

				Witchwood Boathouse

				10 AM

				From,

				Istrid Matheson

			

			I’d forgotten all about the Star Coven in the chaos of yesterday. Going to a meeting of other witches sounded amazing then, but we don’t have time for fun right now, not with Aunt Miriam missing.

			Leah snatches the note from me and scans it furiously, reading it aloud. Her scowl deepens with every word, and I wince when I remember the Star Coven is yet another thing Leah has been mad at me about. But rather than getting upset with me, she holds up the letter as if it’s some great discovery and says, “This is it.”

			“What?” Colin perks up.

			“Our new plan,” she replies. “The Star Coven is the most powerful in all of Witchwood. If Anna channels them, there’s no way whoever’s blocking her will be able to keep Mom’s location hidden.”

			Colin shifts uncomfortably in his seat, and I know what’s coming even before he says, “But Nora told us to stay here.”

			“Nora won’t be here for hours,” I counter, excitement beginning to swell inside me. “We can ask the Star Coven for help finding Aunt Miriam, then tell Nora when she arrives. That way, we’re not doing anything dangerous, but we don’t waste time either.”

			Leah shoots me a grateful look, but Colin remains unconvinced. I know he doesn’t want to get in trouble, but I also know that’s not the only thing holding him back. He blames himself for not having solved the case already. He probably thinks if we wait for Nora, she’ll be able to fix what he messed up.

			But I know what a great Raven he is, and I’m not going to let him give up.

			Subtly, I nudge Leah’s toe with mine and nod toward Colin. It takes her a moment to realize what I’m trying to tell her, and her face goes instantly red. Still, she takes a deep breath and faces him.

			“Please, Colin?” she asks. “We can do this.”

			Colin’s eyes widen, and then he shoots me a look that clearly says, “I know what you’re doing.” I shrug innocently, and Colin slumps down into his chair with a groan.

			“Fine,” he grumbles. “Let’s go.”
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			After a couple hours of anxious waiting, we make our way to Witchwood Boathouse. It sticks out like a sore thumb, and not just because it’s the only structure on the lake’s edge for miles. Unlike most of the buildings in Witchwood, which are older than Gran, this one looks brand-new and ultramodern, with shiny dark wood and black-trimmed windows.

			The Scar stretches down the shore nearby, glittering like obsidian in the morning light as we approach the boathouse. My stomach buzzes with anticipation, the possibility that we might finally get some news making me jittery.

			No one answers when I knock, so I try the handle and the door swings open. “Hello?” I call down the narrow hallway ahead of me.

			When it remains silent, I shrug to Colin and Leah and step inside. I’m barely over the threshold when I hear Colin go “Ooph!”

			I whirl to find him still on the other side of the doorway and rubbing his nose. Max does the same with one paw, perched on his shoulder.

			Colin’s eyes narrow. “It won’t let me through.”

			Leah reaches past him, and her hand halts against an invisible barrier. “I think it’s spelled to only let order members through—and I guess people they’ve invited.” She folds her arms, muttering, “Stupid exclusive club.”

			“I can handle this,” I tell them. “I’ll be right back.”

			I dive deeper into the hallway, which ends at a big window overlooking the lake. A set of stairs descends on the right, and I can just make out voices below. I follow them into a cellar-like room, one wall made entirely of collapsible glass doors that have been folded open to the lake beyond, where a wooden dock stretches into the water.

			“Anna!” a vibrant voice greets me from a circle of plush chairs in the center of the room. Istrid waves, her cheery attitude emphasized by her bright silver clothes and the radiating stars in her hair. Bearna is sprawled across a chair beside her, Eliny sitting with one leg neatly folded atop the other. They look so comfortable together, as if they’re pieces to a matching set.

			It’s how I feel with Kara and Rose, with Colin, and last night, with Leah.

			“You made it.” Bearna gives me a nod. “You’re just in time to tell Eliny that music without drums is not music.”

			Eliny lets out a long-suffering groan. “Save me, Anna.”

			I hold back a laugh as Istrid rolls her eyes, patting an empty seat to her left. “We’re glad you’re here. Come sit down.”

			I take the chair, nearly sighing in relief at how comfortable it is. Everything about the room is comfortable, from the constellation wallpaper that glows like real stars to the kitchenette along the far wall, where a thermos is pouring a fresh cup of hot chocolate. It floats over to me a moment later, settling in my outstretched hands.

			“Thanks again for inviting me to join you guys,” I say, taking a sip of my hot chocolate just to be polite. It’s so rich and creamy that I take another, instantly homesick for the house’s pumpkin hot chocolate. It’s nearly October first, and the house will be preparing to kick off the month with all kinds of sweets.

			It settles the nerves spiraling through me, and I jump straight in. “I need your help.”

			The girls exchange looks of surprise, and I wince, hoping they don’t think I’m being rude. But this is too important to worry about looking cool.

			Istrid leans gracefully over her knees, her attention focused squarely on me. “What is it?”

			I set my hot chocolate on a gleaming chrome side table by my chair. “My aunt is missing. She’s been taken by whoever has been kidnapping witches, and I’m trying to find her.”

			“I heard about that. I’m really sorry,” Istrid says gently. The others nod in agreement, looks of pity and apology crowding their faces.

			“We’ll do anything we can to help,” Istrid continues. “What did you have in mind?”

			Relief swoops through me that they’re willing to listen. “I have an affinity for divination, but whoever’s got my aunt is blocking my magic. I thought maybe, with my connection to her, if I channeled the best witches in town, I’d be able to break through and find them.”

			“Good idea,” Eliny chimes in. “With all our magic, we’ll be too strong for them to resist.”

			Bearna drives a fist into her other hand. “Let’s do it.”

			Istrid smiles brightly. “I have an idea. An old family spell from my grandmother, who was also good at scrying. It will focus our energy.” She snaps her fingers, and a piece of paper materializes, which she hands to me. “If you read this while channeling our magic, we’ll definitely find your aunt.”

			I grin, hardly able to believe that it might really be that simple. “Thank you!”

			“When you’re ready, let’s try it.” Istrid stands, Eliny and Bearna copying her, and offers me a hand. I take one of hers and one of Eliny’s, and Bearna takes Istrid’s free one so we form a half circle.

			Taking a deep breath, I plunge into their magic. I’ve never tried to read more than one person before, let alone channel them, but I start simple with just Istrid, reaching out to her magic like I did Leah’s. It comes flowing in easily, a cool river of silver. I reach for Eliny’s next, a vibrant green, followed by Bearna’s crackling red.

			Their magic fills me like a cup, nearly overflowing, and I start reading the spell.

		

	
		
			Chapter 18
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			Colin

			Leah and I sit on the low cobblestone wall outside the boathouse while we wait for Anna. Max bounds up and down the sidewalk chasing an orange-speckled butterfly that stays just out of his reach. I try to focus on him instead of the anxiety whirling in my stomach.

			It’s not only that Nora is going to be furious when she finds out we left the house, it’s that we need her help at all. After everything I went through with Salem trying to prove to Liam that I’m ready to be a Raven, I don’t know how to tell him I’m not sure that I’m ready.

			“Are you…” Leah clears her throat, peering down at her swinging toes as her cheeks redden. “…okay?”

			It isn’t until I hear how nervous she is that I realize this is the first time we’ve been alone together. My mind flashes back to the kitchen that morning, when Anna made Leah ask me if we could come to the boathouse, and my own face flushes.

			“I, um. Yes?” It comes out like a question, and I swallow a groan. Suddenly all I can think about is how close our hands are.

			“Okay,” Leah says too quickly, and I all but cringe. Now I’ve made her even more nervous. Why is talking to her so hard?

			Max glances up from the sidewalk, his green eyes sparkling with amusement. The beat of laughter that comes through our bond only makes my embarrassment worse, and I fight back the urge to hide behind the wall.

			The silence returns, and I try but fail to convince myself it’s not awkward. Leah’s feet kick faster, and I dig my fingers into the wall on either side of me, searching for something to say and coming up empty.

			In the end, I tell her the truth. “Actually, I’m not.”

			Leah’s gaze tentatively swings toward me, but now I’m the one who can’t look at her. “I feel like I let everyone down,” I say, then add more quietly, “like I let you down.”

			“Me?” Her voice comes out small.

			“This is my first solo mission, but I don’t think I’m ready for it. I shouldn’t have let Liam leave. Maybe if he’d been here…” I trail off.

			“…my mom would be too,” she finishes. My shoulders hunch up to my ears, and I dig my toe into a crack on the sidewalk. Guess I’m not the only one thinking it after all.

			“I don’t believe that.” Leah’s certainty catches me off guard, and I glance at her without thinking. She’s sitting straighter now, one hand fisted over the other in her lap and a look of determination on her face. “You’ve found out more about the missing witches than anyone else, and if it weren’t for you, that light monster might have really hurt someone at the market.”

			She meets my stare head-on. “I think you’re a great Raven.”

			Something about hearing her say it hits differently than when Anna does. It’s not that I don’t trust Anna—I trust her more than anyone—but that’s just it. I know she’ll have my back no matter what. But Leah…it feels good to know she believes in me too.

			“Thanks.” Just like that, the conversation starts flowing more easily. I tell her about some of my recent Raven missions, from our showdown with Fin to the kelpie we rescued before coming to Witchwood, and she talks about living here, how much she loves the magical community but doesn’t really feel like a part of it.

			“I get that,” I say. “My whole family knew about our powers before me, and I only found out last year. I still feel like I’m playing catch-up.” The days of Anna rambling on about magic that goes straight over my head might be long past, but sometimes I still wake up expecting to find this has all been some wild dream.

			Leah fiddles with the end of her braid. “Why did you find out about them so late?”

			“My parents wanted to get away from the magical life when my brother was born.” I toy with my mom’s trinity knot necklace. “I guess I can see why.”

			Between Fin, Salem, and now this, maybe they had the right idea. But dangerous or not, I can’t imagine going back to the way things were. Not when I know there’s this whole world to explore. I only wish they were here to see it with me.

			Leah peers down at her hands. “I can’t imagine not having magic. Even the idea of hiding everything with glamour like you do in Ravenfall seems weird to me.”

			I toe a loose pebble with my boot, a longing gathering in my chest. “I wish we didn’t have to. I wish it could be like Witchwood. Maybe we could even get the human and magical communities to coexist.”

			If they did, maybe there would be less need for Ravens, and nobody would get hurt.

			Leah shrugs. “I don’t know. That’s why Witchwood was built: to keep magical people safe from the real world.”

			Her words tug at something inside me, and I realize that I had been expecting her to say the opposite: to keep the real world safe from magic. Because it really should be both, and I think there are other Ravens who have forgotten that, and that’s why some people in Witchwood are wary of me.

			For all they know, I could be just like Salem.

			Leah hops off the wall, facing the boathouse with her hands on her hips. “Anna is taking forever.”

			I join her, Max circling my ankles. Without the distraction of our conversation, I notice a pulse of magic that wasn’t there when we arrived, like a persistent wind. Is the coven already helping Anna track down the other witches?

			I press a hand against the wall, closing my eyes to focus on my life magic. It’s always enabled me to sense people, though I’ve never tried it with someone I can’t see. But maybe if I can get a read on the witches, I’ll be able to tell if they’re doing a spell.

			My magic quests outward, and sure enough I detect Anna and the others inside. Except there are more energy signatures that I expect.

			“Exactly how exclusive is this coven again?” I ask.

			Leah folds her arms. “Only three people. As if no one else in town is as good as they are.”

			Which means there should only be four energy signatures, counting Anna’s.

			Except I’m sensing eight.

			“There are four more people in there than there should be, then,” I say with slow realization.

			Four—like the number of missing witches.

			The look on Leah’s face tells me she’s thinking the same thing. Frantic now, I dig the metal pieces free of my pocket and hold them out to her, arranging the single prong alongside the other two.

			“Imagine two more of these,” I say. “What does that look like to you?”

			“A star,” she breathes. “All the witches in the coven wear them in their hair…Oh my gosh. They’re behind all this.”

			My fist closes around the metal. We’ve sent Anna in alone not to get help, but to face the very people who attacked her.

			“We have to get inside.” Summoning all my strength, I drive a fist into the invisible barrier in the doorway, but it’s like punching a steel wall, and all it does is bruise my knuckles.

			I release a hiss of pain and shake out my hand. “There has to be a way through.”

			Leah squeezes in beside me, and I try not to think about how close she is as she places a hand against the barrier and closes her eyes. A moment later, they flicker open, full of uncertainty.

			“A stronger witch could undo the spell.” Her gaze drops to the ground. “I don’t think I can, though.”

			“You have to try. I think you can do it,” I tell her, and not just because she’s our only chance of getting to Anna. She’s been with us every step of the way, even after everything she’s been through. “You’re stronger than you think too, Leah.”

			Her head jerks up, her wide eyes slowly filling with that same look of determination. “Okay,” she says quietly, then again, more forcefully, “okay.”

			Holding her hands up against the doorway, she closes her eyes. I summon my Saint Knives, ready to go the moment the barrier is down. But with every second Leah spends breaking the spell, I can feel the magic inside the boathouse growing.

			Whatever the coven is doing, it’s not a simple tracking spell.

		

	
		
			Chapter 19
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			Anna

			Instantly, I can feel Aunt Miriam’s presence. It’s stronger than ever before, the other witches’ power amplifying it like a megaphone. I latch on to it, following the trail back to her. As I do, I sense something new. Another thread of magic? Is the spell so powerful that it’s letting me track the other witches with Aunt Miriam?

			I try to pinpoint their exact location, but the magic is so strong it’s all around me, overwhelming my senses like a cloying perfume. I’m nearing the end of the spell, my chance to figure out where they are slipping by with every word.

			Just as I reach the final line, my awareness of Aunt Miriam shifts. I can feel her crystal clear now, and she’s—no, that can’t be right.

			She’s right here.

			As I say the last word of the spell, the pressure in the room changes. In the square casing leading out toward the dock, the air warps as if from the heat of an oven.

			Then a bright, all-consuming light splits the air apart, taking the vague shape of a door.

			Istrid lets out a high, melodic laugh. “Nicely done, Anna. I knew you’d be strong enough.”

			“I don’t understand,” I say, Eliny’s and Bearna’s grinning faces magnifying my confusion. Is Aunt Miriam behind the doorway? Is that why I sensed her here?

			That’s when the glow catches on something on the floor, like a glint of metal in sunlight. Whatever the door is, it’s powerful magic, and it’s interrupting another spell.

			A glamour.

			Squinting, I focus through the magic. It falls away, revealing four unconscious women with their hands clasped together on the floor, including Aunt Miriam. Her face is pale, her dark hair askew about her face, but she looks unhurt. Eliny and Bearna are each touching one of the other witches with their ankles, and my stomach sinks with understanding. That’s why they didn’t close the channeling circle—they were pulling from the other witches.

			The missing witches.

			“Aunt Miriam!” I rip my hands free, catching Eliny off guard, but Istrid’s hand closes like a vise, jerking me back.

			“Let go of me!” I shout, but Istrid’s grip only tightens.

			“You should really calm down and listen.” Her once light tone has gone cold. “Or your aunt won’t wake up.”

			A handful of flames gather in Eliny’s palm, and I stop struggling. I’m barely able to breathe past the lump in my throat as the truth of what’s happening hits me: Istrid lied. She’s been behind the kidnappings all along, and whatever she needed the other witches for, needed me for, I played right into her hands.

			“What do you want?” I demand, hoping I don’t sound as scared as I feel. “Why are you doing this?”

			Istrid’s jewel-bright eyes glint like shards of crystal. “That,” she grinds out, “is a very long story. Now you’re going to come with me through that door, and Eliny is going to keep an eye on your aunt and the others. Do you understand?”

			I grit my teeth, desperately trying to think of a way out of this. The coven doesn’t know that I didn’t come alone, but Colin and Leah can’t get inside. They probably don’t even know that I’m in danger, which means I have to figure this out myself.

			With no other options, I try diving into Istrid’s magic to read her, hoping for answers, but her anti-scrying spell flings me right back out.

			She makes a low tsking noise. “Now that was rude. Come on.”

			Istrid drags me toward the door, and I stumble after her, barely able to look at the bright light. Waves of magic stronger than anything I’ve ever felt pulse outward from it. Wherever it leads, I know without a doubt that I shouldn’t go, but with Aunt Miriam at Eliny’s mercy, I have no choice.

			We step through the door.

			It feels like passing through Grandpa, magic shuddering against my skin as the world turns over, then rights itself. We’re standing on a cliff edge the size of Ravenfall’s front porch, an impossible scene stretching out ahead.

			A perfectly sunny day blazes above us, the cerulean sky dotted with fluffy white clouds straight out of a picture book. Below is an endless chasm of night, full of swaths of stars glittering like city lights. An intricately carved stone bridge cuts directly between them, disappearing into infinity.

			“Where are we?” I ask, my fear half forgotten in wonder.

			“The Celestial World.” Istrid releases my arm as Bearna crowds in behind me, both seemingly confident I won’t run now. “This portal was once nothing but a small natural crack between the two worlds, one of many. When it expanded, your grandmother sealed it.”

			“Bubbe,” I murmur, remembering my vision from Galan. Bubbe’s fight had caused the Scar, and she’d vanished in a flash of light with her opponent right where the boathouse is now. Had they both gone through the portal? But why?

			Istrid frowns down at me with a twist of her lips. “I needed two witches of the Stern bloodline to undo her spell, and your little cousin was never going to be strong enough. That’s why I had to track you down.”

			“Leah’s twice the witch you are.” The need to defend her bursts through me even as my mind spins. Traveling to the Otherworld is one thing; creatures cross through the Shield all the time.

			The Celestial World, on the other hand…We aren’t meant to be here.

			Istrid starts forward, Bearna herding me after her from behind. What looks like a chariot awaits us at the edge of the bridge, its sleek wooden panels painted in bright reds and golds encircling seven unblinking eyes.

			Eyes I’m pretty sure are actually staring at us.

			It pulls free a memory from a study night with Henry, where he taught me that the Celestial World is divided into seven precincts. The first is called Vilon, the realm that divides day and night. The chariot will carry us to Rakia, which contains all the celestial bodies of the universe, from planets to constellations.

			A thought that one hundred percent does not compute.

			Istrid climbs onto the chariot’s wide bench. “Get in, and stay in. Without the chariot, the journey between realms takes five hundred years.”

			I shudder at the idea of getting trapped on the bridge and sandwich myself into the chariot, clinging to the front bar. Bearna follows, and as if responding to some unseen signal, the chariot begins to roll along the bridge of its own accord.

			One look over the edge into the nothingness of space below and my stomach flies into my throat. I keep my eyes on the bridge after that, focusing on finding a way out of this. If all Istrid needed me for was to open the portal, I’d be unconscious on the floor of the boathouse with Aunt Miriam by now.

			There’s still more to this. I just don’t know what.

			Istrid’s perfectly manicured fingers tap against the chariot’s edge hard enough to chip her nail polish, counting each silent beat of our journey through the sky. Then she stands abruptly, one hand grabbing hold of the front bar as the world ahead of us resolves with a flash of light. The chariot rolls onto a platform like the one we just left, and I gape at the sight beyond.

			There are stars everywhere.

			It’s as though someone dropped us in a photograph of the universe, a billion tiny pinpricks of light glittering all around. Planets hang in the sky close enough to touch, their surfaces ranging from pale blue to deep mustardy brown to rusty red. Some have rings, while others are as insubstantial as a ball of gas or cratered like the moon. Throughout it all stretch hundreds of narrow bridges like the slides of a jungle gym, waiting to carry us deeper into the realm.

			As I watch, a group of stars shudder and then move. I can just make out a faint outline encircling them, giving the constellation shape. A ram like the one that attacked me in the woods charges across the sky, a scorpion scuttling along the horizon below it.

			“The Star Coven,” I realize aloud. “That’s what those creatures were. Constellations!”

			Istrid peers down her nose at me, as if disgusted to hear me speaking of her magic. “It’s my family’s affinity, a rare power passed down from witch to witch.” She clenches a fist, her jaw setting, and I know there’s something else about it that she’s not saying.

			A gasp draws both our attention. Bearna is holding up her hand, turning it over to inspect the spots of her pale skin that have begun to turn a deep granite gray with bright dots of color like distant stars. For the first time, she looks a little uncertain, and I have a feeling that whatever’s happening to her, she didn’t know it was part of the plan.

			“Istrid?” she asks nervously.

			“You’re fine,” Istrid tells, before rounding on me. “Hurry up. The longer we linger in this realm, the more its raw power will infect us. Our magic will only keep us safe from it for so long.”

			I leap from the chariot, surer now than ever that we’re trespassing somewhere we don’t belong if the very air is trying to kill us. Hoping it will protect them, I shove my hands into my pockets. My fingers brush the handful of lily seeds Leah gave me, sparking an idea.

			Maybe I can’t stop Istrid by myself, but that’s where she made a mistake.

			I’m not alone.

			We set off across one of the bridges, and I try not to look down. The narrow walkway doesn’t have a railing, and I can’t shake the feeling that if I fall, I’ll never stop. The bridge weaves through the sky, each curve revealing new impossible sights, until my gaze catches on a big, scaly wall.

			I blink. Not a wall—a dragon.

			With scales of pastel blue and pink and orange, it floats overhead emitting a soft silver light, thicker than even the branches of the Tree of Life. No matter how far back I crane my neck, I can’t tell where it begins or ends, its long sinuous body wrapping through the universe around us in an unending ribbon.

			“The Theli,” I breathe in disbelief, another lesson with Henry coming to life. The governor of the stars and the sky, an endless cosmic dragon that may or may not surround the entire freaking universe, is right in front of me.

			I look to Istrid, half expecting her to see the dragon and realize that this is a really bad idea, but she’s clutching one of the metal stars from her hair and muttering to herself. A tracking spell? My question is answered when the bridge hits a large platform and she takes a sudden left, carrying us across another, shorter bridge to a third platform.

			“What are we looking for?” I ask as Istrid curves around a sprawling rock formation. The words are barely out of my mouth when I get my answer.

			A massive square cage of crackling dark purple energy floats suspended a couple feet off the ground. The power is so thick I can’t see what’s inside, but the sight of it stops Istrid cold, her hand tightening in a fist around the star. We stand there, suspended in silence, Istrid unable to look away.

			As the seconds stretch into minutes, I start to back away—but then Bearna’s hands come down on my shoulders, rooting me in place. Both of them are a dark gray now, and I frantically check mine, breathing a sigh of relief when I realize I’m still okay.

			“I don’t think so,” Bearna warns, though her voice sounds strange, almost manic. “You have a job to do.”

			“What job?” I struggle against her grip. “Why am I here? What is that thing?”

			Istrid’s voice comes out in a quiver. “A prison.”

			Carefully, she rearranges the star back into her hair, then straightens as she faces me. “You want to know what role you play in this? Fine. Here’s the full story.”

			Everything about her freezes into ice as she says, “Seven years ago, a Raven killed my uncle.”

			I stop struggling, and Istrid smiles sharply at my shock. “That’s right. All because he used his magic against a human. A human who was trying to hurt him. But the Raven didn’t care, because all that matters to them is keeping the magical balance, and they’d decided my uncle had upset it.”

			I don’t know what to say; I can’t imagine the pain of losing my uncle. After meeting Salem, Colin and I both realized that, like anyone, Ravens aren’t always heroes. But I should have known better than to think Salem was the only one of his kind.

			“My grandmother, Freya, was a very powerful witch who always rightly believed that the magical community shouldn’t have to hide for the sake of humans,” Istrid continues. “When she learned that a Raven murdered her son, she started gathering magic from the portal to the Celestial World so that she could destroy the Ravenguard and set the magical community free.”

			“Destroy all of them?” I recoil, my sympathy for her cutting short.

			Istrid’s whole face knots with shadows. “They are unjust judges of the magical world. They force us to remain hidden when we should be living out in the open, all so that we don’t disrupt the lives of those without magic.”

			I think of Wick, and all the glamours we used to keep magic secret. Of how much I love being in Witchwood, where we don’t have to hide. But we don’t use glamours because Ravens make us—we do it because we’re worried what will happen if the real world discovers magic. I understand why Istrid wants that to change, but killing all the Ravens?

			It’s as bad as Salem wanting to eradicate everything with magic.

			“The magic Freya had gathered started to affect the surrounding land.” Istrid begins to pace the length of the prison, her carefully composed exterior breaking apart like an eggshell. “That’s what tipped off Muriel. She saw through my grandmother’s glamour around the portal and realized what she was doing, but my grandmother opened the portal before Muriel could stop her by channeling the witches she’d taken. And rather than stand beside her friend, help her, Muriel decided that she had to be stopped.”

			The battle that caused the Scar.

			It was Freya in that photo with Bubbe I found last night. Freya who she’d been fighting with, who was responsible for the first disappearance of witches seven years ago. She’d channeled their power the same way Istrid used mine and Aunt Miriam’s to open the portal Bubbe had passed through in my vision from Galan. That’s why the boathouse is so much newer than everything else; Istrid must have had it built right on top of the doorway.

			And the witches back then likely hadn’t survived the drain on their power.

			“So what?” I demand, fear for Aunt Miriam gripping me tight and transforming into anger. I focus on the knowledge that she was breathing when I left; just because those witches probably didn’t make it, doesn’t mean she won’t. “Now you’re going to finish what she started? What does any of this have to do with me?”

			Istrid stops pacing abruptly to look at me. “Muriel trapped my grandmother in the Celestial World in a prison of her magic. Only a witch of her bloodline can undo it.” She points at the rippling mass of magic.

			“You’re going to set her free.”
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			Colin

			It feels like forever before Leah finally manages to break the barrier spell. Any other time, I would have said the look of shock on her face when she succeeded was cute, but the thought barely forms before I’m sprinting along the hall, Max at my side.

			We barrel down the steps, jumping the last few and startling a dark-haired witch standing guard over four unconscious women.

			“Mom!” Leah’s voice pitches at the sight of Miriam. “Leave her alone, Eliny!”

			Eliny lifts her hand, a spell on her lips, but cuts short when I send a Saint Knife flying at her feet and she has to leap away from Miriam.

			I summon back my blade as the witch regains her feet. “Where’s Anna?”

			“The Raven.” Eliny’s dark-painted lips twist. “How fitting. You can be the first one Freya kills.”

			“No one’s dying.” I send a pulse of instruction down the line to Max. He jumps in front of Leah, ready to protect her, and I go after Eliny. She flings a mug at me with her magic, then a pot, and I deflect them, trying to think of a way to stop her without hurting her.

			Then abruptly, she collapses, unconscious.

			I turn to find Leah at the far counter, just finishing a spell using a pink crystal she must have found. “It’s a sleeping spell,” she says through heavy breaths, glancing at a pile of herbs and chalk markings on the counter I assume are part of it. “They must have used it on my mom and the others too.”

			“Are they okay?” I ask as Leah rushes over to kneel beside them.

			She nods, but I can tell she’s holding back tears. Then her gaze catches on something behind me, and I whirl to find a searingly bright doorway hovering over the dock.

			“That must be where Anna and the others went.” I start toward it. When Leah doesn’t follow, I turn back to her. “Are you coming?”

			Fear illuminates her face, and she wrings the hem of her sweater in her hands. “You don’t even know where that leads.”

			“It doesn’t matter,” I reply without hesitation. “Anna needs us.”

			But Leah’s already shaking her head. “I—I’m not brave like you guys. I can’t go in there.” She looks between the portal and her mom. “I just want things to go back to the way they were.”

			“Anna would go for you.” The words leap out of my mouth before I can stop them, and Leah flinches. Guilt tugs at me, but I don’t take them back. Because I know Anna would come for her, no matter what their differences are. She’d never turn her back on family.

			Trying not to overthink it, I hold out a hand to Leah. “It’s okay to be scared. I’m scared, too, but we can do this together.”

			Leah stares at my hand, unblinking. Then she swallows hard and grabs hold. “You’re right. I won’t let them hurt her.”

			I grin, pulling her to her feet. “Let’s go.”

			We cross through the doorway together with Max, emerging onto a rocky platform. Despite everything I’ve experienced with magic, none of it prepares me for the strange sight of day and night split by an arching bridge ahead of us.

			Leah gasps quietly, and for a moment I think she’s about to bolt back through the portal. Then she lifts a trembling hand to point at the bridge. “We’re in the Celestial World. They must have taken the chariot to the next precinct.”

			Any other moment, that revelation might have fascinated me. But we’re already too far behind Anna, and there’s no time to waste.

			“So we’ll take the bridge.” I start forward, but Leah grabs my arm.

			“You can’t. It takes five hundred years to cross without the chariot.”

			“Then what are we supposed to do?” I demand, nearly stepping on Max in my desperation to get moving.

			I stop.

			“Max, do you think you can cross this like you do the Shield?” I ask.

			In answer, Max transforms, the leathery wings and dragon-like bulk of his Jabberwocky form taking up most of the space. Leah gapes, tentatively reaching out to brush one midnight wing as he crouches for us to climb on.

			“Jabberwockies are boundary creatures,” I explain to her look of confusion. “Max can cross between our world and the Otherworld; he must be able to cross this one too. Get on!”

			We clamber onto Max’s back—which is easier said than done with his long spindly spikes—and hold on for dear life as he charges across the bridge. An endless vat of stars stretches out below us, and I squeeze my eyes shut against the motion sickness taking over. Thankfully, it’s a short journey and we soon emerge on the other side.

			“Rakia,” Leah says with growing wonder as we dismount from Max, and he changes back into a cat. “The second precinct.”

			An entire universe stretches and moves around us, the constellations coming to life and swirling around actual planets. Countless bridges snake through the sky, presenting a hundred options for which direction to go.

			“There’s no way we can find her in all of this,” I say with a growing dread. “I can’t even sense her life magic in all this power.”

			“I…” Leah trails off, fluttering a hand through the air. “I can feel something.” She points ahead of her and says, “Grow.”

			A moment later, a flower at the base of one of the bridges blooms seemingly from nothing. Leah hurries over to pick it up, a tentative smile spreading. “It’s a lily from one of the seeds I gave Anna last night. I can feel another one farther down this bridge. I think she left us a trail.”

			“Nice job, Leah!” I exclaim, and she beams at me.

			With a wave of her hand and a command, another lily sprouts a few feet ahead, and then another, and another. We follow them across the bridge onto a second platform, and then a third. As we curve around the base of a jagged rock formation, I slow at the sound of voices.

			“One of those is Istrid,” Leah whispers.

			We creep closer, Istrid’s voice resolving into words. “Muriel trapped my grandmother in the Celestial World in a prison of her magic. Only a witch of her bloodline can undo it. You’re going to set her free.”

			Over the ledge of the rock formation, I can just make out Anna shaking her head, pinned in place by another older girl whose entire upper body has turned a craggy gray. It looks like the Celestial World is slowly consuming her. Istrid stands between Anna and the platform’s edge, her eyes bright with a wild fervor and her pale skin flushed.

			“You want me to release a dark witch so she can kill off the Ravenguard?” Anna demands incredulously. “No way! My best friend is a Raven.”

			I smother a sound of surprise. That’s what all this has been about? But why?

			Istrid’s laughter is so light and bell-like, completely out of place with the scene in front of us. “You don’t have a choice.” She points to a pulsing golden stone in the midst of the crackling prison. “Only a Stern can remove the amulet. Tear it free, and your friends won’t get hurt.”

			Anna frowns. “My friends?”

			Istrid’s head snaps toward me and Leah as she utters a spell. Ropes of light materialize around us, trapping our arms against our bodies. The end of the rope extends to Istrid’s hand, and it reels toward her, dragging us both out into the open.

			Max leaps after us with a snarl, but a dagger of light forms above each of our chests, and he falls still at the threat.

			“Colin! Leah!” Anna tries to rip free of the witch holding her, but her grip is ironclad. There’s a strange gleam in her eye, as if her mind is far away.

			“The stars,” she murmurs absently. “Look at the stars.”

			“The magic’s overwhelming her,” Anna snaps at Istrid. “Don’t you even care?”

			“She knows what she signed up for,” Istrid snarls. “It’s her fault for being so weak!”

			With a flick of Istrid’s hand, the light daggers edge closer to our chests. “Now do as I say, and your friends will be fine. But do it fast, before we end up like her.”

			The other witch lets out a loud cackle. “I don’t know what you mean, Istrid. This power feels amazing.” The deep gray has crept past her bare shoulders, but the look on Istrid’s face tells me it isn’t a good thing.

			“Don’t listen to them, Anna!” I might not know the full story, but I definitely know that you don’t open prisons in distant magical worlds.

			“Colin,” Leah breathes, and I jerk toward her to see a small patch of skin on the back of her forearm turning a dark, stony gray.

			Istrid’s smile turns sharp. “The magic is already infecting her. Her power is too weak to hold it off. You’d better hurry, Anna.”

			The other witch shoves Anna forward with a feral grin, before her attention becomes absorbed again in her own strange transformation. She studies her changing skin, her smile seemingly permanently etched into her face.

			Anna reluctantly approaches the roiling prison of energy. She looks between it and us, her face torn with indecision. Max stands poised ready to lunge, but he’s too far away to get to us before the daggers will.

			I struggle against the bonds, but even all my Raven strength isn’t enough to break them. Except, maybe I don’t have to. They look just like the energy that made up those light creatures that attacked Anna and the Witchmarket—raw magic.

			Magic I can absorb.
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			Anna

			It feels like someone is tearing me in two.

			Either I release a vengeful dark witch on the world to destroy the Ravenguard and expose magic, or I let Istrid hurt Colin, Leah, and Aunt Miriam while the Celestial World’s magic devours us all.

			I know what Colin wants me to do, but there’s no way I can sacrifice my family. Besides, we didn’t come this far just to give up. At least if I release Freya, there’s still a chance that we can stop her. Maybe it will even distract Istrid long enough for Colin to make a move.

			“Enough stalling.” Istrid lifts a hand, and the dagger over Leah’s heart presses against her throat. “You have three seconds, or one of them dies.”

			I face the prison, where a single gemstone is trapped in the center. Veins of fiery orange encase a smooth glass-like stone radiating with an inner light. Something is scrawled across its face in Hebrew, and I’m surprised to see I recognize the spell for “Keep in” from my Jewish magic book.

			“Three,” Istrid’s voice shears through my nerves. “Two. One—”

			I grab the stone, pulling with all my might. It resists, drawn into place like the suction of a vacuum. I reach out to it with my magic too, seizing hold like a third hand, and grunt, “Lift!”

			The stone tears free.

			A wave of energy erupts from the prison, knocking us all to the ground. Pain jars my elbow, and I squeeze myself into a ball as magic ripples over me. Then all at once the pressure lessens, and I feel the stone in my hand pulsing with a strange heat. Somehow, I know it’s protecting me.

			A shrill cry cuts the air and the last of the magic disperses, revealing a hulking form in its place.

			Freya looks nothing like what I imagined.

			Her entire body is the dark granite gray of the Celestial World, specks of light radiating everywhere, but unlike Bearna’s still smooth skin, hers is dotted with crags and peaks like a planet’s surface. Hair that might have once shared Istrid’s platinum color hangs in bone-white waves down to her waist, as if leeched of all its life, and her eyes…

			They look like galaxies.

			I scramble back, and a set of hands grabs me. Before I can tear away, Colin hoists me to my feet, free of his restraints. Leah has escaped hers too, and I realize he must have siphoned away the magic while Istrid was distracted.

			I shove the amulet stone into my pocket as Istrid’s frantic voice rings out. “Grandmother!”

			I glance around but can’t find Istrid. Then I see Bearna a few feet away, frozen in place with a hand outstretched to the cliff edge. Her entire body has been completely consumed by the Celestial World’s magic, turning her into a starry statue.

			And hanging from the edge of the cliff, is Istrid.

			The pulse of magic must have knocked her off, and she’s barely holding on. “Grandmother, help me!” she calls, unable to free her hands and cast a spell without risking the fall. But if Freya hears her, she gives no sign. The witch is studying her flexing fingers as if discovering their use for the first time.

			Then Freya’s strange gaze settles on us.

			I shove Colin and Leah toward the nearest bridge. “Run!”

			We bolt for the bridge, Max transforming behind us to guard our backs. Freya releases a wild laugh and, with a whoosh of air, launches herself over our heads. The currents catch her, and she soars above us. I expect her to land and attack, but she keeps going, and as we reach the next platform, I realize her target.

			“She’s taking the chariot!” I call.

			Freya descends into the chariot on the next platform, and it instantly starts off. In minutes, she’ll be back in the human world, and filled with the Celestial World’s power, her magic will begin to infect the land again. How long will it take before everything is the same craggy gray as this place?

			“Max can carry us,” Colin says as we hurry across the next bridge. Max bounds ahead to the platform, and we all clamber onto his back. He hesitates, glowing eyes rolling up questioningly toward Colin, who’s looking back the way we came. I can just make out the shape of Istrid hanging from the cliff.

			“We can’t leave her,” he says stiffly.

			“After everything she did?” I demand, thinking of the unconscious witches who might not wake up, of Aunt Miriam, of how willing Istrid was to hurt Colin and Leah.

			Indecision flickers through Colin’s expression, but then his resolve hardens. “She won’t get away with it, but we’ll deal with her later.”

			I look to Leah, who scowls darkly, but she meets my gaze and nods.

			“Fine,” I mutter. Then I point at Istrid and say, “Lift.”

			The older girl levitates onto the platform, scrabbling for solid ground as I set her down. “We should come back for her later,” I say. “There’s no time to wait, and if we take her now, she’ll just help Freya. She’s strong enough to resist the magic here.”

			Colin nods, and with an unspoken message to Max, we take off across the bridge connecting the two precincts. The chariot is already at the other end by the time we near, Freya nowhere to be found. And the doorway—

			“Um, does that look smaller to you guys?” I ask.

			Leah draws a sharp breath. “We knocked out Eliny. She must have been keeping the portal open.”

			I groan. “It’s reverting back to its original size.”

			“Faster, Max!” Colin calls as the edges of the portal continue to shrink.

			Max puts on a burst of speed, soaring over the chariot to clear the final distance. He’s already transforming as we leap off of him, stumbling for the slowly closing door. Leah dives through first, Max a step behind.

			I charge across next, barely able to make it, and then Colin is trying to duck through, and the door is still closing, and he can barely fit—

			“Leah!” I seize Colin’s hand. She grabs hold too and we both pull as hard as we can, barely managing to drag him out before the portal collapses into nothing more than a crack of light in the sky.

			We tumble to the ground in a heap, everyone heaving and trying to catch their breath. Something unexpected balloons in my throat, and before I realize it, I’m laughing.

			“I guess being short does have its advantages,” I say to Colin’s disbelieving expression.

			He groans, running a hand roughly through his hair—and stops. His gaze is pinned on something above us, and I realize at the same time that the once cozily lit meeting room is now much brighter.

			Because the entire roof is gone.

			Colin scrambles to his feet, Leah and I a second behind as we take in the destruction. The boathouse is in shambles, rubble strewn everywhere and the walls crumbling down. Leah makes a choked sound of relief at the sight of Aunt Miriam and the other witches safe in the center of the room, but all around us the effects of the Celestial World’s magic are already visible.

			The stone foundation of the boathouse is struck through with rivers of starry gray, the trees above us veined with stars.

			Silvery light shines down from among them as if from a moon, and I tilt my head back farther.

			Hovering above us in a crackle of wild purple energy, is Freya.
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			Colin

			I launch to my feet, but Freya isn’t paying attention to us. She’s surveying the land around her as if plotting her next move.

			“We have to get her back into the Celestial World.” Anna points to where the earth has begun to change in response to Freya’s overwhelming magic.

			I glance at the narrow crack we escaped from. “Can you get the portal open again?”

			Leah looks uncertain, but Anna nods confidently as she stands. I summon my Saint Knives. “I’ll distract her to buy you time. Be careful!”

			“You too!” she calls as I take off up the stairs with Max.

			We reach ground level, where the hallway I entered through is only half standing. Pieces of the boathouse are scattered all around like the remnants of an explosion, but thankfully we’re far enough from town that no one was around when it happened.

			Even now, it’s just me and Freya.

			A pointed pulse of annoyance from Max says otherwise, and I try not to let him detect how relieved I am to have him with me. He’ll never let me live it down.

			“Hey!” I call to where Freya hovers a few feet above the lakeshore. She ignores me, her gaze trained on the glassy black of the Scar and her craggy features twisted in thought.

			Taking off down the shore, I send a knife flying toward her shoulder, aiming for a wound that won’t be too serious. Freya doesn’t so much as twitch, but a wall of light erupts behind her, and my blade rebounds uselessly off of it. I summon it back.

			Maybe my plan to distract her isn’t going to work as well as I thought. She barely seems to care that I’m there, her mind caught up in the past. Which is fine, as long as she doesn’t— I groan as Freya begins floating toward town with a grim determination.

			“Stop!” I shout, and then because I can think of nothing else to get her attention, “By order of the Ravenguard!”

			Freya whirls around midair, and Max shoots me an “I hope you know what you’re doing” look.

			“Me too,” I mutter as a blistering rage erupts across Freya’s face.

			“So your kind remains, does it?” she hisses in a raspy voice, then more quietly to herself, “How foolish you were to lock me away, Muriel.”

			Anna’s grandmother. That must be who Freya was thinking of when she was studying the Scar, remembering the fight between them. Had Anna’s grandmother been trying to save the missing witches and stop Freya from attacking the Ravenguard? It would explain why she’d locked her away in that Celestial World prison. She’d sacrificed herself to save all of Witchwood, all of the Ravenguard, and no one even knew it.

			White light wisps to life around Freya’s fingertips. “Well then, you will be the first that I kill.”

			She launches a wave of magic toward me. It resolves into a galloping centaur, bow drawn back to fire. It’s made of pure light, just like Istrid’s creatures that attacked Anna and the Witchmarket, except far more refined. This time I can see the pinpoints connected by lines of magic—it’s a constellation.

			Freya’s power is star magic.

			The centaur releases a bolt of light like an arrow. Max leaps in front of it in Jabberwocky form, his translucent body absorbing the magic. I dart around him, flinging another knife at Freya, but she deflects it with a burst of power as if swatting an annoying bug.

			“You cannot defeat me, boy!” she roars, her power vibrating the very earth and rippling the lake. Silver cracks spread through the sand like an infection, splitting the Scar in two with the sound of shattering glass.

			At this rate, she’s right. I’m only half trying, not wanting to really hurt her. After all, whatever’s happened to Freya, she’s still human. But I can’t let her put her plan into motion either. Somehow, I have to stop her.

			Freya lifts a hand encased in light. “I will cleanse the world of your kind.”

			She releases a herd of bull constellations straight for us, and it’s more than Max can absorb on his own. He tries to catch them all, but one slips past, its long horns lowered to skewer me.

			Dismissing my knives, I charge it like I did the kelpie and catch it by the horns. My strength is enough to stop it in its tracks, and before it can tear free, I absorb its power. It feels easier this time, the magic filling me up from the inside out, but even knowing what’s coming doesn’t prepare me for that strange feeling of someone else’s magic in my body.

			Freya’s star-bright eyes widen before a slow grin splits across her face. “You are more than just a Raven, aren’t you, boy? Another magic runs through your veins. The sort of power your brethren would condemn you for!”

			I flinch, trying and failing to hide how close to home that hits. Salem called me a monster because of the life magic I inherited from Fin. I’d thought I was a monster, terrified of becoming just like him. But after everything Salem did, he’s the one I don’t want to be like. And now here I am, using my life magic like it’s just another part of me.

			The constellation’s power writhes beneath my skin, but this time, instead of trying to fight it, I just let it…be. It settles like a puzzle piece slotting into place, melding with my own power in a way that floods me with energy so suddenly, I gasp.

			Freya lowers herself to the ground. The wild gleam is gone from her eye, replaced by something imploring. “Ravens are a curse upon the magical world. Who put them in charge? Who gave them the right to decide what lives and what dies?” Her voice shreds on the last word, and I know even before she tells me that she lost someone.

			Her ragged nails dig into the spot above her heart as if it’s hurting her. “My son was murdered by a Raven for circumstances outside of his control. Taken from his family. Even before that, everyone I knew was forced to hide to avoid the same fate, all their lives! All for the comfort of people who don’t possess our strength, our power.”

			The witch spreads her hands, as if inviting me to agree. The thing is, part of me does. These are the same questions I’ve been asking myself for months since we defeated Salem. The very reason that Liam and I stopped hunting the way we used to, always trying other, nonviolent methods first.

			But Freya isn’t just a threat to one person or one town, she’s a threat to the entire world. What if I can’t talk her down? What if there’s no way out of this?

			“I can see the indecision on your face,” Freya scoffs. “You know I’m right.”

			“Destroying the Ravenguard isn’t the answer.” I cling to that truth. “Maybe there’s a way to integrate magic into the world, but not like this.”

			Freya’s expression contorts. “Ever the Raven, I see. What makes you think it’s up to you?”

			“It’s not—I don’t—” I can’t find the right words. It shouldn’t be up to me. I can barely lead a mission; I shouldn’t be deciding the fate of the entire magical world. But I know what she’s doing isn’t right either. Her very power is ruining the land around her, and she’s oblivious to it.

			Freya’s grin turns feral. “Poor, lost child,” she croons. “You’re in over your head.”

			She lifts one glowing hand. “There’s only one way this ends between us, and that’s in blood.”
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			Anna

			“Look for a piece of paper on the ground,” I tell Leah as Colin takes off to fight Freya. “It has the spell to open the portal on it.”

			Leah obeys, but she still looks doubtful. “How are the two of us going to do the spell on our own? Didn’t it take all of you channeling your magic together to do it?”

			I glance at the unconscious witches, which now include Eliny. Together we’d make seven, not eight. Would that be enough?

			“Maybe we can channel them again?” I suggest, though I don’t like the idea of pulling from their magic without their permission.

			Leah’s face tells me she feels the same way, and she shakes her head. “It’s not safe without knowing how much strength they have left. We could take too much, and they won’t be able to recover.”

			We could kill them, she means, like the witches Freya used seven years ago. Great. So somehow, we have to come up with a whole lot of magical power, and quick.

			“Let’s just find the spell first.” I point at a piece of rubble and levitate it over to an empty corner. Leah uses her hands instead of magic, rolling over smaller stones and searching under the broken furniture.

			“Here!” She emerges from a pile of splintered wood with a torn paper, but the spell is intact.

			I take it from her, hurrying over to the crack floating above the dock. “Maybe the two of us will be enough?” But I know even as I say it that it’s not possible. I glance over to find Leah’s face scrunched up in confusion.

			“What is it?” I ask.

			“I can sense…something,” she says uncertainly, drawing a hand through the air as if pushing aside water. “It feels like the Celestial World did.”

			It takes me a moment to focus enough to feel it, but she’s right: there’s a slight buzz in the air like around Ravenfall, or the Otherworld, the sensation I always get around powerful raw magic.

			“A lot of magic must have escaped through the portal, and Freya’s only releasing more,” I say, an idea slowly forming. “Maybe we can channel that?”

			Leah adverts her gaze. “You mean maybe you can.”

			I grab her hand. “No, I mean we.”

			Leah fiddles with her braid with her free hand, but she doesn’t fight me. Taking a deep breath, I reach for the magic around us, trying to pull it in the same way I did the other witches’ power. Leah’s hand tightens on mine as she does the same, and I feel the power swirl into her, then me, as I begin reading the spell.

			All around us, the silver veining taking over the natural landscape begins to recede, and I feel the magic filling us up. But we’ve barely begun when Leah emits a cry of alarm and tears her hand free, shaking it as if to get a spider off.

			The spot of gray on the back of her forearm has grown, encasing her wrist like a thick bracelet.

			“What’s happening to me?” she cries.

			“Istrid said the Celestial World’s magic can infect us—” I cut off before adding that she’d also said our magic would protect us. Bearna must not have been as strong, since it overwhelmed her so quickly, and now Leah…

			My thoughts must show in my face because Leah’s own crumples. “There’s a reason it’s only happening to me and not you, isn’t there? You’re strong enough to resist it.”

			“We don’t know that,” I say, but she’s already folding her arms around herself, shrinking away.

			“I know it,” she chokes out. “It’s why my mom always kept me home, and it’s probably why my dad left too! He was too embarrassed by how weak I am.”

			“Don’t say that!” I snap, and her head jerks up in surprise. “You’re stronger than you think. You found the seeds I left behind, and you helped Colin rescue me.” A surge of warmth courses through me at my own words. Knowing that she came for me when she didn’t have to feels ten times better than learning magic.

			“Besides,” I continue, “you were in the Celestial World just as long as Bearna, a witch in one of the best covens in Witchwood, and she was completely overwhelmed, while all you got was a speck.”

			I can tell Leah is listening to me, but there’s no way for me to prove I’m right. She just has to trust herself, something I know from experience is way harder than it sounds. But it’s the only way she’s ever going to believe me.

			Slowly, her lips crack into a smile. “You know, Colin said the exact same thing.”

			“Yeah, well,” I reply. “He’s smarter than he looks.”

			“He looks way smarter than you do.”

			“Why am I your friend again?” I roll my eyes, and Leah breaks out into a full-on grin.

			“I don’t know, but I’m glad that you are,” she says. “Now let’s try again.”

			“Right.” I take her hand as a burst of power shakes the ground, a reminder that we’re running out of time. I hope Colin’s okay. Leah’s clenched jaw tells me she’s thinking the same thing.

			Just as I’m about to start the spell again, the air pressure changes. There’s a quiet snap, and then a shadow envelops us from above. I whirl, expecting to see Freya descending, only to find a massive black lion staring down at me.

			“Galan!” Leah throws her arms about his thick neck. “What are you doing here?”

			I sigh, reaching out a hand as Leah lets go. “Always the teeth,” I mutter as Galan presses his nose to my hand.

			He’s as easy to read as the first time, his message loud and clear. The sadness is still there, the pain, but they don’t compare to the fierce pride swirling through him now, the desire to protect his family.

			I turn to Leah, my throat clogging with emotion that might be mine, or might be a five-hundred-pound lion’s. “He felt your decision to sacrifice yourself. It reminded him of Bubbe.”

			Tears rim Leah’s eyes, and she wraps Galan in another hug. A burst of magic ripples out from them like the beat of a heart, and Leah pulls back with a wondering look.

			“I—I think he just bonded with me,” she whispers.

			As if in answer, Galan’s body shifts, shrinking inward and spreading out into a set of wings, until the lion is gone, replaced by a pitch-black owl barely bigger than Max.

			He settles on Leah’s shoulder with a click of his beak, and I grin. “That definitely fits you better.”

			Leah gently scratches Galan’s feathers. “Yeah. I think so too.” She lifts her head, a confidence I’ve never seen before filling her from head to toe.

			“Galan’s the oldest familiar in Witchwood,” she tells me. “If we channel his magic, we should be strong enough to open the portal.”

			She offers me her hand, and I take it with a nod. “Let’s do it.”
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			Colin

			I shake my head, backing away from Freya. “I don’t want to fight you. We can find another way to change things.”

			Freya’s mouth twists in a sneer. “And what way is that, boy?”

			“I—” Again, the words dry up in my throat, and I ball my hands into fists.

			“You can barely decide what to do about me,” she scoffs with an edge of disappointment. “How are you going to change anything?”

			She’s right. I nearly helped Salem destroy the Otherworld and all magic along with it; I’m not exactly qualified to change anything. But even if I don’t have a solution yet, at least I’m trying to find one.

			Something that doesn’t make me similar to Fin or Salem, but a bridge between the two.

			Freya’s laugh is as jagged as her transformed skin. “Ravens are born of blood and made to kill. You cannot outrun your very nature.” She spreads her hands as if in invitation. “Attack me, Raven. Do your duty and prove me right.”

			I don’t move. Max sends a questioning pulse down the link, but I block him out, not wanting him to sense my indecision. To know how badly I’m messing up—again.

			There’s no way I can just let her go, not when she plans to hurt so many people. But if I hurt her, am I just as bad as Salem?

			How am I supposed to know what to do?

			“Colin!” Anna stands at the top of the staircase, waving at me over the remnants of an exterior wall. They must have reopened the portal to the Celestial World.

			I’m out of time.

			Freya’s sharp gaze follows mine, narrowing on Anna with a snarl. “Blood of Muriel,” she hisses, leaping into the air.

			“Anna!” I shout in warning, but Freya is too fast. She lands beside Anna and seizes her by the neck of her sweater. Max and I bolt after them, but Freya swings behind her. A dagger of light appears in her hand, poised at Anna’s throat, and I grind to a halt a few feet away.

			“What next, noble Raven?” Freya mocks. “Will you kill me now?”

			Anna scowls, her fingers digging into Freya’s immovable arm. “I am so tired of being held hostage!” she shouts, but I can see she’s scared, too, and I know without a doubt that if I do nothing, Freya will hurt her. She’s been consumed by her revenge, and nothing will stand in the way of it.

			And no matter how much I hesitate, there’s one thing I know for sure: I won’t let anyone hurt the people I care about.

			Max’s agreement floods down the line, and I realize that I haven’t been blocking him out as much as I thought. His tail curves around me protectively, the hulk of his body a steady presence at my side.

			“No,” I say. “But I will stop you.”

			Hesitation flickers across Freya’s face at my newfound resolve, and it’s all the distraction Anna needs to drive her elbow into Freya’s ribs. The blow startles the witch enough for Anna to escape, and I launch myself at Freya the moment she’s clear.

			We topple over the edge of the ground floor and into the basement below, but Freya levitates us before we hit the ground. I tumble over her, but grab hold of her arm, tethering her in place as my feet find solid ground.

			Then I dive into her life magic.

			A roiling mess of black-and-purple energy snaps back at me, too twisted and fraught for me to decipher anything more than powerful arcs of emotion. Pain. Hatred. Revenge. They rain down on me like real punches, but I don’t let go.

			Slowly, I drain the magic from her. If I can just weaken her enough to capture her, we can rebind her in the Celestial World.

			Realizing what I’m doing, Freya snarls and begins to struggle, light gathering around her free hand. But then Max is there, his tail wrapping around her other wrist so that she’s trapped between us. Endless waves of magic pour out of Freya, more than I can handle.

			It feels like her power is going to consume me.

			Then a trickle of Max’s magic comes through our bond, a reminder that I’m not alone. I seize hold of it, letting it flood into me, and with our powers combined I siphon Freya’s magic even quicker.

			Her magic runs through me, more than I’ve ever contained before. It feels incredible. Like the first time I ever used my Raven magic, like soaring through an endless sky, like I could do whatever I set my mind to.

			Like a god.

			Then, with a last, piercing scream and an eruption of powerful light, Freya throws us both off of her. We hit the ground hard, Max’s heavy body causing the ground to shudder while I roll smoothly into a crouch, my body still buzzing from the influx of power. It feels as though I could lose myself to it, if only I—

			“Colin!” Anna’s voice is like an anchor, dragging me from my reverie back to the fight. I let the magic settle, any remaining nicks and scrapes along my skin healing in an instant. The odd look on her face tells me she noticed what happened, but I don’t have time to think about it.

			Freya’s feet are on the ground now and she’s panting heavily, the gray of her skin taking on a pale sheen. She can barely stand upright, but she still manages to stagger through the portal. I almost let out a whoop of disbelieving excitement before I realize why she’s going back.

			She needs more magic.

			Anna flies down the steps, Leah converging from the other side with a small owl on her shoulder. Max clambers back to his feet, looking a little dazed but otherwise okay.

			“Follow her!” I shout. “We have to imprison her inside.”

			We all dash through the portal to find the chariot gone. With Max in Jabberwocky form, we make it quickly across the bridge—and stop.

			Just ahead, Freya is floating inches off the ground before an unmoving figure of star-speckled gray stone. It takes me a moment to recognize Istrid. She’s completely transformed like the other witch, frozen with her hand outstretched toward the bridge and her mouth parted in an eternal cry.

			Leah draws a quiet breath, and Anna’s face screws up in a grimace. “I thought she’d be okay longer,” she says weakly.

			I shudder. “So did I.”

			Our voices break Freya from her trance, and she whirls midair to face us. “This is your fault.”

			“My fault?” I repeat. “After everything she did to set you free, all you cared about was getting revenge. You left her here!”

			But Freya isn’t listening to me. Light magic crackles around her hands, her starry eyes welling with furious tears. “Ravens have taken both my son and my granddaughter from me now. You will die for this!”

			She launches toward us, but even from here I can tell her magic is weaker than before. If I can just hold her long enough for Anna and Leah to find a way to rebuild the prison and trap her again, this will all be over.

			I meet Anna’s gaze, the plan passing silently between us, and then I charge toward Freya.
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			Anna

			As Colin’s battle with Freya reignites, I pull the glowing glass stone from my pocket. “Bubbe used this to create the prison last time. I think it’s a sealing amulet.”

			Leah takes the stone from me to study it. “You’re right about it being a sealing amulet, but I don’t know how she actually made the prison.”

			“We’ll figure something out.” I look around as if materials for a prison might appear out of nowhere, but the only thing besides rock, rock, and more rock on this platform is us.

			A flash of white on one of the bridges catches my attention, and I spot one of the lilies Leah must have sprouted when following my trail. They’re only individual flowers, but when grown in the wild, the plants have long green stems and leaves.

			I point to the flowers and say, “Lift.”

			The ones I can see float over to us, settling in a pile at our feet. Leah gives me a questioning look as I hold out my hand to her.

			“This time you channel me and Galan,” I tell her. “You can make the lilies grow and weave together, and we’ll use them as ropes to trap her.”

			I expect Leah to say no, that she can’t do it, but her face only hardens with resolve, and she grabs my hand.

			“Grow,” she commands the plants.

			It feels weird to have my magic channeled, like I’m being tickled from the inside. It takes effort to let Leah siphon it, my body reflexively trying to keep it inside, but before long, the flowers’ stems have grown unnaturally long, sprouting new stalks with more flowers and braiding together with the ones beside them until we have one long, thick rope.

			The platform shakes as Colin dodges one of Freya’s light attacks, leaving a crater in the dirt. He throws a Saint Knife at her that she barely manages to deflect, her feet now planted firmly on the ground. She’s clearly running out of energy, but Colin doesn’t look much better. His lip is split, and he has a slight limp, Max guarding him on that side.

			I lock gazes with Max, who nods. Then he and Colin split into opposite directions, closing in on Freya. She throws a wave of light out at each of them, but Max goes incorporeal and passes straight through, while Colin slides underneath like a baseball player.

			Colin arrives first, swiping at Freya with a knife. The witch leaps into the air to dodge but she’s only able to float for a moment. When she comes down, Max is there, and his tail slams into her chest, sending her rolling across the ground.

			“Now!” I shout.

			Leah throws out a hand, and the flower vine shoots toward Freya. It swiftly snakes around her body as she sits up, trapping her arms. She lets out a snarl, struggling against the bonds as we all close in, but Leah’s already growing the plants more, the ends bursting with roots that dig into the earth below, diving down, down, down to trap Freya in place.

			“I will not be locked away here again!” Freya’s wild eyes latch on to Leah, her desperation growing. “Do not leave me here, child. Not after what they’ve done to you.”

			Leah’s eyes narrow in confusion. “No one’s done anything to me.”

			“You don’t know?” Freya’s struggling slows, her expression shifting into something unreadable. Then a smile crueler than any I’ve seen cuts across her face. “My son, my beautiful Aric—was your father.”

			A deep, disbelieving horror descends across Leah’s face. She takes one step back, and then another, looking like she might bolt, and all the while Freya grins at her as if she’s granted her some great gift.

			“You’re lying,” I say.

			“I’m not,” Freya hisses. “You have his magic. My magic. I can sense it.”

			Colin looks vaguely queasy on the other side of her.

			“Muriel and I became friends when she moved to Witchwood,” Freya continues. “Then one summer, your mother came to visit, and my son fell in love with her. He had always…disagreed, with our family’s beliefs. He let me think that was why he left Witchwood, but I realize now it was because of you.”

			Leah’s arms encircle herself, and she shrinks before Freya’s assessing gaze. “He still visited, but things were always tense between us, and he never told me about you.” The witch’s long nails dig into the flower ropes as she hisses, “Then one trip, he was attacked on his way home to you. A Raven murdered him.”

			Leah flinches, and I edge closer to her, not sure if touching her will help or make it worse.

			“Didn’t you ever wonder why he never came home, little bird?” Freya’s voice turns shrill. “They took him from you, and now you help them?”

			“Leah—” I stop, not sure what to say to her. This is the answer that she’s been looking for. That after all this time, her dad is never coming home.

			“But why didn’t you tell anyone?” Colin’s eyes shift as if sorting through realizations. “No one else in town knows what happened to him. I didn’t learn anything about him in my research.”

			Freya lifts her chin. “I intended to, once I’d gathered the power I needed to strike. I was going to rally the town behind me, behind Aric’s memory, with the strength of the Celestial World at my disposal. But Muriel intervened.”

			Aunt Miriam must have kept the truth from Leah all this time. Surely, she knew who Istrid was, who Freya had been, even if she didn’t know what happened to her or Bubbe. But why hadn’t she ever told her? Did all the Mathesons believe in the destruction of the Ravenguard? Did they all want war?

			Freya leans imploringly toward Leah, teeth bared in a grin. “Didn’t you wonder why the power here comes to you so easily, why it fuels you instead of overwhelming you? It is not just because you are strong like the others, it’s because you share my affinity for star magic.”

			“I—what?” Leah lifts a hand to stare at her palm as if she might find the truth written in her skin. “I thought it’d been overwhelming me all this time, not…” She stops, tilting her head up to listen to Galan. Her eyes widen slowly.

			“Galan says she’s telling the truth,” she says. “My affinity…it’s…”

			“For star magic,” I breathe.

			The magic wasn’t overpowering her; it was attracted to her, a part of it becoming a part of her, just like it did Freya. All this time, Leah thought she was broken. Weak. She found her strength without her affinity, risking herself to rescue me, but now it’s like Freya has given her a gift. I can see the wonder spreading through her like a drop of ink on a page.

			Leah’s throat bobs, and she brushes the band of gray around her wrist. “It’s not consuming me like it did Bearna,” she whispers. “It’s strengthening me.”

			As if in answer, a tiny spark comes alight in her palm. It grows, becoming brighter and brighter until she holds the same magic in her hands as Freya—the light of a burning star.

			“Even Istrid did not inherit my affinity, though it never stopped her from using spells to access an inferior form of the magic,” Freya says with a hollow glance in Istrid’s direction. “But you—you are strong enough to use it as it should be. Set me free, child, and I will make them pay for what they’ve done to you.”

			I step in front of Leah. “Don’t listen to her. Even if what she’s saying is true, what she wants to do is wrong. You know it is.”

			Leah stares back at me, her eyes full of pain. “He’s gone, Anna.” Her voice breaks. “All this time I thought he abandoned me, but someone took him.”

			“I know.” My throat tightens. The idea that Henry might be taken from me—it hurts to even think about. I can’t imagine how Leah’s feeling right now, not only having lost him, but having gained the truth about her magic. Now we’re asking her to lock away the only person left who can teach her about it.

			But Leah isn’t only a Matheson; she’s a Stern, just like me. No matter what happens, I won’t abandon her. Whether it’s fourteen years apart or fourteen days, Leah is my family, too, and it’s time I acted like it.

			She quivers, and I throw my arms around her, pulling her into the tightest hug that I can. Galan coos encouragingly on her shoulder. “I know you’re scared, but no matter our differences, we’re family. You’re not alone. We’ll get through this together.”

			For a moment, Leah doesn’t move. Then her arms jerk into motion, and she hugs me back with more strength than I thought she had.

			We stand there a beat too long, all but holding each other up, before Freya’s cry of rage sends a shockwave of power through the air.

			Leah instantly moves in front of me, her hand outstretched. Ropes of golden light erupt from her hand, joining the flower vines to encircle Freya as all around pinpricks of light materialize like fallen stars. They connect one after the other, forming a constellation of bars.

			“You’re going to regret this!” Freya screams as the bars thicken. “One day you’ll set me free!”

			As the final slat slides into place, trapping Freya in a web of light, I slam the amulet stone home.

			Then Leah and I read the Hebrew inscription on the stone together—and the prison seals shut.
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			Anna

			The portal has already begun to shrink by the time we return, but we fit through easily. The quiet of the ruined boathouse feels too still after the recent chaos, the only sounds our scraping footsteps and heavy breathing. We’re all exhausted.

			“Can you wake them up?” I ask Leah as she kneels beside Aunt Miriam.

			Leah nods, a half smile pulling at her lips. “It’s funny. Just a few days ago I would have told you no without thinking.” She lifts a hand to Galan, who’s still perched on her shoulder. “But I think it was just me doubting myself that got in the way.”

			I smirk. “Been there.”

			“Seconded,” Colin mutters, and from the look on his face, I wonder if he still is. Or maybe he’s just extra tired, a theory that’s proven when he drops heavily onto a piece of rubble. Max plops down beside him in cat form, using his foot as a pillow.

			Leah does the spell to awaken Aunt Miriam and the other witches, except Eliny. They come to slowly, blinking blearily and taking in their surroundings with uncertainty. Then Aunt Miriam’s gaze lands on Leah and she lets out a small cry, throwing her arms around her daughter. Galan leaps from her shoulder, settling down on an exposed wood plank with an indignant squawk.

			Maya Conway presses a hand to her head as she peers down at the still-sleeping Eliny. “Where is the rest of the coven? What happened?”

			“It’s a long story.” I make my way to what remains of the kitchenette. The faucet is still intact, so I use it to fill the kettle with water, then point at it and say, “Heat.”

			A few mugs survived the onslaught, and Colin summons some of Gran’s tea from his journal. Before long, each of the witches had a steaming cup of cardamom rose to ward off inner frights and soothe them while the three of us explain everything that happened.

			Aunt Miriam’s face grows more worried with every word, and Leah fidgets beside her, fingers prying at her already-disheveled braid.

			“Well, I’ll be. So that’s what happened to Freya,” says Emi Nakamura. “I’d always thought she was another one of the victims.”

			Unlike the others, Evalyn O’Shay remains silent, occasionally casting Colin nervous glances and refusing to drink the tea. I don’t think she hates him like her sister does, but she does look uncomfortable.

			“And you helped them with this?” Aunt Miriam demands of Leah.

			Leah shrinks a little, but before I can jump in to defend her, she straightens and says, “I’m sorry, but I had to. I couldn’t lose you, too, and it took all of us to do this. I’m stronger than you think.”

			“Way stronger,” I add, and Colin nods.

			The tension washes out of Aunt Miriam with a heavy sigh. “That isn’t what I meant, Leah.”

			She falters. “It’s not? But then why do you always worry so much and make me stay home?”

			Aunt Miriam’s expression wobbles, tears gathering in her eyes. “Oh, honey, I’m so sorry. It’s not because I don’t think you’re strong.” She sets her tea aside and takes Leah by the hands. “I lost so much of my family so quickly. First my father, then my aunt and  Bubbe. Then your uncle Henry left, and your father disappeared. Maybe I held on to you a little too tightly because of that.”

			She brushes a hand along Leah’s hair. “But I know how strong you are. You’re the one who keeps me upright. I would have never made it through all of that without you.”

			Tears track down Leah’s face, and she envelops her mom in another hug. She doesn’t let go as she says quietly, “About Dad…Why did you never tell me about his side of the family?”

			Aunt Miriam closes her eyes, taking a slow breath as they pull apart. “Your father didn’t want us to have anything to do with them. He thought their ideology was dangerous. Even I never met any of them until I moved to Witchwood, and then I respected his wishes and never told them who we were.”

			“But Istrid was my cousin.” Leah’s voice warbles. “This whole time I never got to know her.”

			“I know, honey.” Aunt Miriam brushes a loose strand of Leah’s hair behind her ear. “And maybe that wasn’t my decision to make, but I trusted your father’s instincts.” She surveys the wreckage around them, a small shudder running through her.

			“I hate to think what would have happened if—” she cuts off with a hard swallow, but she doesn’t have to finish. I can see the understanding in Leah’s eyes, that she could have ended up like Istrid or Bearna. A shiver runs through me at the memory of their still bodies, trapped forever in the Celestial World.

			Tears fill Leah’s eyes, and she buries herself in her mother’s arms again. I turn away from them to give them privacy, noting Emi and Maya do the same. They both look rejuvenated from the tea and are walking about to stretch their stiff bodies. Evalyn has relocated to the base of the stairs, keeping her distance.

			I join Colin and Max on their piece of rubble, where Colin’s thinking face is rapidly approaching level-five serious. Wordlessly, I hold out my hand. He blinks free of his thoughts and sighs, summoning a roll of bandages and some of Rose’s healing salve from his journal. He lets me treat his cuts and bruises, and I wait for him to tell me what’s on his mind.

			He clutches his mug of tea close, quiet long enough that I think I’m going to have to push him when he finally mutters, “It doesn’t feel right.”

			“What do you mean?” I secure a bandage around his wrist.

			His hands tighten on the mug. “I don’t feel like we won. Or at least, I don’t only feel that way.”

			“Sooo you feel like we won and lost?” I tie off the bandage.

			He drops his head into his hands with a groan. “Ugh, I don’t know! None of this makes any sense.”

			I pat him on the back. “I think that’s what Henry would call a contradiction. Lots of thinking and all that.”

			He mumbles something, and I lean down to stare at him sideways. “What was that?”

			“I hate thinking,” he says again, and I press a hand to my heart.

			“Do you need me to check your head too?”

			“Ha, ha.” He rolls his eyes, sitting back up. He looks less serious now, but there’s still an edge to him, and I wonder if he’s thinking of that moment before we followed Freya into the Celestial World, when he absorbed her magic.

			The look on his face…it was like he wasn’t really there.

			“Your life magic,” I say tentatively. “Did you—”

			He nods, clasping his hands tightly together and pinning them between his knees as if to hold himself still. “It felt amazing, Anna. So much that it scared me.”

			“We’ll figure it out,” I tell him, knocking my shoulder into his. “Embrace the weird and all that. Which, by the way, is definitely Doctor Dictionary’s catchphrase.”

			He groans, but the last of his tension melts away and I know he’ll be okay.

			“Come on, you two,” Aunt Miriam calls from the base of the stairs. Her eyes are rimmed red, but she stands tall, with Mrs. Nakamura leaning on her for support. Evalyn and Maya are already on their way up, one of them levitating the unconscious Eliny after them. “We need to get everyone home.”

			Colin stands, disturbing Max, who gives him a look that promises retribution. I let him go as I spot Leah approaching me. Her eyes are red too, and there’s something different about her. Something lighter.

			Galan flutters over to join her, and Max’s ears perk up at the sight of him.

			“Oh no you don’t.” I scoop him up. “For all you know, he could become a lion again and eat you.”

			Leah laughs, the sound bolder than I expect it to be. It feels good to make her laugh. She seems to realize it too, offering me a sheepish smile. “You know, it’s almost Rosh Hashanah. It’s the Jewish new year, and it kicks off the High Holidays. We’re supposed to spend the time thinking about things we’ve done wrong.”

			That same unsteady feeling starts to sneak in at the mention of the Jewish holidays, but I push it away. Because Leah isn’t rubbing it in my face; she’s just sharing information. And after getting kidnapped to undo a bloodline spell and sealing a dark witch away in the Celestial World with my bubbe’s magic, any doubt I had left that I’m not Jewish enough is gone.

			I’m a Stern through and through.

			“So, on that note,” Leah continues with a deep breath, “I really am sorry about everything. I was only able to be as brave as I was because of you.”

			Max puffs out his chest, as if accepting the compliment himself, and I poke it back down. “It’s okay,” I say as we follow the others up the stairs. “I’m glad we came here. I’m sorry I didn’t sooner.”

			“Well, maybe we can spend some of the High Holidays together,” she suggests tentatively.

			“I’d really like that,” I reply as we reach the top of the stairs. “Maybe you and Aunt Miriam can come to Ravenfall? It’s almost October, which is the best time to be there.”

			“That would be awesome!” Leah’s grin matches my own for one really awesome moment.

			And then I see Nora.
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			Colin

			My ears are still ringing from Nora’s lecture by the time we find and make it back to Miriam and Leah’s house. It relocated to the lake once more, smoke already puffing from its chimney. Chestnut greets us enthusiastically, and only his insistence on being petted puts an end to Nora’s promises of chores and groundings as she steps inside after Miriam.

			Then I notice the car parked around the side of the house.

			Liam’s leaning against the Charger, his hair a mess from driving with the windows down and his leather jacket zipped up to the collar. He waves when he sees me, jogging over.

			“What’d I miss?” he asks with a grin. “Did you figure it out?”

			Anna and I both make a “run for your life” face, but it’s too late. Nora emerges from the house with her hands on her hips.

			“You left them here alone?” she demands.

			Liam pales, throwing up his hands as he backs away. “Not alone! Anna’s aunt—”

			“Was kidnapped!” Nora shouts.

			Liam’s wide eyes jump to me, and he lunges forward to hook his arm with mine. “I had no idea Colin should have called me I’ll talk to him about it right now sorry!”

			He drags me into the woods before Nora can get another word in, and soon we’re swallowed by the trees and the quiet. Liam lets out a breath, glancing over his shoulder to make sure we aren’t being followed before he releases my arm.

			“She’s terrifying,” he says.

			I smirk, but it quickly falters. “She’s right, you know. I…wasn’t ready to do this alone.”

			Liam tilts his head toward me. “What happened?”

			I toy nervously with my mom’s trinity knot necklace as I explain everything, from how great the case started out, to how I messed up and got Miriam kidnapped, to my final battle with Freya, where my indecision put Anna in danger and the magic I absorbed nearly overwhelmed me.

			“I just don’t trust myself.” We’re both sitting on a fallen log at this point, the leaves rustling overhead in the wind. “I don’t know what the right thing to do is.”

			Liam listened to everything with an unreadable expression, but the moment I finish, he laughs. It’s so unexpected all I can do is stare at him, but he eventually gets ahold of himself enough to explain, “You’re a kid, Colin. It’s not your job to have all the answers.”

			I reel back a comment about being nearly sixteen as Liam scrubs his face with a hand and adds, “Heck, I’m not even sure that adults have them either. I definitely don’t.”

			He stands so we’re facing each other, his hands in his jacket pockets. “Listen, being a Raven isn’t going to be easy. We have to make hard choices sometimes.”

			“But how do you know you’re making the right one?” It’s the same question I asked Mr. Nakamura. Between the two of them, someone has to have an answer, don’t they?

			But Liam only shrugs. “You don’t.”

			My shoulders slump, and I try to hide my disappointment. I’ve been holding out hope that Liam would know what to do, that he’d tell me I did the right thing and didn’t have to worry.

			The tip of Liam’s boot nudges mine, and I look up. “But that’s why you have me,” he says. “And Anna, and the Ballinkays, and the cat who’s about to pounce on you from behind.”

			I spin on the log just in time to catch Max before he can land on my back. He hangs from my grip, glowering at Liam.

			“The point is,” Liam continues with a smirk, “you don’t have to figure all of this out on your own.”

			It sounds so obvious when he says it, but that’s exactly what I was trying to do. I kept thinking of this as my first solo mission, except it wasn’t just me. It’s only because Anna, Max, Leah, and I had each other that we were able to defeat Freya. I don’t know why asking for help felt like giving up, but I wish I’d done it sooner. Maybe then I wouldn’t have hesitated, and the inside of my head wouldn’t feel like a jumble of knots right now.

			“I just…I’m worried that I’m weighing you down.” I settle Max into my lap, scratching behind his ears. “Like you’re always going to have to look after me. I can’t rely on you for everything.”

			Liam tilts his head thoughtfully. “You could never weigh me down, Colin. You’re my brother. We stick together.” He offers me a hand, and I let him pull me to my feet, guiding Max onto my shoulders.

			His hand tightens around mine, still so much larger. “Learning to make your own decisions is a part of growing up. You don’t just figure it out overnight. And until you do, you have me.”

			Max bops his head against mine, his agreement fluttering down our bond and working away at the tension in my chest. Though I’m pretty sure Max is the last creature I should be asking for advice, it’s yet another reminder I’m not alone.

			“Come on.” Liam releases my hand. “I’m sure Nora isn’t done lecturing me yet.”

			I grin as we start back toward the house, feeling a lot better. Even if I’m not sure that locking Freya away again was the right decision, I know that it’s the best that I could do right then, and a lot of my missions aren’t going to have perfect answers. I might not be able to just let go of the things she said to me, but I also know that no matter what choices other Ravens make, they don’t define me.

			Mine do.

			The front door opens when we near the house, and Leah steps outside. She’s showered and changed, her dark hair in a neat braid down her shoulder. Liam takes one look between the two of us, winks at me, and then disappears inside. Max jumps down to follow, but I can tell from our bond that he stops inside the doorway to eavesdrop.

			I glare after them both, praying Leah didn’t see any of it. She looks just as nervous as I feel, though, her attention halfway on the ground. “I, um, just wanted to say thank you.” She digs the toe of her shoe into the soft dirt. “For helping rescue my mom.”

			“Of course,” I say, and for a moment, I remember what it is about being a Raven that I really love. It’s this feeling of knowing I helped someone, that I kept someone safe. It vanishes just as quickly, withering at the sight of the golden light weaving around Leah’s fingers.

			“Congrats on figuring out your affinity,” I tell her, though it’s the last thing I want to talk about.

			Leah jerks her hands out in surprise, flicking them as if to shake the magic off. It disperses in a shower of gold dust. “It keeps doing that. My mom says it’s going to take a while to get a hang of.”

			“It’s really cool.” I wince at the strain in my voice. Leah’s smile falters, and I know we’re both thinking the same thing.

			She inherited her power from her father, who was killed by a Raven.

			A Raven like me.

			One day, I’m going to find out who it was. But for now, I just hope Leah doesn’t see me as the same as them. Because as uncertain as I am about being a Raven, I know I’m nothing like the one who killed her dad, and I never will be.

			I’ll make sure of it.

			“I wish you didn’t have to go,” Leah says suddenly, and my anxiety about what she thinks of me instantly evaporates. “I wanted to show you my astronomy book.”

			I slap a hand to my forehead. “I totally forgot that I got one from the library to show you too!”

			Leah blinks in surprise. “You did? That’s…really cute.”

			My cheeks blaze, and I rub the back of my head. “I, um. So are you.”

			It’s Leah’s turn to blush, and we both stand there staring at each other, neither sure what to do next. The decision is made for us when Anna comes flying out the front door, nearly tackling us both. She throws an arm around each of our necks and says with a grin, “Leah’s coming to Ravenfall for the month!”

			Leah gapes at her, and I try to wrangle my sudden excitement, not wanting to seem overenthusiastic. But it surges through me until I’m grinning wider than ever, Liam’s words from earlier resounding through me.

			No matter what the future brings, I won’t have to face it alone.

		

	
		
			Chapter 28
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			Anna

			We all return to Ravenfall together.

			My pack is twice as full as when I arrived, laden with candles that smell like home for Kara and Rose, pumpkin fudge from the Cocoa Corner for Nora, and a chest that holds memories for Henry. I even have the sketchbook I was eyeing that temporarily brings sketches to life.

			They’re all gifts from the people of Witchwood, thanking us for our help. Colin refused to take any, so naturally I accepted them all on his behalf.

			As I throw my bag into the trunk, Aunt Miriam and Leah pack their things and say goodbye to their house, which sets off into the woods for what Leah calls “one of its walks.”

			“How will you find it when you come back?” I ask Leah as we climb into the Charger with Liam and Colin, all of us very intentionally choosing not to ride with the still-angry Nora. Besides, she and Aunt Miriam wanted some time to catch up, and Chestnut was adamant about going with them, though he doesn’t need to worry anymore. Max’s obsession has turned to Galan.

			“It’ll find us,” Leah replies with a shrug. “It always does.”

			Colin and I tell her all about Ravenfall as we set off, starting with the most important rules (never put on any of its hats) and ending with an explanation of what happened to it while we were in the Otherworld, when the Hollowthorn Woods took back its power.

			“It has its magic again now,” I explain. “But like, way too much of it.”

			All the while, Max perches atop Colin’s headrest, peering back at Galan with a steady, unblinking gaze, and I realize he’s having a staring contest with the owl. Galan wins, but it doesn’t stop Max from trying again. I’m pretty sure competition is his way of making friends.

			By the time we’re back in Wick, I somehow feel even more homesick. It’s not the longest I’ve been away from the house, but it’s been long enough, and now that it’s nearly back in reach, I can’t wait to get home. Nora and Aunt Miriam are already pulling luggage out of their car when we roll into the driveway, Chestnut sniffing everything in sight.

			They’ve barely finished unloading before an unseen force grabs a hold of their bags and floats them toward the big front doors, which open on their own.

			Leah’s mouth falls open. “That is so cool!”

			“Until it throws your duffel down a laundry chute,” Colin mutters.

			I snort. “It ended up in your room eventually.”

			A nearby tree taps me gently on the shoulder and waves, and I wave back excitedly. “I missed you,” I tell the house. “How far out does your power extend now?”

			A moment later, another tree down the driveway rustles, and I give the house an impressed whistle. The tree creaks in an imitation of a bow.

			“This is Leah,” I tell it. “She’s my cousin.”

			Leah awkwardly lifts a hand to the house. “I like your dormers,” she says, and the tree gives a shudder of appreciation, promptly offering Leah a single leaf that she shyly accepts.

			“Oh, come on!” Colin throws up his hands. “It took you months to warm up to me.”

			In response, the tree tries to knock Max off his shoulder, who hisses at it. Colin dances away, and I laugh as we follow Aunt Miriam, Nora, and Chestnut into the foyer—and stop.

			The house is a mess.

			It looks like someone dumped all the Samhain decorations on the floor and then set off a twister, sending them flying into random spots. Faerie lights are pasted haphazardly on the wall like streamers, and ten different fall wreaths hang from the stairs, smashed too close together. The scarecrow that goes on the front porch is standing guard in front of the stairs, the pumpkins we usually put outside are piled in the hallway, and there’s a giant stuffed tarantula crawling across the ceiling.

			“Thank heavens you’re back.” Henry comes stumbling out of the kitchen, trying to kick off another set of faerie lights from his ankle. “The house decided to decorate itself and it wouldn’t listen to anything I— Oh, hello, Miriam.”

			Aunt Miriam’s astonished gaze stops taking in the disaster to settle on her brother, and she quickly narrows her eyes. “Henry,” she says shortly.

			“Have a nice drive?” he asks awkwardly.

			Her eyebrows rise. “Oh, are you speaking to me now?”

			Henry winces. “I suppose I deserved that.”

			Nora takes one look between the two of them and herds us all toward the kitchen, but I slip out from around her, needing to hear this too.

			“She’s right,” I say to Henry as the kitchen door swings shut. “All this time I never got to know them, or Bubbe before she died. I want to know why.”

			Henry takes a deep breath as if to defend himself, and then deflates with a sigh. He removes his glasses, cleaning them with his shirt to buy himself time, before he eventually explains, “Because I spent my childhood watching my parents struggle with blatant antisemitism and didn’t want the same for my own children.” He slides his glasses back on to look at me. “I thought that if I distanced you from our background, it would keep you safe.”

			I think of what Leah told me, of the weird and mean things people would say to her that I’d never experienced.

			“Maybe you did,” I tell him. “But that’s not all it did. It made me feel like I was missing a part of myself, like I would never be Jewish enough. I wish I could have grown up knowing all the things that Leah does.”

			Aunt Miriam’s expression softens. “You can’t run away from things like that, Henry. It’s how they fester and spread.” Her gaze is distant as she says it, and I wonder if she’s thinking about her relationship with Leah.

			Henry grimaces. “You’re right. I think a part of me was trying to outrun it for myself too.”

			“Is that why you took Nora’s last name?” Aunt Miriam asks quietly. “To blend in?”

			He ducks his head. “Yes, though I never legally changed it. I suppose I couldn’t really bring myself to let go completely.”

			I love my name, and I love being a Ballinkay, but in that moment, there’s a part of me that wonders who Annabella Stern would have been. No sooner do I, though, than I let it go, because it doesn’t matter what my last name is. I’m still Jewish, and I’m still a Ballinkay.

			I’m just me.

			A “me” who’s just as capable of carrying on Bubbe’s legacy as anyone else. For months now, Colin has been struggling with what it means to be a Raven, but he shouldn’t be the only one trying to fix things. The Ravenguard may have only been Ravens once, but with so few of them left, they need the rest of us now more than ever.

			Henry pulls me into a hug. “I’m sorry, Anna. I thought teaching you about Jewish mythology would be enough, but I understand now that it’s not. If you want to know more about being Jewish, I’ll help you as much as I can, but I haven’t practiced since I was a child. The religious side isn’t really my area of expertise.”

			“I don’t think it will be mine either,” I mumble into his shirt. “I think I just want to know more about who we are.”

			The kitchen door clicks open, and Leah stands there with a wide grin. “Well, you can start by getting in here.”

			Aunt Miriam and I exchange looks, and then we’re all piling into the kitchen, where every available surface is filled to the brim with golden-brown honey cakes. Round ones and rectangular ones, Bundt cakes and tiny bite-sized squares. The air is rich with the scent of honey and caramel, and my stomach instantly rumbles.

			“Ah, yes,” Henry says with an overburdened air. “I told the house it was almost Rosh Hashanah, and it took it upon itself to prepare.”

			“This is amazing!” Aunt Miriam exclaims. “What are you possibly going to do with all of this?”

			Liam looks up from the counter, where he’s already halfway through an entire cake. “We can’t just eat it all?”

			I laugh, watching as Nora fights with the house to turn the oven off, and Leah slides into a chair beside Colin, both of them smiling. Max tries to balance on the back of the chair beside Galan on two paws, the owl looking endlessly annoyed. Even Aunt Miriam’s exhaustion seems to ebb away from her, and she hooks her arm with Henry’s, the other scratching the top of Chestnut’s head.

			“Let’s go outside,” she says. “We have a lot more to talk about.”

			He offers her a small smile. “It’s good to see you, Mir.”

			“You too, Hal.”

			I watch them go, Chestnut trotting after them, an unanticipated warmth spreading through me. I realize then that I expected the house to feel empty, knowing Rose and Kara aren’t there and Uncle Roy, Aunt Elaine, and Gran have yet to return from Ireland, but it feels fuller than ever.

			I join Leah and Colin at the table. They each have their own slice of cake along with a pumpkin hot chocolate dotted with tiny apple marshmallows. The house plants a hot chocolate of my own in front of me before I can even ask, and I whisper a thank-you as I wrap my hands around it.

			“Honey cake is a traditional thing to eat for Rosh Hashanah,” Leah explains when I give her plate a questionable look. “It’s a symbol of a sweet new year to come.”

			Colin blinks. “But it’s October.”

			“Different calendar,” I tell him before Leah can respond, and she grins. It feels good to know that, but mostly it feels good to talk to someone else about it. To have the two of them sitting here with me to share it with.

			“Is it always like this here?” Leah brandishes a hand at the chaos of the kitchen.

			Colin and I exchange looks. “Pretty much,” he says.

			“Is it too much?” I ask, knowing she prefers the quiet even more than Colin does.

			But Leah only shakes her head. “No,” she says, sinking back into her chair with her hot chocolate. “It feels like home.”

		

	
		
			Don’t miss book four of the enchanting Ravenfall series….
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			Coming in fall 2025!
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