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Chapter 1

The night had been full of thunder, and when I got up, it was still pissing down like God himself was taking a leak.

I tried not to read that as a bad omen.

I really needed today to go well.

I dragged my tired ass into my apartment’s tiny kitchen, clicked the switch on the coffee maker, and yawned widely as the fragrant fumes started to rise from the filter machine.

I was still in the process of making this apartment feel like home, and one of the things I hadn’t yet had the chance to do was throw out Uncle Billy’s extensive collection of novelty mugs, which were both huge and hideous. Each one was a monstrous twenty-ouncer and labeled with slogans that ranged from cringe to downright offensive.

Today’s mug read “Don’t Talk To Me Until I’ve Had My Coffee.”

Cringy.

And even cringier for being accurate.

I wasn’t a morning person, okay?

Even less so when I had an author to wrangle.

Clinton Shepherd was famed in gaming circles for his series of adventure books set in the world of the roleplaying game WarAxe. The fact that I’d managed to book him for a signing at the shop was a big win, and I’d been patting myself on the back for it when an email from the guy himself arrived. He wanted to know more about the event and how to get to Wormwood, which wasn’t a bad thing in itself, but his sign-off struck cold fear into my heart:

“Anyway, don’t worry about it too much, I’m a pretty chill guy, haha!”

In my experience, anyone who felt the need to broadcast the existence of their chillness was never actually chill when it came down to it.

All of the assholes I’d ever met in my twenty-plus years of customer service jobs had either begun or ended their rants with an announcement that they were actually being pretty chill, really. Meanwhile, I’d be picking myself up off the floor in a daze after they’d just unleashed enough vicious hot air to make Dorothy clutch Toto in terror.

Maybe Clinton Shepherd wasn’t an asshole, but I wasn’t about to get my hopes up.

He was coming to the shop to sign copies of his latest book, which would be a massive boost for the shop’s profile and maybe even bring in some customers from Portland. As long as the shop benefitted from his visit, I could bite my tongue and swallow the bullshit.

This was the first event I’d hosted in the shop since Uncle Billy had left it to me, and given the state that the shop had been in when he’d left it to me, I had the feeling this would also be the first event hosted in the shop in a very, very long time.

Uncle Billy had been many things, but a businessman wasn’t one of them.

The shop’s front window had been stuffed full of dusty plastic figurines that were worth less than the sun-bleached cardboard they were mounted on. The walls hadn’t been painted in at least two decades. When I’d ripped up the disgusting carpet to reveal the surprisingly nice hardwood floor underneath, I’d found a Reagan campaign button that had worked its way underneath.

Don’t get me wrong, I loved the guy for leaving me the shop… who gets a headstart like that in this economy? But it hadn’t been an easy job to drag the shop into the current century.

I’d cleared out the front window and shelves of anything older than I was, ripped up the carpet, scrubbed the floor, and cleaned the windows. Then I’d painted the walls a refreshing dark teal, bought a cash register that could actually handle card transactions, done a stock check, and despaired over whether there was anything in the stock check I could actually sell. Finally, I bought a load of new stock and installed some new shelves to hold the new stock. The shop looked a thousand times better after that.

I still needed to paint the outside of the store, tear down a wall in the basement, and start trying to understand social media so I could boost the shop’s online presence, but overall, Time & Space was well on its way to becoming a respectable and profitable gaming and comic book shop.

If Clinton Shepherd liked us, he might come back, or spread the word that we were a good venue. Even if he didn’t, just the fact that he was coming here was a huge feather in the shop’s cap.

What was there to worry about? The author was a really chill guy, he’d told me so himself.

I chugged my entire mug of coffee without pausing and let out a sigh that seemed to echo around the apartment.

Enough stalling.

Time to get to work.

I went back into the bedroom and changed into my normal black jeans and black t-shirt combo.

“Hey, if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it,” I said to my reflection.

Besides, wearing all black emphasized my dark hair and eyes, and there was nothing like a snug black t-shirt to emphasize the shoulder gains that I’d been working on. I wasn’t Schwarzenegger, but I’d been on the wrestling team in high school, and now I took a regular karate class at the gym in town to make sure that I stayed in shape.

I grabbed a protein bar for breakfast and went down the stairs that led from the apartment to the shop below. Even if the apartment didn’t yet feel like it was properly mine, the shop definitely did.

The place still smelled of new paint, even with the multiple Febreze air fresheners I’d plugged into every spare outlet. And, of course, like every building in town, there was the faint but persistent smell of dampness underlying everything.

That was Maine for you.

I switched on the lights and the cash register, looked longingly at the second, smaller coffee maker I’d bought to live behind the counter, then went to the front door, and flipped the sign from “CLOSED” to “OPEN.”

The rain was trickling down the windows, and I peered through the glass in the door to get a glimpse of the rain-soaked street outside. It didn’t look promising out there, so I turned around and put my focus on making the store as warm and comfortable as possible.

The store was divided roughly into two spaces. The first space was by the front door, and it was where I kept most of the bookcases and comic stands. The second space was further back in the shop, and it was raised up a little so you had to step up to get to it, and there was a sheet of plywood that acted as a kind of railing and a border between the two spaces.

Uncle Billy had put it up as a temporary solution years ago, and it was on my list of things to fix, but I hadn’t gotten around to it yet.

The cash register was in the middle of the shop on the right-hand side, so when I was behind the counter I had a vantage point that let me see into both the front and the back of the shop.

The second space was where I kept stock like WarAxe trading cards, replica weapons from The Lord of the Rings, Game of Thrones, and Dune, posters, figurines, and memorabilia that were actually worth something. Most of this stock was on the walls so light-fingered teenagers from the city couldn’t swipe a souvenir from their weekend trip to the suburbs, and this meant the back half of the shop was the perfect space to hold events.

This was where the local WarAxe gamers met, although ideally, I wanted to eventually transition them down into the basement as they could get rowdy when storming castles in Fortlandia and defeating Crowcat bandits in Osstara.

I’d already brought up all the folding chairs from the basement last night, and I started unfolding them and setting them up in rows.

The door opened, and I looked over to see one of my regular customers coming in.

“Hey, Mike!” Jay greeted me with his customary megawatt smile as he brushed the raindrops from his sleek black hair. “How are you doing? I thought I’d come and see if you needed any help setting things up for the event.”

“Thanks, man,” I replied. “Yeah, you can come and help me set up these chairs. You can hang your coat on the stand there. Still no pause in this rain, then?”

“No, it’s still going like crazy.” Jay peeled off his dripping, bright yellow raincoat and hung it on the coat stand by the door.

Jay had been a regular at Time & Space for years, and he’d been genuinely sad when Uncle Billy died.

I got the sense the WarAxe group had been a source of friendship and company for Jay that he didn’t get in other areas of his life, and he’d told me once that he’d been a bit panicked when it seemed like the shop might close. When I stepped in and announced I would be keeping the shop open as usual, Jay had been only too eager to give me the inside scoop into Wormwood’s local comics and gaming community, and he often did things like this where he would come along unasked to help me out with random tasks if it seemed like I needed it.

He was a nice guy, and I kept thinking I should ask him to go for a beer or something. Although, saying that, I didn’t know if Jay drank. I was pretty sure he was in his early twenties, so he was old enough for it, but he had such an innocent look to him that it sometimes made him seem a lot younger.

His parents ran Han’s, which was the Chinese grocery store in town. I didn’t know what they thought of Jay’s WarAxe hobby, but as long as he finished his shifts at the store and didn’t get into any trouble, they seemed happy enough to grumble about the normal things, like when he was going to give them grandchildren and learn to drive stick shift.

“I’m so excited to see him, I’m going to be a total nerd when he arrives,” Jay said.

“Clinton Shepherd?” I asked with a grin. “Just remember, he’s more excited to see you than you are to see him.”

“I don’t think that’s possible,” Jay declared. “I have worshiped that guy’s books since I could read.”

“Really?” Most of Clinton Shepherd’s books featured big-breasted women with long swords on the covers, which I wouldn’t have thought would go down well at kindergarten.

“The Chronicles of Ember,” Jay declared. “Fun fact: Clinton Shepherd was inspired to write that series after watching Ralph Bakshi’s animated Lord of the Rings film with his niece and nephew. He wanted to create an immersive world that his family could read to their kids at bedtime.”

“That is interesting,” I said. “I’ve heard of the Chronicles of Ember, but I didn’t know it was for kids.”

“Not many people do,” Jay said. “It didn’t do very well, and after that, Shepherd’s publisher said he should focus more on the adult market.”

“So tell me,” I said as we finished the first row of chairs and moved on to the next. “What’s so great about the Chronicles of Ember?”

“Holy moly, everything.” Jay’s eyes lit up with enthusiasm.

I listened as he described a world of gnomes, salamanders, dryads, and nymphs learning to master their magical powers and keep the realm of Ember balanced in spiritual and magical harmony.

“That sounds complex for a kids’ book,” I commented. “Lots of themes.”

“Oh, yeah, totally!” Jay exclaimed. “That’s what makes it so good. It’s all about power and the effects of it on individuals, systems, and groups. You can totally see where Tolkien’s influences come in.”

“Maybe I should see about stocking the series in the shop,” I said.

“That would be awesome,” Jay said in a tone that was utterly devoid of any irony.

I smiled to myself as I unfolded the last chair.

That’s why I liked Jay. He was so passionate about his interests, and he didn’t give a fuck what others thought.

When I was in school, being that openly interested in The Lord of the Rings would’ve been a surefire way to get my lunch flushed down the toilet.

The chairs were all set up, and I put one at the front facing the rows so the visiting author would have somewhere to sit. I put a small folding table in front of the chair along with a cup of Sharpies and a glass of water. The big man hadn’t made any specific or unreasonable requests yet, like a bowl full of Skittles with all the green ones taken out, but regardless I was still mentally prepared for him to pull some diva bullshit like that.

The bell above the door jangled, and a crowd of people came in. I recognized a lot of them as regulars from the WarAxe group, and they made a beeline for the chairs.

“Is he here yet?” one of them asked. “Is he here?”

“Of course he’s not,” another scoffed. “We’re an hour early.”

“You are an hour early,” I agreed with a smile. “But don’t worry about it. Have you got your tickets?”

The group collectively held their tickets for me to see.

“Great, then you can grab a chair if you want or browse the shop.” I gestured at the chairs and shelves.

“Oh, my god,” one guy breathed. “Is that the latest installment of Captain Yelchin? Can I buy two copies?”

“Sure,” I chuckled, and I went to stand behind the counter.

The shop filled up quickly with regular customers, people who’d come here for the event, and passersby looking to escape the rain. And it wasn’t just people browsing, either, I was making good money, and in an hour, I was more than halfway toward meeting my target for the day.

There was just one problem.

There was no sign of Clinton Shepherd.

“Yes, no, he will be here,” I assured the fifth customer who asked. “He’s probably running a little late because of the rain. It’s terrible out there, isn’t it? But, well, it is Wormwood, after all!”

My customer service voice sounded even faker in my ears than normal, but the customer didn’t seem to notice as they smiled and agreed that yes, it was Wormwood, after all, a town noted for its year-round torrential downpours.

My cheeks were starting to hurt from having my retail smile pinned so firmly in place, and I discreetly checked my phone for the fiftieth time to see if I had any missed calls.

My phone was an ancient piece of crap, but it could still receive calls, and I had no notifications.

The event was due to start at eleven.

It was ten-fifty-five.

Most of the people who’d come to the shop for the event had already taken their seats and were shuffling impatiently in their chairs. Others were still browsing the shop, but we weren’t a superstore and there was only so much here to keep a crowd of excited fans occupied.

The bell above the door jangled.

My head snapped up, and my heart leaped in anticipation.

But it wasn’t Clinton Shepherd.

It was a guy in dirty blue overalls underneath an enormous black raincoat.

“Hey, alright,” he said to me with a nod.

“Uh, hi,” I said.

“So, where am I going?” he asked.

I stared at him. “Sorry?”

“I’m here for the wall,” he said with an impatient gesture of his hands that sent raindrops splattering in all directions. “You’re Time & Space, aren’t you? I spoke to a guy called Mike about knocking down a false wall in a basement.”

“Oh, yeah, that’s me.” I frowned. “You’re not meant to be here today, though.”

“Yeah, I am,” he retorted, and he rummaged in the pocket of his coat for a moment before he pulled out a phone and started scrolling back through his messages.

“No,” I said in as patient a tone as I could manage, “you’re meant to be coming here next week. I have an event happening right now, I can’t have drills and sledge hammers going on downstairs.”

“Look, man, all I know is you booked a contractor for today at twelve,” the guy replied. “I don’t care what’s happening upstairs, I just need to get this done.”

“But I didn’t book you for today,” I said with the edges of my customer service smile wearing thin. “I booked you for next week on Wednesday the seventeenth of April.”

“Nah, man, the thirteenth of April, right?” The guy frowned and squinted at his phone.

Then his eyebrows shot up.

“Oh,” he said.

“The seventeenth?” I asked.

“Yeah,” he said. “Shit.”

“Shit indeed,” I agreed.

“Ah, I’m sorry, man,” he said with a shrug. “Can’t read my own handwriting.”

I decided not to point out that the booking had been done over email.

“No problem,” I said. “Just come back next week.”

“The thing is, man,” he said, “We’re all booked up for the next month because Glenn’s going on his honeymoon and Brad’s got his surgery, so today’s the only day I can fit you in.”

“But that’s not what you said on the phone.” My voice was very even and calm, which I thought was extremely nice of me. “And I need this done right away.”

“Sorry, man.” He shrugged and managed to not look sorry at all. “I don’t know what to tell you. It’s today or next month.”

I massaged the bridge of my nose where I could feel a headache coming on.

I should have had a better breakfast than a Clif bar and a quart of coffee.

“Fine,” I said with a sigh. “I’m probably going to have to end up canceling this event and refunding everyone anyway.”

“Okay, cool.” The guy looked bored. “Just point me where to go.”

“I’ll show you.” I walked out from behind the counter and headed toward the small door in the front of the shop that was partly covered with a “Visit Osstara” poster.

“Are you into all this stuff?” the contractor asked me with a rather dismissive look around the shop. “Bit nerdy, isn’t it? Bet none of these jokers have girlfriends.”

I heaved a deep sigh because of course I had to get the workman who would insult my clientele in a voice that carried.

“It’s actually really popular with lots of people these days,” I said in a cool tone. “Men and women come here. We’ve got quite a few couples who come to our game nights, actually.”

“Huh,” the contractor said. “What’s it called, WarAxe? Never played it myself.”

“It’s good fun, you might like it.” I put my hand on the door that led down to the basement.

And as if called up by magic, the bell over the door gave an answering jangle, and a familiar voice rang out through the shop.

“Ah, now this is my kind of place.” Clinton Shepherd stepped into the shop and looked around with a nod of satisfaction.

The author was wearing bright red suspenders, a Fourth Doctor scarf, and a long black trench coat. He spied me and hurried forward with his hand outstretched.

“It’s Mike, isn’t it?” he asked, and he pumped my hand up and down like he was churning butter. “I’m so sorry I’m late, the rain’s just coming down, I was worried the roads were going to flood, it’s like something out of Evil Dead out there, and of course I couldn’t text or call you because I didn’t want to end up running off the road and dying in a ditch because that wouldn’t be good for anyone, would it? So I figured it would be best to arrive a little late and still arrive in one piece, which I hope is agreeable to you and to your fine patrons, who I see are all gathered and waiting for me– greetings to you, my possums!”

He delivered this whole speech in seemingly one breath and ended it by raising his arm and waving wildly to the rows of people who’d all turned around to see him enter and were now staring excitedly at him.

“Thanks for coming,” I babbled. “No, you’re right, it’s better that you get here in one piece. Shall I take your coat?”

“Thank you, dear boy.” Clinton Shepherd peeled off his dripping trench coat and soaked wool scarf. “Be careful with that, Tom Baker signed the label. Now, let’s get to it!”

He bounded up the step and through the rows of chairs to reach his seat at the front.

I was still holding his dripping clothes.

“I’m going to head down, then, yeah?” the contractor said.

“Yeah, yes, do that, okay.” For a moment I was too dazed to think clearly, but then as the contractor pulled open the door, I sprang back into action.

I hung up Clinton Shepherd’s coat and scarf and sprinted up the step to take my place in the other seat next to the author.

“Now, then!” The author clapped his hands together. “Who wants something signed?”

“Please, refer to the number on your ticket to find your place in line!” I called out as an excited throng of people rose out of their chairs.

Clinton pulled out a blood-red Sharpie from his pocket with a dramatic gesture and looked up as the first guest approached him.

It was Jay, and he looked like he might die from happiness.

“Well, well, hello,” Clinton Shepherd said. “What’s the name, son?”

“Jay,” the guy squeaked out. “I’m– I’m such a fan, sir. I’ve read all your books. Chronicles of Ember got me through middle school.”

“Really?” The author gave a smile that left all the theatrics of his persona behind, and he looked at Jay with a warmth that felt totally genuine. “That’s great to hear, son. I loved writing that series, you know.”

“I can tell,” Jay gasped. “It’s so– it’s just so powerful, sir.”

Clinton Shepherd signed Jay’s book with a flourish.

“There you go, Jay,” he said. “And may the acorn never betray its roots.”

From the delirious expression on Jay’s face, I guessed that was a reference to the book.

“Oh, my gaaaaahhhhd,” Jay breathed. “Thank you, sir, thank you.”

The author smiled at him, and then the next person in line moved forward to get their book signed.

Despite my initial fears, it seemed that Clinton Shepherd actually was a chill guy.

He honored requests for selfies, he patiently answered the thousands of questions that everyone had for him, he signed every single book and piece of merch that was presented to him, and at the very end of the event he even gave a little reading of his favorite passage in his new book.

The customers listened in breathless silence and broke into thunderous applause when he finished.

All in all, the event went off amazingly well.

“Splendid venue, splendid event,” Clinton Shepherd said to me as the customers filed out of the shop back into the rain. He looked tired, but his eyes were bright, and he seemed to have genuinely had a good time.

“I’m glad you enjoyed yourself,” I replied. “I know every one of the people here appreciated you being so welcoming of their requests.”

“I was a young fan just like them once,” he said with a heavy sigh. “Time marches on, but that excitement of seeing an author whose work has sustained you in your darkest hours? That never fades.”

I smiled.

He might be a little dramatic, but I liked this guy.

He refused my offer of a coffee and said he had to get back to the city, but he promised to spread the word about how great the shop was and ask his publicity manager to tag us on socials.

He wrapped himself up in his voluminous coat again and sallied forth into the relentless rain as I closed the door behind him.

It was an hour and a half before my normal closing time, but I was absolutely wiped out from the event, and the shop had more than met its financial target for the day. I was going to clean up, have a long hot shower, and order takeout.

“Wall’s fucked.” The contractor’s bored voice behind me startled me out of my happy daydream about sweet and sour chicken.

“What?” I asked.

“Wall’s fucked,” he repeated. “You’ve got water issues down there.”

“Yeah, I know that,” I said. “But it’s not so bad that you can’t work on it. I had a contractor come out here to check. Twice.”

“Don’t know about that.” He shrugged. “But I need to ask Glenn about the moisture meter, and to be honest with you, I don’t like the way your walls are oozing.”

“Oozing?” I repeated. “What do you mean oozing?”

“Dripping, maybe, whatever.” He shrugged again. “Look, I don’t know, okay? All I know is that Glenn’s the one who deals with jobs like this.”

“I thought you said that Glenn was going on his honeymoon?” I asked.

“Yeah, so it’ll probably be a while before he can get out here and take a look.” The contractor pulled out his phone and tapped a few times. “I’ll get him to call you, yeah?”

“I guess I don’t have any other options, do I?” I asked with heavy sarcasm.

“Nah, not really.” The contractor pulled his coat back on. “See you, man.”

“See you,” I muttered.

The contractor left, and I flipped the sign to “CLOSED” as I locked the door behind him while an irritated knot grew in my stomach. It put a sour note on the success of the rest of the day, and I could feel myself getting more and more irritated as I folded up the rest of the chairs.

Somehow the rain was getting even stronger, and it beat against the windows like it was trying to get in. Lightning suddenly flashed, and a split second later, thunder growled out like a mad bear.

I tucked as many folding chairs under my arms as I could carry and lugged them downstairs to the basement.

I put the chairs down and looked around the room with a skeptical scowl.

The basement looked exactly the same as it had that morning. A crappy paint job that probably hadn’t been refreshed since the first Star Wars movie came out, but as far as I could see, that was about the worst of it.

The walls definitely weren’t oozing, and after I brought down the first lot of chairs, I went around the room and searched for any signs of mold.

I found a tiny black mushroom growing in one corner, which maybe was what the guy had been talking about, but I didn’t see why that would stop him from taking down the false wall.

It was a simple enough job, and the only reason why I’d wanted a contractor to take care of it was simply because my days were getting busier and busier, and I just didn’t have the time. I’d even bought a sledgehammer for when I’d thought I would be able to do it myself, and I stared at the heavy tool where it lay propped up against the false wall.

I was mad that the guy had gone away without seeming to do anything. And I’d bet that he was still planning to charge me for coming out, too.

Even though he’d got the day wrong and hadn’t actually done anything.

I marched back up the stairs, grabbed the next load of chairs, and banged them down into the basement.

I stared at the sledgehammer, then at the wall, then at the sledgehammer.

Thunder roared outside.

The rain poured down.

I could feel myself getting more and more worked up about it. The knot of irritation in my stomach turned into anger, and maybe it was just that I was hungry and hyped up on way too much caffeine, and the adrenaline from doing the event was fading off. Maybe what I needed to do was go upstairs, shower, and order the takeout like I’d planned.

Shower. Sweet and sour chicken. Something crappy on Netflix.

I went back upstairs for the last lot of chairs.

The wind moaned outside like a banshee. It actually sounded like a woman screaming, and the sound sent a shiver down my spine.

I grabbed the last pile of chairs and somehow managed to get my thumb stuck in one of the folded legs.

“Fuck!” I dropped the chair, and it banged into my knee and fell on my foot. “Fuck!”

Lightning flashed and illuminated a large crack in the now-broken seat of the chair. My knee was throbbing, my foot was aching, and there was a blood blister forming on my thumb.

My anger blazed inside me in a perfect match to the thunder’s roar. I grabbed the chairs, stormed down to the basement, and before I could think about it too much, I snatched up the sledgehammer and swung it at the false wall.

It might not have been the best decision I’d ever made, but by God, it was satisfying. And it was my fucking wall, so who cared if I destroyed it?

The sledgehammer tore through the wall like a rock through a car windshield. Shards of plaster and flakes of ancient paint flew in every direction as a shallow crater appeared on the wall’s surface. I swung the hammer again, and cracks spiderwebbed out from the divot.

With another swing, the hammer broke open a pizza-sized hole in the wall.

“Fuck, yeah!” I hollered in triumph.

I swung again, and this time a whole chunk of plaster crumbled away and left a hole about three feet wide.

A peal of thunder rolled out so loud that the building seemed to shake with the force of it.

And that was when all the lights went out.

“Oh, fuuuuck.” I lowered the hammer to the ground and dropped it with a heavy, metallic clang.

My heart raced, and my breath came in gasps that were a mixture of exertion and sudden fear that I’d fucked up the electrical wiring.

There were no windows in the basement, and with the lights out, it was pitch black down there. I fumbled my phone out of my pocket and switched on the flashlight. The cool white beam stabbed around the room, and I tried to get my breath back so I could see if there were any wires behind the false wall that I didn’t know about.

“Damn lousy surveyor,” I mumbled under my breath.

As far as I’d been told, there was nothing in or behind this wall that would lead to a power outage like this, but here I was.

I stepped closer to the wall and was about to look through the hole when I suddenly stopped.

There was a weird sound.

It was coming from inside the hole.

And it sounded like someone breathing.
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Chapter 2

Maybe I’m a crazy guy, but my first reaction to the idea that there might be an intruder living in the walls of the basement wasn’t fear or even anger. My first thought was that this was the contractor’s mate Glenn, and the reason why the contractor hadn’t done anything was because this was where Glenn was spending his honeymoon. Behind the wall in my shop’s basement.

But then the absolute batshit insanity of that idea faded away, and then I did feel anger.

“Hey!” I yelled. “Is there someone in here?”

Predictably, no one answered.

“If there is someone down here,” I continued, “you should know that I have a huge fuck-you sledgehammer, and I’ve already broken a hole in this wall so I’m obviously not shy about using it.”

There was only silence from the hole in the wall.

I gritted my teeth.

I didn’t want to be one of the motherfuckers in a horror movie who stuck their head inside a strange hole and ended up with zombies or vampire bats eating their face. But I also didn’t want to be one of those lame motherfuckers who call the police on a strange noise that turns out to be a squirrel or a stray dog or something.

I decided to compromise.

I stepped a little bit closer to the hole and shone my phone flashlight into the dark cavity.

The light didn’t do anything to illuminate the space. Instead, the darkness seemed to swallow up the flashlight, and I couldn’t see anything in the hole at all.

I stepped closer and pressed my phone right up against the ragged edges of the hole.

Thunder suddenly clapped overhead with a roar that seemed to shake the building. A freezing gust of wind tore out of the hole in the wall, the phone flashlight flickered, and a pungent, earthy, musky smell hit the back of my nose like a blow.

I coughed, choked, and snatched my hand back from the wall, but the bottom of my phone caught on the edge of the hole. It jerked out of my hand, clattered to the floor, and went dark.

“Shit!” I hissed.

I bent down and fumbled for it on the floor. My fingers touched broken glass, and when I picked it up, shards of smashed screen tinkled against the floor. I squinted through the darkness, but even with my limited vision, I could tell that my phone was busted beyond repair.

In the dark silence that followed, the only sound I could hear over the pounding of my heart was the slow drip-drip-drip of water slipping down the walls.

Then there was only darkness.

And then I opened my eyes.

I blinked a couple of times because I wasn’t sure what I was seeing. It looked like the ceiling of my bedroom upstairs.

My head felt very heavy, and my eyes were gritty and full of sand. My whole body felt sleepy and exhausted and a bit achy like it was the day after a particularly intense workout.

My head was pounding.

Hangover?

I didn’t remember drinking.

With an intense amount of effort, I hauled myself up into a sitting position and squinted with a bleary frown at the ceiling, then at the bed, and then at the floor.

None of these things gave me any answers.

There was something itching in the back of my mind, and I couldn’t remember what it was.

I tried to throw my mind back and remember what I’d been doing before I went to bed. There’d been an event, hadn’t there? An author event.

It took me a moment before I remembered the name Clinton Shepherd, and then I sank back on the pillows and covered my eyes with my forearm as the rest of the memories poured into my pounding skull.

There’d been a book signing. The signing had gone well. Everyone had left.

Everyone except…

The contractor who’d come on the wrong day to demolish the basement wall.

But he hadn’t demolished the wall. He hadn’t done anything to the wall.

So I’d gone down there and…

That was where my mind went blank.

I remembered thinking that I would order takeout. Had I had a couple of celebratory beers as well? Maybe a few too many celebratory beers?

My mouth was pretty freaking dry.

And I couldn’t have eaten takeout because my stomach was as empty as a picked pocket.

It wasn’t like me to get blackout drunk. And especially not on an empty stomach. If there was one thing my teenage years had taught me, it was to at least pair a drinking spree with pizza or something to avoid mornings like this.

God, I didn’t want to get up. I felt fucking awful.

I pried my eyelids open and fumbled around on the bedside table for my phone, but I couldn’t find it anywhere. With a loud groan, I heaved myself up into a sitting position again, and I swung my legs around to sit on the edge of the bed.

The sensation of my feet touching the floor sent a weird shiver all through my body. My skin felt red raw, like I’d scrubbed myself with sandpaper, and now every nerve ending was singing with sensitivity.

And then I realized I wasn’t even wearing the flannel shorts and Rolling Stones t-shirt that I normally used as pajamas. I wasn’t wearing anything at all.

What the hell had happened last night?

I scrubbed my hands through my hair and squeezed the back of my neck to try and disperse some of the weird sensations buzzing through my body. Goosebumps ran down my arms and thighs, and I shivered again.

Coffee.

I needed coffee.

Standing upright made the blood whirl in my temples and the headache spike behind my eyes, but I gritted my teeth, grabbed my robe from the back of the door, and stumbled out to the kitchen.

I switched on the coffee maker, and it took me a few moments of standing and staring at it for me to realize that it wasn’t working. And it wasn’t even that I’d forgotten to prep it last night. The little light on the side that showed when it switched on was totally dead.

“No, please, not the coffee maker,” I groaned.

A quick investigation of the rest of the kitchen showed that the electricity was out on all the other appliances as well, so I went to the pantry to find the breaker box. I flipped the circuit breaker switches, and there were various beeps from around the apartment as everything came back on again.

The storm must have tripped the breakers.

I went back into the kitchen, and while the coffee was brewing, I went to the sink and chugged a half-gallon of water. Then I popped a couple of aspirin and chased them with a mug of coffee.

Normally this would soothe me, but the drink swirled around uncomfortably in my empty stomach. I grabbed a Clif bar from the cupboard and devoured it in two bites, but it didn’t fill me up, so I took a bowl from the cupboard and filled it to overflowing with cornflakes.

That helped a bit, and it cleared enough of the weird fog in my head for me to remember that I still didn’t know where my phone was.

And I didn’t know what the time was, either.

There was an old clock on the kitchen wall, but the batteries had died weeks ago and replacing them was way down on my list of priorities because why did I need to worry about a clock when I always had my phone on me?

“Because of moments like now, you idiot,” I muttered to myself.

The microwave display normally had a clock, but it was flashing at zero. Resetting the clocks was always the worst part of a power outage.

Wait.

I frowned as I suddenly remembered.

The lights had gone out in the basement. There’d been a weird smell. And I’d dropped my phone, and it had completely smashed. I remembered the shards of broken screen pricking my fingers.

Great.

Perfect.

Love that.

I didn’t know why the DIY gods were punishing me for taking matters into my own hands, but at least I’d remembered what had happened to my phone.

I’d need to get a replacement sorted ASAP.

I finished my bowl of cereal, drained my second mug of coffee, and headed downstairs. The lights in the shop were working fine, and even better, it looked like the rain had finally stopped.

I threw a quick glance out the window at the street outside to see if there was any noticeable damage from the storm, but everything in the square seemed to be working. There were no dangling power lines, and the trees on the north side of the square were all standing. I wondered if any trees had come down in the woods, but I couldn’t see from here, and I had more immediate things to worry about.

I pulled open the door that led to the basement and went down the stairs. I pulled the light switch cord out of habit before I thought about it, and to my surprise, the lights came on at once.

That was weird.

I had a vague memory of the mushroom on the wall last night, and I peered around the room suspiciously. There was a faint sheen to the false wall, and as I walked over to the hole, the spiderweb of cracks spreading out around it seemed to be particularly shiny, almost like the trail left behind by a wandering slug.

Gross.

I really didn’t want to find an infestation of slugs down here.

And it was right then that I remembered the other crucial piece of information about last night.

I’d heard someone breathing when the lights went out.

I froze on instinct, which was pretty pointless considering I’d made enough noise coming down here, and I’d switched the light on. If there was anyone still lurking behind the wall, they already definitely knew I was down here.

Was that what had happened last night? Some intruder had leaped out, bashed me over the head, and fled away into the night?

My head ached, but it didn’t feel like the result of a blow to my skull.

And besides that, I watched enough snarky YouTube commentary channels to know that a blow to the head powerful enough to knock someone out was more likely to result in a lengthy hospital visit rather than waking up with a headache a few hours later.

I didn’t feel like I had a concussion.

I felt hungover, which was bad enough, but not like I had a traumatic brain injury.

All in all, I was pretty sure that if there had been someone behind the wall, they were long gone now.

Pretty sure.

Ninety percent sure.

“Fuck it,” I muttered, and I stepped up close to the hole and peered in.

I saw darkness.

And then a weird, pungent, choking smell rolled out of the hole, and I quickly stumbled back. A fit of coughing racked my chest, and for a moment, I couldn’t breathe. I fell back against the stairs and scrambled up them backward like a crab, and I finally fell out onto the shop floor and kicked the door shut behind me.

“Holy shit,” I wheezed.

My chest felt tight, and that weird smell was still burning in my nose and at the back of my throat. I coughed a couple more times, and then I heaved myself to my feet.

I needed to call the gas company.

Except I didn’t have a phone because, although the shop had a landline, it was one of the many things that had gone bust a while ago, and I’d figured I didn’t need to prioritize because I could do everything I needed to on my cell.

My dependence on modern tech was really biting me in the ass this morning.

I scratched my head for a moment, and then my stomach let out a huge grumble, which I decided to take as a sign that I should head out to the diner, use their phone, and get something proper to eat.

The cornflakes and protein bars had barely made a dent in the hunger cramping my insides, and as soon as I thought of the blueberry pancakes that Murray’s offered, I couldn’t get the image of them out of my head. I was actually drooling a little bit as I grabbed my jacket and keys and walked out of the shop.

I still didn’t know what time it was, but from the position of the sun overhead, it looked like it was late morning. I should have already opened the shop by now, but fuck it, I was so hungry I couldn’t think, and if there was a gas leak in the basement, it wouldn’t be safe to open up anyway.

Murray’s diner was on the opposite side of the town square, and as I walked over there I looked around again to see if there were any signs of damage from the storm.

It hadn’t been visible from the shop, but now that I was out and about, I could see that one of the trees in the square had, in fact, come down. The reason why I hadn’t noticed it before was because the tree had already been taken away, which was odd because normally it took at least a day for that kind of thing to get sorted out.

But there wasn’t any sign of a truck or workmen, just the bare white end of the stump sticking up toward the sky.

And now that I was properly looking, I could see the window in the bakery across the square must have been hit by some flying trash or something because a panel of glass was missing and had been covered up with some black garbage bags duct-taped over the hole.

The square was very clean, as well, without any of the normal trash and debris that usually collected after a storm.

I guessed people were just on it this morning.

Jay was washing the windows of his parents’ grocery store, and I walked over to him to say hi.

“Hey, Jay,” I said.

Jay spun around so quickly that the soapy cloth in his hand flicked suds all over the front of his clothes, but he didn’t seem to notice.

“Mike!” he exclaimed. “Oh, my gosh, there you are! I was worried, man!”

“Worried?” I frowned. “What? Why?”

“Well, you know,” he said. “You don’t normally keep the store closed for four days at a time. I thought you were sick or something.”

I stared at him while my brain struggled to compute what he’d just said.

The store had been closed for four days?

“Jay,” I said slowly. “When was the last time I saw you?”

“At the signing on Saturday,” Jay said. “Clinton Shepherd actually spoke to me, and I looked him in the eye and breathed the same air as him for a few precious hours.”

“Oh, yeah.” I nodded like I had a clue about what was going on. “And you haven’t been in the shop since then?”

“Well, no,” he said with a frown. “Because it’s been closed.”

“Yeah, obviously, of course.” I gave a forced laugh. “Sorry, my brain’s all over the place this morning.”

“Yeah, I figured.” Jay looked at me closely. “Are you sure you’re okay, Mike? You look kinda pale.”

“Yeah, I’m fine,” I replied. “I’m just starving. I don’t think I’ve been eating very well lately.”

“Nerves.” Jay nodded wisely. “That was a big event, wasn’t it? Clinton Shepherd, man! Here in Wormwood!”

“It was a big event,” I agreed. “I think it went well, though. People seemed to enjoy themselves.”

“Oh, yes!” Jay gave me the biggest grin. “Seriously, Mike, that was probably, like, the best event of my entire life.”

He was so earnest about it that despite everything going on and the headache that was still raging behind my eyes, I couldn’t help but smile in return.

“I’m really glad you had a good time,” I told him. “I’ve got to get some food inside me now, but I’ll see you soon, yeah?”

“Yeah, definitely.” He nodded.

I walked on to the diner with my head reeling.

The square was fresh and bright after all the rain, the sky was a perfect shade of blue, and the air was clean and sharp in my lungs. But even so, the smell from the hole in the wall still burned in the back of my nose and down my throat, my head pounded, and my stomach twisted itself into tighter and tighter knots.

Four days.

Had I really been out for four whole fucking days?

God, no wonder I was so hungry.

I was probably dehydrated as hell, too.

That explained the headache and the weird unwell feeling that persisted through my body, but I still had no idea what the hell had caused all of this.

How could I have lost four whole days?

Where had I been?

What had I done?

Had I been passed out in the basement for the entire time? Or lying senseless on my bed in the apartment?

I felt ill, and I couldn’t tell if it was from unease or from not having eaten or drunk anything for four days.

One thing was for certain, though.

I needed some fucking pancakes.

I marched through the door of Murray’s diner, slid into my favorite booth near the back, and waved down Darlene, who came over with the pot of coffee already poised to fill my mug.

“Hey, Mike,” she greeted me. “What are you having? Besides coffee, of course.”

“Pancakes,” I replied. “Blueberry pancakes. No, wait, actually, can I have a stack of pancakes with bacon and maple syrup, two eggs on the side— And do you have any fresh fruit in at the moment?”

“We’ve got the usual sort of thing,” Darlene said. “Blueberries, bananas, raspberries…”

“Yes, please,” I said. “All of those.”

“Sure, honey.” Darlene raised her pencil-thin eyebrows, but she didn’t say anything, she just wrote it all down and went away again.

I sipped my coffee and massaged my aching forehead.

Four fucking days.

How was that possible?

Darlene walked by again, and I waved her down.

“Darlene,” I said. “My phone’s broken, and I need to call the gas company to come out to the shop. Can I borrow your cell?”

“Yeah, sure.” She reached into the pocket of her apron. “Just don’t tell Murray, he doesn’t like it when we keep our phones on us during a shift.”

“I’ll be very discreet,” I assured her.

I opened Google, searched for the number of the gas company, and called them.

After being on hold for a few minutes and navigating the automatic screening system, I was finally put through to an extremely bright and chirpy operator who assured me that a workman would be dispatched to deal with my problem within a few hours.

I thanked her, hung up, and gave the phone back to Darlene when she came back to my table with my order.

The sight of the plates of steaming food immediately started me drooling. My stomach cramped, my mouth spasmed in anticipation, and I could barely wait for Darlene to put down the plates, collect her phone, and leave before I speared one of the eggs and shoved it into my mouth.

The next few minutes were a blur.

I was barely aware of anything else except the hot food in my mouth and passing down my gullet. My stomach churned, and for a moment when that first chunk of pancake hit my guts, I thought I was going to throw up. But I was already swallowing my next mouthful, and as soon as my body realized that it was finally getting the nourishment it needed, it stopped resisting

I shoveled down mouthful after mouthful without worrying about how it looked. I knew I had maple syrup dripping down my chin, but I was too hungry to care.

My whole world narrowed down to a few blissful sensations: pancakes, bacon, maple syrup, fresh berries, and eggs done sunny side up.

If I’d died in the basement and this was the afterlife, then I was pretty sure I’d done something good in my previous life because I’d definitely ended up in the good place.

When I finally slowed down enough to take notice of my surroundings, I realized the diner was pretty full with patrons coming in either for a late breakfast or an early brunch. There were two old guys in the booth behind me, and I listened idly to their conversation while finishing the last of my blueberries.

And then I pricked up my ears as I heard them mention the storm.

“Three days,” one of them said. “Can’t recall the last time we had a storm that lasted for three whole days.”

“Twenty-twelve,” the other said in a decisive tone. “I’m sure of that.”

“No, Earl,” his friend said impatiently. “You always say that, and I always tell you that it was twenty-ten, and it was a tornado, not a storm.”

“It was twenty-twelve,” Earl said in a stubborn voice. “And a tornado is a storm.”

“Not like this, it wasn’t,” his friend retorted. “This was a storm. I’m talking about a storm, not a tornado, or a hurricane, or one of them tsunami things, so don’t you be smart with me. I’m just talking about storms.”

“I can tell,” Earl grumbled. “Fine. If you ain’t going to count twenty-twelve, then I reckon nineteen-ninety-nine. That was three days, and it was just a storm. Honest to goodness, thunder and lightning, cats and dogs storm.”

“Nineteen-ninety-nine?” the other repeated. “Like the millennium?”

“Uh-huh,” Earl said. “I remember because Mamie Bird thought it was a sign the world was ending. You remember her, she had that big fallout shelter built in her yard, and she filled it full of cans of beans?”

“Oh, yeah.” The other guy chuckled. “Kids used to say if she survived Y2K, she’d gas herself on account of all the beans.”

The two of them chuckled together.

I put the last blueberry into my mouth and chewed it thoughtfully.

The hot food was making a world of difference, and my brain already felt like it was working at a normal pace again.

Even so, things were still confusing. I’d been out for four days, and for three of those days, a storm had raged non-stop in the town. Even for Wormwood, which was the unofficial storm capital of Maine, that was pretty impressive.

That explained why the square had looked so tidy, why the fallen tree had been taken away, and why the window had been patched.

Unfortunately, it didn’t explain anything else. Like why this was happening in the first place.

I decided I should head back to the store soon so I’d be in when the guy from the gas company came by.

I looked regretfully into the bottom of my empty mug, shook my head at Darlene’s offer of a refill, paid my bill, and stepped out into the square again.

I looked around carefully in case there was anything else important that I might have missed, and that was when I saw the vacant store on the north side of the square was now occupied.

I was pretty sure that wasn’t anything to do with the storm, but the store had been empty for months, so I crossed the square to have a look at the new business that had opened up.

The outside had been painted a dark royal blue, and “The Wormwood Emporium” was painted on the window in fancy, decorative, gold letters. Underneath that was written in smaller letters: “For all your occult needs.”

Okay, that was interesting.

Years ago, back when I was a kid, this place had been a metaphysical store run by a creepy old guy we all called Old Man Moody. He never seemed to sell anything, and it was a dare among the local kids to go into the store and shoplift a crystal or something. If you got caught, then Old Man Moody would put the Evil Eye on you.

Looking back, Old Man Moody was probably just a middle-aged man trying to make ends meet, but at the time, he was the creepy weird guy who ran the magic shop, and I’d taken up the challenge like everyone else and gone in to shoplift something.

I remembered Old Man Moody sitting hunched behind the counter and glowering at me as I’d pretended to be interested in the rows of dusty jars and moldy books. Finally, I’d managed to swipe a small tumbled stone from one of the displays, and I ran out of the shop and showed it to my friends who’d dared me. But I’d felt so guilty about it that the crystal seemed to burn a hole in my pocket for the rest of the day. And the next morning, I’d gotten up early before school, went back to the shop, and left the crystal on the doormat.

That was my first and only foray into the world of crime, and I found myself smiling as I looked up at the shopfront before me.

I pushed the door open and went inside.

A small silver bell rang overhead as I stepped in. The shop was completely different to the place I remembered from Old Man Moody’s day. The walls were painted the same deep, rich blue as the outside, and they were covered in wooden shelves that ran from floor to ceiling. They were stuffed with books, jars of dried herbs and resins, jewelry stands, crystal displays, candles, and cords. Dried flowers hung from the ceiling, and there were potted plants everywhere.

Running along the right-hand side of the shop was a heavy wooden counter with an old-fashioned metal cash register on the top next to a huge peace lily in a black terracotta pot.

In the back left corner of the shop, there was a little doorway covered with a silky, dark-blue curtain. The back right corner was partly closed off by a tall, carved wooden screen.

The air was hazy with smoke from burning incense, and the place smelled pleasantly sweet and musky.

There was a movement at the back of the shop, and a woman came out from behind the silken curtain.

“Hello,” she called. “Sorry, I was just in the back. Can I help you with anything?”

She came closer, and then she stopped suddenly. She peered at me with her forehead furrowed in disbelief.

“Mike?” she gasped.
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Chapter 3

“Holy shit,” I exclaimed in recognition. “Artemis? Artemis Black?”

“Mike Wainwright.” A huge smile spread over her freckled face. “Well, shit. I bet you never thought the day would come when you’d be standing in my shop in the Wormwood town square.”

“I can honestly say I thought this day would never come.” I laughed out loud. “Fuck, Artemis, it’s so good to see you. You haven’t changed a bit.”

“Oh, nice, thanks for that.” She laughed.

“No, I mean it as a compliment,” I insisted.

And I really did.

Artemis Black had been my first crush, and looking at her now instantly transported me back to those days when I’d watched her from across the room in study hall. Her hair was as wild as ever, and it sprang out around her face and shoulders in an untamed mane of vivid red waves and curls. Her brown eyes were intense under strong, dark eyebrows, and she still wore the dark-brown smudged eyeliner she’d worn every single day in high school. A few more freckles had joined the ones on her nose and cheeks that I remembered, and there was a silver septum ring in her nose that almost touched the sharp peak of her Cupid’s bow above her full lips. She was wearing ripped tights and an oversized burgundy sweater over black denim shorts and Doc Martens.

And she was just as gorgeous as I remembered. Maybe even more so.

We’d graduated the same year at Wormwood High, and in all the years since then, I’d never met anyone quite like her.

She’d always been the weird girl in high school. I wasn’t sure how the rumor had started that she was a witch, but it had persisted all through high school until no one bothered to question it anymore. She was always reading by herself, and she had a habit of flipping off anyone who tried to talk to her, so I’d never acted on my crush.

I’d harbored a secret dream of asking her to go to the prom with me, but one time at lunch some guy had asked her if she had a date for that night, and she’d dumped her pudding cup over his head.

So Artemis ended up in detention, and I took Jenny Linehan to the prom because neither of us had dates and we were both on the school paper.

All of these thoughts rushed through my head as I stood there with the adult Artemis in front of me.

“You look incredible,” I told her. “But honestly, I never thought you would ever come back to Wormwood.”

“No, well, neither did I.” Artemis pulled a face. “But, you know, the city can be a lot sometimes. The rent’s cheaper back here. And it turns out, I don’t like concrete.”

“Well, I hope you like rain,” I said.

“Oh, yeah, how could I forget?” Artemis chuckled. “The famous Wormwood microclimate. There was a storm raging the entire time I was getting set up in here.”

“Did you literally just get here, then?” I asked.

“Pretty much.” She nodded. “This is my first official day open.”

“Wow.” I raised my eyebrows. “Am I your first customer?”

“No.” She stuck her tongue out at me, and the twinkle in her eyes was exactly how I remembered it. “You’re actually my fifth customer, thank you very much. Wormwood is apparently desperate for candles and crystals.”

“Do you remember Old Man Moody’s shop that used to be here?” I asked.

“Of course.” She grinned. “Why do you think I chose this place?”

“It’s been empty for months,” I said. “I couldn’t believe it when I saw a new business had moved in. And then it turns out to be you.”

“It turned out to be me.” Artemis’ brown eyes twinkled. “I was wondering if you would wander into my shop or if I would have to venture out into Wormwood and track you down myself.”

“If I’d known you were here, I’d have come in even sooner,” I said with a smile. “It’s really good to see you again.”

“Thank you.” She smiled back at me. “It’s great to see you again as well, Mike. I missed you, you know.”

“Really?” I raised my eyebrows. “I didn’t think you would have missed anyone from Wormwood. Remember graduation?”

“Oh, God, yes,” she chuckled. “I was an angry kid.”

“You spray painted a giant “fuck Wormwood” on the football field,” I said with a grin. “In bright red letters, as I recall.”

“Yeah…” Artemis gave a rueful smile. “I didn’t hold back, did I?”

“I don’t blame you, though,” I added. “There were a lot of assholes at our school. I remember how they used to treat you.”

A cloud suddenly shadowed Artemis’ face. She looked down at her Docs, and I kicked myself for bringing up a subject that was clearly still sensitive for her.

But then she looked up and shrugged.

“Yeah, well,” she said. “That was a long time ago.”

“Yeah,” I agreed.

“And besides…” Her smile came back. “I had you, didn’t I? I remember what you did to Terry Gardener.”

“Oh, boy.” I grinned. “I can’t believe you still remember that.”

“Of course I remember that,” she replied, and there was a soft note in her voice that hadn’t been there before. “That was the only time anyone ever stood up for me.”

Terry Gardener had been the school’s star football player. It was a cliche for the lead quarterback to spend his time dating cheerleaders and picking on the kids lower down the social totem pole, but Terry had never had an original thought in his thick skull. He’d terrorized many of the younger students, and I knew for a fact he’d made Artemis’ time in school a living hell.

It wasn’t always outright harassment– nothing for a teacher to pick up on, anyway. It was the whispered comments behind her back, bumping into her in the hallway, and spreading rumors about how she’d given crabs to half of the football team. There were a few times when teachers got involved. Terry and his friends stole her bag and threw it up on the roof of the gymnasium, and the custodian had to bring a ladder to get it down again. One time they’d tripped her in the cafeteria, and she’d gone down flat on her face and chipped her front tooth.

Most of the time, Terry had gone about his business with an attempt at secrecy, but that day when he’d tripped her, everyone had seen it happen. And no one even attempted to help her up.

That memory was seared through my mind like I was watching it all over again.

Artemis struggling up onto her hands and knees with blood pouring from her nose. Terry and his friends whooping with laughter. And Artemis sitting back on her heels and spitting a bloody fragment of her tooth into her shaking hand.

I’d gone to her side, grabbed her arm, and pulled her to her feet.

She’d struggled and tried to wriggle free. Presumably, she’d thought I was another one of her tormentors coming to continue the job.

“Hey, it’s okay,” I’d told her in a quick, low voice. “You’re alright.”

Her head had whipped around, and she’d stared at me with dark, furious eyes. Her lower lip had been split open, bloody strings of drool hung from her chin, and her nose had gushed blood so freely that bright spots of it had fallen onto her plaid shirt.

But despite everything, she’d held her head like a queen, and she’d bared her bloody teeth at me in something that might have been a grin or might have been a growl.

“That’s it, Wainwright!” Terry had shouted. “Keep this up, and maybe she’ll let you stick it in her later!”

I’d let go of Artemis’ arm when I’d been sure she could stand without falling.

Then I’d turned around and smashed my fist right into Terry’s fucking face.

The blow knocked him out of his chair, and he hit the ground with a thud. The idiot’s ape-like laughter had broken off into a squeal of pain, and for a moment he’d stared at me in total dumb disbelief. Then blood had started to drip from his nose, and he’d cupped it with both hands and let out another squeal.

“Holy shit!” he’d wailed. “You broke my fucking nose!”

“Try not being a total fucking asshole for once in your life,” I’d snapped.

“I didn’t see her!” he protested. “It’s those dumb fucking boots she wears.”

Artemis had stepped forward from behind me. In one quick motion, she’d driven her foot right into Terry’s crotch.

Terry had let out a strangled gasp. His face had gone pale, and his eyes had bulged to three times their normal size.

“Think of me and my dumb fucking boots when you explain to your future wife why you can’t have kids,” Artemis had hissed.

Right about then, a teacher had finally stepped in to calm things down.

Artemis was suspended for three days, I got a week’s detention, and Terry got sent to the nurse’s office for an ice pack for his nose and crushed balls.

Artemis started cutting school even more after that, so we’d never really had the chance to talk about what had happened. Then there came the pudding-over-the-head incident, and I hadn’t even been sure if she would’ve wanted to talk about it.

But I remembered it as clearly as if it had happened yesterday.

“That guy was a God-tier asshole,” I said.

“Yeah, he was.” Artemis gave a wry grin, and I noticed that her front tooth was still chipped.

She saw me looking, and she grinned widely and prodded that tooth with her tongue.

“Haven’t been able to afford to get it fixed,” she said. “Plus, you know, it makes me look like a badass.”

“You don’t need a chipped tooth to look like a badass,” I responded. “I always thought you were the coolest person in the entire school.”

“Really?” She laughed a little. “The most bad-tempered, maybe.”

“No, seriously,” I insisted. “You scared me a bit, actually.”

“Me? Scaring the big Mike Wainwright?” She flashed her chipped tooth in another grin. “Now I know you’re kidding me.”

“It’s true.” I grinned back at her. “You were angry, yeah, but you were so sure of yourself. You never took anyone’s shit, and you never seemed to let any of it get to you. I always thought you were–”

I stopped myself because what I’d been about to say was maybe the dumbest thing I’d ever heard.

“You always thought I was what?” Artemis asked.

“It’s dumb,” I said with a self-conscious shrug of my shoulders. “It’s really fucking dumb.”

“Tell me.” That soft note was back in Artemis’ voice, and she moved a little bit closer to me and looked up into my face.

I was six foot, and Artemis had to be at least five-nine. Her eyes were almost on the same level as mine, and I could see the blur of eyeliner smudged into her lower lashes and the flecks of green in her dark irises.

Looking into her eyes made something jump in my stomach.

“I always thought you looked like a warrior queen,” I breathed.

My cheeks heated as I said the words and heard how dumb they were. But Artemis looked at me like I’d said the most important words in the world.

Her lips parted slightly, and her eyes searched my face with a sudden, almost angry intensity.

I remembered that about her, how she could turn her focus onto someone or something, and it felt like a laser beam was searing through my insides.

I should say something.

I couldn’t think what.

I couldn’t remember any words at all.

Artemis suddenly licked her lips and pulled her gaze away from me.

“Do you want a tarot reading?” she asked.

It was an abrupt change in tone, but it gave me the chance to swallow the sudden dry feeling in my throat and bring out the one word that I did still remember.

“Yes,” I said, and then I managed to add, “Thank you.”

She turned away, and I sucked down a huge breath because I seemed to have forgotten how to breathe for a few moments.

Holy shit.

My heart was pounding, and my palms felt sticky.

I couldn’t believe I’d actually reverted to my teenage state of being this excited when a gorgeous girl spoke to me.

But then again, that girl was Artemis.

And she was fucking gorgeous.

She’d walked to the back of the shop and paused by the wooden screen to look back at me. The light from the front window fell in long beams across the floor, and Artemis stood half-in and half-out of the shadows. Her flaming curls were bright, even in the darkness, and I could have sworn I saw her eyes gleam like a cat’s in the night. The oversized sweater and dark tights she wore emphasized the length of her slender legs, and my eyes followed the long lines of her body before I even realized what I was doing.

Artemis wasn’t a soft woman.

And standing in the light and the shadows, she really did look like a fucking warrior queen.

She smiled at me and pushed the screen back a little.

“Take a seat,” she said. “I’m going to grab my cards.”

She vanished behind the curtain at the other side of the room, and I crossed the floor to reach the screened-off part of the shop floor.

There were two wooden chairs and a little wooden table behind the screen. The table was covered in a dark-green velvet cloth, and there was a purple candle stuck on a clay saucer in the center.

I took my seat in one of the chairs.

In a few minutes, Artemis came back, and I heard her moving around the shop before she came behind the screen and put a little cloth bag on the table. She held a glowing stub of smoldering wood in her hand, and she waved it around until the sweetly fragrant smoke curled around in the air.

“That smells good,” I commented.

“It’s palo santo,” she replied. “It’s holy wood.”

“Oh, right.” I nodded. “I don’t know anything about this kind of stuff.”

“Have you ever had your cards read?” Artemis asked. “Or had your fortune told?”

“I read my horoscope once,” I offered. “Does that count?”

“No,” she said with a smile. “This is very different.”

I nodded in a way that I hoped was polite and showed interest.

Truth be told, if I’d ever thought about tarot before now, it had always been in the context of horror movies. It seemed like the kind of thing that always made an appearance in old creepy movies, and usually involved some kind of unfortunate racial stereotype. I’d never thought a person like Artemis would be into something like that because she always gave the impression of being practical and extremely grounded in reality. She wasn’t the kind of person who talked about angels or the vibrational qualities of amethyst.

But if Artemis was into this, then I could be interested in it for ten minutes. Especially if it meant spending more time with her.

Artemis sat down in the chair next to me. She put the stub of still-smoking wood on the little clay saucer, took a lighter out of her pocket, and lit the purple candle. Then she opened the little bag and pulled out a deck of cards.

“You look worried,” she informed me.

“Oh, sorry.” I gave a rueful laugh. “I guess I don’t really know what to expect.”

“I’m not going to tell you you’ll meet a tall, dark stranger.” A grin quirked the corner of Artemis’ mouth. “Or that great fortune is coming your way. Or when you’re going to die.”

“Aw, man, I specifically wanted to know that,” I joked.

“Sorry.” Artemis grinned. “No one gets to see behind that curtain.”

“Bummer.” I nodded. “So what will the cards tell me?”

“Let’s find out.” She tapped the deck on the table three times and then handed it to me. “Shuffle.”

I shuffled them for a few seconds and then gave them back to her. She placed the deck by her elbow.

“Okay,” she said. “I’m going to start with three cards and build from there.”

“Okay,” I replied.

There was a weird tension in my stomach, and I couldn’t tell if it was nerves or something else. Sitting opposite Artemis meant I could smell the spicy musk of her perfume, and it was working its way into my blood like a drug. Something I couldn’t ignore.

Artemis pulled three cards from the deck, placed them on the table, and flipped them to face upward.

The first card showed a tall, gray tower being struck by a jagged bolt of lightning. Flames leaped from the tower roof, and people fell from the top onto jagged rocks below.

The second card showed a guy in a red fez with his arms full of swords. There were two more swords stuck in the ground behind him, and he looked over his shoulder with a furtive expression on his face.

The third card showed a guy on a boat. His back was turned, and there were two huddled figures in the boat with him along with more swords standing upright in the vessel.

“Hmm,” Artemis said.

“What does that mean?” I asked. “Is that a good hmm or a bad hmm?”

“It’s just a hmm.” She looked up at me with a smile, and I got the feeling that she was enjoying having me at her mercy like this. “Tarot cards aren’t really good or bad, they just are. A good card can be a bad omen in a certain context, and a bad card can be a good omen in another context.”

“So what do these cards say?” I touched the first card lightly with the tips of my fingers. “I’ve got to say, none of the people here look very happy.”

“No,” she acknowledged. “They don’t.”

“So?” I pushed. “What do they say?”

“This is the Tower.” Artemis touched the first card. “This represents a big change coming your way. This isn’t your run-of-the-mill stuff, either, this is huge, life-changing stuff.”

“Okay.” I frowned slightly.

“Next we have the Seven of Swords.” She touched the next card. “This is about betrayal. Secrets. Hidden things that cause you pain.”

“Oh, great,” I said.

“Another Swords card.” She touched the third card. “This is the Six of Swords. This is about a journey. More change, like the Tower. This card asks us to prepare for a shift, something moving forward, or leaving something behind.”

“Right.” I raised an eyebrow. “So what does all of that mean?”

“Change,” she replied.

“And betrayal,” I said. “Is there a way I can opt out of that part?”

“Of course,” she replied. “If you make the right choices.”

“Oh, great,” I said with wry humor. “That’s super helpful.”

“Were you always this sarcastic?” Artemis grinned at me. “I don’t remember you being this salty.”

“You just told me I’m about to get betrayed by someone,” I exclaimed, and I tapped the first card again. “And this image really doesn’t inspire confidence.”

“Okay.” She nodded. “Let’s draw more and see what comes up.”

She slid three more cards from the deck, placed them beneath the first row, and flipped them over.

The first card showed a man in a red-and-white robe standing at an altar. One of his hands was raised upward and the other pointed down, and there was an infinity symbol over his head.

The second card showed a naked man and woman staring up into the sky at a huge angel looking down on them. The sun beamed down overhead, and there was a flowering tree behind the man, and another tree behind the woman with a poison-green snake wrapped around the trunk.

The third card showed a man in black armor riding a white horse. He held a black flag in his hand that had an emblem of a white flower on it.

I looked a little closer at the final card, and my stomach gave a little lurch as I realized that the knight on the horse wasn’t a man at all, but a skeleton.

I didn’t know why it made me uneasy, I barely believed in this kind of thing, and I was only doing this to spend ten minutes sitting in close quarters with Artemis. But I couldn’t shake the weird feeling in the pit of my stomach when I looked at that card.

“The Magician.” Artemis touched the first card. “Magic. Finding your strength. Uncovering your power and potential.”

“That sounds more like it,” I said.

“The Lovers.” A corner of Artemis’ lips pulled up in a grin. “We love love. Connections. New people coming into your life. Relationships blooming. Finding new depth and layers in connections that already exist.”

“I like the sound of that, too,” I murmured.

“And Death,” Artemis said, which immediately killed the vibe.

“Oh,” I said.

“It doesn’t mean literal death,” she assured me. “It’s about change.”

“More change,” I said with a sigh.

“Yeah.” She nodded. “But remember the Tower? That’s a big change that comes from outside yourself. That’s the kind of change that other people can influence and make happen for you. But Death is a change that comes from within. It’s the transformation of the soul. It’s where you redraw the boundaries of the self and figure out from scratch what makes you the person you want to be.”

Artemis’ face and tone were totally serious. There was no humor in her eyes as she looked at me, and my stomach gave an uneasy gurgle under the intensity of her gaze.

“If it’s not about actual death, then why is there a skeleton on the card?” My voice came out sounding rougher than I’d intended, but I couldn’t help it.

This shit was freaking me out a bit.

“Because change is a kind of death,” Artemis replied. “You have to leave behind the person you thought you were so you can become something new. Something true and powerful and real.”

I tried to laugh, but there was a spark burning in Artemis’ dark eyes that had rattled me more than I expected.

My mind flew back to those rumors that Terry Gardener had started.

Artemis Black has crabs. Artemis Black fucked the entire football team. Artemis Black is a witch.

But that was just shitty kids being shitty about someone who didn’t fit in. It didn’t mean anything.

We were adults now. We’d left all of that behind.

Hadn’t we?

Artemis was watching me. My skin prickled under her gaze. I tried to smile, but I felt too weirded out by everything to make it convincing.

“What are you thinking?” she asked me in a low voice.

My words choked on my tongue.

I swallowed hard, and when I did answer her, it wasn’t what I’d intended to say.

“Why did you come back to Wormwood?” I asked.

Artemis blinked. That clearly wasn’t what she’d expected me to say, either.

“I told you,” she said. “I didn’t like the city.”

“But why come back here?” I persisted. “Why not go somewhere else with less concrete and more trees or whatever? Why did you come back to Wormwood?”

“It’s familiar, I guess.” She shrugged, but she didn’t look me in the eyes.

There was a pause.

Artemis reached for her cards and began to shuffle them. I couldn’t tell if she was nervous or not, but I was momentarily distracted by the sight of her long, strong fingers.

“I guess I just didn’t think there was anything strong enough to bring you back here,” I said finally.

“I didn’t think so, either,” she said. “But here we are.”

“Yeah.” I nodded slowly. “Here we are.”

Artemis leaned forward and blew out the candle. She smiled at me over the rising curl of smoke from the snuffed taper.

“Well, that’s it, all done,” she said as she slid the cards back into their little bag.

“Thanks.” I stood up from my chair. “I guess I’d better be getting back to the shop anyway. I’ve got a workman coming over this afternoon.”

“Okay.” She nodded. “Don’t be a stranger, Mike. It might not have been my first plan to come back to Wormwood, but I’m– I’m happy to see you again.”

“Me, too.” I smiled at her. “It was really good to catch up, Artemis. I’ll see you around.”

“Yeah.” She stood up and walked out from behind the screen with me.

She went to stand behind the counter, and I waved to her before I pushed open the shop door and walked out into the square.

The sun had slid behind the clouds and it had become a little overcast, but I still felt dazzled. The light and air of the square were a stark contrast to the heady atmosphere inside Artemis’ shop. Some of that was probably the incense.

I knew some of it was definitely Artemis herself.

I couldn’t believe she’d come back to Wormwood. She’d left the town the day after she graduated high school with the impression that not even wild horses would be able to drag her back here.

Like I’d said, I didn’t blame her. She’d endured years of bullying at the hands of her peers in high school, and as far as I remembered, her mom had died when she was young, so it was just her and her dad, who I didn’t think had taken much of an interest in his daughter at all.

It made total sense for her to get the fuck out of Wormwood and never look back.

So why was she back?

I was pretty sure her dad had died a few years back, and it wasn’t like she had any friends or connections here. Hell, I was probably the closest thing she had to an old-school friend.

There was nothing tying her to Wormwood and no reason for her to come back to the town at all.

I didn’t like being cynical at the best of times, and I liked it even less when there was someone I knew in the mix, but I just didn’t quite buy Artemis’ story. There were literally tens of thousands of places that she could have gone to if she’d become tired of Portland.

I turned it over in my mind as I walked back across the square, and then I thought about how I was thinking about it too much, and then I thought about how much mental energy I was spending trying to convince myself I didn’t care about it. So I was distracted and deep in my thoughts when I reached Time & Space, and it was only the touch of a hand on my shoulder that startled me back into reality.

I spun around on the doorstep with the keys to the store in my hand.

And then I stared because one of the most beautiful women I’d ever seen was standing right in front of me.

“Hey,” she said with a smile.

“Hey.” I tried to sound like a functioning adult, but my eyes couldn’t stop taking in every detail.

Her skin glowed like polished walnut, and her hazel eyes were slanted like a cat’s. She had long black locs tied back from her face with an orange silk scarf that perfectly matched the orange peasant top she wore. The silky material was sliding down her upper arms and leaving her toned, brown shoulders bare. She wore tight, high-waisted black jeans that emphasized the narrow scoop of her waist and the full curve of her ass. Large golden hoops hung from her earlobes, and she wore a heavy gold ring on the forefinger of her left hand.

Her full lips shone with what I guessed was a gloss or oil of some kind that made them appear even fuller. They curved into a smile as she clearly noticed that I was checking her out.

“Are you going to let me in?” she asked in a voice that was both sultry and unexpectedly tinged with a faint English accent.

“Uh…” My one remaining brain cell sputtered helplessly for a few seconds before I managed to clear my throat and get a grip. “I’m sorry, the shop’s actually closed at the moment.”

“Oh.” She pouted. “What a shame. I was really hoping to look inside. Browse your wares. Examine your… figurines.”

What the actual fuck was happening right now?

“Um…” I cleared my throat again. “I’m sorry. There’s been a gas leak. Well. A suspected gas leak. It’s not safe for you to be here. To go in. To go into the shop. To browse the wares and… figurines.”

“Oh, that’s too bad.” She raised her perfectly sculpted eyebrows. “Are you sure there’s no way I can just take a tiny peek inside? Just for a few minutes?”

She smiled at me, and even though she was fucking dazzling, my brain had started to take over from my hormones. There was something intense in her eyes I didn’t quite understand, and I didn’t quite like the look of it, either. She was being flirty, but there was an edge to everything she said that made me think this was a woman who was very used to getting exactly what she wanted.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “It wouldn’t be safe.”

“I’d be very quick.” The cracks were starting to show in her mask now, and her smile had too many teeth in it.

“I’m sorry,” I said again in an even firmer tone. “If you come back tomorrow, hopefully, the problem will be handled by then.”

“Tomorrow?” she scoffed like the idea of her returning to the store was the dumbest thing she’d ever heard.

“We open at nine,” I told her.

She snorted in disdain.

“Do you really?” she said in a tone that dripped sarcasm, and then she spun on her heel and stalked away.

“See you tomorrow,” I sang out after her.

She responded by sticking two fingers up in the air, and I’d watched enough Top Gear to know it was the British way of flipping me off.

I looked down at the keys I’d pulled out of my pocket from the sheer force of habit and realized it probably wasn’t the smartest idea to sit inside the shop while I waited for the workman to arrive.

I looked longingly across the square back at the diner. I was due a post-lunch dose of caffeine, but I didn’t want to go back to the diner in case I missed the workman.

I heaved the sigh of a dedicated martyr and sat down on the sidewalk to wait as patiently as I could.

Thankfully, it wasn’t fifteen minutes before the workman showed up, and it wasn’t even ten minutes before he pronounced the shop clear of gas.

“Everything’s fine,” he assured me. “Nothing untoward happenin’ here.”

“But what about the weird smell?” I asked.

“Sometimes the pipes get clogged after heavy rain,” he replied. “That can cause a backup in the system. When was the last time you had your sewer line checked?”

“A few months ago,” I said. “I’d rather not do that again before I need to.”

“Don’t worry,” he said. “If the smell’s gone, then you don’t need to do anything. I couldn’t smell anything down there, so I think you’re good. You ever heard of something called Concrobium?”

“No.” I shook my head.

“You can get it at Lowe’s or Home Depot,” he said. “You just spray it on, let it dry, and then scrape it off. That’ll get rid of any black mold that might be thinking about starting down there.”

“Right.” I frowned.

“Basements get stuffy sometimes,” the guy said with a shrug. “It happens, especially in old places like this, and even more especially in towns like this where we have so much rainfall.”

“It was a really strong smell, though,” I insisted. “It got inside my nose.”

“Like I said, if it carries on bothering you, then have a look at your sewer line.” The workman shrugged again, lifted his toolbox, and left. “But it’s not your gas lines.”

There wasn’t much to do after that. It felt odd to open the shop as normal, but the WarAxe group was due to have their meeting this afternoon, and I didn’t want to disappoint them.

I went around the shop and checked that all of the Febreze plug-ins were still working, made myself a coffee in the biggest mug that Uncle Billy had to offer, and then went down into the basement to bring up some of the chairs and the little folding table.

I didn’t stay long down there, but I took a few experimental sniffs to see if the smell was gone. It was difficult to tell with the perfume of the Febreze scents still in my nose and the basement’s ever-present smell of dampness, but I thought I could still detect a faint hint of the smell from before.

“Goddammit,” I sighed to myself.

I’d been too freaked out before to remember to retrieve my phone, but now that the basement was officially gas-free, I decided to look for it. If nothing else, I could recycle it, or not leave shards of broken glass all over the floor.

There was just one problem.

My phone was nowhere to be found.

I searched the entire basement, and there was no sign of it. I found a few fragments of the broken screen, but no phone.

I couldn’t think where it might be, and when I racked my brains to try and remember more of what had happened that night, all I could dredge up was the memory of dropping it on the floor.

“Goddammit,” I sighed again.

But there was nothing I could do about it, so I just concentrated on getting the table and chairs upstairs and getting the space ready for the group. Then I brought my laptop down into the shop space and ordered a new phone from my service provider.

The cost of it made me wince, but I did need an upgrade. My normal method for buying a phone was to shop around secondhand retailers, and I always ended up with a model that was old enough to enter middle school. But the shop was doing well enough that I could afford to splash out on a newer model this time, so I typed in my debit card details with a mixture of pride and chagrin, paid another ten dollars for next-day delivery, and confirmed my purchase.

The WarAxe group arrived at four-thirty sharp just like they always did.

Jay waved and smiled enthusiastically at me as though it had been weeks rather than hours since we’d last seen each other.

“Hey, Mike!” he said with a huge grin.

“Hey, Jay,” I replied with a smile.

“Okay, everyone, let’s get started,” David called.

David was a tall, skinny guy with long dirty-blond hair that he kept slicked back and tucked behind his ears. He always wore a long black trench coat and enormous black biker boots, even though I didn’t think he’d ever been on a motorcycle in his life.

He was the unofficial leader of the group, and I wasn’t sure if that had happened democratically or if David had taken the lead so many times that everyone else just got into the habit of doing what he said. Either way, he seemed to rule the group with a gentle fist, and it was handy to have someone else making sure that everyone knew the event schedule and picked up their trash when they left.

The group hurried into the store and quickly took their seats around the table. There was a lot of shuffling as everyone took out their character profiles and totems. David heaved an enormous three-ring binder out of his rucksack and dropped it on the table with a heavy thud.

“Alright!” David exclaimed and flicked through the binder to find the right page. “Jay, you remember where we left off? Your druid was about to cast the Spell of Ease to ensure we can get through the Dread Valley.”

Jay grabbed the dice, shook them vigorously, and threw them.

A collective groan went around the group.

“You cast the Spell of Ease, and it fails,” David announced. “The Dread Valley takes its toll upon the spirits and morale of the group, and everyone takes two damage.”

“Aw, man,” Jay sighed.

I retreated behind the counter and busied myself with looking over stock lists while the game carried on.

I’d taken part in a few WarAxe tournaments in my time, and I’d had a good time with it, but it was such a commitment. These guys spent hours developing their characters and planning elaborate storylines for them to follow, and quite honestly, I didn’t have the brainpower for something like that. At least half of the enjoyment of the game seemed to come from getting to know your character and exploring their dynamics within the group, so it seemed a bit pointless to try and play a game if I couldn’t fully commit to it.

I was always really impressed by the dedication this group put into their games. David would spend hours studying story structure and historic battle campaigns to get a good enough understanding to construct a story that would be fun and satisfying for everyone playing. I’d seen him carrying around copies of Save The Cat and The Art of War, and it was clear that he put a lot of thought and effort into his hobby.

Jay had sketched portraits of all the characters in the group, and I’d been seriously impressed by the level of detail he’d added.

All in all, it wasn’t an interest of mine, but I was always really glad that I could make it happen for other people.

“Mark,” David said, “there are two trolls up ahead.”

“I throw my Javelin of Courage at their ugly faces,” Mark exclaimed, and he rolled the dice.

“Your aim is true and your arm is strong,” David announced. “The Javelin tears through both trolls and pins them against the castle wall like helpless butterflies.”

“Yes!” Mark whooped.

“Go, Mark!” Jay cheered.

The bell above the door rang.

I looked up to see the gorgeous woman from before marching into the shop.
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Chapter 4

“Uh, hi,” I said.

She flashed me a look like I’d just spat on her shoe.

“No gas?” she inquired.

“What?” I frowned before I realized what she was talking about. “Oh– yeah, no, the workman said it was all okay.”

“So the store is open today.” She smiled at me in a way that implied she would be happier sinking her teeth into my neck. “And you sent me away like a beggar and told me to come back tomorrow.”

“Well,” I pointed out, “to be fair, when I told you that, I didn’t know the workman was going to give me the all-clear.”

“Are you the owner of this place?” She raised one perfect eyebrow. “Because you don’t seem to care about this establishment at all.”

“How is not letting you potentially get blown up by a gas leak not caring about my business?” I smirked.

“I’m not going to explain your job to you,” she retorted. “Haven’t you heard the customer is always right?”

I snorted out a laugh.

If there was ever a phrase that revealed a person had never worked a minimum-wage retail job, it was that one.

“Uh, no,” I said. “Not in this shop. In this shop, we treat everyone with the same respect.”

“So you offer this same treatment to the rest of your patrons?” The woman waved an elegant hand toward the WarAxe table.

I turned to look at them. Every single one of them had stopped what they were doing and were just staring at her. David’s mouth was actually hanging open a little bit.

I couldn’t blame him.

This woman might be infuriating, but holy hell, she was hot as fuck.

“I do,” I replied.

“And I suppose they tolerate it?” The woman walked with a cat-like grace into the back of the shop and over to the table of gamers. She leaned over the table in a very deliberate way to pick up David’s three-ring binder, and it was a sign of how dazed David was that he only wet his lips and swallowed hard. Normally, David never let anyone touch his WarAxe binder.

The woman flicked through the pages with raised eyebrows.

“WarAxe,” she read aloud, and then she pursed her pretty lips.

“It’s a game,” I said.

“I know.” She dropped the binder back onto the table with a thud. “I don’t live under a rock. Why do you think I’ve come to examine this… fine establishment?”

“I couldn’t possibly answer that question,” I said.

She gave a casual laugh, and then she moved away from the table and went to the shelves on the far wall. She ran the tip of one long, slender finger along the row of WarAxe merchandise.

“You’re missing the Paladin Nun,” she commented. “Shameful. What if I wanted to buy a complete set of Osstara City miniatures?”

“Do you want to buy a complete set of Osstara City miniatures?” I countered.

“Not today.” She threw me a look over her shoulder I couldn’t read. It was either flirtatious or genuinely pissed off, and I couldn’t tell which one it was.

Who the hell was this woman who knew the minor details of WarAxe gaming lore?

To say she wasn’t the target demographic for the game was a major understatement.

The gamers were still staring at her, but then she moved away from the table and went down the little step into the front part of the shop where she started rifling through the comic books.

“Well, uh, okay, then…” David’s voice broke, and he cleared his throat noisily. “We, uh, defeated the trolls. So we’re now, uh, approaching the castle…”

The story slowly continued, but even I could tell the tone of the game had shifted. Every single person in the shop was on edge as they strained their ears to catch any sound of what the strange woman might be doing.

From my vantage point behind the counter, I had a view of her back as she browsed the comics and then moved to the shelves to look at the books. She moved with a power and grace I’d never seen in any woman before, and even though she must have been aware that everyone in the store was watching her, it didn’t seem to bother her at all.

And her ass looked fantastic in those jeans.

The whole day had been a weird one, and it was like my body wasn’t quite sure how to handle it all. It wasn’t that there was no action to be had in Wormwood– there were plenty of options if I wanted a quick roll in the hay with someone– but I’d done enough of that in my twenties. I was thirty-five now, and a quick tumble with a stranger just didn’t thrill me like it used to.

I wanted something more now, and I hadn’t expected I would find it in Wormwood.

But this morning had brought Artemis back into my life with all of the complicated feelings that she awoke inside me.

And now on top of all of that, there was a hostile, hot as fuck, sassy British woman in my shop who was as puzzling and compelling as she was gorgeous and short-tempered.

As if she could read my thoughts, the woman turned around suddenly from the shelves. Her eyes met mine across the store, and our gazes locked onto each other.

The hazel depths of her eyes were striking against the dark, rich brown of her skin, and they gripped me so tightly that looking into her eyes was like a physical sensation.

It was like looking into the sun.

Like rainbows, and amber, and sparks in the night.

Then she turned away, pulled open the door, and walked out of the shop without another word.

The sound of the bell jangled in my ears and snapped me back to reality. I sucked down a huge breath as I realized I seemed to have forgotten how to breathe properly. My throat felt very dry.

“Holy shit,” I mumbled to myself.

What the fuck was happening today?

This was turning into a whole event of weirdness.

I started to get up from my seat behind the counter to see what she’d been looking at on the shelves and if her browsing choices would offer up any sort of clues about who she was. But just then, the bell rang again as the door opened.

And this time it was Artemis.

She paused briefly in the doorway and looked around her, and my heart leaped in my chest at the sight of her.

It had only been an hour or two since I’d been with her, but it was different seeing her in my shop. When I’d been in her shop, it was like she was a part of the rest of the shop’s dramatic and magical set dressing.

My shop was great, but it wasn’t magical, and here, surrounded by posters of Dune and replica weapons from Highlander, Artemis looked even more wild and fantastic than she had before.

Her red hair sprang out in every direction, her brown eyes flashed around the shop as she took everything in, and now that she was out of the shadowy depths of her shop, the long, slender lines of her legs were even more dramatic.

“Hey–” I had to clear my throat before the words would come out properly. “Hey, what are you doing here?”

“Well, I told you not to be a stranger,” she replied with a grin.

“True,” I said. “But I thought you might have let twenty-four hours go by before you initiated second contact.”

“Eh, twenty-four hours, who’s got time for that?” Artemis waved her hand dismissively. “We’re all going to die one day, aren’t we?”

“Can’t argue with that,” I chuckled.

“So this is it, then?” She looked around. “Time & Space.”

“Yep.” I nodded. “Did you ever come in here when Billy was running the place?”

“Uh, no, I didn’t.” She raised an eyebrow. “I was already getting enough shit at school as it was, I didn’t need to give Terry Gardener any more excuses to call me names.”

“Fair point,” I acknowledged.

“But I did walk past it a lot,” she added. “And even back then it looked like a dump.”

I snorted out a laugh at her bluntness.

“Well, it was a dump, wasn’t it?” she asserted with a grin.

“Yeah, okay, it was.” I grinned back at her. “It needed a lot of TLC.”

“I’m only saying it was a dump because it looks so much better now,” she told me. “Seriously, Mike, it looks great in here.”

“Thanks.” I glanced around the shop, and that was when I noticed the game had ground to a halt again.

Because, once more, every single one of the gamers was having their minds blown by the presence of a gorgeous woman in their midst.

Artemis followed my eyes, and her lip curled a little when she saw everyone looking at her.

“Friends of yours?” she asked in a sarcastic tone.

“That’s the WarAxe group,” I explained. “They meet here every week to play.”

“Hmm.” She looked them over with anger in her eyes that confused me.

I looked at her with a questioning frown on my face.

Artemis looked at me, then back at the gamers, then down at her boots. She heaved a sigh and chewed on her thumbnail for a moment before she spoke in a low voice.

“I need to stop letting every single thing in this damn town get to me,” she muttered.

“What do you mean?” I asked her in a soft voice.

Artemis shook her head and sighed again.

“Nothing,” she said. “It’s just me and my bullshit. Anyway. I came over to ask you if you wanted to go out for a drink this evening.”

“Yeah!” My voice sounded way too excited, and I tried to tone it down. “I mean, yeah, why not, that sounds fun. Where are you thinking?”

“I don’t know.” She shrugged. “Where’s good in town these days?”

“Mario’s?” I suggested. “It’s on the west side of town.”

“Is that new?” she asked. “I don’t remember hearing the name before.”

“Yeah, it’s only a couple of years old,” I said. “But it’s pretty good there.”

“Okay.” She nodded. “Let’s go there.”

“Great!” I smiled widely. “Shall I come over to your shop around seven? We can walk over there together.”

“Yeah, that would be nice.” She smiled back at me. “Okay. I’ll see you later, then.”

“Yeah, see you later,” I replied.

Artemis sent one last look at the gaming table, and then she turned and walked out of the store.

The bell jangled as the door closed behind her.

There was a brief moment of silence.

And then the gamers exploded into frantic conversation.

David tried to steer the talk back to the game, but everyone else in the group was way too excited about what had just happened to concentrate on storming the castle.

I turned to the coffee machine and buried my massive grin in a fresh mug.

I was going on a date with Artemis Black.

It had only taken seventeen years, but it was finally happening.

The WarAxe group normally stayed in the shop for a couple of hours, but it was clear no one in the group was able to focus on the storyline, so they called it a night not long after that.

I saw them out, locked the shop door, put the table and chairs back in the basement, and ran upstairs to the apartment to take a shower and change my clothes.

The great thing about keeping a largely all-black wardrobe was that I never had to worry about items of clothing not going with each other, so it was a simple matter to grab some tighter-fitting jeans and a fitted black button-down shirt. I quickly shaved, ran some styling gel through my hair, splashed on the cologne I’d bought for myself last Christmas, and gave my reflection a firm nod.

“Here we go,” I said out loud.

I shrugged on my leather jacket, grabbed my wallet and keys, and spent a few minutes searching for my phone before I remembered that my new model wasn’t due to arrive until tomorrow. It was a pain in the ass, but I could be without my phone for one more evening, so I turned off the lights, locked up the shop, and walked across the square to Artemis’ shop.

The sun was setting, and blood-red streaks of light slid across the horizon like livid slug trails. The clouds were lit with a peach and yellow glow, and the silhouettes of the trees and buildings around the edges of the square were starkly black against the bright sky.

It was a cool evening, and a little breeze descended and nipped at my ears and the back of my neck. It sent goosebumps down my spine, and I hurried over to Artemis’ shop and pushed open the door.

It was empty inside, and half of the lights were off, so I guessed Artemis must be upstairs.

This was where a phone actually would be handy because I could just text her and let her know I was downstairs.

Well, it wasn’t the worst thing to wait around a little while for her, and it gave me an excuse to have a proper look around the shop. Aside from Old Man Moody’s business, I’d never been in a magical or metaphysical store like this, and I was curious to see what kinds of things they sold.

There were the books, crystals, candles, and herbs I’d noticed before. But as I walked along the shelves, I found other things that were pretty weird. There was a mason jar full of what looked like bird bones. There was a small, stuffed, scaled foot that looked like it might have once belonged to an alligator. There was a wicker basket filled with rabbit pelts, and a round bowl next to it full of rabbit feet. There was a row of shallow dishes filled with yellow, orange, and white resins that looked like boiled sweets but which smelled like an old church, so I guessed they must be a kind of incense. There was a box full of little twists and braids of rope that, when I smelled them, also turned out to be incense.

And there was one shelf stuffed full of tarot decks.

I looked at them with a slight frown on my face. Part of me wanted to move away from them, and another part of me was dying for a closer look. As always, my curiosity won out, and I stepped closer to the shelf and pulled down the first box.

The illustrations on the outside were the same as the cards Artemis had used in my reading. The artwork was bright and colorful, and the design and font looked like something from the nineteen-twenties or thirties.

I had no idea how old tarot was or where it came from, and I wondered what kind of artist would create a tarot deck. The person who’d made the art for these cards was definitely dead by now.

My mind flashed back to the image of the black knight on the white horse, and I shivered without realizing it.

“Goddammit,” I mumbled under my breath. “It’s just some stupid cards.”

I put the plastic-wrapped box back on the shelf.

That was enough tarot for the day.

I turned around and went to the opposite side of the room to look at the shelves behind the counter. There were more books here, but most importantly I could look behind the counter and see what kind of setup Artemis had.

It was weirdly comforting to look behind the counter and see what a mess it all was.

Artemis said the shop had only been open for one day, but behind the counter, it looked like a bomb had gone off. The bottom shelf on the back wall was being used as a kind of workstation, and it was entirely covered in crap.

There were scraps of paper and receipts all over the place, along with a half-drunk mug of tea, an uncapped lipstick, another dirty mug, a glass plant mister, a huge craggy lump of purple crystal, a random silver stud earring, and a box of matches.

I smiled to myself and was leaning back when suddenly something caught my attention.

It was my name.

My name was written on one of the many scraps of paper lying spread around on the bottom shelf.

I looked around the shop, but Artemis was still upstairs and there was no one else in the shop, so I quickly stepped behind the counter, grabbed the scrap of paper, and took it over to the shop window where I could catch the natural light.

I spread out the scrap of paper and saw my name written on it in thick, black, messy handwriting. Above my name was written “Time & Space.” And below my name was a strange symbol.

It looked like a tangled spider web with jagged bolts sticking out of it. If someone ever asked me to draw a picture of what a headache would look like, I’d probably come up with something that looked like that.

Looking at it made me feel weird and kind of cold all over.

It wasn’t the most encouraging thing to find written underneath my name on a piece of paper in a magic shop.

I turned the paper around a couple of times to see if the symbol made any more sense from a different angle. But it didn’t matter which way I looked at it. It was still a tortured tangle of lines and harsh edges.

A headache started to brew behind my eyes.

I pinched the bridge of my nose and let out my breath in a slow exhale.

It had been a really long day, and I didn’t need to make things more complicated than they had to be.

It was probably just a scribble. There was clearly loads of crap behind the counter that Artemis hadn’t gotten around to sorting out yet, so this was probably just one more piece of trash she hadn’t managed to throw out yet.

But why would she write down my name and the name of my shop when she knew exactly who I was?

I was being ridiculous. Seeing phantoms where there weren’t any.

The lines of the weird symbol seemed to writhe and flex under my gaze. I inhaled sharply, crushed the paper in my fist, went back to the counter, and tossed the compacted ball of paper into the overflowing trash can that was tucked underneath the shelf.

I leaned against the counter with my hands pressed against the smooth wooden surface.

Breathe, Mike, just fucking breathe. I forced my lungs to suck in a new breath.

There was a rustle from the other end of the shop, and I turned around to see Artemis coming in through the curtain.

She’d swapped her grungy sweater and tights for a black tank top, black jeans, and long afghan coat, and she looked fucking amazing.

I’d never seen her in an outfit like that before, and I could barely look away from the way the tank top hugged her chest and skimmed over her torso like a second skin. Her pale cleavage was a stark contrast against the sheer black fabric, and a silver pentagram on a long chain nestled just under her collarbones. She’d changed out her Doc Martens for a pair of heeled boots, and they paired with her tight black jeans to emphasize the perfection of her long legs. Long, ornate silver earrings dangled from her lobes, and there were several extra silver studs in the upper part of each ear, along with a big hoop piercing the middle. She wore several chunky silver and turquoise rings on her fingers.

“Wow,” I said.

“Hey,” she replied. “You look nice.”

“So do you,” I said. “Damn.”

Artemis smiled. She was wearing a deep berry-colored lipstick, and the shade emphasized the darkness of her eyes and the pretty way her lips curved up at the edges when she smiled.

Artemis finished locking up the store, grabbed a tiny black bag from behind the counter, and we went out to the square.

I really wanted to offer her my arm, but thought she might think that was too old-fashioned.

Hand?

Too forward.

I stuffed my hands into the pockets of my jacket instead.

Artemis looked up at the sky, and she closed her eyes briefly as though the sight of the sunset had dazzled her. She let out a deep sigh.

“How are you finding it here?” I asked her. “Being back, and everything. Have you looked up anyone from the old days?”

“The old days,” she repeated in a wry voice, and then she pulled a face. “I met you, didn’t I? That’s about as much of the old days as I can handle.”

“Really?” I raised my eyebrows. “There’s literally no one else in town you’d want to see again?”

“Does Miss Garrity count?” she asked.

“Miss Garrity?” I frowned. “The school’s librarian, you mean?”

“Yeah,” she replied. “She was the only teacher who seemed to like me.”

“I think she moved away, you know,” I said. “I’m in a Facebook group with some of the other people from our graduating class, so I sometimes hear news through the grapevine.”

“Good,” Artemis said. “At least she got out of Wormwood.”

“I think she liked it here,” I protested. “Her sister had a baby so she moved to be with them, that’s what I heard.”

“Sure.” Artemis snorted. “Nothing to do with wanting to get away from this place.”

I didn’t know why, but her obvious contempt for the town suddenly grated on me in a way I couldn’t explain. Maybe it was the steady, constant pressure of the headache throbbing in my skull, or maybe it was the weird symbol that had rattled me more than I wanted to admit.

“Not everyone hates Wormwood, you know,” I said in a voice that was sharper than I’d intended it to be.

“I know,” she replied in surprise.

“You’re acting like anyone worth anything wants to get out of here and never come back,” I said. “Just because you hated it here, it doesn’t make it a bad place.”

“I never said that it did,” she retorted.

I bit my tongue and cursed my snappy response. Artemis was frowning, and I didn’t want to ruin the evening before it had even begun.

“I know, I’m sorry,” I said in a more level tone. “I didn’t mean to get at you. Like I said before, I totally get why you would want to leave here.”

“Well, I’m here now.” She shrugged. “Anyway. Can we not talk about all that school shit? I want to have a nice time tonight.”

“Yeah. Me, too,” I assured her with a smile.

We’d reached Mario’s by that point, and I held the door open for Artemis to walk inside.

Mario’s was one of the least-douchey drinking spots in town, and it was comfortable enough to actually enjoy sitting down in. There was another bar in town that seemed to pride itself on making every seat a spindly bar stool, but Mario’s had leather seats on the booths and a couple of faded Turkish rugs on the floor. The lights were fitted with those warm filament bulbs, and they threw a golden glow over the whole place that was very inviting.

“What’ll you have?” I asked as I led the way over to a free booth.

“I’ll have a screwdriver, please,” she replied as she slid onto the cushions.

I went to the bar and ordered a screwdriver and an old-fashioned, then took the glasses back to our seat.

“So,” I said as I slid Artemis’ screwdriver over to her. “Tell me about life in the big city.”

“The big city,” she said in a mocking tone, and she rolled her eyes.

“Isn’t the Portland slogan something like ‘life’s good here?’” I asked.

“Yeah,” she said with a chuckle. “I guess I can’t complain, it was a good place for me to go to.”

“What did you do after you graduated?” I asked. “It seemed like you just up and left without a plan or money or anything.”

“Oh, I had some money,” she said. “I don’t know if you remember that crappy little diner that used to be on the outskirts near the gas station? I used to waitress there on the weekends and during the holidays. I worked there for a couple of years, and I saved everything I made from there, so I had enough money to keep me going for a little while until I found another job in the city.”

“Which was?” I prompted.

“Lots of things,” she replied. “I walked people’s dogs for a while. I bartended. I worked in a bakery for a bit, which was great because I got free bagels, but it was also crap because I had to get up at four in the morning five days a week.”

“Oof,” I said in a sympathetic tone.

“Yeah,” she agreed. “I didn’t last long there. But eventually, I got a job in a crystal and magic shop. I worked behind the counter there, and then I got a position as an in-house tarot reader, and it all kind of grew from there. The shop pay wasn’t much, but my readings started to become really popular. I had a waitlist of people who wanted to come and see me, so I could kind of charge what I wanted.”

“Nice.” I nodded. “That must have been cool. It’s a trade that you learned and you got to see immediate results from the hard work you put into learning it.”

“Yeah,” she agreed. “It was really satisfying, and I got a lot of repeat customers who would come back and get readings every week, so I really felt like I was helping people work through things, you know? And I liked working in the shop and helping people find the right crystal or candle or herb they needed.”

I smiled and took a swallow from my drink. The spirits rushed down my throat and burned pleasantly in my stomach.

“What are you smiling about?” Artemis asked. There was a slightly defensive note in her voice, and I wondered if she thought I was laughing at her for believing in crystals.

“I was just thinking about how we can end up in such different places than the ones we’d anticipated,” I said.

“I don’t know,” she said, and the defensive note in her voice was laced with a bitter and self-deprecating smile. “Is it that much of a leap for the weird girl to end up working in a magic shop?”

“Hey, get over yourself,” I teased. “I was thinking about me, as well. People always thought I was a jock because I was on the wrestling team. Now I run a comic book store.”

“Okay, yeah, that is different.” Artemis’ smile softened a little. “Though you were on the school paper as well.”

“People always forgot about that,” I chuckled.

“It’s because you have way more of a jock vibe than a reporter vibe,” she said.

“Hey,” I protested.

“Sorry.” She held up her hands. “I don’t make the vibe rules.”

“And with you,” I continued. “I meant more that I always thought you’d go on to become a poet or write a novel or something like that. But you said twice now you really like helping people. It’s not what I would have pictured you doing.”

“Why not?” she challenged.

“Because you crushed Terry Gardener’s balls with your boot and dumped your pudding cup over Jeremy Kwan’s head,” I pointed out.

Artemis frowned. For a moment I thought she was still going to be angry, but then she suddenly laughed.

“God, yes,” she said. “I’d forgotten about that day with Jeremy Kwan.”

“I hadn’t,” I chuckled. “I bet he hasn’t, either.”

“Oh, he definitely has.” She rolled her eyes.

“I don’t know,” I said. “I couldn’t have been the only person you left a deep impression on.”

“I left a deep impression on you, did I?” She grinned, and there was a softness in her eyes.

“Oh, yes,” I assured her. “And it wasn’t just the pudding-dumping incident, either.”

Artemis laughed softly and took a sip from her glass.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I know I’m going on and on about how shitty high school was. You don’t need to hear about all of that.”

“I want to hear about it if that’s what you want to talk about,” I assured her.

“No, it’s not good for me.” She shook her head with a sigh. “I can get so obsessed with things, and then I never let them go. I already obsess way too much about high school.”

“How so?” I asked.

“Just… I don’t know.” She sighed again. “Like those guys in your store today. I knew they were looking at me. They were checking me out, weren’t they?”

“Yes,” I chuckled. “They most definitely were.”

“And sometimes– sometimes that just makes me so angry.” Artemis’ rings clinked against the glass as she took another sip of her cocktail. “Because those guys wouldn’t have looked at me twice in high school, but now that I’ve figured out how to actually style my hair and wear clothes that look good on me, suddenly they’re all really interested.”

“But those guys in the shop didn’t even go to school with us,” I pointed out. “They weren’t even in our year.”

“I know, I know!” she exclaimed. “They’re, what, like ten years younger than us? That’s why it’s so dumb and stupid, and why I get so angry! Because I feel myself getting angry, and then I tell myself there’s no reason to get angry, and I’m being unfair, and then I get even angrier because I know I’m being unfair.”

She chewed on her thumbnail and stared down into her glass.

“Hey,” I said in a gentle voice. “It’s not stupid, okay? It’s totally understandable. Bullying is fucking traumatic. It takes a long time to get over the kinds of things you went through.”

“Fuck.” Artemis shook her head, and her curls flew around her face. “I really didn’t want to talk about this tonight.”

“What did you want to talk about?” I asked her with a smile.

She looked at me quickly. For a moment, she looked like she was trying to swallow something very painful. Then she exhaled sharply, took another sip of her drink, and raised her glass.

“To the end of the bullshit,” she said.

“To the end of the bullshit.” I knocked my glass against hers, and we both drank.

“So now you tell me your trauma,” Artemis said with a smile. “I can’t hog all the limelight tonight.”

“I don’t really have any trauma,” I chuckled and paused. “My parents died when I was a kid– I don’t know if you knew that?”

“No, I didn’t.” She shook her head. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay,” I said with a shrug of my shoulders. “I don’t remember them, and it happened when I was really young. My Uncle Billy raised me, and he had the shop before me. He died last year, and he left the shop to me.”

“So you became Comic Book Guy,” she filled in with a chuckle.

“Yeah, I guess I did,” I agreed in a rueful tone.

“Why didn’t you sell it?” she asked. “Not that you had to, of course, but I didn’t think you were so into comics and gaming and all of that stuff.”

“I’m not a hardcore fan,” I said. “The work and dedication that some of these guys put into it is wild. It’s like a full-time job for them. But I like bits and pieces of the scene. Enough so that I know what I’m talking about when someone comes in and wants to debate the benefits and drawbacks of the Kobayashi Maru.”

“The what now?” Artemis screwed up her face in confusion.

“The Kobayashi Maru,” I repeated with a grin. “It’s from Star Trek.”

“That’s the one with the aliens, right?” she asked. “And the spaceships?”

“Well, yes,” I said as my grin grew. “Though that’s such a vague description it could apply to a lot of franchises. In fact, I can think of three right off the top of my head–”

“Okay, okay.” She shook her head. “I’m alright not knowing, thank you.”

“Hey, while you were mastering tarot, I was studying Sindarin,” I chuckled. “I’m joking, I don’t speak Sindarin.”

“I don’t even know what that means.” She laughed as well. “But you’re happy there? You like running the shop?”

“I do,” I replied with a smile. “You’re right, I guess I was never a hardcore gamer, but it’s been really great to see how much other people enjoy the store. We have a regular gaming group that meets there every week– those are the guys you saw in the store today when you came in– and we had an author signing a few days ago that was really popular and went really well.”

“That’s awesome,” Artemis said.

“Yeah,” I said. “It’s just nice seeing how deeply people connect with it, you know? And it makes me feel closer to Uncle Billy, too.”

“That’s really nice.” Artemis smiled at me.

“Yeah.” I nodded.

“I guess you like helping people, too,” she said. “In our own weird ways, we’ve both chosen professions that help people be who they are.”

“That’s a really nice way of putting it,” I said. “I don’t even mind that you just called me weird.”

“Hey, if you can call me weird, I can call you weird,” she chuckled.

“I did not call you weird,” I protested.

“You didn’t say anything when I called myself weird,” she retorted. “Which is as good as saying that you agree with me.”

“Well, okay,” I conceded.

“So you agree?” She grinned. “I am weird?”

“You were intense,” I said with an answering grin. “Might I bring Terry Gardener’s balls to your attention once again?”

“God, you’re obsessed with Terry Gardener’s balls.” She smirked.

“What can I say?” I chuckled. “That was, like, a pivotal moment in my adolescence.”

“It was for me, too,” she said. “But I guess for slightly different reasons.”

“I guess so,” I said. “You were bleeding all over the place. And your tooth as well…”

“That’s not the reason why it was pivotal.” Artemis’ voice was low.

She swirled her drink around in her glass.

“It wasn’t?” My voice was low, too.

My heart was pounding.

Artemis looked down, and one wild curl fell over her face. I longed to reach across the table and brush it away from her cheek.

Trace the line of her jaw.

Touch the softness of her lips.

Capture her mouth with my own.

Artemis’ brown eyes met mine. She hesitated for a moment, and then she reached out and touched the back of my hand. I slowly turned my hand around until her fingers were touching my palm. And then, just like that, we were holding hands.

Artemis’ hand was warm and calloused. Her fingers gripped mine tightly with a hidden strength, and I looked into her eyes like I wanted to find out every secret of her soul.

My heart was thumping behind my ribs, and the space between us seemed to fizz with a thousand sensations that sparked in the air and seeped into my blood and my brain.

Artemis Black was holding my hand.

My lips were dry. My throat was tight.

Her dark eyes bored into mine.

Her fingers twitched in mine as her eyelashes fluttered.

I licked my lips. I wanted to say something, but suddenly I found that all I could think about was the weird symbol underneath my name on the scrap of paper I’d found.

The harsh lines and unforgiving edges of the ink flared in my mind’s eye like they’d been scored into my brain. My own fingers twitched, and without realizing what I was doing, I pulled my hand free from Artemis’.

I tried to turn the movement into a flex of my fingers like I had a cramp, but Artemis immediately sat back in her seat. She looked down at her knees and drank deeply from her glass.

I didn’t know what to say or how to salvage what I’d just done.

But even as I floundered for words, my mind kept turning the symbol over and over in my mind, and I was suddenly burning with curiosity to know what it meant.

I could ask Artemis about it. That would be the sensible thing to do.

But even as I thought about it, I couldn’t figure out what I could say to her. I’d found a scrap of paper behind her shop counter, where I shouldn’t have been looking, and it had my name written on it above a weird symbol that could very easily turn out to be a random scribble or a pen test.

I didn’t want her to think I was crazy, or paranoid, or that I thought she was the same weird girl she’d been in high school.

I’d realized that was something Artemis was sensitive about. With good reason– as I’d said to her, the kinds of things she’d been through could take a really long time to heal.

I couldn’t see any scenario where I broached the question of the symbol and Artemis wasn’t offended by the implications of what I was saying.

I didn’t know what to do.

“I think I want another drink.” Artemis stood up abruptly. “What do you want?”

“I’ll get them,” I said.

“No, I will,” she insisted. “Another old-fashioned?”

“Uh, yeah, okay,” I said. “Thanks.”

She nodded and went over to the bar. She was back in a few moments with the cocktails, and we drank them mostly in silence. We managed a few rounds of casual conversation, but the atmosphere was strained between us.

It must have looked like a total rejection when I pulled my hand away from Artemis’. I couldn’t think of a way to tell her it wasn’t a rejection, it was just my dumb brain forcing random paranoid thoughts into my head.

One solution would be to initiate second contact and take her hand again, but I could very easily imagine Artemis snatching her hand away from my touch and never looking at me again. It would be the pudding incident all over again, except this time I would be in Jeremy Kwan’s shoes rather than an onlooker.

My mind was so wrapped up in thoughts I found it impossible to concentrate on making small talk, and we both ended up focusing on our cocktails instead. The liquor burned its way down to my stomach and coiled there like a warm snake in my insides. Normally alcohol loosened my tongue and made it easier for me to talk to people, but tonight it seemed to be having the opposite effect.

Artemis stood up as soon as we finished our drinks.

“I just need to visit the ladies’ room,” she said. “Then we can go.”

“Oh, uh, okay,” I said.

She gave me a nod and marched across the floor to the bathroom door.

I massaged my forehead and winced when my fingers prodded a sensitive spot.

Cocktails on a headache?

Great move, Mike, really great move.

I had to start making better decisions when it came to caffeine and alcohol.

And women.

I was a fucking idiot.

Artemis came back from the ladies’ room, and we walked out of the bar into the street.

It was dark by now, and the sky was a deep, rich navy blue overhead. A few stars peeked crisply through, and the moon was a pale yellow penny hanging high in the sky.

We walked through the streets until we reached the square.

My brain was racing as I tried to find the right words to say to fix what had happened. It had been going so well before. I’d never been able to talk to someone as easily as that before, and my hand still tingled with the memory of Artemis’ fingers on my skin. My body itched for her, and my heart longed for her, and I couldn’t let this evening end like this, or I might never get another chance.

“Artemis,” I began. “I’m– ”

“What is that?” she blurted out.

She pointed to a dark shape that was sprawled across the west side of the square. It looked like a pile of dirty laundry someone had dumped on the ground.

But then I saw the pale shape of an outstretched hand shining under the lamplight, the crooked claw of grasping fingers, the pale oval of an empty face gleaming under the muted lamplight.

It was a body.
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“What the fuck,” I breathed.

“Holy shit,” Artemis gasped.

For a few seconds, we just stood there and stared in total, shocked horror at the sight in front of us.

Then we suddenly snapped out of it, and both of us ran over to the crumpled heap in the road.

The body was sprawled half-on and half-off the sidewalk. The torso was twisted around in an agonizing spiral, and one arm was buried underneath the body while the other arm was flung out to the side. There was blood pooling in the upturned hand, and the fingernails were rimmed with a dark outline that might have been blood or might have been dirt. The head was lying at an impossible angle, and I guessed the poor fucker had broken his neck.

The dead guy was mutilated beyond repair. And still, I found myself bending down to feel for his pulse at his bloody wrist.

It was a hopeless gesture, and the empty silence at his pulse point confirmed it. I wasn’t a medic, I didn’t even know much basic first aid, but even I could tell this guy was dead.

“We’ve got to call the police,” Artemis whispered.

She was staring at the body with wide-open eyes like she was in a trance.

“I don’t have a phone on me,” I said as I stood up.

Artemis’ eyes were still fixed on the body in horrified fascination.

“Artemis,” I said, and I gently touched her elbow.

She snapped out of it with a jump. She shook herself and shoved her hair back from her face in a nervous gesture.

“My phone’s broken,” I told her. “You’re going to have to call the police.”

“Police,” she repeated numbly, and then nodded and fumbled in her bag for her phone, then held it to her ear as it connected. “Hi. Um. Yeah. Uh, I’m in Wormwood, in the square, and there’s a body here. Uh, a dead body. Yeah. Someone’s dead.”

She paused, listened, and gave the nearest street address.

“Okay.”Artemis nodded. “Yeah… Okay. Alright.”

She put the phone back in her bag and looked at me with her eyes still so wide open that the whites gleamed in the fluorescent light from the street lamps.

“Okay?” I asked her.

“They said someone’s coming,” she said.

“Okay.” I nodded.

Artemis wrapped her arms around herself and took a step closer to the body. She seemed drawn to it like a magnet, and the look of horrified interest hadn’t left her face.

“Artemis,” I said in as gentle a tone as I could manage. “Get away from there.”

“He’s dead,” she said in a low, hard voice. “I think the least we can do is watch over him until someone comes.”

“Not if it’s going to upset you,” I said.

Artemis looked at me over her shoulder. The harsh lamp light carved out shadows underneath her features and turned her eyes into dark whirlpools in her lovely face. She looked like a strange creature from another world.

“He’s dead, Mike,” she said. “We should be upset.”

I went to her side and stood with her. Our shoulders touched, and that brief moment of contact sent goosebumps rushing down my body, but then Artemis leaned forward a little and the contact was lost.

I couldn’t tell if that was a deliberate slight on her part, if she was getting me back for my perceived rejection of her in the bar, or if she just wanted to get a better look at the body.

“Do you recognize him?” she asked me.

I’d deliberately avoided looking into the dead man’s face for precisely that reason. I didn’t want to potentially recognize someone I knew.

But Artemis’ statement about how we should be upset made sense to me, and somehow it gave me the courage to literally look death in the face.

I leaned forward with her and peered into the dead man’s face. The side of his skull was a mangled, juicy mess. Blood was smeared on the ground around him along with some other, jelly-like pieces that I really hoped weren’t something like brains.

I swallowed and looked away from the mess, and instead I studied the guy’s features. His actual face seemed pretty intact, apart from the trail of drying blood that ran from his nose and the corner of his mouth. But even so, it took me a moment to realize I actually did know who this was.

“Shit,” I whispered. “It’s Chris.”

“Chris?” Artemis asked quickly. “Is he a friend of yours?”

“A regular at the shop,” I said. “Fuck. He comes every week. He was at game night earlier today.”

“That means I probably glared at him,” she whispered. “One of the last things he experienced was a stranger being angry with him for no reason.”

As though moving on instinct, my hand reached out and gripped Artemis’.

She flinched in surprise, but I held on tightly so she couldn’t pull away from me.

“Don’t think that.” My voice was rough and harsh. “You can go mad torturing yourself with thoughts like that.”

“But I was rude—” she began.

“You know what?” I said. “I bet Chris was fucking thrilled just to be in the same room as you. You could have crushed his balls with the heel of your boot, and he would have been honored that you took the time to notice him.”

“We really need to stop talking about other people’s balls,” she whispered, but there was the tiniest spark of humor in her eyes.

Maybe it was nerves, maybe it was the fact that there was a fucking corpse in the road, or maybe it was that I was finally holding Artemis’ hand. But the whole thing seemed suddenly so absurdly fucking funny, and I couldn’t hold back the snort of laughter that burst out of me.

Artemis stared at me.

And then she snorted as well, and the two of us burst into hysterical, macabre giggles while in the distance the wail of a police siren got closer and closer.

The police car arrived, and then an ambulance came as well.

Chris’ body was zipped up into a black bag, hoisted into the ambulance, and driven away. The police took statements from Artemis and me.

“I know you probably can’t say at this point,” I said. “But what do you think happened to him?”

“I don’t want to speculate,” the officer replied. “It’s too early to say.”

“Yeah, I figured.” I nodded toward Artemis who was being questioned by the other cop. “She was just pretty upset about it all, so I wondered if there was anything I could tell her that might help.”

The police officer looked over at Artemis, and he couldn’t hide the faint appreciative flicker in his eyes as he looked her up and down.

Then he looked back at me and sighed.

“Hit-and-run, probably,” he said in a weary tone. “I’ve seen a few in my time. That’s what this looks like to me.”

“Thank you, officer,” I said. “I appreciate that.”

“It’s not the official statement,” he warned me. “Don’t be going spreading rumors before the coroner makes his judgment.”

“I won’t,” I promised. “I just know that my date will be glad to have some peace of mind.”

“Sure,” he said. “You’re free to go home now. Just don’t leave town until we give you the all-clear, okay? We might need to ask some follow-up questions.”

“Alright.” I nodded in agreement.

The cop went over to his partner. He spoke to him for a moment, then they both nodded to Artemis, went back to their car, and drove away into the night.

I went to Artemis’ side.

“Hey,” I said.

“Hey.” Her voice was low, and she sounded exhausted.

“Let me walk you home,” I said.

“Okay,” she sighed.

I wanted to take her hand again, but I didn’t want her to feel like I was putting any pressure on her for this date to continue. Discovering the dead body of one of my regulars wasn’t a particularly arousing activity, and I didn’t want Artemis to read the gesture the wrong way, so I just walked by her side as we crossed the square to reach her store.

She paused at the door to get out her keys, and I took half a step back to indicate that I wasn’t expecting an invitation to come inside.

“I had a nice time tonight,” I said. “Apart from, you know, the dead body.”

“Me, too,” she replied.

We smiled at each other, and then suddenly Artemis’ face broke open into an enormous yawn. She covered her mouth with her hand, and I chuckled.

“It’s been a long evening,” I said. “Make sure you get some rest and take things easy.”

“You, too,” she replied. “I’ll see you soon, Mike.”

“Goodnight, Artemis,” I said.

I watched her open the door and go inside, and then I turned around and walked back across the square to reach my place.

The store felt very empty as I walked inside, and I couldn’t help but look at the place where the WarAxe gaming table had been set up just a few hours earlier.

It was a fucking tragedy.

Chris had only been in his early twenties. I didn’t know that much about him, but I knew he worked at the big gas station on the outskirts of town and that he had a black Lab called Major Tom.

I hoped that someone would take care of Major Tom when his master didn’t come home for him.

I was tired, but I was also buzzing with nervous energy.

Again, it could have been the dead body or it could have been Artemis.

I vaguely remembered something from a documentary where someone like Freud said that love and death were two sides of the same coin, or something like that. I was beginning to see what he might have meant.

I’d been too full of anticipation earlier this evening to do a thorough job of cleaning up before I closed the store, so I decided to put my nervous energy to good use.

I grabbed the vacuum cleaner from the stairwell, plugged it in, and gave the store a thorough going-over. I wiped down the countertop and the glass cases. I found a duster and went around the shelves to straighten the books.

And it was while I was putting copies of The Sandman back into chronological order that I noticed a random piece of paper sticking out between Preludes and Nocturnes and The Doll’s House.

I pulled it out without thinking about it, and I was about to scrunch it into a ball when I noticed there was something drawn on it.

My fingers froze. My stomach did that thing where it felt like I was going down in an elevator.

There was a weird symbol drawn on the piece of paper in my hand.

It had the same jagged edges and twisted lines as the symbol I’d found in Artemis’ shop.

I frantically searched my pockets for that piece of paper before I remembered I’d thrown it in the trash.

“Fuck,” I hissed and stared at the symbol in my hand as I tried desperately to remember the exact shape of the previous symbol.

As much as I could remember, the two symbols looked very much the same as each other. Maybe even identical.

Had Artemis put this piece of paper here when she came into the shop earlier?

No, she couldn’t have. She’d come in, and I’d seen her right away. We’d been talking. There hadn’t been any time for her to have planted anything, and she hadn’t even come into this corner of the store. She’d stayed by the door for the most part.

But there was someone else who’d come into this corner.

My mind flashed back to the strange, beautiful, aggressive woman who’d come into the store just before Artemis. The same woman who’d demanded to come into the store this morning and gotten very pissed off when I’d told her she couldn’t.

Had she put this paper here?

For fuck’s sake, why, though?

What the fuck was this symbol that kept following me around?

I’d seen it first in Artemis’ shop and then in my own, so was this the work of someone targeting local businesses?

“Yeah, sure, Mike,” I said aloud to myself in an attempt to shake off the creeps. “Let’s target local businesses with squiggles and Post-it notes.”

Artemis hadn’t been in business for long enough to make enemies. Or at least not enemies in Wormwood. And I didn’t like to admit this thought to myself, but if Artemis’ shop had only been open a day and I’d found a strange scrap of paper in a pile of trash behind the counter there, it was far more likely that Artemis had put it there rather than some stranger had planted it there for their own nefarious purposes.

I wasn’t going to rule it out. It was possible Artemis was being targeted, too.

But that theory just didn’t seem as likely as the idea of Artemis knowing about that piece of paper herself.

Which was weird as hell, but Artemis had been right earlier in the bar. She was weird. She’d always been weird. That was one of the things I liked so much about her, but if someone was weird, then it would follow that they were either open to doing weird things or they would be mixed in other people’s weird things.

“Fuck,” I groaned and rubbed the bridge of my nose.

I really didn’t want to be thinking about all of this. It had been a really intense, full-on evening.

Hell, it had been an insane couple of days, ever since the day of the signing.

What with the weird shit happening in the basement, Artemis coming back to town, the strange woman in the store, the dead body in the square, and now this freaky symbol turning up everywhere, it was a lot to deal with.

There was one thing that I knew for sure.

I needed a goddamn cup of coffee.

I stuffed the piece of paper back into my pocket, finished tidying up the store, put away the vacuum cleaner, and went upstairs to the apartment.

After a quick shower, I took my laptop into the sitting room with another of Uncle Billy’s novelty mugs. This one read “Nerd? I Prefer Intellectual Badass,” Then, with the symbol next to me on the couch, I started trying to figure what the hell it might mean.

I didn’t have a whole lot of luck.

There was a lot of information online about symbols, sigils, and tags, but that was kind of the problem. There was just so much information that I had no idea where the hell to start.

I found an interesting Wikipedia article about alchemical symbols, and from there I found my way to the Lesser Key of Solomon, and from there I ended up on a website that seemed promising until I realized it was a fan website for a supernatural TV show that had finished airing a couple of years ago.

I went back to Wikipedia, but I still didn’t know what I was searching for.

It was getting pretty late by that point, and even the caffeine was struggling to keep me awake. My head was drooping, but I ended up going on Reddit where I found a subreddit for signs and symbols.

After a lot of trial and error, I figured out how to take a picture of the symbol with the laptop’s grainy webcam, posted it to the forum, and logged off for the night.

I stumbled to the bathroom to brush my teeth, collapsed into bed, and fell asleep as soon as my head touched the pillow.

I slept fitfully and ended up snoring through my alarm. I awoke in a panic at five minutes to nine, shot out of bed, and stumbled downstairs to open the shop without even pausing for coffee.

Half of me didn’t expect anyone to be so desperate for comics that they would actually be waiting outside for the shop to open, but when I flipped over the sign and unlocked the door, the entire WarAxe group was waiting outside.

“Hey guys,” I said.

From the somber expressions on their faces, I guessed they already knew about their dead friend.

“Did you hear?” David asked. “About Chris?”

“Yeah.” I nodded. “I was so sorry to hear the news.”

“Yeah, it’s been a shock,” David said, and he swallowed hard. “That’s why we came here, actually. It felt like the right place to talk about it all.”

“That’s a good idea,” I said in a sympathetic tone. “Do you want me to get the chairs up from the basement?”

“No, it’s okay.” David shook his head. “We won’t be here for long.”

“Hey, Mike,” Jay greeted me.

Even today, he managed to work up a smile, even though it was far less sunny than usual.

“Hey, Jay,” I replied. “How are you holding up?”

“Okay,” he said with a sigh. “It’s just weird, though, you know? I’ve never known anyone close to me who died before.”

“Not even grandparents or relatives?” I asked.

“My dad’s parents both died when I was a baby, so I never knew them,” he said. “My mom’s dad died before I was born. And my nana is still alive.”

“Really?” I raised my eyebrows. “How old is she?”

“Ninety-two,” Jay replied.

“Wow.” I whistled. “That’s impressive.”

“Yeah.” Jay sighed. “She makes me bean curd on the weekends.”

His face was so forlorn that my heart ached for him. I bumped my shoulder against his in a friendly gesture.

“It’s okay,” I said. “I mean, it’s not, it’s shitty that this has happened.”

“I just hate the thought that Chris died out there in the street all by himself.” Jay swallowed hard, and his next words came out with an anger that I’d never heard in his voice before. “Who the hell does something like that? Hit someone with their car and just leave them to die all alone?”

“I don’t know, man,” I said. “The world’s a fucked-up place sometimes.”

“Yeah, it is,” Jay declared.

“Are you guys talking about Chris?” David came over to us.

His pale blue eyes were even more watery than usual, and his trenchcoat dwarfed his skinny frame. He and Chris had been very close. I didn’t pay a whole lot of attention to their conversations while they were playing, but I thought I remembered something about their characters being in the same Guild or Troop or something like that.

“Yeah,” I replied. “So tragic.”

“Who would do it?” Jay demanded in a fierce tone. “That’s what I want to know. How could someone treat another human being like that?”

“I don’t know.” David shrugged his bony shoulders and looked down at his hands.

“It’s just—” Jay struggled to find the words, gave up, and let out his breath in a defeated sigh.

“I had an idea,” David said. “About how to honor Chris’ memory.”

“What?” Jay asked.

“A vigil.” David’s pale eyes brightened, and he looked between Jay and me with an excited expression on his face. “In the woods.”

“Oh, yeah,” Jay said in sudden comprehension. “Of course, because of Glorfin.”

“I know, right, it would be the perfect send-off,” David said in an eager tone.

“Glorfin?” I asked.

“Chris’ character,” Jay explained. “He was a Wood Druid from the Glasswood.”

“Oh, right, okay.” I nodded. “Yeah, that does make sense.”

“He would have loved that idea, David,” Jay said.

“I think he would, too,” I said with a smile.

David nodded excitedly.

“I’ve got it all planned out,” he said. “The whole group can go out there, and we can light a fire, and maybe we could even play a chapter or two, and then we can do some kind of send-off ritual for him, and it’ll be really great!”

David was so excited about the idea that his sallow cheeks flushed with eager color.

Was it weird for him to be so intensely into the idea of planning a vigil for his dead friend? Perhaps it was, but then I remembered what Artemis had said last night, how we should be upset by what had happened. I guessed that everyone dealt with grief differently, and if planning a vigil distracted David from the terrible reality of what had happened to his friend, then there was nothing wrong with that.

I smiled and gave a sympathetic nod.

“Yeah,” I said. “That sounds like a good plan.”

“Will you come, Mike?” David asked. “Chris always had such a good time here.”

“Yeah, Mike, you should come,” Jay agreed. “Chris loved it here, and I’ve got so many memories of good times hanging out in the store. I’m sure we all do.”

I was a bit taken aback as I hadn’t really known Chris that well, certainly not as well as I knew Jay. But he’d still been a regular in the store, and I would miss seeing his face at the WarAxe gatherings.

“Yeah, sure,” I said. “I’d love to come along, thanks.”

David grinned and went over to talk to some of the other gamers.

I went behind the counter and switched on the little coffee machine there.

“You know, fun fact,” Jay said as he leaned over the counter and watched the coffee drip slowly into the jug. “There are actually optimal times to drink coffee throughout the day that will synchronize with your energy levels and the male hormone cycle.”

“Sure.” I raised my eyebrows. “I don’t want to shit on your facts, Jay, but any time of the day is the optimal time to drink coffee.”

“It can mess up your circadian rhythms,” he insisted. “Caffeine doesn’t make you less tired, it just blocks the messages to your brain saying that you are tired.”

“And that’s why I love it,” I said with a chuckle.

Jay rolled his eyes.

“Fine,” he said. “How did your date go last night?”

“It wasn’t a date, exactly…” I said, and I gave him a hard stare. “How did you know I was on a date?”

“I was here in the store, remember?” Jay shook his head. “See, it’s all the caffeine.”

“Oh, shut up.” I grinned.

“She’s the owner of that new magic shop on the other side of the square, isn’t she?” He nodded his head and made an appreciative noise in the back of his throat.

“We were friends in high school,” I said.

“So she moved back to town and now you’re reconnecting.” Jay grinned and waggled his eyebrows.

“What are you, a matchmaker now?” I rolled my eyes.

“No.” Jay laughed. “I guess I’m just curious, okay? It’s just not often that two major league hotties come into the store.”

“That is true,” I agreed.

“So you agree?” Jay grinned. “You think she’s a major league hottie?”

I let out an exasperated sigh, and Jay chuckled in satisfaction.

“I know technically we’re all here to talk about Chris,” he said. “But I know for a fact that some of the group wanted to come here in case the mean British woman comes back.”

“You know what,” I said. “I kind of hope she doesn’t. She was a major pain in my ass yesterday.”

“A majorly hot pain in your ass.” Jay grinned.

“Yes, fine, okay,” I sighed. “She was hot, I’ll admit it, but she was a bitch, too.”

“Unlike the magic-shop lady,” Jay filled in. “Who is nice and hot?”

“Jay,” I said with a half-grin. “I mean this nicely, but for God’s sake, you need a girlfriend.”

“I know,” he said with a sigh. “Can you tell that to all the cute geeky girls in Wormwood?”

“I’ll let them know.” I grinned.

Jay moved away from the counter, and my grin faded a little.

Because talking about Artemis made me think about the symbol again.

My new phone was due to arrive today, but I didn’t want to wait that long.

“Guys,” I called. “I’m just going upstairs for a second. Don’t steal anything.”

“Okay, Mike!” Jay sang out.

I ran upstairs to the apartment, grabbed my laptop, and came back down again.

The gamers were still chatting, and Jay gave me a thumbs up, presumably to indicate that nothing had been stolen in the twenty seconds I’d been gone.

I gave him a thumbs up in return, went back behind the counter, and sipped my coffee while the laptop loaded up. I went onto Reddit, where I had five notifications about the post I’d made.

Two were upvotes.

One was a comment saying: “idk.”

One was a comment saying: “looks witchy to me, have you tried posting in r/witchcraft or r/Wicca?”

And one was a comment with a dozen upvotes that read: “Okay dude. Sorry to be the one to tell you this, but this is a curse. Someone has hexed you bad.”
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“What the fuck?” I breathed.

There was a reply to the comment, and when I clicked on it, it was an additional comment from the original poster.

“Sorry, hit send too soon,” it read. “But yeah dude basically you’re in the shit. Trust me, I had a girlfriend who was way into this kind of stuff, she prayed to Apollo and worshiped trees or something idk but she was super into making these kinds of symbols. She called them sigils, and I’d find them all over the fucking place. Little bits of paper in my pockets, scratched into the doors, she even embroidered them on one of my fav shirts. And she was a crazy psycho who stalked me soooo yeah. This is a straight-up hex.”

Well, that was fucking perfect.

Just what I needed on this bright sunny morning.

I resisted the urge to pound my head against the counter and instead drained my coffee mug. The bitter caffeine gurgled in my stomach, and I rubbed my temples as I tried to get my thoughts in order.

Artemis was into some weird stuff. I knew that for a fact. She had a fucking magic shop, for God’s sake. And she’d given me a tarot reading.

What had it said again?

I remembered something about a Tower. Death, of course, how could I forget that one?

Betrayal.

I remembered that part of it, too.

Fuck.

But why the fuck would Artemis give me a reading where she told me that she was going to betray me? That didn’t make sense.

Fuck, none of this made any sense. And I didn’t even believe in this kind of woo-woo shit, anyway, I walked under ladders and stepped on cracks in the pavement all the time.

It was bullshit designed to take advantage of the vulnerable and needy.

Except for the fact that the moment a witchy shop opened up across the square, these weird and apparently witch-related symbols had started making an appearance in my life. And what if they were connected to my missing days?

What if I was cursed?

A shiver ran down my spine, and I dug my fingers against my closed eyes and tried to talk myself back to reality. This was fucking nonsense.

I didn’t even know if this symbol– the guy on Reddit had called it a sigil– that I’d found in the shop was the same one that I’d found in Artemis’ store.

If it was, then what was the end goal? Why would Artemis bother cursing me? Was that why she’d asked me out? Was that the reason she’d actually come back to Wormwood, to get close to a guy who ran a shop for comic book readers?

“Fuck,” I mumbled under my breath.

I was too sleep-deprived for this shit.

The bell above the door rang, which made my heart thunder for a moment, but it was just the mailman. He had my phone, and I accepted the box with a semblance of a smile. Then I went back behind the counter and went through the motions of setting up the new device, which was boring as hell compared to everything else that was going on, but it did at least give me something else to focus on for a few minutes.

When the phone was plugged in and charging its battery, I turned back to the coffee maker and refilled my mug. I needed to calm the fuck down. I was basing all of this on the word of some random stranger on the internet. I had no idea what their story was, so they could be a total fucking nutjob for all I knew.

The internet could be a great place, but it was also full of idiots, liars, and weirdos.

I shouldn’t base anything on the word of someone who posted on Reddit.

I took a couple of deep breaths in between swallows of coffee.

I just needed to calm down.

The bell above the door jangled. I looked up, ready for a new customer, and all hopes of calming down vanished.

It was a woman.

And she was, as Jay had put it, a major-league hottie.

She was tall, almost as tall as me, and she had long, blonde hair tied back in a high ponytail to show off the shaved sides of her head. It was a cold day outside, but she wasn’t wearing any kind of jacket.

Instead, she wore a cropped black vest that showed off some impressive shoulder muscles and equally impressive cleavage. Her breasts were the biggest ones I’d ever seen outside of porn, and the raw edge of her vest revealed a glimpse of washboard abs that Captain America would envy. Her wide hips and muscular thighs were encased in tight, black leather pants, and she wore enormous chunky black boots covered in thick silver buckles. Her icy-blue eyes were lined with thick, black liner, and there was a silver ring in her left eyebrow.

She looked like a cross between a Viking and Avril Lavigne.

“Oh, my gaaaaaahhd,” Jay gasped in a stage whisper that carried across the shop.

The woman looked around. Her blue eyes passed over the gamers and landed on me.

“Good morning,” she said.

I couldn’t place her accent, but it sounded vaguely Scandinavian. And maybe that explained the whole Viking aesthetic she had going on.

“Good morning,” I replied in my best customer service voice. “Are you looking for anything particular or just browsing?”

“Just browsing,” she said.

“Okay, great.” I gave her a sunny smile. “I’m right here if you have any questions.”

“I don’t,” she said.

She stepped past the counter and went into the back part of the shop. I swear the ground seemed to shake with every tread of her heavy boots. The gamers watched her in hushed silence. Jay’s eyes were as big as saucers, and David looked almost angry as he stared at her.

This was too weird.

I didn’t know whether to pretend like nothing was happening or to address it, so I ended up doing what everyone else in the store was doing and watching the woman with eagle eyes. She moved around the store and seemed completely oblivious to the attention she was receiving.

I guessed for a woman like her, she must receive this kind of attention all the time, so this was nothing new.

She walked around the store and examined the figurines, the posters, the replica weapons, the postcards, and the Pop! Funko vinyl figures. Then she moved back into the front part of the shop and began to browse the bookshelves.

There was something weirdly familiar about the whole thing.

This was exactly what had happened yesterday. She was following the same pattern as the British woman from yesterday, almost like there was a ritual she was following or a series of commands that she had to carry out.

She moved into the graphic novel section.

It was too much for me, and I bolted out from behind the counter and almost ran over to her side.

She looked at me with a neutral expression on her face that was even more confusing than the previous woman’s hostility. The woman yesterday had been irritated that she was getting what she wanted. This woman seemed to barely even register that the rest of the people in the shop existed.

“Hey,” I said.

She just looked at me.

“So, uh, you’re into Neil Gaiman?” I asked.

“Yes,” she said.

Normally a statement like that would be followed by at least a little bit of gushing about what a great storyteller Gaiman was, but this woman didn’t even blink. She just stared at me like she couldn’t quite fathom how I dared breathe the same air as her.

“We have a lot of great Gaiman merch.” I nodded back toward the glass cases. “Are you into The Sandman? Or his novels? We actually have a signed copy of Coraline just over here.”

“No,” she said.

“The Graveyard Book?” I persisted. “The Ocean At The End Of The Lane?”

She let out a little sigh and moved away from me. She went to the spinning rack of postcards by the door and deliberately knocked it with her shoulder. The rack toppled over and postcards spilled across the floor.

She didn’t even pause to apologize, just walked over to the counter like nothing had happened.

I grabbed the rack and put it upright again, then turned around just in time to see the woman push something underneath the cash register.

I left the postcards, and, in a few quick steps, I was at the counter. I shoved the woman out of the way, slid my fingers underneath the register, and pulled out a rectangle of cardstock paper.

“What is this?” I demanded.

The woman raised blonde eyebrows.

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“I mean, what the hell is this?” I snapped.

“It’s my business card,” she said.

Now it was my turn to stare at her.

I turned the card over in my hand and properly looked at it.

The card was covered in a repeating pattern of pink soap bubbles, and a curly white font read: GLADYS’ CLEANING SERVICE. NO JOB TOO SMALL!

“Gladys’ Cleaning Service,” I said.

“Yes,” she said.

“You’re Gladys,” I said. “And you run a cleaning service.”

“Yes,” she replied.

“Why did you put it under the register?” I asked. “No one’s going to see it there.”

“It slipped,” she said.

“That’s not very careful for a cleaner,” I said.

“I’m just starting,” she replied. “That’s why I’m still getting the word out.”

Her icy-blue eyes stared into mine. She didn’t blink once. Her whole face was set in an impassive mask.

I swallowed.

“Okay,” I said. “Well, I’m sorry I…”

I turned the card over again, and this time I caught a glimpse of the back, and my heart suddenly thudded in alarm.

Scribbled on the back of the card was the exact same sigil the woman had left here yesterday.

My stomach lurched.

“You’re not a cleaner.” My voice was low and harsh. “I don’t know who you are, but I know you’re not a fucking cleaner, and I know for a fact that your name isn’t fucking Gladys. So why don’t you tell me who you really are and what the fuck is going on here?”

A corner of the woman’s mouth quirked up in a smirk.

“You make a lot of demands for someone who freely admits his ignorance,” she said in her lazy, accented drawl.

“What can I say?” I snapped. “I’m cute like that.”

“Yes,” she said. “I suppose you are.”

“So go on, then,” I growled. “Indulge me.”

The woman sighed and smoothed down the raw hem of her cropped vest. Her impressive biceps rippled. She opened her mouth to speak.

And the bell above the door jangled again.

Everyone’s head swiveled around to see who it was.

Jay let out a strangled gasp.

David groaned.

“For fuck’s sake,” I whispered under my breath.

It was another woman.

Another gorgeous, fantastical, amazing-looking woman.

Except this one had antlers.

She was just as tall as Viking Lavigne, but her skin was a smooth tawny color covered in large, flat, creamy white spots. Her hair was a short mop of black curls, her lips were round and full, and her eyes were huge and black, like a wild animal’s.

She wore a dark-green dress that clung to her slender body and was short enough to reveal her long brown legs and the tall, wraparound sandals that were probably the footwear least suited to Wormwood’s wet microclimate.

And, of course, there were the dark brown antlers that rose up out of her curls. I wasn’t a hunter, but they looked like the kind of antlers on a white-tailed deer.

I barely had time to take all of this in before the antlered woman stalked across the store, stopped in front of the Viking, and put her hands on her hips.

“So,” she said. Her voice was light and high-pitched, and I could imagine that most of the time it was very soft. But right now, it was shrill with fury. “This is how you act in an alliance.”

For the first time since she’d come in here, the Viking woman actually looked worried.

“It’s not like that,” she said. “I was doing reconnaissance.”

“No, I know exactly what you were doing,” the deer-woman retorted. “I can feel it, you know, I’m not a complete fool.”

“You’re not a fool,” the Viking said, and her voice was unexpectedly tender. “Baby, can we talk about this? You know I–”

“No.” She cut her off. “We’re through talking. Oh, wait, I suppose you’re not through talking because that’s all you ever do, Astrid, isn’t it? You talk and talk and talk, and I’m expected to listen to all of it. Well, I’ll tell you this now: I’m fed up to the back teeth with listening to your talk.”

“Baby…” The Viking woman’s cheeks flushed pink. “It’s not what you think, I promise.”

“Oh, it’s not?” The antlered woman’s full lips parted in a furious sneer. “So, what, you decided you were in the mood for a little bit of shopping, is that it? You’re suddenly interested in supporting local businesses?”

“What? No!” the Viking woman exclaimed. “I told you, I was just searching the place.”

“Then what’s that?” The deer-woman gestured toward me.

It took me a moment to realize that she was referring to the card in my hand, not me personally.

“That’s– that’s–” the Viking stuttered.

“Save it, Astrid,” the antlered woman snapped. “Tell it to your ancestors in Hell.”

She hiked up her green dress to reveal a knife strapped to her shapely thigh. She snatched it from the sheath and brandished it at Astrid, who drew in her breath in a gasp so dramatic I couldn’t tell if she was faking it or not.

“Fernling!” she whispered.

The deer-woman bared her teeth.

One of my previous jobs had been in a bar, and the rule there was that if any of the patrons looked like they were about to get into a fight, you didn’t try to break it up yourself. You called the bouncer, and the bouncer would deal with it.

I’d had another job in a jewelry store, and the rule there was that if you saw anyone shoplifting, you were to let them get on with it and call the police.

I’d had a brief stint as a dog walker, and the rule there was that if two dogs ever got into a fight, you weren’t supposed to wade in and try to separate them. Instead, we were told to do something like turn on the hose and intervene from a safe distance.

All of these were good, sensible rules that made sense. And I’d never followed them a single day on the job.

“Okay,” I interrupted. “Let’s put the knife away and calm down.”

“A knife?” Jay squeaked from behind me. “Is there a knife? Where?”

“Guys,” I called over my shoulder. “You should leave.”

“Don’t interfere in this,” the Viking hissed.

“You’ve no idea what’s at stake,” the deer-woman added.

“Maybe not,” I said. “But I don’t think it’s worth stabbing each other over. And definitely not in my store.”

Both of them scoffed.

“Now, I think it’s clear there’s a lot of tension here,” I said. “So what if, instead of stabbing each other and getting blood all over my nice hardwood floor, you worked through this like adults and just—”

The antlered woman took a quick step forward and plunged her knife toward the Viking’s chest.

The other woman leaped back with a cry of alarm. The antlered woman followed, and she whipped back her hand for another blow.

I caught her arm around the wrist and twisted it so her fingers spasmed and she dropped the knife. It clattered to the floor, and the woman turned on me with a snarl.

“If we can all just—” I began, but my words were cut off as the antlered woman threw herself at me with a scream of fury.

She took me by surprise, and her wildly clawing fingers raked a burning track down my cheek before I realized what was happening. I flung up my arm to block her blows, and my other arm moved on reflex to deliver a jab into her left shoulder.

The force of my punch sent her spinning away from me, and she fell against the counter with a breathless wail. She whirled around, only for the Viking woman to snatch up the knife from the floor and hold it against her throat.

For a second, the two of them stared at each other in loaded silence.

The deer-woman’s chest was heaving, and her left arm hung limply by her side. The feeling would come back to it eventually, but for now, she only had one hand to claw at people with.

“Fernling,” the Viking woman said in a voice that broke on the second syllable.

“Don’t you dare use my name,” the other woman spat. “I will carve a thousand curses into your bones. I will call on the woods to haunt your dreams, and I will slip poison into every drink you ever take.”

Okay, this was getting out of hand.

“I’m going to have to ask you to leave,” I said in my best no-nonsense voice, and to back it up, I stepped between the two women and faced Viking Lavigne with my arms folded. The knife was uncomfortably close to my chest.

“Get out of my way,” she hissed. “This doesn’t concern you.”

“If it doesn’t concern me, then you can get the hell out of my shop,” I retorted. “And you can take your fake business cards with you.”

“Ha!” the antlered woman spat. “The fake business card trick? Of course you’d use the scheme I taught you.”

“I didn’t do this to hurt you!” Actual tears glimmered in the Viking woman’s icy eyes. “Fernling, you have to believe me!”

“It’s too late, Astrid,” the deer-woman retorted. “It’s been too many fuck-ups, too many fucking times.”

“I have no idea what you guys are talking about or what this drama is all about,” I said. “But you’re going to put that knife away, and you’re going to get the fuck out of here before I call the fucking cops!”

“Cops?” the deer-woman scoffed.

“Yeah, cops,” I snapped, and I held out my hand to the Viking woman. “Give me the fucking knife before someone gets hurt.”

The Viking woman hesitated. Her eyes darted between me and the other woman. Then she lowered the knife.

“Okay,” I said. “Now–”

The antlered woman darted past me, and, before I could hold her back, she’d leaped on the Viking and tackled her to the ground.

Both of them landed with a thud.

The Viking groaned and then froze as the deer-woman snatched the knife from her hand and pressed it against her throat.

“Say hello to your ancestors for me,” she hissed.

I lunged forward, and just as I did, the bell above the door jangled.

Everyone’s heads turned to see the new visitor.

The woman from yesterday stood in the doorway. Today she was wearing a black silk blouse with billowing sleeves and a plunging neckline. Her black locs were tied back with a red lace scarf, and she was wearing deep red lipstick that perfectly matched it.

“Ladies!” she cried in a voice that managed to be both shocked and disapproving.

The deer-woman’s head snapped up. She stared at the other woman with sudden fear in her dark eyes. Her grip loosened on the knife, and the Viking woman threw her off with a grunt.

The knife clattered away across the floor, and I bent quickly to pick it up.

“We weren’t–” the deer-woman began, but the visitor cut her off with an imperious wave of her hand.

“Don’t,” she said. “Any excuses at this point would just embarrass yourselves and annoy me. Get out of here.”

The Viking woman scrambled to her feet. She glanced at the antlered woman, then went out of the store with her shoulders slumped.

The antlered woman chewed on her lip for a moment.

The new woman raised her eyebrows.

The antlered woman bared her teeth and actually growled at her before her black eyes fixed on me, and she held out her hand.

“That’s mine,” she snapped.

“This?” I held up the knife.

“Yes,” she snarled. “Give it to me.”

I was tempted to make her beg for it, but there was a wild fury in the woman’s eyes that made me think it was better not to push her. I handed over the weapon, and she stalked out of the shop and slammed the door behind her.

“Holy shit,” David breathed.

“Apologies,” the woman said to me with a brisk nod.

Then she turned to go.

I crossed the shop floor in two quick steps. She had the shop door partly open, and I slammed my hand on it and forced it shut.

She looked up at me in startled surprise, and I grabbed her by the top of her arm and pulled her into the corner by the Constantine comics.

“Excuse me,” she exclaimed, and she wrestled her arm free from my grip with a surprising amount of strength.

“What the fuck do you mean, ‘apologies?’” I demanded.

“Just that,” she replied.

“No, no, no.” I shook my head. “I need to know what the actual fuck is going on. Why are all these strange women in Wormwood? Why do they keep coming into the shop and leaving weird symbols here? Did that woman actually have antlers?”

“That’s a lot of questions, and I don’t have the time to answer them,” the woman replied.

“I need to know,” I hissed. “Is there something going on with the store? Are the people in here safe?”

“Are any of us safe in this world?” She arched a perfect eyebrow with a smirk.

“Fuck off,” I snapped. “One of my regulars died last night. They said it was a hit-and-run, but if it’s connected to all of this shit that’s been happening, then I need to know.”

The woman’s smirk vanished. She shrugged.

“I can’t tell you that,” she said. “But it doesn’t surprise me that death has come to Wormwood.”

“What the fuck does that mean?” I demanded.

She just shrugged again and moved away from me. She walked out of the store, and the bell jangled above her head as she closed the door behind her.

For a moment there was total silence in the shop.

Then the gamers quietly got up and walked past me out of the door as well.

“Holy shit, Mike,” Jay whispered to me as he walked by. “That was intense!”

“That’s one word for it,” I muttered.

“Mike,” David cut in. “You’re coming to the vigil, right?”

“The what?” I stared at him before it clicked. “Oh, shit, yeah, sorry. The vigil for Chris.”

“Yes.” He nodded. “I’m still sorting out some of the details, but I’ll probably see you before it happens, so I can give you the latest updates.”

“Okay, yeah,” I replied. “Thanks, David.”

The gamers filed out of the shop. They were all talking excitedly about what had just happened, and I had a feeling these events would show up in a WarAxe campaign at some point in the near future.

The door closed behind them, and I was alone in the shop.

Well, alone with my thoughts, and they were buzzing around in my skull loudly enough to keep anyone company.

I paced up and down the store like a caged tiger as I tried to sort out in my mind exactly what had just happened.

Try as I might, I couldn’t figure out how to fit all of the pieces of this puzzle together. Artemis, the sigils, the possibility of a curse, these strange women, the fact that one of them had been ready to stab the other over whatever mysterious thing was going on in Wormwood.

Oh, yeah, and the fact that one of the women looked like she had freaking antlers growing out of her head.

None of the gamers had commented on that, so maybe I was going insane? Or maybe it was just a really great LARP headpiece she’d decided to wear for some crazy reason?

I scrubbed my hands over my face and exhaled noisily.

The postcards were still spilled all over the floor from where Viking Lavigne had knocked the stand over. I stared at the mess and tried to work up the will to go over there and pick them all up.

Just then, my stomach let out a loud gurgle, and I remembered that all I’d had today was a cup of coffee.

“Fuck this,” I said out loud. “I’m going out for lunch.”

It might not solve this issue, but at least it couldn’t get any worse if I faced it with a full stomach. Lots of things seemed easier over fries and a burger.

I grabbed my jacket, flipped the shop sign over to the closed side, went out, and locked the door behind me.

The sky was gray and heavy overhead, and I paused for a moment just outside the store to zip up my jacket against the cool breeze.

And that was when I felt the cold edge of a knife blade pressed against the back of my neck.
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Chapter 7

“Don’t move,” the antlered woman hissed behind me.

“Didn’t we already do this?” I asked in a light voice.

“Don’t test my patience,” she snapped. “I just want to know one thing. Who are you to break my troth with Astrid?”

“Break your what?” I asked.

“My troth,” she barked. “My word, my bond, my geis.”

“Oh, you mean like an alliance?” I said.

“Yes!” The knife blade was cold against my neck. “Why did the two of you conspire against me? Who are you, and what do you know?”

“Well,” I replied. “Mike. And very little.”

“What?” she demanded. “What do you mean?”

“I mean,” I said. “My name is Mike, and I don’t have a fucking clue what you’re talking about.”

“You lie!” she snarled.

“Look,” I said with a sigh. “I don’t know what kind of drama you and your girlfriend are going through right now, but I promise you, I’ve got nothing to do with it. The first time I ever saw the pair of you was today when you came into the store.”

“Words.” Her voice was low and harsh. “I have had just about enough words from everyone in this foolish, tiny, infernally damp town.”

“Hey,” I protested. “It’s called Wormwood, okay? And it’s not that bad. Have you been to Mario’s? They do a mean Old-fashioned.”

The knife pressed into my neck, and I winced.

“Tell me what you know,” the woman gritted out. “Or I will run you through with my blade.”

“I’d really rather you didn’t do that,” I said. “I don’t want to hurt you again.”

“I have been hurt in ways you cannot fathom,” she snarled.

In one smooth motion, I spun around away from the tip of the knife. In the same movement, I brought my forearm up and smashed my elbow into the woman’s face.

She hit the ground for the second time in ten minutes. Blood gushed from her nose, and she cupped her mouth with her hands and stared in horror at the bright blood staining her fingers.

“I’m sorry,” I told her. “I get it, I really do, heartbreak fucking sucks. But that’s between you and her. I’ve got nothing to do with this.”

“You blackguard!” she snarled. “Your father was a dog, and your mother sold her pussy for pennies in back alleyways!”

“Not as far as I know,” I replied. “Go to therapy. Or learn how to have a conversation without a knife in your hand.”

The knife in question was still in her hand, and her knuckles turned white as she gripped it in her fist.

“Talk to your girlfriend,” I said. “Or don’t, I don’t fucking care. Just leave the store alone.”

I turned on my heel and marched away.

My stomach clenched, and I was suddenly furiously angry. Maybe it was a combination of hunger and adrenaline, but the idea of strangers barging into the shop with their knives and their attitude filled me with rage. And then to threaten me outside, like they hadn’t done enough damage.

I was just a dude trying to get by and make his store a decent place to earn a living. That wasn’t too much to ask from the universe, was it?

My fists were clenched by my sides, and I stormed into the diner with my eyes fixed on my usual booth. I snatched the menu, gave it a quick scan, and handed it back to the waitress almost immediately.

“Burger,” I said. “And fries. And a milkshake. And coffee.”

She raised her eyebrows and went away, and I immediately felt bad for taking out my mood on her. I had absolutely no patience for people who were dicks to servers, and I made a note to leave her a big tip after I was done.

She came back with the coffee pot after a few minutes, and by that point, I’d pulled myself together enough to smile at her and apologize.

She seemed surprised and then touched that I would bother to apologize for my crabby mood, and after she’d assured me it was no big deal, she came back to my booth and gave me a free refill.

My burger and fries arrived, and I buried my face in the food and basically inhaled it into my system. After the first couple of bites, I started feeling better. I stuffed an entire handful of fries into my mouth and looked out of the window where I had a great view of the main road that led through Wormwood.

There were shops on either side of the road, and normally it would be pretty busy in town at this time of day. But it was just starting to spit with rain, and the sky was full of black clouds that were threatening to burst, so I guessed not many people felt like venturing out in this weather.

But there was a small knot of people approaching from the south. I watched them get closer, and as they did, I realized something: they were all women. And they were all weirdly alike.

They were all very tall and very slender. They all had long, straight, black hair that fell to their waists, and they all wore identical long white dresses and flower crowns made of daisies and trailing fronds of ivy. All of them were holding hands and walking in step with each other. It was like a really weird chain of kindergarteners out on a day trip.

I frowned and chewed on another mouthful of fries.

The women walked along the street at a slow but steady pace. They peered into every shop window they walked by, and every time they did so, they all spoke in unison.

I couldn’t hear what they were saying, and I wasn’t a good enough lip reader to figure it out from their mouth movements, either. But even so, it was clear that whatever they were saying, they were all chanting it together at the same time.

“What the hell?” I murmured.

The women got closer and closer to the diner. They were a few stores away when suddenly a Jeep roared up the street. It swerved deliberately at the last moment and screeched toward the chain of women.

For a second, it looked like it was about to mow them down like pins at a bowling alley, but at the last moment, the women broke their chain and scattered in all directions.

The Jeep squealed to a halt.

Despite being almost run over, the women were still impressively coordinated, and as soon as the Jeep stopped, they descended on it like a horde of locusts. They slapped their hands against the side and kicked the tires with their bare feet as though they were in a frenzy.

One of them grabbed hold of the side mirror and ripped it off. The others bent down as one unit, grabbed hold of the underside of the vehicle, and, still moving as one, heaved the entire fucking Jeep up and onto its side.

It fell with a crash and a shattering of glass.

There was a yell from inside the Jeep, and the side door popped open. A woman crawled out from inside the tipped Jeep, and then another, and then another.

“What in the heck is going on out there?” someone yelled from another booth.

The other people in the diner rushed to the windows to get a view of the situation, and I saw other people along the street coming out of their shops and houses to get a look at what was going on. The waitress came over to my booth under the pretense of giving me another refill, and we both stared out of the window at the sight in the street.

The three women who’d been in the Jeep crawled out of the door and stood up on top of the vehicle. They were broad and stocky, and if I’d thought Viking Lavigne had impressive shoulders, she was nothing compared to these three women. The first one was wearing a black leather mini-dress. The second was wearing black denim shorts and a black polo shirt. The third was wearing a sleeveless black hoodie and black cargo pants.

“Aren’t they cold?” the waitress murmured. “I’d be so chilled in those outfits.”

“Those other women aren’t wearing any shoes, either,” I pointed out.

“Fashion these days,” she said with a sigh. “Don’t understand it, never have.”

The women on top of the Jeep yelled something at the women in white who were clustered around the toppled vehicle like angry wasps around a sugar donut.

The women in white raised their hands in the air, threw back their heads, and let out an unearthly, synchronized scream that was loud enough for everyone in the diner to hear.

“Lord have mercy,” the waitress murmured. “Someone should go out there.”

I glanced around the diner. There were plenty of people with their faces pressed against the window, but none of them seemed particularly keen to go outside and get involved.

From my experience in the shop, that was starting to look like the most sensible thing to do. If one woman had brought a knife to a comic book store confrontation, then there was no telling what kinds of weapons these two groups of women might have.

The echoes of the white-dressed women’s scream faded away.

The two groups glared at each other.

Then one of the women on top of the Jeep spread out her arms and called down something to the women in white.

They stared at each other for a moment longer, and then the women in white slowly backed away from the Jeep. They linked hands again, and walked back the way they’d come.

The other three women jumped down from the Jeep, went around the other side to grab the edge of the roof, and with one concerted effort, pulled it over onto its wheels again.

It landed with a thud and a groan, but the women barely seemed to have broken a sweat. They opened the doors and swept shards of broken glass from the seats out onto the sidewalk, then climbed in, and drove away as though nothing had happened.

“Holy Mary, Mother of God,” a man in the next booth gasped. “Did you see that, Sandra? Did you see it?”

“I did,” his date replied in a sour voice. “Lot of nonsense, if you ask me.”

“Nonsense?” he exclaimed. “But–”

“Trevor,” she cut him off. “It was for a film, okay? Or some social media TikTok YouTube foofaraw. Can we just sit down and enjoy our meal? I get one morning away from the kids, and I don’t want to waste it while you drool over some steroid-filled floozies who have nothing better to do than disturb the peace for everyone else.”

Trevor went quiet, and from the murmured conversation and clinking of cutlery against plates, it seemed that everyone else in the diner had also decided to follow their example.

I stared around in confusion, but no one seemed that bothered by what we’d all just seen in the street.

The waitress met my eyes, shrugged, and reached over to fill my cup.

“Kids these days, ayuh?” she commented.

“Yeah,” I said slowly. “Kids.”

The waitress moved on to another table, and I ate another fry. It was cold, and it didn’t taste as good as it had before.

There was something really fucking weird going on in Wormwood.

I had no fucking clue what it might be, but I seemed to be getting tangled up in it all the same. And Artemis had to be involved, that I was sure of.

It was too much of a coincidence for her to come back to the town that she hated just when all of this weird shit started happening.

I kept coming back to the tarot reading she’d given me. I wished I’d taken a picture of the cards she’d pulled or written them down so I knew what they were. I didn’t know anything about tarot, but if I knew what the cards had been then at least I would have somewhere to start.

Betrayal.

Death.

Change.

I knew that much for certain, for all the good it did me.

“Hey, Mike!” Jay’s voice rattled me out of my thoughts.

I looked up and saw Jay and David coming across the diner toward me.

“Mike.” David slid into the seat on the other side of the booth without waiting for an invitation. “So, I was thinking about the vigil.”

“Good afternoon to you, too,” I said.

David blinked in surprise at the edge in my voice, and I tried to cover my irritation with a smile.

“What about the vigil?” I asked.

“Are you driving there?” he questioned.

“Uh, I don’t know,” I said. “Where exactly are we having it again?”

“In the woods,” he replied. “Do you know where the trail stops at that big tree stump?”

“Not really,” I said with a shrug.

“Oh.” David frowned. “Right, well, anyway, we’re meeting there.”

“I can show you the way, Mike,” Jay offered.

He was standing at the edge of the table, and I shifted along in my seat so he could sit down next to me.

He slid in with a grateful smile.

“Thanks,” I said. “I don’t get into the woods much, so I don’t know the trails very well.”

“Yeah, don’t worry about it,” David said. “I know them like the back of my hand, so I can guide everyone to where they need to be.”

“I know them, too,” Jay said. “So no one has any excuse for getting lost!”

David shot Jay a slightly irritated look. I wondered if he felt threatened by what he perceived as Jay muscling in on his parade. David was really taking this vigil seriously.

“Anyway,” David said. “If you were going to drive there, I wondered if you could give some of the others a lift.”

“Yeah, I guess so,” I replied. “If I’m going that way anyway.”

“It’s not too many,” Jay assured me. “Just maybe Curtis and Donny.”

“Yeah, that’s fine,” I said.

“Good, good.” David gave a satisfied nod. “Are you going to finish those fries?”

“Yes,” I said in annoyance. “I am, actually.”

“David,” Jay scolded his friend gently.

“I was just asking.” David shrugged his bony shoulders.

If I’d been in a better mood, I might have suggested to them that they order something and eat with me. But the last thing I wanted just then was to hang out with David.

“If you’re heading out,” I said, “can you ask the waitress what’s happened to my milkshake?”

“Okay.” David’s face flushed a bit as he got the point. “Yeah, we will.”

I felt bad for him, so I threw him a conversational bone.

“There was a fight happening outside a little while ago.” I nodded toward the street. “It finished just before you came in. That’s probably why the waitress was distracted.”

“No way, a fight!” Jay exclaimed.

“Yep.” I nodded.

“That’s crazy.” He knitted his black brows together in a frown. “Especially after what happened in the store this morning.”

“Those women were nuts,” I agreed.

“Right?” Jay blew out his breath. “Did one of them have a knife, or did I dream that?”

“No, she had a knife,” I said. “And– did you guys see her weird headdress thing?”

“Yeah, I thought it was a hairclip or something.” Jay frowned. “I don’t know, people put all kinds of things in their hair these days.”

“It was a LARP piece,” David said. “I’ve seen it before, it’s one of those Appalachian Magic characters.”

“Oh, I love those!” Jay exclaimed. “With all the old women and the cats?”

“Looked more like a deer to me,” I commented.

“It’s probably one from an expansion pack.” David shrugged.

I sighed and pinched the bridge of my nose.

Maybe I was going crazy after all.

“Have you guys…” I searched for the right words that wouldn’t label me as a total headcase. “I don’t know… seen any other weird things happening in town lately?”

“No.” David shook his head.

“Yes.” Jay nodded enthusiastically. “All these beautiful women everywhere? It’s like there’s a modeling convention in the city or something. I went into that new magic shop and there were even more women in there.”

“Really?” I raised my head and stared at him. “Why did you go into the magic shop?”

“To check out your major league hottie.” He grinned at me.

I rolled my eyes and sighed.

“But also, you know, I like those kinds of shops,” he added.

Jay’s character in WarAxe was a magical druid, so that tracked.

“Good for research,” David agreed.

“Do you know anything about tarot?” I asked.

Jay raised his eyebrows in surprise.

“Yeah, a bit,” he replied. “How come?”

“It was something I saw in a book,” I said. “I just wanted to get a better idea of how it works and what it all means.”

“Because of your new girlfriend?” Jay gave me a mischievous grin.

“Oh, my god,” I sighed. “No, not because of her. And she’s not my girlfriend.”

“Okay, okay,” Jay chuckled. “What did you want to know about tarot, then?”

“I don’t know, really.” I shrugged. “Just what it’s all about. All I know is that people use it to tell the future.”

“Actually, fun fact,” Jay chirped, “not every reader uses it to tell the future! Some tarot readers use it as a tool to speak with deities or contact the dead, and some readers use it as a kind of therapy instead, nothing magical about it at all.”

“Really?” I frowned. “So if the cards are used for all these different things, that means they’re open to interpretation?”

“I guess so,” Jay said. “I’m not an expert about it. But I know someone who you could ask.”

“Jay, you need to stop being so concerned about Mike’s private life,” David said in a flat voice.

Jay’s face flushed. He looked down at the shiny formica top of the table.

Anger flared inside my chest. My temper’s fuse was already running very short, and the embarrassment on Jay’s face sent a sharp retort jumping to my lips.

“Sorry, Mike,” Jay mumbled. “I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.”

“You’re not,” I snapped.

There was an awkward moment of silence during which I fought to get my anger under control.

Deep breath in.

Deep breath out.

Remember David was grieving the loss of his friend and grief did funny things to a person.

Deep breath in.

Deep breath out.

I forced myself to smile. I couldn’t make myself feel civil toward David, so instead I looked at Jay.

“It’s okay,” I told him. “I didn’t feel uncomfortable at all, you were just teasing. That’s what friends do.”

David folded his arms and looked down.

“Okay.” Jay smiled. “But, seriously, Mike, do tell me if I say anything that makes you uncomfortable. I know I can be kind of oblivious to social things sometimes…”

“No,” I said in a firm voice. “You’re absolutely fine, Jay, don’t worry about it.”

David abruptly scooted out of the booth and stood up.

“We should go,” he said. “I just wanted to check in and see if you were okay giving Curtis and Donny a lift.”

“Yeah, it’s all good.” I nodded.

“Good. Come on, Jay.” David headed for the diner door.

Jay shot me an apologetic look and hurried after him.

“Oh, my god,” I murmured to myself.

I was too tired for this kind of drama.

And I wanted my damn milkshake.

The door opened, and a new crowd of diners came in. My waitress hurried over to them before I could call her over, so I hailed another waitress to ask what had become of my milkshake.

She was very apologetic and said she would check with the kitchen.

Within a few minutes, she was back again holding a tall glass full to the brim with strawberry milkshake, whipped cream, and a cherry.

I thanked her, then scooped up a dripping spoonful of milkshake and cream to start digging in.

Then Artemis almost fell into the opposite seat and slapped the spoon away from my lips.
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Chapter 8

It was a sign of how much I’d already been through that morning that I just stared at her in stony silence.

“That was rude,” I said in a flat voice as I looked at my spoon.

“We need to talk. Let’s get out of here.”

“No,” I said.

“What?” She frowned.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I meant ‘no fucking way.’”

“What the hell is your problem?” she demanded.

“My problem,” I said, “is that ever since you arrived back in Wormwood, all kinds of weird shit has been happening, and this morning I had to deal with two psycho women in my shop, one of whom had a knife and who tried to run said knife through my neck about an hour ago.”

“What the fuck?” Artemis stared at me in confusion. “Are you serious?”

“No, I’m telling you all this for shits and giggles,” I snapped. “Yes, of course, I’m fucking serious. And not ten minutes ago there was an actual fight that happened out there in the street between the Manson family and three GLOW fighters. Oh, yes, and let’s not forget the other strange woman who’s been hanging around my shop who sounds like the Queen and can’t take no for an answer.”

“Okay, okay.” Artemis raised her hands and took a deep breath. “Okay. I can see you’ve been going through some stuff.”

“No kidding,” I deadpanned.

She chewed on her thumbnail for a moment before she seemed to come to a decision.

“If you come with me now,” she said. “I’ll explain everything.”

“Uh-uh.” I leaned back and folded my arms. “I’m done with being ordered about. You can tell me now.”

“It’s not safe here.” Artemis’ dark eyes darted around the room, and then she leaned closer and spoke in a low voice. “Smell your milkshake.”

I frowned at her but did as she asked.

At first, all I smelled was the familiar sweet smell of strawberries and dairy. But then I caught a whiff of something else. Something bitter and strange underneath the sweetness.

“What is that?” I frowned.

“Cat’s Love,” she said. “Also known as valerian. It’s a sleeping potion.”

“A what now?” I demanded.

“A sleeping potion,” she repeated. “I saw one of the women at the counter dose your drink. They probably want to knock you out so they can steal your keys and search the store while you’re out.”

“Why the fuck would they want to do that?” I hissed.

“Mike.” There was a pleading note in her voice. “Please. Not here. Come to my shop, and I’ll tell you everything, I swear.”

I searched Artemis’ dark eyes for any sign of a lie. She looked back at me steadily.

“Fine.” I stepped out of the booth and stood up.

Artemis let out her breath in a relieved exhale.

“Thank you,” she said.

I paid the bill, and then I walked with Artemis out of the diner and across the square to reach her store.

I glanced over at her as we walked, but she had her head down, and, if she felt me looking at her, she didn’t respond to it.

We went into the store, and Artemis locked the door behind us and flipped the sign over to “Closed” before she led the way through the silky curtain at the back of the shop.

Behind the curtain was a little storage area and a flight of stairs leading up. Artemis went up the stairs, which ended in a door that led to the apartment above the shop.

The layout was similar to the apartment above my store. A big living space with windows that looked out over the square, a small strip of kitchen, and two doors that I assumed led to the bedroom and bathroom.

My apartment hadn’t been decorated for several decades, and I was still living with Uncle Billy’s magnolia-painted walls, faded navy carpet, and particleboard furniture.

By contrast, every aspect of Artemis’ apartment had been chosen to reflect her tastes and personality. The walls in the living space were painted a deep, rich green, and they were covered in classical art prints. I recognized Rossetti’s painting of Lady Lilith hanging over the mantelpiece, and there were more framed prints in that same Pre-Raphaelite style hung around the room. The windows were hung with heavy, brown velvet curtains, and the bare polished floorboards were covered with thick patterned rugs. A row of suncatchers hung in the window and threw sparkling, shifting rainbows on the walls and ceiling.

There was a brown leather couch covered in a quilted patchwork throw and fat velvet cushions. In front of the couch was a huge, heavy coffee table made of dark, expensive-looking wood, and two brown leather chairs that matched the sofa sat in front of the windows.

“Nice place,” I commented.

“Thanks.” Artemis was chewing on her thumbnail again. “Do you want a drink? Tea? Coffee?”

“Coffee, please,” I said. “Is it drip or instant?”

“Instant,” she replied.

I sighed but nodded. “Yeah, coffee, please.”

Considering the circumstances, I felt I was allowed to be rude about her selection of hot drinks.

Artemis pulled off her jacket and hung it on a hook on the wall. Underneath, she was wearing a loose, burgundy-and-black plaid shirt and black skinny jeans. She unlaced her boots and kicked them off.

“Make yourself at home,” she said with a wave toward the spare hooks on the wall.

She vanished into the little kitchen, and I tried hard not to look at her ass as she walked away from me.

I heard the click and gurgle of a kettle boiling, and it occurred to me that maybe I should make sure she hadn’t brought me back here to finish what the women in the diner had started.

I took off my jacket, hung it on the spare hook, and then went to the kitchen and stood in the doorway as Artemis took down two teacups from the cupboard. She’d decorated in here as well. The walls were painted a soft, warm peach, and the cupboards were a dark, dusty teal color. There was a row of herbs growing in pots on the windowsill, and the shelf over the stove was packed with Mason jars stuffed full of dried herbs and flowers.

Artemis reached up and took down one of the jars. She unscrewed the lid and spooned some of the dried flowers inside into a tea strainer, which she then placed in one of the teacups.

She glanced up and saw me watching her. A bitter little smile crooked up one corner of her mouth.

“Come to make sure I’m not going to poison you?” she asked.

“Are you?” I asked.

“No,” she said in a flat voice. “Though it would certainly make my life a lot easier.”

“I’m not going to say thank you for not poisoning me,” I said.

“I’m not expecting thanks.” She shook her head in a frustrated gesture. “I’m just making you a fucking cup of coffee, alright?”

“Well,” I said, “it is instant.”

She looked around at me quickly.

My anger was fading a little, and I allowed myself a small smile.

Slowly, Artemis smiled back, and it was a proper smile this time.

“Mike Wainwright,” she said. “Are you talking shit about my hot drink selection?”

“You know what?” I said. “I think I am.”

Artemis laughed softly.

The kettle came to a boil, and she poured the steaming water into both cups.

“Milk?” she asked. “Sugar?”

“No.” I shook my head. “Just black.”

“Gross.” She handed me the teacup, which was white with a pattern of red rosehips and white daisies.

“And what have you got?” I nodded toward her drink. “Hot leaf juice?”

“Raspberry leaf and camomile tea, actually,” she retorted. “It’s very soothing.”

“It certainly smells like it would put you to sleep,” I said. “Is that what was in my milkshake?”

“No.” She shook her head. “That was Cat’s Love. That’s much more serious, it’s a proper sedative.”

“Do I want to know why it’s called Cat’s Love?” I asked.

“Nothing weird,” she assured me. “It’s just another name for it because cats like it. Like catnip.”

I raised my eyebrows at her.

“Okay,” I said. “I’m still waiting for my explanation.”

“Right.” She looked down into her teacup and swirled the diffuser around so it clinked gently against the china. “I just need to let this brew for a few minutes.”

“Stalling?” I queried.

“No,” she retorted. “I’m just trying to get my thoughts in order and explain all of this in a way that will mean you don’t bite my head off.”

“I won’t bite your head off,” I said. “Unless you’re planning to Jonestown Wormwood or something like that.”

“Is that what you think this is?” She lifted one dark eyebrow. “That I hate this place so much I’d come back here just to tear it all down?”

“Well, you’re not known for your level-headed decisions,” I pointed out. “And you are known for holding a grudge.”

“Alright, Mister Winger.” She rolled her eyes.

“Who?” I asked.

“Mister Winger,” she said. “The guidance counselor at school.”

“Oh, yeah,” I said. “I think I only saw him once in the entire time I was there.”

“Lucky you.” She pulled a face. “I was in there basically every week while he tried to ‘get through’ to me.”

“Bet both of you loved that,” I said.

We looked at each other, and we both chuckled softly.

Artemis lifted the tea strainer out of her cup and placed it in the sink. Then she took her teacup in her hand and went out of the kitchen into the living space, where she sat down on the leather couch and patted the seat next to her.

I sat down. The leather squeaked and sighed under my weight.

“Okay,” I said. “I’m listening.”

Artemis took a sip from her steaming teacup. She inhaled deeply, leaned over, and put the cup on the coffee table. The china gave a little clink against the thick wood.

“This is going to sound crazy,” she said.

“I’m prepared for that,” I replied.

“Are you?” She shook her head. “I don’t think you are.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Try me.”

“Okay.” She took a deep breath. “You know I run a magic shop, right? Well, that’s because magic is real.”

There was a short moment of silence.

“Magic is real,” I repeated. “Isn’t that the slogan for My Little Pony?”

“That’s ‘Friendship Is Magic’,” she corrected. “How have you even heard that much about My Little Pony?”

“I considered selling some of the merch in the shop,” I replied. “Expanding my audience, that kind of thing. How do you know the slogan for My Little Pony? I wouldn’t have thought that was your kind of thing at all.”

“Maybe I used to babysit kids who were into it,” she retorted. “And you’re deliberately avoiding responding to what I just said.”

“Well, yeah…” I said as though it was obvious. “You just told me that magic is real. What am I supposed to say to that?”

“I don’t know,” she exclaimed. “‘No way’? ‘Holy cow’? ‘That’s bullshit’ or something?”

“No way, holy cow, that’s bullshit,” I deadpanned.

“Mike,” she said in a frustrated voice.

“What?” I demanded. “What do you want me to say?”

“I don’t know!” she cried. “Just tell me what you’re feeling!”

Her chest was heaving with emotion. Her eyes were bright, and she was staring at me with a piercing glare.

I looked back at her with a steady gaze that I hoped hid how intensely my own heart was racing.

Because deep down, I think I already knew.

Maybe I wouldn’t have put it in those same words, and especially not when they sounded too close to the My Little Pony slogan, but ever since I’d woken up the day after the signing– shit, three days after the signing– I’d known there was something strange happening here.

And doesn’t every kid grow up believing in magic? And don’t most adults go through their normal, sensible, everyday, grown-up lives secretly wishing there was more to it than this? That the world didn’t have to shrink into taxes and credit card statements and online dating profiles once you leave your teenage years behind?

Maybe they didn’t.

Maybe it was just me.

“Mike?” Artemis pushed. Her voice was low, and her gaze was so intense it was like I could feel it on my skin.

“I think…” I began carefully. “I think I believe you.”

“Good,” she said. “Because we haven’t even got to the weird shit yet.”

“We haven’t?” I asked in disbelief.

“Nope.” She shook her head. “So magic is real. You’re okay with that?”

“Does anything change if I’m not okay with it?” I asked.

“No,” she said. “So it’s a good thing that you’re okay with it.”

“I guess so,” I muttered. “So when you say you own a magic shop, you mean…”

“I mean that if you know how to use them, pretty much everything in my store can be used to work magic,” she said.

“Okay.” I nodded slowly. “And the tarot readings?”

“Everyone reads tarot differently,” she said. “Everything I told you in the shop was true. Some people use it to read the future. Other readers don’t. It all depends on what works for you and what you vibe with.”

“Is that the technical term?” I asked. “‘Vibe with?’”

“Oh, yes,” she said with a straight face. “We say it all the time in my coven.”

Whoa, okay.

This was a new development.

“Your coven,” I repeated. “So you’re… you’re a witch.”

“Come on, Mike, are you really surprised?” The corner of Artemis’ mouth pulled up into a smirk.

“I guess not,” I said. “Well, no, that’s a lie, I am surprised that you’re a witch because five minutes ago I didn’t know that witches were a thing… But knowing they do exist, it kind of makes sense that you’re one of them. So what do you do as a witch? Are there lots of witches?”

I kind of couldn’t believe those words were actually leaving my mouth.

I was talking about witches like they were an accepted truth. An everyday fact.

Fucking hell, what the fuck was this day turning out to be?

“There are a fair number of witches around,” Artemis said. “Not many I know of are in Wormwood, but there are more in Portland. That was where I joined my coven.”

“And all the women I’ve been seeing in Wormwood…” I said with a frown as I tried to put the pieces together. “The women who’ve been coming to the store, the woman with the antlers and the knife, the women in white, and the Amazons… Are they witches?”

“By the women in white, I assume you mean the Sisters of Persephone,” Artemis said. “I heard they were in town. They’re not witches, they’re more like nuns. They’re a death cult. Well, a death and flowers cult, I’m not really sure about everything their doctrine covers.”

“A cult of death and flowers,” I said. “Yeah, I guess that does sum up their vibe.”

“So are you going to ask the big question, then?” Artemis took a drink from her cup. “Don’t forget your coffee.”

I swallowed a mouthful of horrible instant coffee and pulled a face.

“By that, I assume you mean, why all these women are here?” I asked.

“Yeah, that’s the one.” Artemis looked down into her cup for a moment and then took another sip of her tea.

“So?” I pushed.

“I’m thinking about how to explain it all,” she protested. “I’m not stalling. These are big concepts to dump on someone.”

“True,” I conceded. “They are. But I want to know. I’d rather you just told me straight.”

“Okay.” Artemis looked me in the eyes. “The big storm that happened a few days ago. On the night it happened, there was a massive spike of magical and psychic power that rippled out from Wormwood. I know it reached Portland, and I’m pretty sure it went even further than that. Maybe even to the ends of the Earth.”

“Psychic power,” I said slowly. “In Wormwood?”

“Yep,” she said. “And no one seems to know who or what caused it. We know it came from here, but that’s it. We don’t know where exactly in town it came from, we don’t know if it was a deliberate message being sent out, or a natural phenomenon, or an omen. We don’t know anything about it. All we know is that it’s here in Wormwood.”

“When you say ‘we’...” I frowned.

“My coven,” she said. “They sent me here because I already have a connection with the town. I already had plans to set up a magic store in Portland, but when my coven detected the power spike, they decided it would be best for me to set up shop here. They paid for my relocation and to get the final paperwork pushed through.”

“Sounds like your coven has a lot of resources,” I commented.

“Yes,” she said. “They have a lot of powerful members.”

“So you’re not here to get away from the concrete,” I said in a dry tone.

“No.” Artemis looked down for a second. “I’m not. I’m here to find out what and where this power is coming from, and how to harness it so my coven can use it.”

“Okay,” I said. “And that’s why the town is full of all these weird strangers? They’re all here trying to figure out how to get a piece of this power for themselves?”

“Basically, yes,” she said.

“Those weird women in white,” I said. “The Sisters of Persephone. When I saw them earlier, they were just kind of, I don’t know, walking along and staring into the shop windows. It didn’t look very magical to me.”

“Magic works differently for everyone,” Artemis replied. “My coven works a lot with plants and green magic. Other covens might work with the stars and study astronomy to call up power. There are storm witches, yoga witches, sex witches, fire witches, water witches, bone witches, death witches. And lots more.”

“I saw a woman with antlers earlier,” I said. “Is that normal?”

“Oh, yeah,” Artemis said with a nod. “Some shifters keep parts of their animal forms even when they’re in human shape. And there are soul-switchers, who share half of their soul with an animal familiar.”

“Okay.” I took another mouthful of coffee. It was disgusting. “Are magic users and witches always women? Are there male witches?”

“Sometimes,” she said. “But not often. It’s a very matriarchal system.”

“So far, that sounds like the only good thing about it,” I said. “If magic is so unreliable and varies so much between the people who practice it, how can you use it for anything useful?”

“That was why those women at the diner wanted to drug you,” Artemis said. “Their magic probably doesn’t allow them to divine or scry, so the only way they would have of searching your shop without you getting in the way was just to make sure you weren’t there.”

“Okay,” I said. “So if you hadn’t stopped me, I’d be snoring in the diner booth right now while they turned my shop upside down looking for this power source.”

“Yeah,” she replied.

“Which brings up another big question,” I said. “Why did you stop them?”

Artemis opened her mouth. Then she closed it. She looked down into her teacup, and to my amazement, a faint flush crept over her freckled cheeks.

“I– I couldn’t do it,” she said in a small voice. “My coven– they gave me some pretty strict instructions for what I was meant to do when I got here. They want this power more than anything, and they don’t care if anyone gets hurt in the process. So, when they asked me to plant a spell on you… I just couldn’t do it. And I realized I didn’t want to take orders from people who don’t care about anyone except themselves.”

I looked at her for a long moment.

Her head was bowed over her teacup, and a long, fierce, red curl hung over her face. She pushed it back over her shoulder, and my eyes followed the firm line of her jaw and the secret shadows that brewed in the hollows of her throat just above the neckline of her plaid shirt.

“So you’re saying you’re a good witch?” I asked.

“I don’t know what I am,” she replied. “But I know I don’t want to hurt anyone. I thought I could make myself do it, but… I’m kind of on thin ice with my coven at the moment. I don’t follow orders very well, and in the past, I’ve disagreed with a lot of my High Priestess’ methods. This was meant to be my redeeming mission. To prove my loyalty to the coven.”

“What will happen if you don’t do what they tell you?” I asked.

“Well, I guess I’ll find out soon enough.” She shrugged. “I’ve already disobeyed their orders.”

“By not letting me drink that milkshake?” I asked.

“No,” she replied with a quick, darting look up at me. “Even before that. They gave me a list of people and businesses I was supposed to plant spells and sigils on. Your name was at the top of the list, and when I saw it, I just knew I couldn’t go along with it. So I threw away the list and didn’t plant any spells.”

“You said sigils,” I said with a frown. “I found a sigil slipped inside one of the books in the store. And today, one of the strange women tried to leave behind a card that had another sigil on it.”

“They were probably doing what I was told to do,” Artemis said. “Certain sigils can be planted on people and left in places, and they act like a kind of radar for magical activity. If there are any magic or psychic spikes, the person who drew the sigil can tell.”

I swallowed more coffee.

Artemis sipped her tea with her dark eyes fixed on me over the rim of her teacup.

“How are you doing?” she asked. “It’s a lot to take in.”

“Yeah, it is,” I said. “Magic. Witches. Magic in Wormwood.”

“You’re doing really well, though,” she said. “I was kind of worried you’d, like, go apeshit and break stuff.”

“Why would I do that?” I asked with a surprised chuckle.

“I don’t know.” She shrugged. “I guess I was just prepping myself for the worst kind of outcome. And I was bracing myself for you to be furious with me.”

“Why?” I asked in genuine curiosity.

“Well, I lied to you.” She shrugged again. “And I’m a witch. None of those things tend to go down too well with guys.”

“Have you told guys before about magic?” I asked.

“Once or twice,” she replied. “Boyfriends.”

I fought back a sudden stab of jealousy.

“And they didn’t take it well,” she continued. “One of them got so mad I thought he was going to hit me. And another told me I was a bitch and a liar and he never wanted to see me again.”

“Whoa.” I whistled softly. “I’m so sorry you had to go through that.”

“It was my fault.” She shrugged. “This is why we’re not supposed to tell people.”

“But you wanted to share this important part of your life with someone you cared about, right?” I questioned. “That’s not your fault. It’s their fault they couldn’t handle it. They sound like fucking douchebags.”

“They were.” Artemis stared at me with a mixture of feelings on her face. “You’re so…”

“So what?” I asked.

“I tell you I’ve lied to you, and your response is to be angry on my behalf that previous guys couldn’t handle it?” She shook her head as a slow smile spread across her face. “You’re a pretty special guy, Mike, you know that, right?”

“I don’t know,” I replied. “It doesn’t make me that special to be angry that your exes treated you like shit.”

“It’s rarer than you might think,” she said in a soft voice.

I reached out and grasped her free hand with my own. Her fingers were warm and strong, and my mind flashed back to our date in Mario’s.

Artemis’ mind seemed to have gone there, too.

“I’d already decided not to plant the sigil on you when I asked you out for a drink,” she said. “It wasn’t a ploy to get close to you.”

“I’d kind of figured that out already from what you told me,” I replied. “I actually found a piece of paper with a sigil and my name written on it when I came to your shop to pick you up that night.”

“Oh, shit.” Artemis’ dark eyes went wide. “Is that why you were so hot and cold at the bar?”

“Yeah,” I admitted. “Sorry about that.”

Artemis let out a laugh of pure relief.

“Shit,” she chuckled. “That’s actually really reassuring to hear. Because I thought we really connected, and we were having a nice time– I was, at least– and then you suddenly retreated, and it got all awkward.”

“Yeah, I know, I’m sorry about that.” I grimaced. “I was having a really nice time, too, and then I suddenly started thinking about the sigil and what it meant and why you would have my name written down above a really freaky-looking, weird symbol. I got too in my head about it.”

“That’s okay,” Artemis said softly, and she gave my hand a little squeeze. “I am glad you had a nice time, though, even despite everything.”

“Of course,” I exclaimed. “Do you know how long I’d been waiting for that?”

“For what?” she asked.

“To go and get a drink with you,” I said.

My heart was pounding as I said the words out loud.

Artemis’ face broke into a huge smile.

“I’m glad to hear that,” she said. “Because you know I had a huuuuuuge crush on you in high school.”

“Really?” A warm feeling started around my heart. “Because… well, me, too.”

“Seriously?” Artemis gazed at me with sparkling eyes.

“Seriously.” I nodded.

“Isn’t this crazy that we’ve reconnected like this?” she said.

“I guess the universe works in crazy ways.” I smiled at her.

“I guess it does,” she murmured.

Artemis’ dark eyes lingered on my face for a long moment. The space between us seemed to become heavy and heated with things I couldn’t name and emotions I couldn’t describe.

Her eyes whirled in a storm of brown and green flecks. Her thick eyelashes fluttered, and she licked her lips slowly.

My breath quickened, and there was a delicious churning low down in my stomach. My blood thrummed with heat.

Artemis drew in a quick, shallow breath and looked away. She swallowed hard, then leaned over to put her teacup back on the coffee table.

“I guess we should–” she began.

I dropped my teacup on the table with a clunk. Then I leaned over and caught her around the waist. Her head whipped around, and I heard the startled intake of her breath.

“Artemis Black,” I murmured. “Can I kiss you right now?”

By way of answer, Artemis’ arms went around my neck. And then her lips met mine.
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Chapter 9

Artemis’ lips were soft and hungry. She tasted like herbal tea and vanilla, and her mouth captured mine with an intensity that flipped my stomach over and sent desire fizzing through my body.

She broke the kiss for a second to gasp for breath.

“Mike,” she whispered.

“Holy fuck,” I groaned. “Artemis.”

“I’ve dreamed of this moment,” she breathed. “This is every fantasy I’ve ever had come true.”

“Fuck,” I groaned.

My hands caught her around the waist and pulled her even closer to me. Artemis did one better and pushed me back against the couch cushions, then straddled me with her knees on either side of my hips. She leaned over me and kissed me again.

This time it was softer, and our lips moved more gently as we explored each other’s mouths.

“You’re so beautiful,” I whispered in between kisses.

“You taste like coffee,” she whispered back.

“If I’d known we’d be kissing each other now, I would have made sure it was drip and not instant,” I breathed and then chuckled as Artemis gave me a playful whack on the shoulder. “What? I just want to make sure you enjoy yourself.”

“Oh, really?” She bit her lower lip in a way that was unbelievably sexy. “I think there are maybe some other ways you could manage that.”

“Tell me more,” I growled.

“Well…” Her fingers went to the top button of her plaid shirt.

My heart pounded, and my mouth went dry as I watched her undo her shirt low enough to reveal a curve of a creamy white breast straining against a black lace bra.

“Fuck.” I couldn’t hold back the groan that fell out of me. “You’re so fucking hot, Artemis.”

“You like what you see?” She bit her lower lip again, and then she leaned over me and rubbed herself against my chest.

The soft weight of her breasts against me sent every drop of blood in my body rushing south.

“Wait.” I swallowed hard. “Are you– are you sure you want to do this?”

Artemis drew back a little.

She looked down at me with a wicked smile curling up her lips. Then she slowly unbuttoned the rest of her shirt, shimmied it down her shoulders so it dropped to the floor, and then reached behind her to undo the clasp of her bra. My eyes almost popped out of my skull as Artemis’ breasts fell free.

“No, Mike,” she purred. “I’m taking off my bra because I don’t want to fuck you right now.”

Her breasts were white, smooth, even, and totally beautiful. Her nipples were already tight as buttons. The pale, freckled skin of her upper chest was a perfectly smooth expanse that swept down and then up with the curve of her breasts to reach the cherry-pink summit of her nipples.

Artemis leaned over and whispered in my ear in a voice that raised goosebumps all over my body.

“My panties aren’t soaking wet right now because you don’t turn me on at all…” she breathed.

“Oh, my god,” I whispered. “How are you this full of attitude right now?”

“Why?” she asked in a low, husky voice. “Is something bothering you?”

She took my hand and pressed the palm over her breast. The tight, pink bud of her nipple rubbed against my skin, and my fingers dug into the unbelievably soft skin on the side of her breast.

“Fuck,” I groaned.

My hands went to Artemis’ narrow hips, and my fingers slid down inside her waistband to grab at her ass. I pulled her down closer to me, and my mouth closed around her eager nipple.

Artemis shuddered with pleasure, and her whole back arched.

“Oh, my god,” she whispered as my tongue circled her nipple and my lips closed around her breast.

I sucked, and the pressure and sensation of my lips and tongue made Artemis wriggle with arousal.

“Yes, Mike, fuck,” she whispered. “Oh, my god, that feels so good.”

My hands moved to the front of her jeans. I fumbled with the buttons and the zipper, and then I dragged her jeans over her hips and down her thighs to her knees so I could reach my hand into her panties.

She hadn’t been lying. Her panties were soaked through, and when I cupped between her legs, I could feel the fierce, wet heat of her pussy radiating out against my wrist.

I slipped my fingers inside Artemis’ panties, and the tips of my fingers brushed the burning moisture between her legs. Artemis jumped and pushed herself against my hand.

“Yes,” she moaned. “Yeeeeeeeees…”

I carefully slid one finger between her dripping pussy lips, and then inside her.

Artemis moaned in encouragement, and I pushed in another finger, and then a third.

“You’re so wet for me,” I whispered. “Your pussy feels amazing.”

“Your fingers feel amazing,” she gasped, and then she let out a breathless cry as my thumb pressed against her throbbing clit. “Fuck!”

“Is that okay?” I asked.

“Fuck, Mike, oh, my god.” Artemis’ eyelashes fluttered. “Yes, yes, yes…”

I began to move my fingers in and out of her, and Artemis dug her fingers into my shoulders in ecstasy.

My free hand stroked down her collarbones and lifted her soft breasts so I could press my thumb against her nipple. Then I reached up again and managed to catch one nipple in my mouth, and I bit it gently, which made Artemis let out a mewl of pleasure.

“Fuuuuuuucck,” she gasped. “Oh, my god, yes, yes, yes!”

Artemis’ pussy began to quicken around my fingers. Her swollen clit throbbed under my thumb, and I coordinated the movements of my thumb and fingers as I pushed her closer to orgasm.

Artemis let out a wordless gasp. She bucked her hips against my hand once, twice, and then she moaned as she climaxed.

“Fuck!” she gasped.

Her body shuddered, and she bucked her hips again. Her whole pussy seemed to throb and quake in delighted satisfaction, and her fingers dug into my shoulders as she shook.

“Fuck!” she gasped again.

Her head hung low, and her hair was covering her face, but as I gently eased my fingers out of her, she shoved her curls back with her forearm and gave me a breathless, wondering grin.

“Holy shit, Mike,” she gasped.

“Was that alright?” I asked.

Artemis leaned over me until the tip of her nose was pressing against mine.

“I think you know just how alright that was,” she whispered.

“Well, I’m glad to hear that,” I responded with a smile.

“I can’t be the only one here without any clothes on, though.” She tugged at the hem of my t-shirt and lifted it up over my head. She dropped it to the floor and ran her warm hands all over my bare chest.

“Mm,” she purred. “God, Mike, you’re so fucking fine, you know that?”

“Thank you,” I chuckled.

She put her hands on my shoulders, and I couldn’t help but look down at the view of her breasts. They were still heaving as she got her breath back from her orgasm.

Artemis saw me looking, and her mouth curved up in a slow smile.

“I think I want to see you without your pants on,” she purred.

“I think that could be arranged.” I reached down and unbuttoned my jeans. “So long as you return the favor.”

“Deal,” she responded with a sexy grin.

She moved back to a sitting position on the couch and shimmied out of her jeans. Then she pulled off her panties, and Artemis Black stood before me as naked as the day she was born with the full gorgeous reality of her body bare in front of me.

My eyes traveled over the long, perfect lines of her. Her round, apple-like breasts, her flat stomach and narrow hips, and the pink folds of her pussy glistening between her long, slender legs.

She was looking at me with hunger in her eyes, and when I dropped my boxers down around my ankles, a hungry, delighted smile spread slowly across her face.

“Ho-ly fuck,” she breathed.

She looked up from my cock to my face. The raw desire in both of our bodies couldn’t be denied any longer, and we lunged at each other and tumbled down onto the floor together.

My mouth found Artemis’ lips and then her nipples. I kissed my way down her stomach and then to the perfect pearl of her clit between her thighs. It throbbed under my tongue, and Artemis yelped in desire as I licked the sweet heat of her pussy.

Then she reached down and pulled me up so she could kiss my mouth. She held my face between her hands and looked me dead in the eyes.

“I want you to fuck me,” she breathed. “I’ve been dreaming of this for years, and I need to feel your cock inside me before I fucking explode.”

I kissed her with a fiery passion, and she wrapped her legs around my torso to lock our bodies closer together.

“Wait,” I panted. “Do you have any condoms?”

“Fuck, why are you so thoughtful,” she moaned. “And why does that fucking turn me on so fucking much?”

“Artemis,” I groaned.

“It’s okay, it’s okay,” she gasped. “I’m on the pill.”

“Good,” I whispered. “Because I want to cum inside you.”

“Yes,” she moaned. “Yes, please. God yes. Fill me up with your hot cum. I want every drop.”

My cock was so hard, it hurt. Artemis grabbed my ass and urged me closer.

I thrust my cock inside her with a grunt. Artemis gasped as my length entered her one slow inch at a time, and I groaned as the silken heat of her pussy enveloped my cock. She was slippery wet and as hot and smooth as melted butter, and the sensation of her innermost place parting to allow me in was enough to make me see stars.

“Fuuuuuck,” I groaned. “Holy shiiiiiiit. It feels so fucking good to be inside you.”

Artemis grabbed my face between her hands and pulled my mouth down to hers for another kiss.

“Now, fuck me,” she growled. “Don’t hold back.”

I had almost two decades of daydreams and wishful thinking to act on, and I didn’t need any more encouragement.

I began to move my hips back and forth. I went slow and deep, savoring each movement, and my cock seemed to plunge further and further inside Artemis’ pussy with every stroke.

Her eyes were locked on mine, and she linked her hands around the back of my neck as my cock drove in and out of her. Her lips were parted. Her breasts jumped with every thrust.

“Yes,” she breathed. “Ohhhh, fuuuuuck.”

Her eyelashes fluttered, and she sucked in her breath quickly as my cock reached a new spot inside her. She half-closed her eyes and arched her hips up with her knees thrown wide open for me to access every part of her.

“Yes,” she gasped. “Mike, I’m…”

She didn’t need to tell me she was close. I could feel her pussy throbbing around my cock, and when I increased my pace, her walls clutched at my shaft and urged me even deeper inside.

I moved quicker, and Artemis threw back her head and gasped loudly as my cock pushed her closer and closer.

“Miiiiiike,” she almost wailed, and then she let out a high, breathless cry as she climaxed. “Oh… Ohhhhhh, gaaaaahd!”

Her hips bucked against me. Her shoulders thudded back against the floor as her body spasmed in the throes of her orgasm.

The feeling of Artemis cumming on my cock was so glorious, I almost shot my wad there and then. But I gritted my teeth together and closed my eyes to keep myself contained. I’d been dreaming about this for years, and I’d be damned if I didn’t wring every last damn drop possible from this encounter.

“Ohhhh,” Artemis breathed. “Mike…”

I pressed a kiss to her sweaty forehead and brushed her curls back from her face. She blinked at me and then frowned.

“You didn’t finish?” she asked in confusion.

“Well, if you wanted to go again…” I began.

Artemis didn’t let me finish, and a devilish light sparked in her eyes. She wriggled out from under me and flipped over onto her hands and knees. She presented her rear end to me and gave her ass an enticing wiggle.

“Come on, Wainwright,” she challenged in a breathless voice. “Take me from behind.”

I gripped her hips to steady myself, then I reached around and stroked her dripping, throbbing pussy with my fingers. She gasped and wriggled her hips against my abdomen. I fondled her clit for a moment and then trailed my fingers back between her thighs. I parted the pink, gleaming folds of her pussy lips and pressed the hot tip of my cock against her entrance.

Artemis looked at me over her shoulder. Her lips were parted in breathless anticipation, her dark eyes were bright, and her face was flushed with arousal. She looked so fucking hot with her red curls tumbled all over her bare shoulders that I couldn’t hold back any longer.

I plunged my cock deep inside her waiting pussy, and Artemis let out a breathless moan of pleasure.

“Fuuuuck,” she whimpered. “Yeeees, oh, my god, fuuuuuck.”

I grabbed hold of her hips, and I began to fuck her from behind. My cock drove deep inside her soaked pussy, and Artemis’ body was pushed back and forth with the power of my thrusts.

“Fuck!” I grunted. “You feel so fucking good.”

I jackhammered my cock into her, and Artemis moaned with the sensation.

“More,” she begged. “Harder, Mike, harder.”

I grabbed a handful of her luscious curls and plunged inside her again and again. Our bodies met and clapped together with a hollow slap of skin on skin.

Artemis’ body was bowed into a curve as she dipped her back low to offer me more of her pussy. I nudged her knees even wider apart, and I groaned as I managed to push even deeper inside her. My cock was buried in her pussy, and the two of us moved together like we were made for each other.

“Ohhhhhh…” Artemis moaned. “Ohhhh, gaaaaaahhhd…”

She was getting closer, and with a grunt, I thrust my final stroke inside her. Artemis came with a moan that was almost a scream, and she melted onto the floor with all of her energy spent.

The feeling of her pussy constricting around my length was too amazing for me to hold back any longer. Artemis came on my cock, and I finally let myself release.

The edges of my vision blurred into darkness, and I groaned and gasped as my body was taken over by the power of my orgasm. I shot my hot seed into Artemis’ pussy while my hips jerked, and my body shuddered. My fingers were digging into her soft skin to hold her in place as my cum gushed inside her like an avalanche tumbling down a mountain.

“Fuck…” The word fell from my lips in a breathless grunt.

The last drop of cum shot out of me, and I pulled my spent cock from between Artemis’ legs and collapsed onto the floor beside her.

For a moment, the only sound was our ragged breathing.

“Fuck.” I gave a breathless and almost disbelieving laugh, and I turned onto my back and stared up at the ceiling with my chest heaving. “Oh, my god.”

I turned my head sideways and saw Artemis watching me through a curtain of her hair. She raised her head a little to rest her chin on her folded arms, and her curls parted enough to let me see the wide smile on her face.

“Oh, my god,” she echoed, and then she laughed, too.

I held out my arm to her, and she wriggled across the floor to my side. I put my arm around her as she rested her head on my shoulder.

“I kind of can’t believe we actually did that,” she whispered. “After all this time.”

“I know.” I kissed the top of her head. “Holy shit, though, that was amazing.”

“Really?” She looked up at me, and her cheeks crinkled in a smile.

“Really really.” I kissed her forehead.

“Good,” she said with a contented little sigh. “Because that was honestly the best sex I’ve ever had in my entire life.”

“Really?” I asked in surprise.

“Really really.” She smiled again. “Most guys think if they just stick their cock in you a few times and waggle it around, that’s the height of good sex.”

“Well, fuck, I’ve been dreaming of this moment for a really long time,” I said. “I wanted to make sure it lived up to the hype– for both of us.”

“Oh, it did.” She chuckled softly. “It exceeded the hype.”

I smiled into her hair and gave her a squeeze.

“I’m so glad you came back to Wormwood,” I said in a low voice. “I know it wasn’t really on purpose. But still. You can’t imagine how glad I am.”

“Me, too,” she said. “When the coven first discussed sending someone to Wormwood, my first thought was if I’d get to see you again. And my second thought was about how much I hated this town.”

“I’m glad your first thought won out.” I smiled.

We laid in silence for a few minutes. Artemis stroked her fingers up and down my chest, and I closed my eyes and enjoyed the simple sensation of being touched.

“Are you okay?” she asked in a low voice.

“Yeah,” I replied. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah,” she said. “Wait, do you mean, like after all the magic stuff or after all the sex stuff? Both my answers are yes, by the way.”

“Well, that answers that,” I said with a chuckle.

“What about you?” she pushed. “You said yeah, but was that about sex or magic?”

“The sex, definitely yeah,” I said. “A hundred thousand times over yeah.”

“And the magic?” she asked.

I wanted to give her an honest answer, so I thought about it for a little while before I spoke.

“I think so,” I said finally.

“It’s a lot to process,” Artemis said. “It’s okay if you’re not okay with it, you know.”

“Thank you,” I replied. “I am okay with it, I think. I guess it might take me some time to properly wrap my head around it all. Because it’s not just magic, it’s Wormwood, it’s witches, it’s everything. It’s my whole life. How did you handle it when you realized magic was real?”

“First, I was excited,” she replied. “And then I was angry. And then I was scared. And then I was overwhelmed, and I cried for a bit, and then I finished off the bottle of vodka I had in the cupboard, and then I cried some more, and then I called in sick, and went to bed and had a nap.”

“I think I’m doing a bit better than that,” I said with a wry chuckle. “But maybe that’s only because I don’t like vodka. What did you do after your nap?”

“I woke up hungover, so I had a shower, and then I went for a walk in Lincoln Park,” she replied.

“And after that?” I asked.

“I don’t know, I guess I just got on with stuff.” She lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “You know, I still had to pay my rent and buy groceries.”

“Yeah, that makes sense,” I said. “What helped you find out? About magic being real.”

“I guess it wasn’t one big thing,” she said. “It was more a lot of little things that all built up over time. I think I’d always kind of believed there was something more out there, and that feeling grew when I got my first deck of tarot cards when I was a teenager.”

I smiled at the memory of Artemis as a teenager.

“And then when I moved to the city,” she continued. “I just started noticing things. My readings started getting more and more accurate, and my wishes started coming true. Not big things, not like winning the lottery or anything like that. But if I wished hard enough for small, everyday things, they would always come true. I’d get the jobs I wanted, there would always be my favorite kind of pretzels at the bakery, I’d somehow always manage to find an apartment that was nice and didn’t break my wallet, and when it came to paying my bills, I somehow always managed to find something, or something would turn up just in time. And then I started working at the occult shop, and the owner turned out to be a member of a coven, and she put me forward for membership. And the first night after I joined, we all did a group spell. And that was…”

Artemis’ voice trailed away.

I looked down at her and saw her frowning into the distance as though she was lost in her memories.

“It was what?” I asked in a soft voice.

“It was incredible,” she whispered. “I’d never felt anything like that before. We went out to a park in the middle of the night under the full moon. We danced skyclad around a bonfire. And we grew a tree.”

“Skyclad?” I repeated.

“Naked,” she explained.

“Oh, right.” I swallowed hard at the mental image of a naked Artemis dancing around a bonfire. “And, uh, you grew a tree?”

“The High Priestess had an acorn,” Artemis said. “She planted it, and we combined our wills and our power, and we grew it. It sprouted in front of our eyes. It became a sapling, and then a young tree, and then a huge tree, and finally it towered over us in the full bloom of its life. And it was still there the next day when I went back to the park in the bright light of day. We grew it. A process that normally takes decades at least, and we managed it in minutes.”

“That’s pretty spectacular,” I said.

“It was a headfuck.” Artemis sighed. “And after that came the crying and the vodka. But I never doubted the coven’s power after that, and I still don’t. I disagree with their methods, but they have real magic in their ranks.”

“And now you’ve gone against them,” I pointed out. “Are they dangerous?”

“I don’t think so.” She shrugged again. “I hope not. I guess I’ll find out.”

“Well, I’d kind of like it if you didn’t get yourself murdered right after we’ve reconnected,” I deadpanned. “That would really put a damper on things.”

“I’ll try.” She chuckled. “I promise I will do all I can to not get hexed or murdered.”

“Good.” I nodded.

“And I promise I’ll help you deal with this, too.” Artemis looked up at me, and her dark eyes were serious. “Because I know what a weird thing this is to go through. Your whole worldview just shifts, and you have to accept things you never thought were possible before. It’s a lot to deal with. But I’m here. I’ve got your back.”

Her voice was deadly serious. Her eyes never wavered from mine, and I felt an unexpected lump in my throat at the fierce emotion in Artemis’ gaze.

“Thank you,” I whispered.

“Whatever has come to Wormwood, we’ll face it together.” She craned her neck back, and our lips met.

We kissed, and the soft gentle heat of Artemis’ lips still sent shivers down my spine.

“What do you think it is?” I asked in a low voice.

“The power source?” Artemis sighed. “I don’t know. There are some thick woods around the town, so I wondered if it was a creature of some kind that had come here. A unicorn, maybe, or a phoenix.”

“I’m sorry, back up,” I exclaimed. “A unicorn? You’re telling me unicorns are real, too?”

“So witches you’re fine with, but unicorns are a step too far?” she teased.

“Not too far,” I said. “Just… you know. Freakin’ unicorns.”

“I don’t know, it might not be a unicorn,” she said. “That’s just one theory. It could be a person.”

“One person with enough power to send out a power surge strong enough to reach the city?” I asked. “I know I’m new to all of this, but that sounds pretty intense.”

“Yeah, it would be,” she agreed. “But a person could blend in around here much more easily than a unicorn could.”

“Yeah, true,” I said. “You said it happened the night of the big storm, right?”

“Yeah,” Artemis said. “That was when everyone felt the power spike.”

“What if it was just the storm?” I asked. “What if the weather caused it?”

“It might have been a contributing factor,” Artemis said. “But if it was the storm, we wouldn’t still be feeling the power now.”

“Still?” I raised my eyebrows. “What does it feel like?”

“Like…” Artemis thought for a moment. “Like a stone in my shoe. I can ignore it, but it’s still there, and it’s always there.”

“That sounds uncomfortable,” I commented.

“It’s not so bad,” she replied. “Like I said, I can ignore it. But I don’t think a storm would leave lingering residue this strong that would last for this many days after the main event.”

“Something weird happened to me on the night of the storm.” I hesitated for a moment as I debated how much to tell her. But Artemis seemed to have been honest with me, so it seemed only fair I return the favor and be honest with her. “I lost three days.”

“What?” Artemis exclaimed. “What do you mean?”

“I lost three days,” I said. “On the night of the storm, I was down in the shop basement. Then the lights went off, and I thought I heard something behind the wall. And then the next thing I knew, I was waking up in my bed three days later with no memory of what had happened. And I still don’t know and can’t remember what I was doing during those three days.”

Artemis sat up and stared at me in amazement.

“What the hell?” she breathed. “That’s crazy.”

“It was a bit,” I agreed.

“You’ve got no memory of what happened?” she pushed. “Nothing at all?”

“Nope.” I shook my head. “I just remember the basement, the lights going off, a weird sound behind the wall, and then boom, I’m back in my apartment and it turns out it was three days later.”

“Hmm.” Artemis chewed on her thumbnail as she thought.

“You know what,” I said. “I just realized something.”

“What?” She looked around at me quickly.

“You look really fucking hot right now,” I told her.

Artemis snorted out a laugh.

“Oh, you just realized that?” she teased.

“No,” I said with a grin. “I might have been sitting on that information for a while.”

Artemis laughed again.

“I don’t know what your missing time could mean,” she said. “I could ask my High Priestess about it if you’d like.”

“If you ask her about me, then won’t she know you’re talking to me rather than planting sigils on me?” I asked.

“Maybe.” Artemis shrugged. “But it would be one way of finding out.”

“No.” I shook my head. “Thank you for offering, and I appreciate it. But I don’t want to get you into any more trouble. You said you were already on thin ice with your coven, so the longer we can keep them in the dark about– well, everything– the better.”

“Sounds good to me.” Artemis gave a little sigh. “It really fucking sucks, you know? Like when I found my coven and it was full of other people who were like me and who understood me, I thought I’d finally found my people. And they turned out to be assholes just out for themselves, just like everyone else.”

“Hey, not everyone’s like that.” I sat up, too, and rubbed her bare back soothingly. “You’re not like that, so it stands to reason there are other people like you out there.”

“Like you.” Artemis looked at me with her head tilted. “Is that what you mean?”

“Not just me,” I said. “I think there are good people out there. It’s just the good people don’t hear about a new source of incredible power and immediately leap to capture it. So it ends up being the assholes who get all the screentime.”

“That’s a good point.” She nodded. “I don’t know what you think about it, but my feeling is that no one should get this power. No matter what it turns out to be. Power corrupts. And I know I’m saying that minutes after I literally told you how my wishes started coming true, but that’s not power in the same way. The lights always turning green for me doesn’t equate to enough power to send out a spike this big.”

“Do the lights always turn green for you?” I asked. “Because that’s very impressive.”

“Ninety percent of the time, they do, yeah,” she replied. “If I’m concentrating hard enough.”

“That’s very cool,” I said. “But, yeah, I agree with you. As soon as a person gets power, you start to see all the secret things they wished they’d been able to do all along. And it’s never cuddling kittens and saving orphans.”

“So we’re agreed, then?” Artemis asked me. “No one gets this power if we can help it.”

“Unless they really are going to use it to cuddle kittens and save orphans,” I said with a smile.

“Deal.” She stuck out her hand, and we shook on it.

Artemis suddenly yawned widely and scrubbed her eyes with the back of her hand.

“Damn,” she sighed. “I’m so freaking tired all of a sudden.”

“It’s been a long day,” I said. “What time is it now?”

“I don’t know, dinnertime?” She looked at me. “Do you want to order pizza?”

“You read my mind,” I said with a grin.

“Awesome.” She grinned back at me. “We already ‘chilled,’ but I have Netflix, if you wanted to watch something.”

“Artemis Black,” I said. “You’re perfect.”

“I know.” She gave a modest nod. “I am great, aren’t I? You’re alright, too, I guess.”

“Thanks,” I chuckled. “When you say that, I know it’s a compliment.”

“It’s true,” she said. “There aren’t many people who I think are alright. But you’re definitely one of them.”

Despite her jokingly casual tone, I could see the fire in her eyes, and her words sent a warm feeling all around my heart.

The rest of that evening was the most fun I’d had in ages. We ordered pizza and found a terrible horror movie on Netflix. It involved witches and demonic possession, and Artemis’ outrage over all the factual inaccuracies was very entertaining to watch.

After we’d eaten, we laid on the couch with our arms around each other and watched the rest of the movie. Artemis’ commentary faded away, and by the time the movie ended, she was fast asleep with her head resting on my chest.

I carefully scooped her up in my arms and took her into the bedroom. She half woke up when I placed her gently down on the mattress.

“Wha’?” she murmured.

“Go back to sleep,” I whispered.

“Come to bed,” she murmured, and she grabbed my hand and tugged.

“Are you sure?” I whispered.

“Mmm-hmm.” She wriggled underneath the duvet and pulled the corner open for me to slide in beside her.

I did, and Artemis snuggled against me with her back against my chest. The sweet smell of her shampoo filled me with a sleepy sense of peace, and I closed my eyes and went to sleep almost at once.

I didn’t always sleep well in unfamiliar settings, particularly when I hadn’t been able to brush my teeth or shower beforehand, but that night with Artemis in my arms, I had the best night’s sleep I’d had in ages.

I slept all the way through, and when I awoke the next morning, the sun was filtering in through the half-open curtains.

I yawned widely and stretched my arms up above my head.

Artemis wasn’t in the bed next to me, and when I rolled over, I saw her doing yoga on a mat spread out in front of the window. The slightly parted curtains sent the morning sunlight streaming in over her naked body, and I laid back against the pillow and watched as her long, lithe limbs moved through the positions with impressive grace and skill. She’d gathered her hair up in a clip, and the sharp bones of her cheeks and jaw were revealed in lovely detail in the sunlight.

Not to mention all the other parts of her.

She glanced up briefly at me and smiled before she returned her focus to her routine.

She rose to meet the sun like a flower, and then she bent over in a V-shape, which gave me a fine view of her ass, before doing something that looked like a plank for a few minutes. Then she went back to the V-shape, stepped her feet to the top of her mat, and rose again to meet the sun.

I wasn’t sure if it was just my eyes getting used to the light, but I could have sworn I saw a faint glow of something around her. It was like an aura or a halo of light, and it was a kind of golden-green color that seemed to shimmer in a haze all around her body.

I’d never seen anything like it before.

I could only assume it was magic.

Artemis bent over again, then knelt down, and moved into a sitting position. She sat cross-legged on the mat for a little while with her eyes closed and her breath coming in slow, steady exhales.

Then she opened her eyes and reached for a small bundle wrapped in a purple silk cloth on the windowsill. She unwrapped it and pulled out a set of tarot cards, which she shuffled in her hands and then placed on the mat in front of her.

“Do you want a card?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” I replied. “The last reading you did for me gave me the heebie-jeebies.”

“Scared?” She grinned.

I rolled my eyes, slid out of bed, and sat cross-legged on the floor in front of her.

Artemis offered me the deck, and I picked a card from the pile and turned it over.

“Death,” I announced with a sigh. “Is this card following me or something?”

“Yeah, but it doesn’t mean death death, remember?” Artemis said. “It means change.”

“Yeah…” I looked down at the black skeleton knight on his white horse. “Why doesn’t that comfort me?”

“Because you don’t want to change,” she replied. “But that’s probably why you’re getting it. It’s a sign to open yourself up to the possibility of transformation.”

“Like what?” I asked.

“Well…” Artemis grinned. “Have you done anything new and exciting lately? Or… anyone?”

“Sure.” I chuckled. “If that counts as change, then I’m all for that kind of transformation.”

“And have any new and disturbing truths been revealed to you?” Artemis raised her eyebrows in a meaningful way. “Has anything happened that might totally change the way you look at reality, your life, and your place in the world?”

“Shit.” I stared at the card. “Okay, that’s spooky.”

“Welcome to tarot,” Artemis said. “And welcome to the world of magic. We deal in spooky.”

“Not before I’ve had my coffee, I don’t,” I retorted.

“Feel free to raid the kitchen,” Artemis said with a wave of her hand. “Mi casa and all that.”

“Well, thank you,” I said. “But tu café no es mi café.”

“Huh?” She screwed up her face in a puzzled frown.

“Your coffee is not my coffee,” I told her with a grin. “I need a cup of my regular beans before I can function.”

“Oh, right.” She rolled her eyes. “Fine. How about you go back to your place, get your coffee, open the store, and I’ll jump in the shower and be right behind you?”

“Sounds like a plan,” I said.

I went back into the living room to retrieve my clothes and pulled them on quickly. Artemis put on a silky dark-green robe to escort me downstairs and unlock the doors, we kissed goodbye, and she hurried back up the stairs to have her shower, and I walked across the square back toward Time & Space.

It was a cliche, but I couldn’t help whistling as I walked. The sky was a fresh, clear blue, and although it wasn’t exactly warm, it was pretty mild, and the breeze was refreshing rather than chilling. The whole town looked bright and clean in the fresh morning air, and there was a spring in my step as I walked up to my store and unlocked the door.

And then my whistling abruptly stopped.

Because there was another strange girl in the shop.
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Chapter 10

“Who are you?” I demanded. “And how did you get in here?”

The girl gazed at me with huge blue eyes like a doll’s.

“Here,” she repeated. “I am here.”

Her voice was soft and breathy, and for some reason, it reminded me of the sound the wind made when it rustled through the tops of the trees. There was a strange lilt to her words I couldn’t place geographically.

“Yes, here,” I said in a very firm voice. “How did you get into my shop? The doors were locked, and no one else has the keys, so you must have gotten in somehow. Did you break a window? Is that something else I have to add to my to-do list?”

“A window,” she repeated, and she gave a soft, high-pitched giggle. “That is what you see the world through. So that is why they took them away, it was just so expensive, the king couldn’t cope. And now the windows are gone, but the holes remain.”

I still couldn’t put my finger on where her accent was from. It could have been Irish, or English, or Newfoundland, or Transatlantic, but it was a bit hard to concentrate on her accent when her actual words were total nonsense.

I folded my arms and gave her my best retail worker stare.

She looked at me with her blue eyes open wide, and then she suddenly bit her lower lip and giggled again. Her two front teeth were a little prominent, like a rabbit’s, and they matched perfectly with her huge round blue eyes and her full cheeks. She was very small, probably not even five feet tall, and she had a soft, plump figure that made her look as cute and as round as a cherub. Her skin was a pale-olive color, and her hair was a silvery-brown cut in a very messy short style with heavy bangs that hung low over her eyes.

Sometimes when I saw women with messy haircuts, it had very obviously been cut like that on purpose, but on this woman, it looked more like she’d just taken a pair of scissors and hacked off random clumps of her hair in order to get it shorter.

And maybe even assuming she’d used scissors was generous.

At first glance, it looked like she was wearing a short, plain gray dress. But then I looked closer, and I realized her dress was a man’s shirt that was simply massively oversized on her, and the reason why it looked gray was that it was fucking filthy. It didn’t look like it had been washed in weeks, and it was covered in mysterious stains and dark, discolored patches. There was a trail of cobwebs hanging from her left elbow, and her feet were bare. The makeshift dress stopped just above her knees, and her plump, soft lower legs were covered in dust and dirt.

“Are you okay?” I asked her with a sudden, concerned frown. “You look– Sorry, I’m just going to come out and say it, you look like a bit of a mess.”

The woman gazed down at herself. Her vacant blue eyes fixed on the cobweb hanging from her elbow, and she lifted her arm to stare at it in fascination. She blew on it and smiled in delight when it moved under the warmth of her breath. She caught the trailing end of it with one finger, and in one movement, she twirled the floating cobweb around her finger like a kid with cotton candy and put it in her mouth.

“What the fuck?” I took a step back and stared at her in horror.

The girl sucked on her finger and stared at me over the top of her hand. She swallowed, and I fought the impulse to gag.

“I am… okay,” she announced.

“That’s debatable,” I muttered.

“I am awake,” she said. “I slept, perchance to dream, but my dreams were salted like beef and troubled like the sea, so I awoke in the water and the night, and now I am here in the light and the day.”

I didn’t know what to do.

This woman didn’t seem at all like the other strangers who’d come into the store. She might be pretty, but she was also kind of insane.

But maybe that meant she wasn’t connected to the strangers and the power source after all. Maybe she was just a troubled woman who somehow had managed to find her way into the store.

“What’s your name?” I asked her in a gentle voice.

“Many,” she replied.

“Many?” I repeated. “Is that… French?”

“I have been many,” she said. “And I will be many again. I am always many, you see. I must cogitate upon this. I must… No, it is not… My roots…”

Her mouth opened and closed, and her fair eyebrows pulled together into a puzzled expression.

“Do you know where you came from?” I asked her. “Can you remember that?”

She frowned and shook her head, at first slowly and then suddenly much more quickly so her whole body shook.

“Whoa, whoa!” I exclaimed. “It’s okay, calm down!”

The woman opened her mouth. And this time, my own voice came out from somewhere inside her.

“Hey, it’s Mike,” the voice said. “I can’t come to the phone right now, so just leave me a message and I’ll get back to you.”

The woman stopped vibrating. She closed her mouth with a wet popping sound.

I stared at her.

She gazed back at me.

“What. The. Hell,” I breathed.

Her mouth suddenly snapped open again.

“Hey, Mike, it’s Darren.” A different voice came from inside her this time, and I recognized it as the voice of the contractor. “Just calling to check in and see if you’re still interested in me or one of my guys coming back to demolish that false wall you were talking about. I’ve tried calling you a bunch, but I keep going through to your voicemail. I know there was that little mistake with the dates, but I’m afraid I can’t offer you a discount just because of that. Anyway. Call me back.”

The woman’s mouth closed again.

I stared at her.

“Is that it?” I demanded. “Are you done? Or are there more messages in my voicemail I should know about?”

“Voicemail,” she repeated. “Voice. Mail. No, Mike, you have– no– new messages– in your inbox.”

The cadence of her voice perfectly matched the robotic tone of the voicemail system. It was weirdly disconcerting to hear my name come from the mouth of this total stranger who might also be in the throes of a mental breakdown.

“This is crazy,” I whispered.

“Crazy,” she said, and she looked down at the floor with a sigh. “There is sure a pleasure in being mad that none but madmen know.”

“Or is it magic?” I watched her carefully to see if she would respond to that word differently.

She just looked at me with the same peaceful but slightly concerned expression on her face.

“Where did you come from?” I asked her again.

“Here,” she replied, just like she had before.

“But what does that mean?” I asked. “Where is ‘here?’ Do you mean Wormwood or Maine or…”

“Here.” She took a quick step in and grasped my hand with her own.

Her skin was cool and silky smooth in an unnatural way. Her hands almost didn’t feel human, they felt like flower petals.

“Where?” I pleaded with her. “Where is here?”

“Here.” She pulled on my hand, and I realized she wanted me to follow her. “Here is here.”

She pulled me over to the door that led down to the basement. It was already standing ajar, and I wondered if this was what she meant when she said she’d always been here. Maybe she hadn’t broken in, maybe she’d managed to find her way down to the basement during opening hours and had got stuck down there and only crept out this morning.

She led me down the stairs and into the smell of dampness and mustiness that made up the basement.

“Here,” she said.

“Wait.” I halted in amazement as a realization suddenly bloomed in my brain. “My phone was down here. You spoke my voicemail. And if this is where you came from, where ‘here’ is, then…”

My voice trailed away as I remembered that I still didn’t know what the hell was going on.

“Here,” the woman repeated in her soft, lilting voice.

She gave a little pull on my hand and led me over to the hole in the false wall.

“Here,” she repeated.

“No.” I shook my head. “This is insane.”

She cocked her head to one side like a bird.

“Wait…” Another memory surfaced. “I heard someone down here the night of the storm, didn’t I? Was that you?”

“I was,” she said. “But I also am. And I maybe will be, too.”

“Great,” I said with a sigh. “That makes perfect sense.”

I took a step closer to the hole and peered inside. It had been pitch black in there on the night of the storm, but now when I looked in, there seemed to be a faint glow emanating from something on the back wall.

I frowned at it for a few minutes in confusion. And then I gasped as I realized just what I was looking at.

There was an enormous mushroom growing on the back wall of the basement. It spread out in every direction, and there were clumps where it grew in thick plate-like protrusions that almost looked thick enough and sturdy enough for someone to sit on. The tops of the mushrooms were a warm silvery-brown color, the stalks were a pale olive, and the gills on the underside of the mushroom were white with a faint blue hue to them, and it was this blue hue that emitted the glow that allowed me to see anything.

I drew back a little from the hole and stared at the woman in front of me. At her warm, silvery-brown hair. Her pale olive skin. Her brilliant blue eyes.

“This is where you came from?” I asked.

“I am here.” Her voice turned dreamy.

She placed one hand on the edges of the hole in the false wall. Her flesh started to melt away like an ice cube on a hot summer day, and the wall reabsorbed her. Her hand sank away into the wall up to her wrist, and she let out a deep sigh before she pulled away again.

Her hand was completely untouched like nothing had just happened to it.

“You are here,” I repeated. “In there with that… fungus.”

“We are everything,” she said. “We are the dirt and the light, the spore and the sun, the damp and warmth, the mold and the blight.”

“Right…” I couldn’t stop glancing back at the hole.

I was filled with a morbid curiosity I couldn’t squash down, so of course, in the end, I looked back into the hole and stared at the enormous mushrooms that were gathered there.

And it was then that I saw my old phone again.

It had fallen down onto the floor, and a wispy mycelium had snaked out of the main organism, seized the phone, and was in the process of absorbing it into itself. The tendril had split in half, and one part was wrapped around the phone while the other part had bored its way inside the device through the broken screen. The whole thing was covered in a thick, milky-colored, powder of some sort.

The woman was looking at me again. I couldn’t work out the expression on her face. It could have been confusion, or boredom, or sadness.

“Were you behind this wall?” I asked.

“I am behind every wall,” she replied.

“Every wall,” I repeated. “Every wall in Wormwood or every wall in, like… the world?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “I just know I am behind every wall.”

This was crazy.

She was crazy.

Except for the moments when she wasn’t. Half the time, this woman seemed incapable of not spouting whatever gibberish was in her head, but then there were the moments like these when she seemed capable of talking and explaining things like any other normal human being.

Because that was what she was, right? A human being? She had to be a human being, didn’t she?

My mind flew back to Artemis’ tales last night. Stories about soul-switchers and unicorns and phoenixes. There were creatures out there that weren’t human or any kind of animal I knew about. Mad, fantastical creatures that I normally could only dream about.

“Are you a unicorn?” I asked.

“No,” she said. “I do not have a horn.”

“Fair point,” I conceded. “Are you a phoenix? Or a witch? Or a soul-switcher?”

“I believe not,” she said in a solemn tone. “But there are many roads to my father’s house, and many roads to town, and there need not be only one way with which to spin this spell.”

“Spin this spell?” I looked her in the eyes. “Is someone spinning a spell here? Do you know about that? What do you mean?”

“Spin,” she said with a sigh. “Spin, spin, spin again.”

I was getting a headache. I still hadn’t had my coffee this morning, and I was having to deal with the most Manic Pixie Dream Girl person I’d ever met in my life.

But maybe she had more license to be a Manic Pixie Dream Girl than most people.

It had to have been her whom I’d heard breathing behind the wall on the night of the storm. I’d come down here, I’d heard her breathing, and…

And then what?

I still didn’t know.

“You said you were here,” I said in a careful tone of voice. “How long have you been here? In this basement, I mean?”

“The basement,” she repeated, and she looked around the room with the corners of her mouth turned down.

“Yes, the basement,” I said patiently. “I was down here a few nights ago. I broke through the wall, and I think I heard you down here. Were you there?”

“It was you.” She gave me a delighted smile. “You broke us down. You opened us up.”

“It was you, then.” I nodded. “So, then what happened? After I broke the wall down, what happened?”

“All things happened,” the woman said dreamily.

“Yeah, okay, but what?” I persisted. “Did you do something then? I lost three days after I came down here. I have no memory of what I did or where I went, so if you know something about that missing time, then I would really like to hear about it.”

“Three days,” she whispered. “Was it three days? Or seven days? It is seven years to the day in Fairyland.”

“We’re not in Fairyland,” I said firmly. “We’re in Wormwood. What happened in the days after the storm?”

“I drank your dreams,” she said in a voice that was so calm it took me a moment to process what she’d actually just said. “They tasted of grief and confusion and excitement and hunger and power and the legacy of the men who came before you. To this shop. To this town. To this city. To this state. This–”

“You drank my dreams?” I interrupted. “What the hell?”

“I wanted to know who it was that had woken me,” she said like it was a perfectly normal request to make. “I am volatile and delicate, and I must be treated with the right hands. So I drank your dreams, and I found that you are Mike and Michael Wainwright, and so I was happy to see you and that it was you. You have been here before, and we wished to express that we are happy to see you.”

“Well, yes,” I said. “It’s my shop, of course I’ve been down here before.”

“But there was another here before you, was there not?” she asked.

“Yeah, that would have been my Uncle Billy,” I replied. “He owned the shop before me.”

“No.” Her voice came out flat. “No. That is not what I said.”

“Okay.” I looked at her closely. “I’m sorry. What did you say?”

“I wish to sleep,” she said abruptly. “This is not the right time for me.”

“Oh, okay.” I glanced over my shoulder to the stairs leading back up to the shop. “Do you want to crash on my couch, or take the bed, or…”

I looked back around just in time to see her whole arm absorb back into the hole. The woman was leaning against the false wall, and the wall was sucking her into itself like a sponge soaking up water.

“Wait!” I reached forward and grabbed her shoulder– the one that wasn’t in the middle of being swallowed up by the wall. “I have to know more. Who are you? What are you? Are you connected to all these strangers who are coming to town? Do you know something about this power source everyone is going crazy about?”

The girl heaved a deep sigh. She looked at her arm, which was still half-in and half-out of the wall, and then she looked up at me. Her blue eyes looked impossibly huge and impossibly deep. It was like looking into the sky or into a deep, deep well in the ground.

“You do not see,” she said in a sad voice. “And you do not see me.”

“I see you,” I assured her. “I just want to know more about you. About who you are, and where you came from, and–”

“Here.” She cut me off. “I am from here. I have always been from here, and here I will always remain. I be. I are. I am. Come here to me.”

She reached out her free hand, and before I could protest, she pressed her hand against my forehead. Her fingers dug into my temple, and I could hear something thudding very close by. It could have been the blood whirling in my head or it could have been the pulse thudding in her wrist, which was centimeters away from my face.

“See me,” she whispered.

And suddenly I wasn’t in my body anymore.

For a split second of time that stretched for an eternity, I felt my spirit detach itself from my physical form. Every nerve ending was severed, every wrinkle in my brain was scraped clean, and the edges of my soul were spread thin. My essence, my soul, my spirit, whatever it was, was sucked out of me by some huge, impossible force.

And then I was rushing somewhere else.

I soared along the telephone and power lines. I rang along the power connectors and sparked up into the sky. Electricity was everywhere, and I sparked and fizzed and spun like a pinwheel of fireworks.

Then I was rushing up, and then I was in the trees, and then I was in the sky above Wormwood. I had no eyes, but I could see the whole town laid out below me, and beyond that, I could see to the edges of the suburb where the city reached out to the houses and the people here, and tried to call them back.

But the power of the city was nothing compared to the power that was beating below me like an enormous heart.

It was her. It was the mushroom woman.

I could feel her power pouring out into the town like water flowing from a faucet. The power was everywhere. It was in the sky, in the trees, and deep inside the earth.

As soon as I had that thought, my spirit plunged down out of the trees and shot toward the ground. I hit the Earth, but the Earth wasn’t a solid piece of matter anymore, it was made up of a million billion different paths and gateways, and I could feel every single one of them.

My spirit split into an infinite number of filaments, and I was everywhere, I was soaring along every single one of those gateways in the Earth.

I was in the basement next to the wall, I was in Mario’s with the curious mouse scuttling across the silent floor, I was in Jay’s parents’ grocery store with the early morning hustle of customers, I was in the diner with the waitress from yesterday as she clocked in for her shift.

And then I was in the waitress’ house where her partner chopped carrots and potatoes for a casserole that evening.

I was in the woods where a deer leaped in sudden fright across a footpath.

I was on the main road out of the suburb in a car full of screaming children and one harassed father.

A stray cat investigating a trash can in the square.

A pigeon watching the cat.

A dog watching the pigeon.

A kid in a stroller watching the dog.

And I was watching all of them.

My soul darted all over the town, and I knew every single millimeter of it. I could feel the people thrumming inside the town, I could feel their hearts leaping with gladness and sinking with sorrow, I could hear every crackle in their lungs and feel every crack in their tooth enamel.

I was everywhere.

I could feel the mushroom woman with me. Every piece of information, every feeling, every thought, every emotion was filtered through her and came back to her. And as I soared through the earth and flew over the town, I could feel the vast expanse of her power inside me. She was linked to the town in ways I couldn’t properly understand, and with my spirit loose and untethered, I was just like her.

I was free, and I had the power of a million suns burning in my veins.

I was in Wormwood.

And I was Wormwood.

That realization sent a lightning bolt of power and shock through my soul, and it burst out of me like bullets from a machine gun.

Flowers forced their way through cracks in the sidewalk. One solitary cloud burst into a shower of rain that only covered three square feet of ground. The kids on the road suddenly fell quiet as their car engine let out an eerie whistling sound. The stray cat leaped six feet into the air, and the dog let out a wild and desperate howl. The square shuddered, and tiles fell from the roofs of the houses as the town shook with a miniature earthquake.

The customers in the diner and Jay’s parents’ grocery store rushed out to see what was happening, and I saw every single one of them as they stared around in fear and confusion.

I saw them.

I heard them.

I was them.

I felt Mrs. Han’s fear, and I looked into her nervous system and knew exactly how to push that fear into panic or reassurance.

I saw the waitress grip one of her co-worker’s hands, and I could tell how to manipulate the chemicals in her brain to confuse her into thinking she should leave her partner and follow this new person.

I felt the loose tiles on the diner roof and could see exactly how to shake them even looser and send them raining down on the people gathered below.

It was so much.

It was too much.

My spirit reared away from the sight in front of it. I was overwhelmed, and I couldn’t think of anything except how to get the fuck out of there as quickly as possible before I got sucked into the beating heart of Wormwood and couldn’t get out of there.

And then suddenly it was all gone.

I slammed back into my body, and I was suddenly, horribly aware of every physical sensation in my form that was clamoring for my attention. My empty stomach was growling with hunger, I needed a coffee, I needed to take a piss, and my spine ached where I’d fallen on the floor.

I forced my eyes open and stared up at the basement’s gray ceiling.

I was lying on my back on the floor.

I felt like ten types of shit.

“Holy fuck,” I mumbled.

“Did you see?” The mushroom woman’s clear, light voice cut into the dull throbbing pain in my skull.

I heard her bare feet scuff over the floor, and then she was looking down at me with concern in her wide blue eyes.

“I saw,” I breathed. “Holy shit. How do you keep all of that inside you all of the time?”

“Because I am here,” she said, and then she yawned and covered her plump lips with an equally plump little hand. “And because I am very tired.”

“Mike?” Artemis’ voice suddenly rang out above me, and then I heard her feet clatter against the steps as she ran down into the basement.

“I am tired,” the mushroom woman said again with another yawn.

She stepped away from me, and just as Artemis reached my side, she went back to the hole in the wall and leaned her cheek against the plaster. With a little sigh, she absorbed back into the wall. And in a few seconds, it was like she’d never been there at all.

“Mike.” Artemis stared at me with her dark eyes huge in shock. “Did that woman just vanish into the wall?”

“Yeah,” I grunted.

“Okay.” She paused. “So what the fuck just happened?”

“God, I don’t know.” I dug my fingertips into my closed eyelids. “Fuck, I feel awful.”

“What did she do to you?” Artemis demanded. “Did she hurt you?”

“No, not really, she just…” I tried to find the words that would adequately explain everything that had just happened, but I came up short. “Fuck, I don’t know what she did. She showed me– the town, I think? But also she was the town? And she was a mushroom as well?”

“She was a mushroom,” Artemis repeated in a flat voice.

“Go and look in that hole in the wall,” I said.

Artemis got up and went over to look. I managed to sit up again, and after making sure my brain wasn’t going to fall out of my ears, I then managed to get to my feet.

“Fuck,” Artemis breathed. “There’s a fucking huge mushroom in here.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I think that’s where she came from.”

“But is she–” Artemis swallowed. “Mike. Is she the power source?”

“Yeah.” I nodded, but it hurt my head, so I stopped. “She showed me a vision or something.”

“Are you sure?” Artemis pressed. “I know she vanished into the wall and that was very impressive, but she could just be one of the many magical people who’ve come here to find the source. Are you sure she’s actually the power?”

“Yes,” I said in a heartfelt voice. “I don’t think I’ve ever been more sure of anything. When I had the vision, I saw her, and I saw where she was in the town, and– and Artemis, she was everywhere. She said she was behind every wall, and fuck, she really is. She’s everywhere in this town, and the power she holds inside her is like… It’s like nothing I’ve ever felt before in my entire life.”

“Shit.” Artemis stared into the hole with a slightly amazed look on her face. “It was here. Everyone’s going over Wormwood with a fine-tooth comb to try and pinpoint the location of the power source, and all along it was here in your basement.”

“Yeah, which is great for me,” I said with a sigh. “If people find out, then we’re going to be overrun with even more strange visitors.”

As if to prove my point, a crash came from upstairs.
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Chapter 11

Artemis and I looked at each other.

“Fuck,” I gritted out.

There was another crash, and we both darted for the stairs. Our feet pounded on the old boards, and we burst out of the door into the shop.

The two women from before– Viking Lavigne and the woman with antlers– were busily engaged in trashing the shop.

They’d already overturned the rack of postcards, again, and shoved a whole shelf of books from the case onto the floor. Viking Lavigne was behind the counter rummaging through the assorted crap in the shelves underneath, and the antlered woman was attempting to pry up one of the floorboards with her knife.

She’d already made a deep scratch in the floor, and my anger flared into fury at the sight of the damage.

“Hey!” I bellowed. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”

Both women turned around as I came in.

“Oh,” Viking Lavigne said in a tone of disinterest. “It’s you again. And… a friend.”

“What the fuck are you doing in my store again?” I snarled.

“You’re rude,” the antlered woman said in a dismissive tone. “And your shop is small enough for this search to be over quickly, as long as you don’t get in our way.”

“I’m going to get in your fucking way alright.” I stormed over to her and almost managed to snatch the knife from her hand before she realized what I was trying to do and stumbled back.

“How dare you!” she shouted.

“Um, I beg your fucking pardon?” Artemis stared at the two of them. “You’re literally trashing someone else’s property right now.”

“It won’t take long,” Viking Lavigne said.

“The length of time it takes to trash my shop is not the issue here!” It felt surreal that I actually had to say it out loud.

The antlered woman was staring at Artemis with a puzzled frown on her face.

Artemis folded her arms and glared back at her.

“Witch,” the antlered woman hissed.

“Yeah,” Artemis retorted. “A witch and someone who knows there is no way whoever sent you here is going to be happy with the amount of attention you two are drawing to yourselves.”

“No one sent us here!” The antlered woman bared her teeth. “We have made our troth with no one else but ourselves!”

“Hold on, I thought you guys broke your troth?” I asked. “Not that I care about your personal affairs in the slightest, but I do remember that yesterday, someone got very upset when they thought their friend had made an alliance with me.”

I nodded toward the antlered woman.

“That was then.” She stuck her nose in the air. “We spoke our truths to each other, and we divined in our souls to rebuild the trust that was broken.”

“Really?” I lifted an eyebrow and gestured toward Viking Lavigne. “And you’re okay with the fact that she was so quick to doubt you? And that she was perfectly happy to stab you in the throat when she thought you’d betrayed her?”

Viking Lavigne’s blue eyes lost some of their icy stillness. Her gaze darted between me and the antlered woman.

“Astrid has renewed her troth to me,” the antlered woman snapped. “And you’re right, this is not connected to your interests.”

“Yes.” Viking Lavigne recovered herself and came out from behind the counter to stand by the other woman’s side. “Your interests are your little shop, correct? So if you would like us to not tear it apart in our hunt, perhaps you could make things easier for us. Where is the source?”

“The what?” I scoffed even as my heart thumped loudly behind my ribs.

“Don’t be foolish!” the antlered woman hissed. “We know it’s here.”

Shit.

The card they’d left behind.

It had gotten lost in the struggle yesterday, and I hadn’t known at the time how important it would have been to get it as far away from the shop as possible. The mushroom girl coming out of the wall and showing me that vision must have sent out enough of a power surge to trigger the magical radar tied up in the sigils and alert these two chuckleheads to her presence.

“I don’t know what you mean,” I said in a firm voice. “But if you don’t get out of my shop right now, I’m calling the cops.”

“Cops?” The antlered woman glanced at Viking Lavigne.

“Yeah, cops,” Artemis snapped. “You know, law enforcement? Big guys with guns who’ll show up and throw you out of town?”

“Cops.” A cool smile played around Viking Lavigne’s mouth. “I don’t think that will be necessary.”

“So you’re leaving?” Even as I said it, I knew it was never going to be that easy.

“Not exactly.” The antlered woman raised her knife out in front of her.

“If you try to fight us, you’ll only attract more attention,” I warned. “And then you won’t have any choice about whether or not the cops come to throw you out of town.”

“Oh, don’t worry,” Viking Lavigne said. “We’re not going to fight you. I’m going to eat you.”

“Excuse me?” I blurted out.

Viking Lavigne tilted her head back. The long tendons in her throat worked, the muscles convulsed, and then she suddenly lowered her head, and her mouth split open to her ears.

Artemis let out a yell of shock.

“Fuck!” I shouted.

The loose flaps of skin on Viking Lavigne’s face tore even further to reveal the stark red-and-white lines of her teeth and gums. Bloody strings of drool hung from her chin, and she spat a canine tooth onto the floor. The bloody hole left behind was filled with another tooth forcing its way through her gums, except this new arrival wasn’t a tooth, it was a fang.

The tips of her fingers turned black. Her human nails pinged off and monstrous yellow and black claws grew in their place. Her blue eyes got even icier, and her pupils dilated to enormous black depths.

Her shoulders became even broader than they had been before, and she lurched over as her muscled back became so thick it turned into a hunch that pressed her forward almost onto all fours.

Her blonde hair became shaggy and white, her lips turned black, and a bloodcurdling snarl started deep in her throat and rose to a roar.

“Holy fuck,” I breathed.

Viking Lavigne’s new wolf-like form made the store tremble as she took a step forward. Her claws lunged out at us.

“Move!” I tackled Artemis to the ground to avoid the slashing claws, and we rolled out of the wolf’s path.

“Hah!” the antlered woman cackled. “You see? You see?”

“Oh, fuck off,” Artemis snarled.

She hiked up the long, oversized sweater she was wearing to reveal a white-handled knife strapped to her slender thigh like the world’s most dangerous garter. She snatched it out of its sheath and hurled herself at the antlered woman.

There was a discordant clang as their knife blades struck against each other.

“Artemis!” I yelled, but then I was distracted as the wolf-woman drew back her clawed fist and backhanded me clean off my feet and sent me flying across the room.

I flew toward the sheet of plywood that was acting as a temporary railing between the two parts of the shop. I hit it, and I went right through it. The entire sheet split in two with a snap that sounded as loud as a gunshot, and I hit the ground in a cloud of dust and splinters.

The air left my lungs with a whoosh, and for a few precious seconds, I laid on my back and gasped like a fish as I desperately tried to draw in a full breath. The vibrations in the floor as the wolf-woman lumbered across the store rattled through my struggling lungs, and I was just grateful I’d hit the shitty plywood with the flat of my back. It could have been so much worse.

“Shit, shit, shit.” I scrambled to my feet and backed away.

The wolf-woman made another swipe at my head, but I ducked and the claws whistled harmlessly through the air over me. My eyes darted around the store to see if there was a weapon I could use.

The shop was full of fucking weapons from Glamdring to Needle to Callandor to the Gunblade. But they were all either behind glass cases or mounted on the wall too high up to be easily grabbed.

“Fuck!” I hissed.

The wolf-woman snarled. Drops of bloody saliva flew through the air and spattered against the floor.

“Oh, come on,” I protested. “That’s really fucking nasty.”

She lunged at me again, but I side-stepped her charge and landed a swift and brutal punch to her ribs.

A blow like that would have dropped an ordinary human, but this woman clearly wasn’t that. Even so, she staggered and fell forward onto her hands and knees, and that gave me the opportunity to lunge in and throw my entire weight onto the center of her back.

She slammed against the floor with a grunt. I grabbed a fistful of her shaggy white mane of hair and slammed her head against the boards. Her skull hit the ground with a hollow thud, and I slammed her against the floor again and again until I was sure she was out cold.

I stepped away from her slumped body with my chest heaving.

“Astrid!” The cry came from the antlered woman.

She was on the ground with one arm pinned behind her back and the other trapped underneath Artemis’ knee. She wriggled and writhed in desperation before Artemis pressed her knife against her cheek.

“I’d think very carefully about how much I moved right now,” Artemis told her in a low, dangerous voice.

The antlered woman laid still, and only her wildly darting eyes showed her fear.

“Good job,” I said. “Where did that knife come from?”

“It’s a boline,” Artemis replied. “It’s part of my craft.”

“Really?” I raised an eyebrow.

“Yeah, I use it to stab people with.” To demonstrate her point, Artemis ran the tip of her blade down the antlered woman’s cheek and opened a thin red slice in her skin. The other woman sucked in her breath and let out a little cry as the blood began to drip down her face.

“Artemis,” I protested.

“What?” she retorted. “She’ll be fine. Face wounds always bleed a lot.”

“Well, alright, then,” I said. “Can you hold her still for a few more minutes?”

“Why, what are you going to do?” she asked.

“Lock the shop door,” I replied. “And then see if we’ve got any rope.”

I locked the door and then headed down into the basement and rummaged around until I found a packet of zip ties in with my other tools. I brought them back up, and Artemis and I dragged the antlered woman over to her fallen friend and zip-tied their hands together behind their backs.

“This isn’t fair!” the antlered woman shouted.

“Um, excuse you.” Artemis raised a derogatory eyebrow. “But who told you life was fair?”

“I’ll kill you,” the woman hissed. “I’ll cut your throats and watch the light fade from your eyes.”

“Okay, Hannibal Lecter, calm the fuck down.” I beckoned Artemis over to the door where we could talk quietly without being overheard. “Okay, first off, when did you learn to fight with a knife?”

“I was a single woman living in the city, Mike,” Artemis said like it was obvious. “It was this or pepper spray, and this is way cooler.”

I couldn’t really argue with that logic.

“What did you call it?” I asked. “A bowl-een?”

“A boline,” she said, and she held it out for me to see.

It was a slim, curved knife with a white handle that looked like it was made of bone or horn. There was a tiny pentagram scratched into the top of the handle.

“A boline is a white-handled knife that we use for things like cutting herbs or carving wood,” Artemis explained.

“Or stabbing people,” I said.

“Or stabbing people,” she agreed. “A black-handled knife is called an athame, and we just use that in rituals and magic workings as a ceremonial tool.”

“And when you say ‘we’...” I raised my eyebrows.

“I mean witches,” she answered.

“Okay.” I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Well, is there anything in the witch tool kit that can help us out with Thelma and Louise back there? Because if we let them go, they’re just going to keep coming back, and sooner or later they’ll start bringing reinforcements with them.”

“You’re right.” Artemis hesitated. “How do you feel about memory potions?”

“I’ve not yet had the chance to form an opinion on them,” I said in a dry tone.

“Okay.” She rolled her eyes. “What do you think about forming an opinion on them now?”

“You mean you could make a potion that would wipe their memories?” I asked. “Like a drug?”

“It sounds much more criminal when you call it a drug,” Artemis said in a dry tone that matched mine. “But, yeah, basically.”

“Will it harm them?” I asked. “I’m not their biggest fans, but I’d rather not kill them.”

“No, there aren’t any side effects,” Artemis replied. “They’ll just wake up in a couple of hours with a headache and no memory of the last three days.”

“Great.” I nodded. “Do you need to make it or buy it or what?”

“I’ve got everything I need for it in my shop,” she said. “I can run over and get it now. Wait, what time is it?”

“It’s, uh…” There wasn’t a clock on the wall, so I went over to the counter and looked at the time on the register. “It’s almost ten. Why?”

“Ten, okay.” Artemis frowned in thought for a moment. “Okay, that should be enough time.”

“For what?” I asked. “What’s happening?”

“Some spells and potions work best if you time them to the planetary hours,” she explained. “The hour of Mars starts at ten-forty-two today, so if I get everything I need and bring it over here, I can start making the potion at ten-forty-two. That way it will have that added boost of planetary power.”

“Planetary power?” I repeated. “What does that do?”

“Well, the hour of Mars is good for working on obstacles,” Artemis said. “Mars was the Roman god of war, so if you want to defeat your enemies, working during his hour is a good idea.”

“Okay, that makes sense,” I said, and it kind of did, but there was a part of me that still couldn’t believe I was talking about magic and potions like this was a normal part of an everyday conversation. “Do you need any help bringing your things over?”

“I’ll be alright.” She glanced over at the two women warriors on the floor. “Besides, someone needs to stay here and make sure they don’t try anything.”

“Good point.” I unlocked the door, and Artemis hurried out of the store.

“I will bathe in your blood,” the antlered woman hissed from the floor.

“Yeah, yeah, okay,” I sighed. “Rivers of blood and the light fading from our eyes, I got it.”

She writhed against the zip ties that bound her to the other woman and wrinkled her nose in a snarl. The other woman might be part wolf, but this one was also pretty wild.

I remembered Artemis saying something about soul-switchers. I wondered if that was what these women were, or if they were just plain witches, or something else entirely.

Artemis was soon back at the shop. She had two totes slung over her shoulders, and their contents clinked against each other as she set them down on the floor. She pulled out a variety of glass jars filled with herbs, resins, crystals, and all kinds of weird ingredients.

Artemis took out a mortar and pestle, a set of measuring spoons like people used in baking, an empty glass jar, and a small set of scales that she placed on the floor. Then she sat down on the floor with the tools of her trade set out all around her.

“All good?” I asked her.

“Yeah.” She nodded and rolled her shoulders. “What’s the time?”

“Ten-thirty-one,” I said. “You’ve got eleven minutes.”

“Okay,” she said. “I’m going to meditate and get into the zone, so don’t talk to me or anything for a bit.”

“Whoa, get over yourself, Black,” I said with a grin. “Like I’d want to talk to you.”

“Oh, come off it, Wainwright.” She grinned back at me. “You know you can’t take your eyes off me.”

“Well…” I sauntered over to her and leaned over so her smiling face was just under mine. “That part may be true.”

“I knew it,” she murmured as she reached up to kiss me.

“Get a room,” the antlered woman hollered.

Artemis and I grinned at each other.

“Is it okay if I move around?” I asked. “I was going to search the shop to see if there are any more sigils around here, but I won’t do it if it’s going to distract you.”

“No, that’s okay,” she said. “Thanks for doing that.”

“No problem,” I replied. “Thanks for making the potion.”

Artemis shook out her hands, hunched her shoulders up to her ears, and dropped them. She fluffed out her hair and pressed her thumbs against her forehead in the space between her eyes as she let out a low hum.

She opened her eyes and caught me watching her.

“What are you looking at?” She raised an eyebrow.

“Just you,” I replied. “You look very witchy right now. And very sexy.”

“Flattery will get you far.” She grinned at me, and then she closed her eyes and grew serious.

I went behind the counter and watched the minutes tick down so I could tell Artemis as soon as the time arrived.

It was also another excuse to watch her as she meditated. She was sitting cross-legged with her hands resting lightly on her knees, and even though her spine was straight, all the hard lines in her face seemed to soften. She moved her jaw slightly and let out a little sigh between slightly parted lips, and I had to look down at the countertop for a moment as the sight and sound did some very specific things in my body.

The minutes ticked by.

“Artemis,” I called in a soft voice. “It’s ten-forty-two.”

Artemis let out her breath in a long exhale. She moved her neck around in a circular motion, stretched out her fingers, and made circles with her wrists before she opened her eyes slowly.

Then she reached for the first jar, unscrewed the lid, and scooped a heaping spoonful of dried herbs into the mortar.

I didn’t want to make her feel self-conscious by staring at her, and I had sigils to find, so I moved out from behind the counter and started scouring the shop.

I found the fake business card wedged in a crack in the floor near the counter, and I discovered a Post-It note with a sigil on it stuck to the backside of the “Visit Osstara” poster on the basement door. The one benefit of the women having taken a lot of the books off the shelves was that it made it easier to search inside them to see if there were any hidden notes stashed away between their pages.

I didn’t find anything in the books, but as I was putting them back on the shelves, I did find one more sigil written on a piece of masking tape stuck to the underside of one of the shelves.

I peeled it off and crumpled it up in my hand with mingled feelings of irritation, grudging respect, and unease. These strangers in town were certainly smart, and that made them dangerous.

But at least after Artemis was done, there would be two fewer of them to worry about.

After I finished cleaning up the mess, I went over to the two tied-up strangers. The antlered woman glared up at me and attempted a wriggle that made Viking Lavigne let out a low moan.

“Astrid?” The antlered woman’s anger vanished, and her eyes went wide with shock. “Astrid, baby, can you hear me?”

The other woman’s wild, white mane was starting to suck back into her skin, and it left only her former blonde hair behind. The claws on her hand cracked and then shattered into tiny pieces to reveal human fingernails underneath. Her fangs crumbled into dusty chunks, and her mouth moved and spat out more crumbs of wolf teeth onto the floor. The splits in her cheeks knitted back together and left her face as smooth and seamless as it had been before.

Her eyes blinked open, and her human, albeit icy, irises gazed up at the ceiling. A slight frown puckered her forehead as she presumably tried to work out exactly where she was and what had happened.

“Astrid?” the antlered woman whispered.

Viking Lavigne started in shock. She tried to turn around, realized her hands were tied, tried to look over her shoulder to see who she was tied to, and ended up clunking heads with her partner.

The antlered woman yelped, and Viking Lavigne fixed her icy blue eyes on me with an expression on her face that blazed with fury.

“You dog,” she hissed. “How dare–”

“How dare I, you’ll slit my throat and take a bath in my blood, you’ll cut off my head and play football with it, okay, okay, okay.” I waved my hand in a dismissive gesture. “Jesus, no wonder the two of you are having problems if you’re both this intense all the freakin’ time.”

“We are troth!” Viking Lavigne snarled. “We have given our word to each other, this is our bond, we are–”

I was getting a bit tired of how goddamn dramatic the two of them were, so I walked away before she could finish her sentence.

“How’s it going?” I asked Artemis as I moved over to stand by her side.

“It’s going well,” she replied. “I just have to mix this for two more minutes and then add the chili flakes and we’ll be done.”

“Chili flakes?” I queried.

“It’ll help them leave and not come back,” she said. “I added a little extra something-something to discourage them from coming back to Wormwood.”

“Smart,” I said. “Do you want a cup of coffee or something to keep you going?”

“Is this a ploy to get me to try your specialty brew?” Artemis asked with a grin.

“Actually I was going to ask you to do that later,” I deadpanned.

Artemis let out a full-throated cackle of laughter.

“You’re bad.” She shook her head as she chuckled.

“Am I?” I grinned as I filled the coffee machine with the bottle of distilled water I kept in the mini fridge under the counter. “I think you’ll find that, unlike your instant coffee, me and my specialty brews are just right.”

I dropped in a filter paper and a few scoops of coffee then hit the button and watched as the jug started to fill with fragrant drops of coffee. I got out two mugs and put them on the countertop.

“Milk?” I called to Artemis.

“Do you have oat milk?” she said.

“Ah, sorry, no,” I replied.

“Fine.” She heaved a dramatic sigh. “I’ll have dairy. But if I’m going to be getting a taste for coffee, then you’re getting some oat milk so at least I can enjoy it in peace.”

“Deal,” I said with a chuckle.

“Aaaaannnnnnd it’s done.” Artemis dropped the pestle with a flourish and massaged her shoulder. “Holy crap, that’s a workout.”

She poured the murky brown liquid from the mortar into an empty jar, screwed the lid on tightly, and began to shake it up and down while her lips moved in a silent chant.

After a few minutes of vigorous shaking, she took off the lid again, sniffed the liquid, and gave a satisfied nod.

“All good,” she said.

“Just in time.” I glanced over my shoulder at the full coffee jug. “So how do you want to do this?”

“Pinch their noses until they can’t keep their mouths closed?” Artemis suggested.

And that was what we ended up doing.

It wasn’t dignified, as I ended up sitting on Viking Lavigne as it was the only way to make her sit still. It wasn’t painless, as the antlered woman managed to bite Artemis’ thumb. And it wasn’t tidy, as a lot of the potion did end up on the floor.

But, eventually, we managed to force enough of the potion into each woman for its effects to take hold, and soon they were both snoring like asthmatic bulldogs on the floor.

“Cheers.” I handed Artemis a steaming mug of coffee.

We clinked our drinks together and drank.

Artemis kept her face deliberately stoic, but she couldn’t hide the faint widening of her eyes as she took her first sip.

“Well?” I challenged.

Artemis lifted one eyebrow and took another swallow.

“Not bad,” she conceded.

“Not bad,” I scoffed. “That’s a premium blend right there.”

“Ooh, is it, really?” she teased. “A premium blend, oh, woooooowwww.”

I snorted and took another sip.

“So, tell me, premium blend.” Artemis nodded toward the two sleeping women on the floor. “What do we do with them now?”

“Well, we can’t leave them in the shop,” I said. “The whole point is to get them as far away from here as possible. So I thought we could drive them out into the woods and leave them there.”

“Like puppies after Christmas,” Artemis said and then pulled a face. “No, that’s too sad. Like an old mattress when you move.”

“Exactly like an old mattress,” I agreed. “It’s covered in suspicious stains and you’re pretty sure you saw something moving in it.”

“Gross.” Artemis shuddered. “Let’s do it.”

We finished our coffees, and together we dragged the two women to the front of the shop and propped them up by the door. I went out to start my car, and I drove it up onto the sidewalk so there was just enough space between the car and the shopfront to open the side doors.

With a lot of sweating and swearing, Artemis and I heaved the two women into the car and slammed the doors.

“Cool.” Artemis leaned against the car and wiped her forehead with the back of her hand. “I bet that didn’t look suspicious at all.”

“There’s no one around,” I pointed out. “The car is too close to the shop to be seen from across the square, and we were very quick in getting them in. Besides, I don’t think anyone is going to report these women missing. At least, not through the proper channels.”

“Right.” She nodded. “And also, we’re not killing them or anything like that. This is almost legal.”

“Almost is the keyword here,” I pointed out.

“Alright, fine.” She rolled her eyes. “Do you want me to come with you to the woods, or should I stay here and guard the shop?”

“Guard the shop, I think.” I nodded. “You don’t have to keep it open, just make sure no more strangers try to barge in and trash the place.”

“You got it.” She threw me a mocking salute before she went back inside the shop and closed the door behind her.

I threw a glance at the two women lying together in the back seat. They were still snoring away, and Artemis had said the potion would keep them out cold for several hours, so I had enough time to get them out to the woods and get back again.

But it was still a weird feeling to be driving out to the woods to dump a couple of bodies.

Not dead bodies, Mike, I told myself as I started the engine and pulled out of the square. Sleeping bodies. Sleeping bodies. It’s fine.

I headed west along the main street and got to the crossroads where the left-hand turn headed deep into the woods. The trees were already thick and dark here, and their tall branches cast ominous shadows over the road. I glanced up at them with an uneasy feeling in the pit of my stomach.

I hadn’t had much chance to digest everything I’d experienced in the mushroom girl’s vision, but the sight of the trees threw the memory into sharp relief in my mind.

There had been so much information to process. Every sensory feeling, every thought, every emotion, every action, every tiny part of life was caught and captured by the network of tendrils and filaments that stretched out underneath the town. And all of those things poured into the mushroom girl.

It had been overwhelming for the short stretch of time when I’d experienced it. I couldn’t imagine what it must be like for her to experience that all the time.

No wonder she was a bit out of it if she had all of that to process. Maybe she was used to it, or maybe she had some coping mechanisms in place that helped her deal with it.

But I remembered the vacant look in her eyes and the way her sentences trailed off into nonsense and random statements, and I wasn’t so sure.

It seemed cruel for someone to be forced to have all of that inside their heads. But I was thinking about it as a human. There was no reason to think the mushroom girl was human or anything close to one.

She’d been living behind the false wall in my basement, for fuck’s sake.

When was the last time she’d seen the sun? Or, hell, when had she last eaten anything? Did she eat?

I drove along the road until I came to a place where I could park the car and get out.

It was very cold here because the tops of the trees blotted out the sun, and the road was covered in dark, shifting shadows. The wind whistled through the trees, and I heard a bird call nearby.

And then, for one long moment, everything became deathly silent.

The wind died down. The bird fell silent. The leaves on the trees seemed frozen in time, and it was like the whole forest was holding its breath and listening for something.

Dizziness buzzed in my skull. The ground felt soft and pliable under my feet. The edges of my vision blurred, and I flung out my hand to grab hold of something to steady myself. I ended up smacking my knuckles against the car door.

Instantly the dizzy feeling vanished.

The bird started its song again, and the wind ruffled my hair. The sun came out behind a cloud, and a long beam of light shone down through the treetops and illuminated the road.

Maybe I was going crazy, but it seemed like there was something almost playful in the way the weather had changed so dramatically.

“I am not here to play games, okay?” I said out loud with a scowl around at the surrounding trees. “I’m here to dump two bodies, sleeping bodies, and get out of here, alright?”

The trees rustled their leaves coyly.

“I really am going crazy if I’m talking to the trees,” I muttered to myself as I rubbed my stinging knuckles.

Although, who knew?

Maybe the trees were listening to me, after all.

I’d have to ask Artemis if that was likely.

I’d never really spent much time out here because, quite frankly, the woods freaked me out a bit.

Call it a result of watching too many horror movies as a kid, but there was something about the stillness and quiet of a forest that gave me the creeps. If someone wanted to dump a body, where would they go? If someone wanted to perform a satanic ritual, where would they go? If someone wanted to start a cannibalistic cult made of radioactive deformed mutants, where would they go?

Into the middle of the woods, that is correct.

And here I was, dumping two bodies in the middle of the woods and proving my theory right.

Still, at least these bodies were only unconscious and not dead.

I opened the back door of the car and heaved the antlered woman out. I grabbed her under the arms and dragged her a little way into the trees. She was pretty light, so that wasn’t too hard, but when it came to shifting Viking Lavigne, I was sweating and out of breath by the time I got her out of the car.

I dragged her into the trees a little distance from her antlered girlfriend, cut their zip-tie restraints, then went back to the car, and made a beeline back to Wormwood.

I pulled up outside Time & Space and tried to go inside, but the door was locked. I knocked on the glass, and after a second, Artemis unlocked the door and held it open for me to come inside.

“You locked the door?” I looked at her quickly. “Did you have any trouble while I was gone?”

“No, I just thought it was best in case anyone tried to come in.” She jerked her head sideways to indicate behind her.

My eyes widened as I saw the mushroom girl standing in the back half of the shop with her arms outstretched like she was auditioning for The Sound Of Music.

“Oh, fuck,” I blurted out.

“It’s okay,” Artemis assured me as we both went over to her. “She just kind of emerged out of the counter, which, yeah, not going to lie, that was a bit of a shock. But she just wanted to look around.”

“This is the place,” the mushroom girl announced in a solemn tone. “I have been beneath, and now I am above. As above, so below. As below, so above.”

“Uh, yeah, okay.” I glanced at Artemis.

“That’s actually a common phrase in magical circles,” Artemis said. “It means that everything is in balance and like affects like.”

“And what does that mean?” I raised an eyebrow.

“It’s called sympathetic magic,” she said. “‘Like affects like’ means you can have something that represents something else. Like a voodoo doll, for example. The doll represents someone else, and everything you do to the doll will be replicated on the actual person.”

“Wait, is voodoo real?” I asked.

“Of course,” she replied. “It’s not something white witches are allowed to do because it’s a sacred, cultural religion. But it exists and it’s real, yeah.”

“I guess I shouldn’t be surprised.” I looked at the mushroom girl, who was turning slowly around on one foot with her neck craned back as she looked at the ceiling. “Everything else is real.”

“I don’t think gremlins are real,” Artemis said. “And as far as I know, time travel isn’t real, either. Or Hogwarts.”

“Bummer,” I said in a dry tone. “I know plenty of people who’d be crushed by that news.”

“Not me.” Artemis wrinkled her nose. “I never really got into it.”

“Such a Slytherin,” I said with a dramatic sigh.

“Is that one of the good ones?” She frowned in thought, and she chuckled. “No, that’s the bad one, isn’t it? With the snakes?”

“Yes,” I said. “But trust me, you’re a total Slytherin. Ambitious, driven, cunning…”

“Yep.” She nodded. “That’s me. Which one are you?”

“Either Gryffindor or Hufflepuff,” I said with a grin.

“Let me guess, Gryffindors kick down doors and ask questions later?” She raised an eyebrow. “And Hufflepuffs…?”

“Gryffindors value bravery,” I replied. “And Hufflepuffs value loyalty and honesty.”

The slightly mocking look on Artemis’ face faded into a soft smile. She linked her arms around my neck and touched her nose gently to mine.

“You’re such a nerd,” she whispered.

“You love nerds,” I whispered back.

“Maybe.” She leaned in and kissed me.

“Some methods of contraception are more effective than others.” The mushroom girl’s soft, dreamy voice broke into our embrace. “For example, the contraceptive implant works extremely well at preventing pregnancy. If used correctly all the time, it has a ninety-nine percent success rate. This means that if one hundred women were to use the implant for a year, less than one of those women would get pregnant in that time.”

“Um…” I raised my eyebrows.

“Oh, my god.” Artemis chuckled and went over to the mushroom girl. “That’s from a leaflet in the doctor’s office that the nurse gives you when you’re considering contraception.”

“Really? Fuck.” I followed Artemis over and peered hard into the mushroom girl’s face.

Her huge blue eyes wandered around the room, and she seemed to find it difficult to focus on one thing at a time. Her rosy lips parted, and she let out a little squeak.

“What is it?” I asked her in a gentle voice.

Before she could answer, the bell above the door jangled as someone came into the store.
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Chapter 12

“Fuck, I forgot to lock the door,” Artemis hissed. “I’m sorry, Mike.”

I gave her a reassuring nod and turned to meet the customer.

It was David.

“Hey, Mike,” he called as he came into the store. “Whoa, what happened here?”

He looked at the broken plywood railing that I’d forgotten to tidy up.

“Oh, I stepped through that,” I lied. “Didn’t look where I was going. It was pretty old, so it’s an excuse to replace it.”

“Oh, okay.” He nodded. He clearly wasn’t that interested in the railing. “I wanted to talk to you about the vigil, Mike.”

“Uh, alright,” I said.

David stepped up into the back of the shop. And then he halted with his eyes wide open. He swallowed hard, and his face turned red.

I didn’t know what was wrong with him until I turned to look at what he was staring at and realized the mushroom girl was standing on her tiptoes to gaze up at the replica of Orcrist on the wall. The dirty shirt dress she wore was hiked up her plump round thighs, and it was very clear that she wasn’t wearing any underwear.

For a second, I was transfixed by the hint of pale olive curves just peeking out from underneath the hem of the shirt.

Then the mushroom girl looked over her shoulder at us and gave us the wickedest, most taunting smile.

“When I am information, I forget that my thighs are juicy,” she informed us.

“Uhh…” I pulled myself together. “Artemis, could you, uh…”

“Yeah, sure.” Artemis cleared her throat quickly. Her freckled cheeks had also gone pink.

Had Artemis also noticed that tantalizing hint of asscheek under the mushroom girl’s ragged clothes?

If she had, she hid it behind a firm expression, hurried over to the mushroom girl, and quickly guided her behind the counter.

“David?” I asked.

“Mhhmn?” David cleared his throat as the mushroom girl and, more importantly, the mushroom girl’s legs left his field of vision. “Uh. Yeah. Yeah?”

“The vigil,” I said in a patient voice.

“Yes!” David snapped back to himself and focused on me. “We’re going to hold it tonight. In the woods.”

“Yeah.” I nodded and thanked my stars that Artemis’ sleeping potion would have worn off before tonight. I didn’t like the idea of two angry, post-drugged warriors roaming the woods with a bunch of gamers nearby.

“So I was thinking we should gather here.” David pulled out his phone from his pocket and opened up the maps app. “You see?”

I peered at the screen. It was quite deep in the woods, and we’d have to walk for at least ten minutes to get there.

“Are you sure?” I asked with a frown. “Why not do it closer to the road?”

“Because it has to be there,” David snapped.

I raised an eyebrow, and his face went pink again.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m just stressing out a bit. It’s been kind of difficult wrangling everyone to be in the same place at the same time.”

“Well, it doesn’t matter if not everyone can make it,” I said.

“Curtis dropped out.” David’s pale eyebrows drew together in a scowl. “I can’t believe him. I really thought he cared about Chris.”

“Well, Curtis does have mobility issues,” I pointed out. “He’s not going to want to stumble around in the dark woods to get to a spot that’s so far away from the road.”

“He’s got his cane, hasn’t he?” David shrugged. “I know, I need to just accept it. It’s just frustrating.”

He was chewing on his lower lip, and I noticed the skin there was already raw and split open. He really was stressed.

“Hey,” I said. “You know it’s not your responsibility to organize all of this, right? Even if just a few people show up, it’ll be a nice thing that you’ve done. You’re honoring Chris’ memory and his friendship. That’s the most important thing, not the numbers.”

“But I need more people.” David’s voice cracked in frustration. “I wanted there to be thirteen because– well because that was the number of people in our Guild.”

“It doesn’t have to be perfect,” I said in a gentle tone.

“What about you two?” David leaned past me to look at the counter where Artemis and the mushroom girl were still standing. “You could come.”

“A vigil for a dude who I never met and didn’t know?” Artemis raised an eyebrow.

“You did meet him,” David insisted. “He was here at the shop. And you found his body, too, didn’t you?”

“Alright, so I met him once.” Artemis shrugged. “I don’t need to go into the woods for a vigil.”

“He needs this!” David’s voice rose, and the back of his neck flushed an angry pink. “What kind of person doesn’t want to go to a vigil?”

“What kind of person demands a stranger attend their friend’s vigil?” Artemis flung back.

“Okay, okay.” I stepped between them and lifted my hands in a peaceful gesture. “David, Artemis doesn’t have to come. Like I said, no matter what you do, it’ll be nice.”

“Easy for you to say,” David muttered.

“Hey, I’m still coming,” I protested. “I did actually know Chris, so I’m happy to come to the vigil.”

David grunted and threw Artemis a dirty look. She responded by flipping him off.

“Okay!” I interrupted before things could get any more heated. “David, I’ll be there tonight, just send me the location on the shop’s Instagram account and tell me what time you want me there.”

“Fine.” David stuffed his hands in the pocket of his trench coat, hunched his shoulders, and stormed out of the shop.

“What a fucking creep,” Artemis said.

“You could have been nicer to him,” I said in a mild tone. “His friend did just die.”

“I was perfectly prepared to be nice to him before he started insisting I attend the vigil,” Artemis retorted. “Seriously, if you’d asked me to go, I might have said yes.”

“Because I’m special?” I gave her a teasing smile.

“Yes, alright.” She rolled her eyes. “Because you’re special and because I like you, unlike that blond little dweeb.”

“Hey.” I raised my eyebrows, and she clucked her tongue and shook her head.

“Fine,” she grumbled. “I’ll be nice. Do you actually want me to go to this vigil?”

“He’s an oathbreaker,” the mushroom girl said dreamily as she investigated the cash register.

“What?” I asked.

She pressed a button on the screen and jumped back with a little squeak of excitement as the cash drawer sprang open with a metallic clang.

“What do you mean?” I pressed. “‘He’s an oathbreaker?’”

“An oathbreaker and a betrayer,” the mushroom girl said.

She pressed her hands against her cheeks, closed her eyes, and hummed a few high notes. Then she opened her eyes again and gazed at me.

“The ley lines,” she said. “It’s always about them. You know that, you saw them.”

“I didn’t see any lines.” I stared at her. “What are you talking about?”

“I made the pictures,” she said. “In your head. The… the…”

Her pretty face screwed up into a frown as she tried to remember the right words.

“The vision?” I asked. “Where I saw the town, and the trees, and the mushroom roots in the earth?”

“A vision!” She clapped her hands together. “Yes. You saw them. When I am information, it is all I see and all I am. But now I am stepped out and I see with these wet orbs.”

“Eyes,” I said. “They’re called eyes.”

“Eyyyyyyyes,” she crooned.

“So, wait,” I said, “you’re saying those weird threads of power I could feel that connected everything to everything, those are called ley lines?”

“The oathbreaker,” she said with a shake of her head that sent her silvery-brown hair falling all over her face. “He fancies himself as one that dances upon the crevices. I feel him. He falls short.”

“David?” I asked. “You mean David is connected to the ley lines?”

The mushroom girl sighed and gave a big yawn that showed her slightly crooked, rabbit-like teeth.

“I will sleep now,” she said, and without missing a beat, she hoisted herself up onto the top of the counter, curled up, and closed her eyes.

“Fuck, the door.” Artemis ran to the door and locked it.

Then she turned around and stared at me.

“David,” I said. “David is connected to the ley lines. Do you think he’s a part of the power spike? Is he the source?”

“But she’s the source.” Artemis nodded toward the sleeping mushroom girl on the counter.

“Can’t there be more than one source?” I countered.

“Well, maybe,” she said with a shrug. “But I feel like the better contender for the role of source of a huge spike in magical power is the strange and slightly unhinged girl who was living behind a wall in your basement. Rather than, you know, a gamer dude who dresses like he thinks he’s in The Matrix.”

“You may have a point,” I said. “But that doesn’t help explain how David is involved.”

“I might not know about that,” Artemis said, “but I do know a bit about ley lines.”

“They’re like magical lines of power, aren’t they?” I frowned in thought. “I’m pretty sure we have a book on them in the fantasy and folklore section.”

I went over to the shelf and ran my finger along the list of titles until I found the book I was looking for.

“Here it is.” I took it back to the counter and tossed it to Artemis. “You look through that, and I’ll look online.”

I pulled out my laptop from underneath the counter and switched it on. The fans started whirring loudly, and Artemis raised an eyebrow.

“This is just like an episode of Buffy,” she commented. “Dusty old book and crunchy computer.”

“Oh, my god,” I protested. “Don’t talk shit about my laptop, okay, this thing has been with me for years.”

“I can tell.” She threw me a teasing grin before she cracked the book open and flicked through the pages to find the relevant chapter.

I got onto Google and Reddit and searched for “ley lines.”

There were a lot of results. It was like when I’d tried to find out more about the sigil– there was just too much information to narrow down the results to what I actually wanted to find out.

“‘Ley lines are believed to link ancient monuments, notable landscape features, and various settlements across the world on a series of invisible energy pathways,’” I read aloud. “They are a testament to the interconnectedness of all things.”

“Some Victorian archaeologist in England described them as lines of power that looked like glowing wires stretching across the countryside,” Artemis said. “It was a grid of straight lines that linked churches and standing stones, crossroads and burial mounds, moats and beacon hills, holy wells and old stone crosses. If you looked at the countryside and all these elements in it through this magical grid, it all fell into perfect alignment.”

“Balance,” I noted. “Like we were talking about earlier.”

“Yeah.” Artemis glanced at me. “Did you really see the ley lines in a vision?”

“Uh-huh.” I nodded. “I told you, I saw the whole town. It was all connected, I could see everyone and everything. It was like I was traveling along these invisible lines, and I thought at the time that it was, like, electrical lines or something like that. But…”

“But it was the ley lines,” Artemis filled in.

“Yeah.” I gave a half-laugh. “Pretty crazy, right?”

“This is even crazier.” Artemis tapped a spot on the page of the book she was holding. “So these lines are all straight, right? They’re like a grid of power that lies over and under everything. They’re underground and in the air. So at some point, the lines have to cross, and that’s where the freaky shit starts happening.”

“Oh, good,” I said with a sigh. “I was just thinking about how we needed some more freaky shit in our lives.”

“Mike, the places where the lines cross are serious business.” There was no humor in Artemis’ dark eyes. “Each line is powerful by itself, and when they cross, all sorts of things happen. This book says there are stories of the veil between worlds growing thin, of the dead rising, of all kinds of creatures coming through. This is some hardcore magic shit.”

A shiver ran down my spine.

I pulled up a map of Wormwood on my laptop and tried to picture the path I’d taken along the ley lines in my vision. There had been so much, and it had all happened so quickly that I couldn’t pull up an accurate image of it in my mind.

I clicked through the street view of Wormwood, and on the digital map, I saw the path that led out of the town toward the woods.

And then my mind did pull up a memory, but it wasn’t of my vision.

It was the moment when I stepped out of the car and I’d felt the earth shift underneath my feet as the woods fell silent all around me.

The same woods where David had been so insistent we hold the vigil.

“Holy shit,” I breathed.

“What?” Artemis demanded. “What is it?”

“Okay,” I said. “So this is all what I guess the lawyers call conjecture because technically I guess there’s no actual proof of this, but… Say we take the mushroom girl’s word as gospel that David is involved in this. And where does David really want us to go tonight?”

“The woods.” Artemis’ eyes widened. “There’s got to be a ley line that runs through the woods.”

“Yep.” I nodded. “That’s what I’m thinking. But, of course, there’s no actual proof of this, and I’m basing this entire theory on the word of…”

We both looked over at the mushroom girl, who was still curled up on the countertop. Her legs twitched and kicked a little in her sleep like a dog having a dream.

“Yeah,” Artemis said. “But I trust her more than I trust David.”

“You’re just saying that because he annoyed you,” I said with a wry grin.

“Maybe.” She shrugged. “Or maybe I just have a feeling.”

“Is it a witchy feeling?” I asked.

“Super witchy,” she replied.

“Alright, then.” I sighed.

“There’s one more thing,” Artemis said. “If we assume all of what we’ve just said about David and the ley lines is true, my guess is he’s trying to open up a ley line. Which means he’s probably looking for the source as well.”

“Yeah.” I nodded. “He has to be. It’s too much of a coincidence if he isn’t.”

“If he found out about the ley lines, then trying to open one is as good a place as any to start if you’re looking for a huge source of power,” Artemis said.

“And I felt the mushroom’s presence in the woods, too,” I added. “If someone opened a ley line out there, then I assume it would also allow them to tap into the mushroom’s power as well.”

“And we both know what a shitshow that would be,” Artemis said with a grim nod.

“Although,” I said. “We should probably also entertain the idea that he’s being used by someone else. Or that someone else is manipulating him or controlling him.”

“That’s the Hufflepuff side coming out of you.” Artemis pursed her lips. “Which is very sweet of you, and it’s a big turn-on, not going to lie, but I’m very comfortable with the idea that this is just some sad loser desperately trying to make a grab for power.”

“You don’t know him,” I protested. “He’s not a bad guy. And he might not really know what he’s doing.”

“Or he doesn’t care,” Artemis said with a brutal ruthlessness in her voice.

“Artemis,” I protested. “We’ve got to assume the best until we know the worst, okay? If only because that’s the fairest way.”

“Okay,” she said with a sigh. “I suppose you’re right. Do you think this vigil is somehow connected to opening the ley line then?”

“It has to be, right?” I frowned. “Otherwise why would David go to such great lengths to get everyone out there?”

“You don’t think he’s going to, like, kill everyone who goes out there, is he?” Artemis asked.

“No!” I exclaimed, but then I thought for a second. “Well, I don’t think so… I hope not.”

“People have opened ley lines with sacrifices,” she said. “Most of the time they’re animal sacrifices, but human sacrifice is always an option, too. Blood is blood.”

“You make it sound like swapping shortening for butter in a cookie recipe,” I grumbled.

“A ritual is kind of like a recipe, actually,” Artemis said in a thoughtful voice. “I’d never looked at it like that before.”

“Glad I could be of assistance,” I said. “What are other ways to open a ley line?”

“Prayer.” Artemis counted each option off on her fingers as she read them from the book. “Petition. Frenzy. Sex. Blood.”

“Cool,” I said. “All nice, family-friendly options. What does ‘petition’ mean? And frenzy?”

“I guess petition means asking a specific spirit or deity to come and help you,” Artemis said. “Frenzy is when you and a group of people raise energy to make something happen. But the way you raise energy is, like, doing an orgy or having a rave.”

“Doing an orgy?” I blinked at her.

“I know.” She nodded. “I’ve never done frenzy.”

“Out of all those options, I guess blood sounds like the easiest one,” I said.

“Aw, man,” Artemis deadpanned. “I was looking forward to an orgy in the woods.”

“I bet you were,” I chuckled.

She laughed and then sighed.

“I wonder how David found out about the ley lines in the first place,” she mused. “And how he sensed the power source.”

“Maybe he’s a witch?” I suggested. “I know you said male witches were rare, but maybe David is one of the rare ones.”

“I really hope he isn’t,” she said with another sigh. “That’s going to make this even more complicated because if he’s a magic user he’s probably going to be tied up in all sorts of alliances and agreements with other people, and it could have a domino effect.”

“He might not know he’s magic,” I said. “Could the power spike have awoken latent magical potential in people?”

“Definitely.” Artemis nodded.

“He could just be lost and confused about what’s happening,” I said. “What if his powers have awoken, and now he doesn’t know what to do or where to turn to?”

Artemis looked at me with a soft smile on her face.

“I think it’s really nice that you care so much about him,” she said.

“Well, I’m not a monster,” I chuckled. “I just don’t want to write someone off without giving them a chance.”

“You’ve always been good at that,” Artemis said. “Like with me.”

“I guess so.” I smiled at her. “It helped that you’re really hot, though.”

Artemis showed her chipped front tooth in a wide grin.

A horrid thought suddenly struck me, and I gasped.

“What if Chris’ body was a part of it?” I asked.

“Shit.” Artemis’ eyes widened. “Does a ley line run through the square?”

“I don’t know.” I closed my eyes as I tried to remember. “I think so. I remember seeing a pigeon there, or a cat, or something. Although I don’t know if that was a ley line or if it was the mushroom’s roots.”

“Well, it was a hit-and-run, wasn’t it?” Artemis frowned. “That’s what the police said.”

“But they couldn’t say for sure,” I reminded her. “And a hit-and-run can still be a targeted kill.”

“Do you think that’s important enough to find out?” Artemis asked.

“I think so,” I replied. “If we could find out if Chris’ death was part of a ritual, it might help clear up whether or not David was involved in his death and if Chris was connected to the ley lines, too. Why? Do you have an idea?”

“There’s another potion I can make,” she said. “It’s not perfect, and it’s not exact, but it can reveal some of the emotions that were present at a specific location. Big ones, like someone’s death throes and the drive to murder someone, tend to stick around even after the event has happened. It’s not much, but it might give us something to go on.”

“Okay, yeah, that sounds like a good idea.” I nodded. “Can you make it now?”

“Yeah,” she replied. “It just means another trip back to my shop, but this one is less complicated than the forgetting potion. I don’t need to bother so much with the planetary hours for this one, either.”

“Are you alright getting everything over here by yourself?” I asked.

“Yeah, sure,” she reassured me. “You stay and watch over Sleeping Beauty here.”

Artemis went out of the shop, and the sound of the bell over the door roused the mushroom girl from her sleep. She sat up, stretched, and yawned, then swung her legs over the edge of the counter and kicked them up and down.

Her bare feet were filthy.

“You need a bath,” I told her.

“Cleopatra is said to have bathed in the milk of asses,” she informed me. “Elizabeth Bathory bathed in the blood of virgins.”

“I think water and some soap will be more than fine,” I said with a chuckle.

“More than fine,” she sang out. “More than fine, more than fine…”

She slid off the counter and began walking around the store. I followed her closely.

She was a hard thing to figure out. One minute she seemed to know what was going on around her, and something like an adult looked out from her huge blue eyes. Then the next minute, her eyes emptied and she was babbling nonsense.

I wondered whether to ask her more questions about the ley lines, but I didn’t want to push her beyond what she was capable of. I remembered how overwhelming it had been trying to process everything– literally everything– all at once, and I didn’t want to add to that if I could help it.

“Glamdring,” the mushroom girl announced. “The Foe-Hammer.”

She gazed up at the rows of weapons fixed to the walls.

“The heron-mark sword,” she said. “The weapon of a true Blademaster.”

“Hold up,” I said. “You know about The Lord of the Rings and The Wheel of Time?”

“I know everything,” she said in a solemn voice.

“I didn’t know that included, like, books and things,” I said.

“I have walked this earth since the Year Of Our Lord 1745.” She gave me a slightly reproachful look. “Of course, I have absorbed the important cultural moments of this world.”

“The Lord of the Rings is an important cultural moment?” I raised my eyebrows. “What about, I don’t know, the Moon landing or the Berlin Wall coming down?”

“Oh!” The mushroom girl’s face lit up. “Oh, I did so enjoy the Moon landing! The Berlin Wall falling was enjoyable, but I preferred the Boston Tea Party. I was young, then, and it was one of my first major events.”

My brain had only just caught up with what she’d said, and I stared at her in amazement.

“Did you say that you’ve been alive since 1745?” I asked.

“I did,” she replied.

“Seriously?” My eyes traveled over her youthful face, her plump, soft body. She was completely unmarked by the passage of time. I wouldn’t have believed her to be thirty, much less almost three hundred years old. She looked more like she was in her mid or early twenties.

“Seriously.” She nodded.

“How?” I asked. “You’re not human, are you?”

“I don’t think so,” she said.

“Are you a mushroom?” It sounded dumb as hell when I said it out loud. “Or the spirit of the town? Or something else?”

“I am…” She paused and considered. “I suppose I am a mushroom. My roots run deep indeed. I think I am maybe a ghost. Or a spirit, perhaps?”

“But you have a body,” I said.

“My meat.” She looked down at herself with a slightly surprised look on her face. “I forget the flesh is present. Perhaps I am a ghost that haunts this meat.”

“Don’t call it meat,” I protested.

“Why?” she asked. “It is meat.”

“I guess,” I said. “But it doesn’t sound nice to call it meat.”

She cocked her head to the side and looked at me with a thoughtful expression.

“You enjoy looking at this meat?” she asked.

“I– uh!” I spluttered helplessly for a moment as I tried to find the words.

“I am glad if this meat is appealing to you,” she said in the same soft, dreamy voice as before. “My meat has often found a home over the years with those I have helped.”

“Um, okay.” I took a deep breath. “Maybe we can not talk about your– meat at the moment. Do you have a name?”

“A rose by any other name would smell as sweet,” she said gravely.

“Yes, but what is your name?” I persisted.

The mushroom girl’s face crumpled into a grimace. She pressed the tips of her fingers against her temples and closed her eyes tightly. She let out a little whimper. A weird, shimmery glow lit up her skin from the inside.

“Whoa, whoa, it’s okay,” I exclaimed.

“I don’t remember,” she whispered. “I know so many things, but this I have forgotten. Or maybe it was taken from me. Names are powerful things.”

“It’s okay, it’s okay.” I hovered my hand above her shoulder in indecision over whether or not it would be interpreted as a comforting gesture.

I decided to go for it, and I patted her shoulder gently.

But as soon as my hand touched her, her body spasmed, and she jumped away from me.

“Sorry, sorry!” I exclaimed.

She stared at me through the choppy curtain of her silvery bangs. She was panting for breath.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean to startle you, I wanted to reassure you.”

“My– my meat.” She swallowed. “When I am information, I forget it. I forget that there are electricities in this form.”

“What do you mean, ‘when you are information?’” I asked.

“Information.” She closed her eyes and pressed her hands over her heart. Or at least, the spot on her chest where her heart presumably was.

“Yes,” I said. “What does that mean?”

“When I sing,” she whispered. “When I soar. When I know. When I am more.”

“I don’t know what that means,” I said helplessly.

The door opened, and Artemis came back in with another tote bag full of her witchy bits and pieces.

“Everything okay?” she asked as she dumped the bag on the floor and started spreading everything out.

“Yeah.” I nodded. “I tried to ask what her name was, but she says she’s forgotten it. Oh, yeah, and she’s been alive since 1745.”

“Really? Damn.” Artemis whistled. “She doesn’t look a day over twenty-five. What’s your skincare routine, hey, girl?”

“Skincare,” the mushroom girl repeated. “To coat the meat.”

“Uh…” Artemis glanced at me.

“She’s been calling her body her meat,” I explained.

“Oh.” Artemis wrinkled her nose. “Gross.”

“To coat the meat, add butter, garlic, and herbs to the pan,” the mushroom girl said. “Tilt the pan to the side and use a long-handled spoon to cover the meat in the foaming butter.”

Artemis made a gagging sound.

“This is why I’m a vegetarian,” she announced.

“I’m inclined to agree with you,” I said with a grimace.

Artemis sat down on the floor of the shop and started mixing up her potion.

“Gua sha!” the mushroom girl cried suddenly. “Jade. Rose quartz. Rose quartz. Egg. Yoni. Embrace the divine feminine.”

“Oh, my god, has she tuned into a Goop frequency?” I groaned.

“Goop? That’s Gwyneth Paltrow, isn’t it?” Artemis asked with a groan.

I stared at the mushroom girl, and suddenly I got the connection.

“Wait,” I said. “I actually know what she means. Gua shas are these crystal scraper things that you apply face cream or whatever with. She heard you say skincare, so she went to gua sha, which are made from crystals, and then from there she went to crystal eggs.”

“Mike.” Artemis narrowed her eyes. “How in the hell do you know about gua shas and crystal eggs?”

“I had to download TikTok to promote the shop,” I explained in a defensive tone. “At one point, every single person on there seemed to be talking about Gwyneth Paltrow. There was a documentary about these dangerous eggs she sold that women would push up their… you-know-where.”

“And you watched this documentary?” She grinned.

“No,” I said with dignity. “Even I have my limits. But TikTok was still very informative.”

“Okay, Wainwright.” Artemis chuckled. “I definitely believe you.”

“Good.” I gave a firm nod.

“Peace means having a bigger stick than the other guy,” the mushroom girl murmured.

“Iron Man,” I said with another nod.

“In other news,” Artemis said. “The potion is ready.”

“That was quick,” I commented.

“Yeah, this one’s much simpler,” she replied. “I had some of the ingredients already pre-mixed, and I’ve done spells like this before. Spells where you have to draw something out that’s already there or reveal something are much easier to do than spells where you have to create something.”

“Alright.” I looked around the shop. “I guess we can go now, then.”

“Go,” the mushroom girl said. “An ancient Chinese strategy board game for two players in which the aim is to capture more territory than the opponent.”

“Correct,” I answered. “But not in this context. Are you able to go back inside the wall?”

“The wall?” She looked at me blankly.

“Back in the basement,” I said. “Where we found you. Do you remember, you said you were tired and you wanted to go to sleep, and you went back inside the wall?”

The mushroom girl thought about this for a moment, and her forehead crinkled into a frown. Then she nodded vigorously.

“The wall,” she said. “That is where I am information.”

“When you’re information, that’s when you go back inside the wall and you absorb back into the rest of the mushroom?” I asked.

She rocked up on the tips of her toes and did a little twirl, which I took as a yes.

“You have to go back and be information again,” I said. “Just for a little bit while we go out.”

“But I am awake,” the mushroom girl said. “I do not need to sleep, perchance to dream.”

I looked at Artemis and shrugged.

“Can we just leave her here in the shop?” Artemis asked.

“I am not a child,” the mushroom girl said indignantly. “Nor yet a stray dog to be collared and kenneled as you please.”

“True,” I said. “But this world is very new and strange to you.”

“I saw the Moon Landing!” she protested in an indignant voice.

“Seriously?” Artemis’ eyebrows shot up.

“That was a long time ago, though,” I said. “The world has changed a lot since then, and you’re still getting used to everything, and you’re dealing with all the information.”

The mushroom girl frowned.

“I have been information for a long time,” she said slowly. “It is a burden to bear.”

“Exactly,” I said. “We’re not going to be out of the shop for long, we just need to check this important thing out, and then we’ll come back.”

“Come back,” she said with a nod. “Baby’s Got Back. There And Back Again. Back In Black.”

“Yeah, all of those things,” I said.

The mushroom girl pouted, folded her arms, and vanished through the floorboards.

“Holy shit!” I blurted out.

“I told you it was a shock,” Artemis said. “That’s what she did earlier, except she came out of the counter, not the floor.”

“Damn.” I stared at the spot on the floor where she’d been standing just a few seconds earlier. “That’s really freaky. You seem to be handling all of this pretty well, though.”

“I had a head start on you, though, didn’t I?” Artemis shrugged. “I was going to say that you’re actually doing way better than I expected. Magic and mushrooms? It’s a lot.”

“‘A burden to bear,’” I repeated the mushroom girl’s words in a wry tone.

“Yep.” Artemis hoisted the mason jar in her hand and made its dark, sludgy contents lurch up against the sides. “Shall we do this, then?”

“Let’s do it.” I made sure the shop sign was turned to the closed side and then locked the door behind us.

The square looked so normal after everything that had happened. The sun was weakly struggling down through the heavy gray clouds overhead, and a very faint drizzle was misting through the air.

Typical stuff.

But I remembered rushing through this square on invisible lines of power. I’d seen flowers bloom, heard thoughts, and felt the emotions of everyone in a mile radius.

It was fucking incredible.

And now as I walked across the square with Artemis, I found myself looking around at it all with new eyes. There was energy in everything. Every single thing in this town, every weed, every roof tile, every pebble had hummed with its own kind of power, and running along the mushroom’s roots had laid it all out before me.

Maybe there was nothing typical in the world, after all.

“What are you thinking?” Artemis’ voice broke into my thoughts.

“Honestly?” I smiled. “I was thinking about magic. And how fucking incredible all of this is.”

“It is, isn’t it?” Artemis’ face broke into an answering smile. “Like, I know it’s a headfuck and all of this stuff about ley lines is intense, and we’ve got weird shit to face later on in the woods, but still…”

“It’s amazing,” I finished. “Magic is real. It’s here, it’s breathing and growing and living right in the middle of Wormwood. It’s been here all along, and no one knew. Well, most people didn’t know.”

“And most people still don’t.” Artemis shook her head. “That’s the thing, no matter how many magical people come to Wormwood, most of the people in this town are still going to ignore the signs.”

I thought of the fight I’d witnessed in the diner and how easily everyone had dismissed it and gone back to their bacon and pancakes. Artemis was right. People didn’t want to believe in magic, precisely because it was such a headfuck. If magic was real, it upended everything people knew about their lives and their reality. They’d made choices and built lives based on what they thought were inalterable facts.

If magic was real, they’d have to face the fact that the world was a hell of a lot bigger than they’d ever dreamed of.

That thought excited me, but I could see how it would make other people crap their pants.

I glanced at Artemis walking by my side.

The light drizzle clung to her curls and misted them with a fine string of dew drops. Her skin seemed to shine with the humidity in the air.

Artemis was magic. And I couldn’t think of anyone I’d rather face this new world with.

She must have felt me looking at her and glanced around at me. We smiled at each other, and her cool fingers slipped into mine so we walked the last stretch of distance hand in hand.

We came to the spot where we’d found Chris’ body. It was perfectly clean now, of course, but I could almost kid myself that the asphalt here was still a shade darker than the surrounding ground.

I glanced around to check that no one was watching as Artemis unscrewed the lid of the mason jar. The diner was nearby, but if Artemis and I stood with our backs to it, no one would see what we were doing. And even if they did, the worst thing they could think we were doing was dumping our weird slimy trash in the middle of the road.

“Okay,” Artemis said. “Are you ready?”

“How exactly are these emotions going to be revealed to us again?” I asked.

“Normally it’s a vision,” Artemis explained. “I was the one who mixed the potion and is going to cast the spell, so it’ll come to me.”

“That’s going to be rough, isn’t it?” I frowned. “You’re probably going to end up experiencing Chris’ death, along with every other powerful emotion that’s happened on this spot.”

“Yeah, well.” She shrugged. “We need to find this out, don’t we?”

“We do,” I said. “But is there a way that we can both experience this? I don’t want you to go through it alone.”

Artemis placed her hand on my arm.

“You don’t have to,” she told me in a soft voice. “I don’t want you to feel like you have to protect me.”

“What if I want to protect you?” I countered. “What are you going to do about that, huh?”

“This.” Artemis leaned in and pressed her lips against mine, then leaned back with a smile. “Okay, then. If you’re sure about this, then you can cast the spell. I created it, so we’ll both get it.”

“That’s better,” I said. “Fairer.”

“Okay, then.” Artemis passed the jar to me. “Toss this over the spot and say, ‘Invoco in terra veritatem tuam revelare.’”

“What does that mean?” I asked.

“I call on the earth to reveal your truth,” she replied. “It just sounds fancier in Latin.”

“I feel like an idiot saying it in Latin,” I said with a half-laugh.

“You can say it in English, if you want,” Artemis said with a shrug. “It doesn’t really matter, it’s all about what feels right to you. I like Latin, so I use it, but if you prefer English, then use English. It won’t make a difference.”

“Okay.” I licked my lips, which were suddenly very dry, and spoke in as solemn a tone as I could muster. “I call on the Earth to reveal your truth.”

As I said the words, I tossed the spell potion onto the road.

And as I did that, the mushroom girl stepped out of one of the trees nearby.

At the same instant, the diner doors burst open and a crowd of excited diners came out into the square.
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Chapter 13

“Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck!” I gestured wildly to the mushroom girl. “Get over here!”

“Shit!” Artemis whirled around and stared at the diners, who were now coming down the sidewalk toward us. “It’s okay, I don’t think they saw anything.”

The mushroom girl skipped over.

“I said I wasn’t tired,” she sang out in her high, clear voice. “I did not sleep, I did not yield, I did not fail, I–”

Her feet touched the spot on the road where I’d thrown the potion. And she went down on the ground like a puppet with its strings cut.

Her head hit the ground with a thunk, and her back arched in a tortuous curve until only her heels and shoulders were touching the road. Her blue eyes rolled back in her skull until only the whites showed, and her teeth chattered like she was cold, and then a string of strange, painful-sounding noises came from her mouth.

“Oh, my gawd!” The cry came from the diners, and they rushed over to help.

“Oh, my Lord, is that girl okay?” a woman cried.

“She just fell down!” another woman cried.

The diners were all women in their fifties and sixties, and they flocked around the mushroom girl like concerned mother hens around a stray chick.

The mushroom girl twisted around on the ground until one arm was caught underneath her torso. Her other arm was flung out to the side, and her head snapped sideways on her neck at an angle that looked impossible on a living person. A gurgling sound came from her mouth, and she shuddered and choked.

“No,” she moaned. “Don’t.”

“Brenda, call an ambulance,” the one with pearl earrings instructed. “Jill, you took that first aid course, do you know how to do CPR?”

“It’s okay,” I cut in hastily. “She’s our friend. She has these kinds of fits all the time. She just needs to get home.”

“Now, son, I really think she needs to go to a hospital,” the woman said with a stern frown.

“What kind of fits are they?” another woman in bright blue glasses piped up. “My grandson has epilepsy.”

“Come away from there.” The words jerked out of the mushroom girl’s mouth in a voice that wasn’t her own. Her limbs twitched, and her head shook back and forth. “Don’t think that. What are you saying? I love you. Mother. Mother. Come back. Where are you going? I’m hungry. Give me that. Why am I like this? What do you mean? What do you mean? What do you mean?”

Artemis and I exchanged a horrified look as the mushroom girl spoke in other people’s voices.

This had to be the spell.

Rather than Artemis and me receiving a vision of all the emotions that had been on the spot, the mushroom girl was reliving them.

“We don’t need an ambulance.” I bent down and scooped the girl up in my arms. “Thank you everyone for your help and your concern, but we’re just going to take her home now.”

“Who’s her doctor?” the woman with blue glasses persisted. “Is she seeing a specialist? Do you want the name of my grandson’s doctor?”

“No, we’re fine, really.” I tried to smile at them all in a reassuring way. “Thank you, but we’ve got this. We need to take her home, and if we need to, we’ll take her to a hospital. Thank you.”

“But–” the blue glasses woman protested.

“Look, lady,” Artemis interrupted. “Are you a doctor?”

“Well, no,” she stammered.

“Then let us do what we know is best for our friend, okay?” She glared at her until the woman looked away in confusion.

“I’m-I’m sorry,” she said in a flustered tone.

“We really appreciate your concern!” I said in my brightest voice, and I hurried away from the diner and the crowd of concerned citizens before they could get involved any further.

The mushroom girl was a dead weight in my arms, and it wasn’t helped by the fact that she kept twitching. The mad stream of words still fell out of her like water from a broken dam. It didn’t seem to be anything in her control at all, it was like some other force had taken over and was pouring all of this out of her.

“She’s like a tap,” Artemis said as she unconsciously echoed my thoughts.

“And she can’t turn herself off,” I added.

A car zoomed past us, and the mushroom girl’s whole body went rigid. Then she bucked and almost threw herself out of my arms. Her arm was thrown out to the side, and her head twisted on her neck at that same agonizing angle.

“Mike.” Artemis stopped dead in the road and stared at the girl in my arms. “Look at what she’s doing.”

“It’s kind of hard not to,” I grunted as I hoisted her higher in my grip.

“No, but look,” Artemis insisted. “That’s how Chris was found.”

“Are you sure?” I looked down at the girl and tried to remember the position of the body.

“I’m sure,” Artemis said in a grim tone. “That image is pretty much seared into my brain.”

“So that means the spell worked, then,” I said. “But rather than you and me getting a vision about it, she’s actually reliving it. Physically.”

“That’s fucked up.” Artemis shook her head.

“But this doesn’t help us get any further,” I pointed out. “The police were already sure that this was a hit-and-run.”

“But this confirms it,” Artemis argued. “She reacted in this way after that car went by. I bet it was because the noise triggered her into reliving the memory again.”

“But that doesn’t link it to David,” I said. “A hit-and-run? There’s no connection to the ley lines.”

“Unless it was David behind the wheel,” she said. “And it was a crime of opportunity rather than something premeditated.”

“You have a dark mind,” I told her.

“Come on.” She gave me a disbelieving look. “Don’t tell me you haven’t had these thoughts as well.”

“Maybe,” I admitted. “It does make sense. Chris and David were very close, so if David found out about the ley lines and Chris didn’t like the idea, then it’s plausible that David would have done something about it.”

We made it back to the store, and Artemis took the keys out of my pocket to let us in.

The mushroom girl was still mumbling incoherently in my arms, and I took her upstairs to my apartment. I went into the bedroom and laid her gently down on the bed, where she immediately rolled over and curled into a fetal position.

My sheets weren’t pristine, but it had to be better than living behind a damp basement wall, and she was still pretty filthy anyway.

I drew the covers up over her huddled body. She looked very small in the expanse of my bed, and somehow even dirtier than before.

Artemis had gone into the kitchen and was rustling around in my cupboards.

“Do you not have any tea at all?” she demanded.

“There might be some in the cupboard over the stove,” I called as I went into the bathroom.

I found a clean washcloth and ran it under the warm tap, wrung it out, and then went back into the bedroom.

The mushroom girl drew in her breath when I touched the washcloth to her forehead, but she didn’t open her eyes, and she didn’t move as I gently tried to wipe the worst of the grime from her cheeks. The washcloth got grayer and grayer, but by the end of the process, the mushroom girl’s face was rosy and at least somewhat clean.

The cleaning seemed to soothe her, and her mad torrent of words grew slower and quieter as she seemed to fall into a doze.

Her silvery-brown hair was still a mess. I used the last clean corner of the washcloth to work out a clump of something green from the side of her hair. It turned out to be a lump of moss with a mushroom growing out of it, and a tiny bug skittered out over my hand as I finally worked the moss free.

“I’m definitely going to need to do some laundry when you wake up,” I murmured quietly.

The girl sighed softly.

I put the washcloth down on the side table and gently tucked a few strands of the girl’s hair behind her ear, which was slightly pointed and lobeless. Her hair was slightly coarse, but my knuckles brushed against her full cheek, and the skin there was velvety soft.

“What are you?” I whispered to her.

The mushroom girl’s silvery-blonde eyelashes fluttered, but she didn’t wake up.

I collected the washcloth and tossed it in the laundry basket, then washed my hands and went through to the kitchen where Artemis was boiling the kettle.

“I’m assuming you want coffee,” she said. “But I don’t know how to make it, so I’m making myself a cup of tea.”

“Oh, you found some then?” I put a fresh filter in the coffee machine, dropped in a scoop of ground beans, filled it with water, and pressed the button.

Artemis showed me an ancient box of lemon and ginger tea.

“It was a struggle, but we got there,” she said.

“I don’t know how old that tea is,” I said. “But I’m guessing it’s something of Uncle Billy’s that I forgot to throw out.”

“Gross.” Artemis looked at the tea in her hand and heaved a deep sigh. “The things we do for our addictions, hmm?”

“Tell me about it.” I pulled a coffee mug out of the cupboard.

Artemis saw it and raised an eyebrow.

“I Can Only Please One Person Per Day,” she read the mug’s slogan out loud. “And Today Is Not Your Day.”

“This is also left over from Uncle Billy,” I said sternly.

“Sure, Wainwright, sure.” She grinned.

The water had finished running through the coffee maker, and I poured the dark brew into my mug. The fragrant fumes bathed my face as I raised the mug to my lips, and I took a deep, appreciative sniff.

Artemis leaned against the countertop and sipped her tea slowly, then pulled a face.

“Yeah, this is stale,” she said as she took another swallow.

“You’re still drinking it,” I pointed out.

“Well, what else am I going to drink?” She raised an eyebrow. “Tap water? Please.”

“I would have made you a cup of coffee if you’d asked me to,” I said with a chuckle.

“I don’t want the caffeine driving me up the walls,” she replied. “Too much of it makes me anxious, and to be honest, I’m anxious enough already about tonight.”

“Yeah.” I nodded slowly. “About that…”

“What?” She looked up quickly. “You think we shouldn’t go?”

“I’m going to go,” I replied. “But you don’t have to.”

“Oh, no.” She shook her head. “If you’re going, then I’m going with you. Fair’s fair.”

“You could totally stay here,” I said. “Look after the mushroom girl and keep watch.”

“And let you venture into the woods with a possible murderer?” Artemis scoffed. “No way. I’m coming.”

“Okay,” I said with a smile. “I’m not saying I don’t want you to come with me. It’s just that it’s dangerous, you know. Plus…”

“Yeah?” she challenged.

“Well,” I said. “I get the feeling that you think going there isn’t a good idea.”

Artemis opened her mouth for a quick retort, but then she closed her mouth and looked into her teacup without saying anything. I waited, and after a moment, she gave a sigh.

“Maybe,” she admitted.

“But what else should I do?” I asked. “That’s not entirely a rhetorical question, by the way. I’m open to other ideas if you have them.”

“I don’t have any.” She pushed a stray curl back behind her ear. “If we’re going to stop David from trying to open the ley lines, then going to the vigil is probably the best idea. It’s just that, well, you know. We’re going into the middle of the woods at night with a guy who might have killed his friend and might be prepared to kill again.”

“Yeah.” My voice was rueful. “I know what you mean. If this was a horror movie, I’d be yelling at us not to be so fucking dumb.”

“Right?” Artemis exclaimed. “That’s what I mean.”

“But what other option is there?” I asked. “Because the other possibility is that David is innocent, Chris’ death isn’t connected to all of this, and the vigil is literally just David trying to do something nice for the memory of his friend.”

“Even if he is being way too intense about it,” she muttered.

“People grieve in different ways, though,” I pointed out. “Maybe this is how he’s coping.”

“By being creepy and weird?” Artemis raised an eyebrow. “Cool, that’s a very convenient excuse for being off-putting.”

I smothered a chuckle.

“Yeah,” I said. “It’s like when actors say they’re going method, and it always involves being creepy and borderline abusive to their co-stars.”

“Do you think Tom Hanks went method in the Mister Rogers movie?” Artemis said with a grin. “Or Jim Caviezel in The Passion of the Christ?”

“That would be nice,” I said. “Somehow it always ends up being Jared Leto sending used condoms to people’s dressing rooms, though.”

“So the question we’re faced with,” Artemis said, “is whether this vigil is a used condom or not.”

“Oh, jeez,” I protested.

“What? You brought it up,” she grinned.

“I guess it makes a change of subject from people’s balls,” I said with a sigh.

Artemis let out a laugh that shook her so much she had to put down her cup of tea. I loved seeing the way the corners of her eyes crinkled up when she laughed. I put down my mug of coffee, went over to her, and pulled her into a hug.

Artemis hugged me back, and I felt the lean strength of her body pressed against me. Her hair smelled smoky, and as I breathed it in, I felt every muscle in my body relax.

“This is nice,” Artemis whispered in my ear.

“Mmm.” I squeezed her even tighter before letting her go.

She linked her hands behind my neck and looked at me with a little smile on her face.

“We should go to the vigil,” she said. “If David is planning something, then we need to be there to stop him. And if he isn’t planning anything, then I’m sure they’ll all appreciate your presence there. And I’m coming too, so don’t talk any more crap about me staying behind.”

I smiled and kissed her gently.

“Okay,” I said. “The mushroom girl is asleep, and I’ll leave her a note and lock the doors behind us.”

“Can she read?” Artemis asked with a look of genuine concern on her face.

“Oh, shit.” I paused. “I hadn’t thought of that. But I think so? I mean, she was talking about how she saw the Moon Landing and enjoyed the Boston Tea Party. I feel if you’ve been around for almost three hundred years, you’ve probably learned to read at some point.”

“But we don’t know how much of that time she spent outside of the wall,” Artemis said. “Or whatever was on this spot before the store was built.”

“Yeah, I know.” I shook my head. “It’s crazy to think about. She’s been alive for all this time. Or, fuck, maybe she hasn’t. You heard her talking about ‘being information,’ so she could have spent centuries being information rather than being alive.”

“Do you think that’s what you experienced when she gave you that vision?” Artemis asked. “Were you ‘information?’”

“I think so.” My mind flew back to the intense, mad, vibrant sensation of soaring along the mushroom roots and experiencing the town.

“And was that like being alive?” she asked.

“I don’t know.” I struggled to find the right words to explain it all. “In a way, yes, I felt more alive than I ever have before. But at the same time, no, not at all. When I was in the vision, it was like I knew everything. I could see everything. But I wasn’t there, I wasn’t taking part in any of the things that I was looking at.”

“I guess the question is…” Artemis said. “What constitutes living? What makes a life? Is it experiences or knowledge?”

“What do you think?” I asked her.

“I don’t know.” She shrugged. “I feel like experiences are more important than knowing things. But if I don’t know things, then do I truly understand my experience?”

“Deep stuff, Black.” I grinned. “Who’d have guessed you barely managed to graduate high school?”

“Shut up.” She unlinked her hands to give my chest a little swat, and then she reached for her teacup again for another sip before she put it down again. “That illustrates my point, though, because what the hell is high school actually good for? Do you remember any of the shit we had to learn there?”

“The mitochondria is the powerhouse of the cell,” I intoned in a solemn voice.

“Exactly.” She nodded. “If you didn’t need a G.E.D. for jobs and stuff, I think most people would do better if they didn’t stay in high school. It doesn’t teach you anything valuable or worthwhile in the real world.”

“But you just said that knowing things helps you understand your experiences,” I countered. “And learning things, especially when you’re a kid, means that you can understand both your experiences and those of other people.”

“Hey, don’t use my own words against me,” Artemis complained. She leaned over, grabbed my coffee mug, and pushed it into my hand. “Just drink your coffee and look pretty.”

“Objectifying me,” I complained with a grin. “That’s not very fair.”

“Shhhh.” The corner of her mouth turned up. “You look so hot when you’re quiet.”

“Right.” I put the coffee cup down and launched myself at her.

Artemis screamed with laughter as I tickled her in the ribs. She wriggled and giggled as we tussled together until she escaped my grip by letting herself go limp and sliding through my arms onto the floor.

She sat up and leaned back on her hands with a breathless grin on her face.

“Here.” I handed her the teacup. “Finish your disgusting tea.”

“It is pretty bad,” she acknowledged.

“Well, next time I go grocery shopping, I’ll get some tea for you,” I promised. “What kind do you like? Black tea or something herbal?”

“Black tea,” she said. “Earl Gray.”

“Nice.” I nodded. “Fancy. I’ll remember that.”

Artemis smiled up at me from the floor.

“I’m glad I met you again, Mike,” she said in a soft voice. “I’m glad I came back to Wormwood.”

I bent down over her so our noses were almost touching. I could see the chocolate-colored depths in Artemis’ dark eyes and the light dusting of freckles across her cheeks like a dusting of wholewheat flour on her skin. Her breath was warm and soft on my face as she smiled up at me, and her chipped tooth gleamed in her lovely face.

“Me, too,” I murmured.

I tangled my fist in her curls, turned her face up to mine, and kissed her deeply. Her lips parted under mine, and she gave a little moan in the back of her throat that was the most sexy sound I’d ever heard. My jaw worked, our mouths opened and closed, and I felt the delicious heat of her tongue against mine. My blood fizzed with chemicals, my knees were weak, and every nerve ending in my body seemed to stand on end and sing with delight.

Finally, we broke apart.

Artemis’ breathing was ragged, and my heart was hammering in my chest.

“If we get out of this in one piece,” I whispered. “I’m going to pick this back up where we left off.”

“Good,” Artemis whispered back. “Because if you don’t, I will.”

“Good to know we’re on the same page.” I brushed her hair back from her face, then reached up to the counter for my mug, and sat down on the kitchen floor next to Artemis.

We sat there together and finished our drinks. Then we both went into the front room, and I got out my new phone to check my messages on the shop’s Instagram.

There was a message from David: Here’s the location. Get here at six.

“A man of few words,” Artemis commented in a snarky tone.

“Shh, be nice,” I reprimanded as I loaded the location onto the phone’s maps app.

“Fine.” She rolled her eyes.

The time ticked steadily onward.

We ate leftover pizza for an early dinner while Artemis showed me ASMR TikToks of hamsters eating various items of food. It was pretty brainless stuff, but considering what we were about to face, I felt justified in just letting my brain rot for a bit.

Plus, I loved seeing how excited Artemis got whenever she saw a video of something small and round.

I never would have expected she would be the kind of person who would lose their shit over a cute hamster, but every time she scrolled to the next video, it was like she was seeing the tiny animals for the first time. All the stern lines in her face melted, her dark eyes softened, and she leaned against me with a little sigh that sent butterflies shivering through my stomach.

I liked the hamster videos as well, and some of them were really damn cute, but my favorite part was having Artemis’ body against mine and her cheek pressed against my shoulder at the perfect angle so I could watch her face without obstruction.

If I could go back in time and tell High School Mike he would one day be holding Artemis Black in his arms an hour before they had to go and fight a magical threat against the town, I wasn’t sure which part of that would have thrilled him more.

No matter what happened tonight, I was very glad things had worked out the way they had.

I’d been so crushed when Artemis had left Wormwood. I hadn’t really expected her to come around and say goodbye before she left, but I guessed a part of me had still hoped she might have given some sign she was thinking of me.

But I hadn’t exactly broadcast my interest in her, and if Artemis was wary and cautious now, she’d been even more wary back then. So even if she’d wanted to say goodbye to me she never would have made the first move.

Perhaps the fact that she’d been the one to ask me out was a sign of how the years in the city had been good for her. She was still reserved, and she still had her angry teenage tendency to claw verbally at people, but there was a poise to her now that hadn’t been there in high school. She seemed so much more comfortable in her own skin.

Was that down to leaving Wormwood or discovering her magic?

Maybe both.

I wanted to ask her what it had been like living in the coven, but I didn’t want to take away the soft look in Artemis’ eyes. It was a brief moment of peace before we had to face the storm, and I didn’t want to stir up any difficult memories for her. She’d said she was on thin ice with her High Priestess, and I could imagine what a conflict that would have been for her.

Artemis was a complicated mixture of wanting to belong and hating being told what to do. It didn’t make group dynamics very easy to navigate, and I guessed that would be even more painful when it was a group that offered her belonging and companionship for the first time in her life.

Going against them must have been so hard for her. But she’d done it for me.

I wrapped my arm around her shoulders and squeezed her tight.

Artemis glanced up at me with a questioning look, and I smiled down at her. She smiled back and put her phone away.

“Mike?” she asked. “If it comes down to it, will you kill David?”

“Fuck, Artemis.” I was startled, especially as it was such a contrast to what I’d just been thinking about. “I don’t know. That’s such an intense question to ask.”

“That’s why I thought I would ask it,” she said. “That way you’re prepared for it, if the situation comes up.”

She had a point.

“Fuck.” I frowned in thought. “I don’t know. That’s the only answer I can give… I don’t know.”

Artemis nodded. My brain ran through the scenarios: David threatening to open the ley lines and unleash some eldritch abomination on the world. David preparing to sacrifice a baby to open the ley lines. David holding a knife to Artemis’ throat.

I shuddered to get rid of the images in my head. And then when I glanced at the clock, I saw with a mixture of relief and anxiety that it was time to leave.

“Artemis,” I said.

She looked around at me and immediately knew what was happening.

“Okay.” She got up off the sofa. “Are you ready?”

“Yep.” I nodded. “I’m ready.”
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Chapter 14

Along with the store, his collection of novelty mugs, and an out-of-date box of lemon and ginger tea, Uncle Billy had also left me his hunting rifle.

It was already clean and ready for use, and I tucked a box of spare ammunition in the pocket of my jacket.

I had no idea how useful bullets would be against a magical threat, but at least I felt prepared for action.

It turned out that Artemis had a whole arsenal of weapons at her disposal. She went over to her apartment and came back with her supplies ready.

As well as her white-handled boline, she also swapped out her rings for a set of silver knuckle dusters and added some extra crystals on a chain around her neck.

“Black tourmaline for banishing,” she explained as she held up each pendant for me to see. “Jade for luck. Smoky quartz for protection.”

“Okay,” I said with a nod. “Do I get any of those?”

“Sure.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out a bracelet made from a narrow strip of braided leather. A silver pentagram and a small black crystal were attached to it. “You just wrap it around your wrist, tie the ends, and the pentagram and obsidian will help protect you from magical threats.”

“Put it on for me?” I held out my wrist to her, and Artemis’ strong fingers made quick work of it.

I shook my wrist experimentally to get a feel for the bracelet. It was very light and unobtrusive, which I liked.

“I made it,” Artemis said.

“Really?” I smiled at her. “Thank you. I love it.”

“You’re welcome.” She patted my shoulder. “I just got you back in my life, Wainwright, I can’t have you going off and getting mortally wounded now, can I?”

“I guess not,” I said with a chuckle.

The mushroom girl was still asleep in my bed. I decided it wouldn’t hurt to leave her a note, even if she couldn’t read, so I scribbled a quick explanation on a scrap of paper and left it on the bedside table so it would be immediately noticeable when she woke up.

“She looks so peaceful,” Artemis whispered.

Now that her face was cleaner, the rosy cuteness of the mushroom girl’s features was allowed to shine through. There was a natural flushed glow to her cheeks that was even more apparent in her sleep, and her little button nose perched on her face like a cherry on top of a sundae. Her round, full mouth was like a rosebud that hadn’t yet fully opened. Her silky blonde eyelashes curled up on her smooth cheek, and her silvery-brown hair looked at least a little more presentable and a little less straw-like than it had earlier.

“I hope her dreams are restful,” I replied in a low tone.

I hadn’t known her for very long at all, but even so, there was a connection between us that I couldn’t quite describe. I felt protective of her, but it was more than that. As I looked at her sleeping face, I had the strangest feeling of deja vu. It was like I’d seen her before, or like I knew her face from somewhere.

But that was impossible.

I knew in my head that I had never met her before, but I couldn’t deny the pull I felt toward her. It was as though everything my brain knew to be true didn’t matter to the rest of me– my heart, my soul, whatever it was. That part of me felt very clearly that the mushroom girl was connected to me somehow.

If she’d been living in Uncle Billy’s basement, then it was possible that I might have seen her when I was a kid. That could have happened, but I was pretty sure that I would have remembered meeting someone like her.

The mushroom girl was pretty unforgettable.

And that begged another question. Had Uncle Billy known about her?

My uncle had been a quiet, cheerful man with a big heart. He’d had endless patience for me as a curious kid, and I knew exactly what he would have done if he had discovered a person like her living underneath his shop. First, he would have slowly nodded his head. Then he would have made her a cup of hot chocolate, found her a blanket, and probably read her chapters of The Hobbit until she fell asleep.

He would have kept her a secret if she’d asked him to.

I wondered if the mushroom girl would be able to remember Uncle Billy, or if he was just one memory among the thousands of pieces of information that tumbled through her head.

“Mike?” Artemis touched my elbow. “You good?”

“Yeah.” I shook my head and brushed away my thoughts of the past.

I couldn’t get lost in nostalgia now. The present and the future needed me to get my head in the game.

I closed the bedroom door behind us, and then Artemis and I went down the stairs into the shop. We checked that the windows and doors were all secure.

And then there was nothing left to do except step out into the gathering twilight, lock the shop door behind us, and head toward my car.

“Ooof,” Artemis exhaled quickly as she took her place in the passenger seat.

“You okay?” I asked with a quick look of concern at her.

“Yeah.” She let out a tight little laugh. “We’re just going on a mission to keep the people of Wormwood in ignorance about the magic brewing beneath their feet. And to potentially put ourselves in danger as well.”

“That’s the spirit.” I turned the key in the ignition, and the car roared to life. “Don’t forget that we’re also harboring a rogue mushroom girl from the basement.”

“A three-hundred-year-old mushroom girl from the basement.” Artemis sighed and began to gather her hair back from her face. She had a hair elastic around her wrist, and she shoved her hair up into a messy bun. It might not have been glamorous, but she looked hot as hell.

I kept my eyes firmly on the road ahead of us to avoid any distractions.

I drove us out to near where I’d dumped the two women before. Thankfully there was no sign of them anywhere, so I guessed they must have woken up, recovered, and fucked off somewhere else, which was good news for us.

My phone gave us directions to the exact spot David had sent over. I drove up a little further along the way until the road broadened enough for us to pull in at the side and get out.

I looked up at the dark branches swaying overhead and couldn’t hold back a little shiver. I thought of the mushroom roots, the ley lines, the glowing grid lines of magical power, and a part of me knew for sure that the trees here in these woods were just as alive as the mushroom was and possibly even older.

The sky was a dark blue, and a cold wind rustled the leaves and chilled my hands and ears instantly.

I grabbed the rifle from the trunk of the car where I’d stored it, along with a flashlight.

“Ready?” I asked.

Artemis’ face was white in the darkness. She crouched down and pressed her hands flat against the earth. She took a couple of deep breaths in and out as she flexed her fingers in the dirt. Her silver knuckle dusters gleamed dully with the movement of her hands, and the crystals on the chain around her neck swung out as she leaned forward.

Her eyes were closed, and her lips moved silently for a few minutes. She bowed her head, and I heard her take another deep breath.

Then she stood up and rubbed her hands together slowly. The dirt left dark stains on her pale palms.

“Witchy shit?” I asked.

“Witchy shit,” Artemis confirmed. “I asked the spirits of the woods to protect us.”

“I hope they’re listening.” I glanced around at the dark trees.

I would have probably kept as quiet as possible and not bothered the trees in case they turned nasty and decided they wanted to eat our faces. But I trusted that Artemis knew more about spirits than I did, so I tried to look at the shadowy trees in a more positive light.

Maybe they could smell fear.

“They are,” Artemis said with a firm nod.

“Okay, then.” I tightened my grip on Uncle Billy’s hunting rifle. “I guess we’re doing this.”

Artemis nodded again.

I stepped closer and looked down into her brave and lovely face. She gazed back at me, and I could smell the musk of her perfume on the cool night breeze. I bent my head and kissed her.

“Ready?” I murmured.

“Ready.” She swallowed and nodded.

I wondered if her heart was pounding as hard as mine was.

We looked at each other for a moment longer, then we stepped apart, turned away from the road, and marched forward into the woods.

We had my phone to guide us, but, as it turned out, we didn’t really need it. We hadn’t gotten too far into the woods before we saw a bright light leaping and flickering between the trees.

“That must be the bonfire for the vigil that David mentioned,” I murmured to Artemis.

“Cool, cool, cool,” she muttered back. “Not creepy at all, no Wicker Man vibes here, oh, no…”

“The Wicker Man’s big scenes all happened during the day,” I reminded her.

“Like that makes a difference.” There was a light, brittle edge to Artemis’ voice that told me she was scared.

And as we got closer to the bonfire, I started to feel uneasy as well.

The flames were very high, and their leaping orange light threw shifting, distorted shadows on the trunks of the trees surrounding the little clearing. There were about ten people standing around the bonfire, and the bright light in the harsh darkness seemed to elongate their shapes into strange and unfamiliar figures. Sparks flew up toward the dark sky, and it was probably just the sound of fuel burning, but the flames seemed to be making a strange, whispering roar that got louder as we stepped out of the trees and walked up to the circle.

“Mike!” Jay called, and he pushed his way through the others to come over. “You made it.”

“Yeah.” I glanced around with an unconcerned air I hoped was convincing. “Kinda cramped here, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, I thought that, too,” Jay said with a frown. “I was worried the bonfire might be a fire hazard because we’re so close to the trees, but David insisted it had to be here.”

“Right.” I glanced at Artemis. “I guess David’s been pretty particular about all of this, hasn’t he?”

“Yeah…” Jay glanced over his shoulder and then leaned in to continue speaking at a lower volume. “Do you think he’s… coping?”

“What do you mean?” I asked in a casual voice.

“Well, like you said, David’s been really involved in the vigil and…” Jay trailed off. “I don’t know. I don’t want to judge, you know? If this is the way he’s coping with Chris’ death, then I don’t want to criticize his coping mechanisms or anything like that. But…”

“But he’s still being really intense about it,” I filled in.

“Yeah.” Jay pushed his hair back and sighed. “It feels bad to judge him.”

“No, don’t worry about that,” Artemis said in a dry tone. “Judge away.”

I rolled my eyes as Jay gave Artemis a confused look.

“She’s not David’s biggest fan,” I explained.

“Oh, right.” Jay nodded. “Well, I guess no one is everyone’s favorite flavor of ice cream.”

“Exactly.” Artemis pointed at him with a grin. “This guy gets it, Mike.”

“Gets what?” David suddenly appeared from behind Jay, which made all of us jump.

“Oh, god, David,” Jay gasped. “You scared me.”

“Sorry.” David looked around at us. His voice was hard and a little breathless, and his eyes had a feverish, bright gleam to them. “I’m glad to see you could all make it out here tonight.”

“Not a problem,” Artemis muttered under her breath.

David ignored her.

“Now that you’re here,” he said, “we can start the ceremony.”

David moved around to the other side of the bonfire and held up his hands to get everyone’s attention. He was wearing his black trenchcoat, and with the fire leaping up in front of him and bathing his face in its orange glow, he looked like a cult leader. Sparks snapped in the fire, and David’s pale eyes and hair were bathed in a molten, bloody orange hue.

Despite what I’d said to Artemis, it was hard not to get Wicker Man vibes from all of this.

“Friends,” David called. “Welcome to the vigil for our fallen comrade. Some of us knew him as Chris. Some of us knew him as Glorfin, the Druid from the Glasswood. And we were all privileged to know him as a friend.”

A scattered ripple of subdued applause ran around the circle.

“That’s actually pretty sweet,” I murmured to Artemis.

She gave me a disbelieving look and then rolled her eyes when I shrugged.

“Chris was an amazing team player,” David continued. “He would always devote himself one hundred percent to every campaign we went on, and he had a knack for remembering all of the important details about the terrain. He could have been a Game Master himself, if he’d wanted.”

David paused for a moment, and I saw his Adam’s apple bob as he swallowed. He did seem to be getting genuinely emotional about it all, and I felt a flicker of doubt creep in.

What if we were wrong?

“In addition to being a good player,” David continued. “Chris was a great friend. He would lend you his special dice if you needed an extra boost of luck during a battle. He helped me carry a couch up the stairs of my first apartment. He was always friendly and happy, and he never had a bad word to say about anyone. He was a good guy, a good Druid, and a good friend.”

Someone in the crowd cleared their throat awkwardly. Jay was chewing on his lower lip as he looked down at the ground. Everyone there seemed genuinely cut up at the memory of their dead friend.

“David seems pretty genuine,” I whispered to Artemis.

“Oh, give me a break,” she hissed back. “Are you buying all of this?”

“He seems really upset,” I protested.

“Maybe he is,” she retorted in a hushed voice. “He can be upset about his friend dying and still be planning to open the ley lines.”

“If you like, you can join me in reciting the Prayer For A Fallen Warrior,” David said.

Everyone around the fire clasped their hands together over their hearts and tipped their heads back so they were looking at the sky.

I kept my hands in my pockets, and Artemis snorted and folded her arms.

“Oh, Guardians of the Great Watchtowers,” David intoned. “We ask you to watch over the soul of our fallen comrade and shelter him in your shadows as he walks his final path to the Sunlands. May we be judged kindly in the eyes of the Fates, and may we meet in the beautiful place where all good souls are gathered.”

“Hail to the Guardians of the Great Watchtowers!” everyone cried in unison.

“Oh, brother,” Artemis mumbled.

“Shh,” I whispered.

“And now,” David said. “We will commemorate Chris’ memory with a blood oath.”

“What?” I blurted out.

“Told you,” Artemis whispered.

“A blood oath is a standard practice in WarAxe campaigns,” David said to me in a slightly irritated voice. “The remaining warriors of a troop or guild will take the oath to bind themselves even closer together while vowing not to forget their fallen comrade. I thought it would be a nice way to send Chris off.”

I looked around the group to see what everyone else thought of it, and the expressions on their faces ranged from queasy to shocked to panicked.

“Uh, David…” Jay began hesitantly. “You don’t mean like a real blood oath, like with a knife and everything? Because–”

“Yes,” David said firmly, and he pulled a paring knife from the pocket of his trenchcoat. “We will spill our blood together on this fertile soil and call upon the ground to witness this pact that we have made.”

“Oh, fuck.” My head whipped around to stare at Artemis. “This is it, isn’t it? Blood to open the ley lines.”

“I fucking told you he was a creep,” she hissed at me.

“Who’s first?” David stepped away from the bonfire, and every single person in the clearing immediately took a step away from him.

He stared around with a frown puckering his face.

“Uh, David,” I said in a careful tone. “I’m not sure a blood oath is such a good idea. You know, it just seems like a really big health and safety risk, we’re out in the woods a ways from the town, and what if something goes wrong?”

“It’s for Chris!” David shouted.

Any calm that he might have had snapped in an instant. His face twisted into a vicious scowl, and he held the knife up like he was ready to slice someone open right there and then.

“You don’t understand!” David yelled. “You weren’t his friends, his true friends would know he would have wanted this!”

“Uh, David, buddy,” Jay pleaded with his eyes wide. “The vigil was really nice, and your speech and the fire and everything, but I think this is it, you know? Is that knife even sterilized?”

“I’m not up on my tetanus shots,” a guy in the crowd exclaimed.

“I didn’t know we’d be doing an oath,” someone else said in an urgent voice. “I haven’t eaten enough today, I’ll pass out, I can’t handle the sight of blood.”

“Me, neither,” another guy chimed in. “I don’t want to do it.”

“Fake friends,” David sneered. “It’s all well and good when it’s part of a campaign, but you can’t hack it in real life, can you?”

“That’s the whole point of doing it in a campaign!” Jay argued. “It’s a way to not do things in real life!”

“You don’t get it!” David shouted.

He took another step forward, and I decided that was the right time to intervene. I stepped in front of him and blocked his path to the others.

“They don’t want to do it,” I told him.

“They have to!” David raged. “That’s the whole point of this!”

“Is it?” I questioned. “I thought it was to give Chris a good send-off.”

“Yes!” David’s pale eyes flashed up to meet mine. “That is what it’s about!”

“Well, you’ve done that part,” I said in a reasonable voice. “You don’t need to worry about doing anything else.”

“No, I–” David spluttered.

“Unless this part is about the ley lines,” I said in a low voice.

David sucked in his breath. It was such a theatrical noise that it would have been funny in any other circumstances.

“The what?” he whispered.

“You know what I’m talking about,” I said in the same low, measured tone. “You want to open the ley lines, right? To see if they’re the power source everyone wants?”

“I–I–” David stammered.

“It’s okay,” I said. “I get it. But this isn’t right.”

“I need it,” David whispered as his anger melted into desperation.

His pale eyes were wide, and his face was painted a lurid orange from the light of the fire. The flames leaped and made the shadows under his eyes seem black and endless.

“You need what?” I asked.

“The power,” he whispered. “The source. You don’t understand, I need it.”

“Why?” I asked.

“Because I do!” His voice cracked. “Because I need something more than this, I need magic, I need something real! Something that matters!”

“There are plenty of ways to get something real,” I said. “And to do something that matters.”

“No, you don’t understand,” David said through gritted teeth. “It’s easy for people like you, it’s not like that for people like me.”

“What do you mean, people like you?” I asked. “Come on, tell me what the differences are between you and me.”

“You…” David shrugged helplessly. “It’s easy for you. You get up and you work in your amazing shop, and now you’ve got a hot girlfriend and…”

“That’s what this is about? Listen, David.” I went to put a hand on his shoulder, but he flinched away from me, so I dropped my hand back down to my side. “Life is fucking hard. It’s not easy for anyone. People get up and they go to work and they kiss their girlfriends, and we look at them from the outside, and we think they have it easy, but the truth of it is that everyone– everyone– is struggling. And there aren’t any shortcuts. If you want something to happen, you have to make it happen. If you want a cool shop and a hot girlfriend, then you have to go out and find those things. And if you don’t find them in Wormwood, then you go somewhere else. But having magic, having power, and especially this much power, isn’t the answer. It’s not going to make you happy. It’s not going to magically fix everything.”

“You don’t understand,” David repeated in a broken voice.

“I do.” My own voice was low and rough. “Fucking hell, David, I get it. But this isn’t the way to fix things. This power is too much for one person to have.”

David looked up at me. His colorless eyes searched mine, and for a moment I thought I was getting through to him.

Then he shook his head.

“No,” he said.

“David,” I tried again, but he yelled over me.

“Let’s do this!” he shouted. “For Chris!”

“Anyone who gets involved in this blood oath will be banned from the shop forever!” I yelled.

“What?” David stared at me. “You can’t fucking do that.”

“My fucking shop, my fucking rules,” I retorted.

“Uh, David, I think we’re all just going to go home,” Jay said with an attempt at a pacifying smile. “It was a really nice speech you gave, and the fire was cool, and everything, but we’re all pretty tired now.”

Jay came up to David’s side and put a comforting hand on his arm.

David looked down at Jay’s hand like it was a snake that had crawled out of the grass. Then, in one movement that was smoother than I would ever have thought him capable of, he dodged behind Jay and linked his forearm around his throat while his other hand pressed the knife against Jay’s cheek.
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Chapter 15

“Get back!” David yelled. “Get back, or I’ll slice him open!”

I stumbled back a few steps. Artemis grabbed my arm.

“David,” I tried to make my voice sound steady. “Put down the knife.”

“David!” Jay’s voice was a shaking scream. “What the hell? What the hell are you doing, dude?”

“I didn’t want to do it this way,” David panted. “But if I have to, then I will.”

“David, I don’t understand!” Jay’s eyes flashed wildly around the clearing as he tried desperately to understand what was happening. “Why are you doing this? I thought this was a vigil for Chris.”

“It is for Chris!” David insisted. “It’s for Chris and for me and every person who ever hoped and prayed for something better!”

“Something better at the expense of your friends?” I demanded. “How is that something you’ll be able to live with?”

“I have to!” David shouted. “I’ve come this far!”

“Did you kill Chris?” Artemis’ voice was icy cold.

“What?” Jay wailed.

“No!” David exclaimed. “Not– I mean–”

“Fucking hell,” Jay whimpered.

It was the first time I’d ever heard him use language like that.

“David,” I said. “It doesn’t matter what you did or didn’t do, okay? It matters what you’re going to do next… Give me the knife.”

There was a rustling sound behind me, and I risked a quick look over my shoulder. All of the other gamers had clearly decided that enough was enough, and they were now running for the road.

Good. Fewer people to worry about getting caught in a crossfire.

“David.” I slid Uncle Billy’s hunting rifle down from my shoulder. “I didn’t want to do it this way, either. But you’re not opening the ley lines. And you’re not going to take the source.”

“Why do you get to decide that?” David spat.

“Because someone has to,” I retorted. “It’s too dangerous. I’m saying no.”

“Me, too,” Artemis added. “If that counts for anything.”

“You!” David scoffed. “What the hell have you done to deserve any part in this conversation?”

“Well, I haven’t murdered anyone,” Artemis snapped. “I think that puts me a little bit above you in this competition.”

“I didn’t murder anyone!” David insisted. “Chris was just in the way, and he didn’t understand, he didn’t see–”

He was distracted and furious. He was leaning toward Artemis rather than focusing on Jay.

I brought up the butt of the rifle and slammed it over Jay’s shoulder right into David’s forehead.

His words cut off as the rifle thunked against his skull, and he went down.

I grabbed Jay’s arm and dragged him away from David’s prone figure.

“Are you okay?” I demanded, and I turned his face toward the flames so I could see.

There was a shallow cut along his cheek where David’s knife had caught him at the last minute.

“Yeah.” Jay nodded shakily. “I think, I–”

His eyes suddenly rolled back in his head. I caught him as his body went limp, and I gently lowered him to the ground.

I quickly checked him over for injuries, but there wasn’t anything I could see, and even as I finished, Jay’s eyelashes started fluttering, and he opened his eyes again.

“Wha’?” he mumbled.

“You fainted,” Artemis told him.

“What? Oh, god, no.” He started to try to stand, but I pushed him down again.

“Just sit for a second, okay?” I directed. “You’ve had a shock.”

“I can’t believe I fainted,” Jay muttered. “That’s so embarrassing.”

“You did just have a knife at your face,” I pointed out. “Here, put your head between your knees.”

There was a movement at the edge of my field of vision. I whipped my head around and saw David booking it between the trees.

“David!” I yelled after him. “Where the hell are you going to go?”

“We’ll find you, you fucker!” Artemis shouted.

David threw one final glance over his shoulder, but he didn’t stop running, and the dark woods swallowed him up.

I gritted my teeth in frustration, but I was more concerned that Jay was safe, and I carried on rubbing his back as he pulled himself together.

After a few minutes, Jay lifted his head.

“Okay,” he said. “I can get up now.”

“Are you sure?” I asked.

“Yeah.” He gave a shaky laugh. “I feel better now. Whoa, that was weird, though.”

“It’s kind of like you’re listening to a radio, isn’t it?” Artemis nodded with an air of experience. “And then all the tuning goes funny.”

“Yeah, that’s just what it was like.” Jay shook his head. “Like everything was white noise.”

“You’ll feel better once you’ve had something to drink and had some sugar,” Artemis told him. “Have a soda when you get home.”

I helped Jay get to his feet. He swayed a little, but he seemed steady, and the gray pallor was fading from his face.

“Where did everyone else go?” Jay asked.

“The other gamers got out of here when David went psycho,” I said. “And David ran away. He’s probably going to leave town because he knows we’re going to find him if he stays in Wormwood.”

“That shit weasel,” Artemis hissed.

“But why was he doing all of this?” Jay seemed totally bewildered. “I don’t understand. I thought he was my friend.”

“I’m sorry,” I said to him. “I think he thought he was… doing something occult-y.”

“Occult-y?” Jay stared at me.

“Technical term,” I said with a chuckle. “I don’t know. He just seemed kind of out of it.”

“Yeah, I guess that does make sense.” Jay nodded slowly. “I know he’s always been interested in that kind of thing. It’s what we used to talk about all the time.”

“There you go, then.” I glanced at the bonfire that was beginning to die down a bit. “We should take care of this, and then we’ll give you a lift back to town.”

“I can help,” Jay offered.

“Thanks,” I said with a smile. “I’ve got some old tarps in the trunk of my car. We can use those to smother the flames.”

It didn’t take long to take care of the bonfire. It was as if it knew the dramatics of the night were over and now everyone was ready to go home. We used two large sticks to spread the embers around, and when the flames had died down enough for us to get closer, we kicked dirt over the remaining bits of charcoal. When there was nothing left of the inferno but a trail of gray smoke rising sadly up into the sky, the three of us headed back to the road and piled into my car.

Jay stayed silent for the drive back into town, and when I pulled up outside the Han family store, he sat in the car for a few moments in total silence.

“Jay?” I prompted.

“Did David kill Chris?” Jay asked in a low voice.

I met Artemis’ eyes.

“We don’t know,” I replied.

“They were friends,” Jay said in that same tone. “They did everything together.”

“I know.” I tried to meet his eyes in the rearview mirror, but Jay was looking down at his hands.

“Chris had a dog,” Jay said.

“Major Tom, yeah.” I nodded.

“I wonder how he’s doing.” Jay swallowed. “Anyway. Um. Thanks for the lift, Mike. And for, uh, saving my life back there.”

“Oh, that’s okay,” I said. “Don’t worry about it.”

Jay made a little noise in his throat that might have been a sigh or could have been the start of a sob. He got out of the car and slammed the door shut behind him.

Artemis and I sat in silence for a second. Then I hit the gas and drove back to Time & Space.

“Poor guy,” Artemis said.

I gave her a sideways glance and was surprised to see that she looked genuinely upset. She was chewing on her thumbnail and staring out of the passenger-side window with a hard scowl on her face.

“Yeah.” I decided not to comment, and instead be glad that Artemis was apparently allowing at least some of Wormwood’s citizens into her affections. “It’s all pretty shocking.”

“And if he doesn’t know about the source already, then I guess he will soon,” she said.

“You’d think you guys would have come up with a memory wipe tool by now,” I said in an effort to lighten the mood a bit. “You know, like one of those shiny pens from Men In Black.”

“Hey, don’t knock my memory wipe potions,” she protested.

“Your memory wipe potions are great,” I said. “But sometimes just being able to push a button to make your problems go away would be handy, right? Rather than having to collect a bunch of ingredients, grind them up, mix them together, brew the potion, hold people’s noses closed until they drink it…”

“Okay, yeah.” Artemis gave a weak chuckle. “A shiny pen thing would be handy.”

I parked the car under the light of a street lamp a little way from the store. Artemis and I got out of the car, and she shivered as the cold night air hit her.

“Do you want to… stay over?” I asked her.

Artemis smiled.

“Yes, please,” she said.

She came around to the other side of the car to stand with me on the sidewalk, and I wrapped my arms around her. Her hair smelled of smoke and the woods.

“Mike,” she whispered against my chest. “What are we going to do next? We stopped David tonight, but he’s still out there.”

“I know,” I replied. “And he’s going to try again.”

“What are we going to do?” she asked.

“Well, I think there are three options,” I replied. “Either David is hiding in the woods, he’s come back to town, or he’s left Wormwood entirely. If he’s in the woods, we can’t do much until he shows up again. He might be planning something else for tonight, in which case we need to find out where he is. Do you have a tracking spell that could locate him?”

“I can try,” she said. “Do you have anything of his that I could use to scry for him?”

“Like what?” I asked. “I have his phone number if that helps.”

“I was thinking more like a fingernail clipping or a bit of his hair,” Artemis said, and she let out a weary chuckle as I raised my eyebrows. “I know, I know, long shot, but I thought I’d ask.”

“Why the hell would I have a bit of his hair?” I asked.

“Well, I don’t know what you guys get up to on these gaming nights of yours,” she retorted. “He was prepared to do a full-blown blood oath earlier, so maybe sharing bits of hair is normal.”

“No,” I said with a chuckle. “It isn’t. Can you track him without his hair?”

“I can try,” she said. “It might not be the most accurate. I’m not the best at scrying, and without hair or nails, it’s even harder. But yeah, I’ll do my best.”

“Thank you.” I kissed the top of her head. “David probably left town, it’s the smart thing to do. It’s what I would do. But I want to make sure all our bases are covered.”

Artemis nodded.

“You did great out there,” she whispered. “I was very proud of you.”

“I wish I could have stopped him,” I said with a sigh. “Or really shown him this wasn’t the right thing to do.”

“Hey.” Artemis’ voice was soft. “You can’t reason the crazy out of people, you know? David’s convinced his way is the right way. It’ll take more than one night to change that.”

“Yeah, you’re right,” I answered. “You did great, too. You kept your head through all of it.”

“We both did great,” she whispered.

“Yeah,” I said. “Go us.”

“Go us.” Artemis laughed a little and turned her face up to mine. Our lips met softly, and we shared a cold, smoky-tasting kiss in the neon glow of the street light.

I moved Uncle Billy’s rifle from the back seat of the car to the trunk, in case we had to go out again in the car tonight. The pentacle gleamed on the bracelet around my wrist, and I smiled to myself at the sight of it.

The shop seemed very quiet as I unlocked the front door and we stepped inside. It was strange to come back to the normal world after everything that had happened in the woods.

Artemis paused and sniffed the air as I flicked the lights on.

“Why does it smell like an old lady’s house in here?” she asked.

“I got like a million of those Febreze plug-in things,” I replied. “First it was to get rid of the smell of fresh paint, and then it was because I was worried the shop smelled musty.”

“I don’t think you need to worry about that,” she said in a dry tone. “I’m getting overpowering notes of lavender and jasmine.”

“Alright, alright,” I chuckled. “Maybe I went a little overboard.”

“But if there’s too much humidity…” Artemis added. “Then a dehumidifier would be best. But, I mean, I can’t talk. My place reeks of incense and palo santo.”

“True, but it smells nice,” I said. “It reminds me of you. You always used to smell like incense.”

“Creeper.” Artemis flashed her chipped tooth in a smile.

“You love it,” I said with an answering smile.

“Let’s get on with this spell.” Artemis rolled her head on her shoulders with a deep sigh. “God, I’m tired. Why did no one tell me fighting evil was so time-consuming?”

“Sorry.” I stroked her shoulder. “But you’re doing great. Do you want a coffee? No wait, sorry, force of habit– do you want a cup of tea?”

“You know what?” A little smile hovered around her lips. “I think I will have a cup of coffee… To mark the occasion.”

“Wow,” I said. “I can’t believe it. This really is a serious occasion.”

“Don’t make a big deal about it, Wainwright.” She rolled her eyes. “It’s only because I’m so tired, and I think the caffeine might actually help me. I think I need a nervous edge right now, otherwise I’ll just fall asleep.”

“Sure thing.” I went behind the counter to start the coffee. “What ingredients do you need?”

“Well, I want to do it quickly,” Artemis said. “So I’m hoping you have a well-stocked spice cupboard upstairs I can raid so I don’t have to go back to my store.”

“My spice cupboard?” I echoed as I dropped spoonfuls of coffee grinds into the machine.

“You know, you’d be surprised at how witchy a good spice cupboard actually is,” Artemis said. “Bay leaves? Help your wishes come true. Cinnamon? Good for money spells. Cayenne pepper? Great for hexes.”

“You’re kidding me.” I stared at her. “So, the next time I make tacos, I’m actually making a hex?”

“You’re only using the ingredients,” she corrected. “You need intent and energy to make it a hex. But, yeah, spices are great in spellwork.”

“Huh,” I hummed as I flicked the switch on the coffee maker. “I had no idea.”

“Welcome to having a witch in your life,” she said with a grin.

“So many perks,” I agreed.

Artemis laughed.

The light sound was interrupted by the abrupt crash of the shop door being broken in and shattered glass flying everywhere.

David stood in the doorway with a metal baseball bat in his hand. His clothes were filthy, his chest was heaving, and his blond hair was full of dirt and twigs from his run through the forest. He must have fallen at some point because there was a rip in his shirt and mud all over his jacket.

The night wind blew through the broken door and brought in the smell of the outside, the woods, and the smoke of the bonfire that must have been still clinging to David’s clothes.

He was trembling. But he raised the baseball bat with a white-knuckled grip and took a stiff, furious step forward into the shop.

“Fuck!” I was so surprised to see him, I couldn’t think of anything else to say for a moment.

“You’re just here?” David’s voice was shrill. The whites of his eyes showed starkly through the dirt on his face.

“Where else would we be?” Artemis snapped.

“You’re sitting here like you didn’t fucking ruin everything!” David’s voice trembled and rose into a hoarse shout.

“And you decided to come back here?” I shook my head in disbelief. “Dude, what a dumb move.”

“You ruined everything!” David screamed.

He made a blind swing with the bat, and I winced as it crashed against the rack of postcards and sent it toppling over… again.

“David!” I shouted. “What are you thinking? You’re not going to kill us.”

“You won’t be able to,” Artemis said in the most matter-of-fact voice.

“Shut up!” David screamed. “Just shut up! You’re all the same, all of you, you talk and talk and talk and you never listen, you never fucking listen to me!”

“Cry me a fucking river!” Artemis snarled back at him.

“You ruined everything!” David’s voice broke into a raw-throated, ragged shriek.

And then he rushed at us.

Artemis stumbled back as David swung the bat right at her head. I stepped in and shoved her out of the way as he swung again, and Artemis tripped over her feet and fell on her ass with a thud.

She grunted, but there was no time to help her up as David turned his attention to me. The bat whistled through the air toward my head.

I leaped back just in time, but the bat came close enough for me to feel the wind on my cheek.

“David!” I yelled. “This isn’t going to solve anything!”

David was panting. His eyes were wild, his mouth was open, and he didn’t even seem to hear me shouting at him as he kept on swinging. I couldn’t get close to grab the bat out of his hands.

“Fuck this,” I growled under my breath.

David swung.

I turned, leaped up the step to get to the back part of the store, and hurled myself at the rack of weapons hanging on the wall. The nearest one was Glamdring, and I snatched it from its hook, spun around, and brought it up to meet David’s strike.

The impact shuddered up my arm, and the ring of metal on metal reverberated out with a discordant clang.

“Fuck you!” David hissed.

His teeth were bared, and the tendons in his neck were standing out like wires. His face behind the baseball bat was crazed.

“This isn’t going to fix anything, David,” I gasped. “Put the bat down, and we can talk about this.”

“About what?” He was practically foaming at the mouth. “About how I need to let all of this go and go back to my normal, awful, everyday life?”

“If your life is that bad, then change it, dude!” I used Glamdring to shove him away.

He stepped back, and I followed him.

“You can’t use magic as an excuse!” I insisted. “Life sucks for everyone, but grabbing at unlimited power? That’s not going to fix anything.”

“Are you listening to yourself?” David sneered. “Unlimited fucking power would fix everything!”

He made another swing at me. Glamdring met the bat with a clang that vibrated through my entire body.

“And then what?” I demanded. “You get all that power, what are you going to do with it?”

“I’ll be better,” he insisted. “I’ll have money, a job I like, a girlfriend…”

“You can have all those things and still be a piece of shit,” I snapped.

“You don’t understand!” David’s voice rose into a scream.

He swung the bat, I blocked it, and he recovered, jumped back and swung again. I moved Glamdring so quickly through the air that its blade became a dark blur.

Clang after clang echoed around the walls as I met each of David’s strikes with a parry.

He yelled with fury, swung the bat over his head, and brought it plunging down. I stepped out of the way, turned the sword, and with a two-handed grip slammed the flat of the blade against David’s back.

He stumbled forward with a gasp. The bat dropped from his grip with a clatter as he fell onto his hands and knees.

“David,” I said in a gentler tone. “It’s over, okay?”

David’s head spun around. He bared his teeth at me in a snarl and lurched to his feet.

And at that moment, the mushroom girl suddenly stepped out of the wall in front of him. She was still wearing her ragged shirt-dress, and her eyes were wide in her round face.

“Oh!” she exclaimed when she saw David.

“No!” Artemis yelled behind us.

“Get back!” I shouted.

I tried to reach for her arm, but David was in the way.

His eyes had almost popped out of his head when the mushroom girl stepped out of the wall, but now he moved like a snake. He reached out, grabbed the mushroom girl’s arm, and dragged her to him.

She let out a little protesting noise as he slammed her against his chest and wrapped his arm around her throat.

“What the fuck is this?” David snarled. “Huh? Who the fuck is she?”

“I was information,” the mushroom girl informed him in a slightly breathless voice. “But now I have juicy thighs.”

“What the fuck does that mean?” David’s voice shook.

“David, let her go, she’s not connected to any of this.” I tried to make my voice as calm and reasonable as possible even though my heart was pounding like a drum.

“Like hell she isn’t!” David shouted. “She just fucking stepped out of the fucking wall!”

Without taking his eyes from my face, he bent his knees and dragged the mushroom girl down with him as he fumbled on the floor for the baseball bat. He straightened up with it in his hand and pulled the mushroom girl back with him toward the counter.

“If you try to fuck with me, I’ll cave her skull in,” he warned. “She’s a part of it, isn’t she? She’s how you knew about the ley lines. What is she? Is she the source of all of this? Is she the magic I can feel in Wormwood?”

“How do you know about the magic in Wormwood?” Artemis’ face was pale, and her eyes were flashing with fury.

“I can feel it,” David hissed. “I’ve always felt it. There. Out there in the woods. There’s always been something out there. And then after the storm, it was like I felt it even more strongly. And I knew that I had to do something about it.”

“And Chris?” I asked.

“I thought Chris was my fucking friend,” David spat. “But he didn’t want to open the ley lines. He thought it was all in my head. He started calling me crazy.”

“So you ran him over with your car?” Artemis growled.

“I didn’t mean to do that!” David’s voice was shrill. “I didn’t know what I was doing until I’d done it, and then it was too late– and anyway, Chris wasn’t my real friend. He was going to call the cops, and he said I needed to see a shrink, and he didn’t fucking listen to me.”

“Okay, well, we’re listening to you now, David.” I forced myself to speak calmly. “We’re listening to you, alright? And that means you need to listen to us as well. And I’m telling you, David, that power isn’t what you think it is. It’s too much for one person to handle. And it’s not there to be taken over by anyone.”

“It’s because you think I can’t handle it, that’s it, isn’t it?” David’s lip curled. “So who can handle it? You and your witch bitch?”

Artemis growled, and I threw a warning look at her.

“Don’t disrespect women, David,” I said in a very calm, cold tone.

“That’s it, isn’t it?” David scoffed. “You just want to keep all of this for yourselves! All of this shit about the power being too much to handle– you just want to keep it away from people like me. People who actually deserve it!”

His voice rose into a shout.

The mushroom girl’s eyes went even wider than before, and she made a gagging sound in her throat. David’s arm was crushing against her neck, and her cheeks were going red.

“Now– I am become– death–” she managed to wheeze out. “The– destroyer– of worlds–”

“David!” I shouted. “Put down the fucking bat before you kill an innocent girl!”

“Not before she helps me open the ley lines!” David yelled back. “If you won’t help me by yourselves, then maybe she’ll make you change your minds!”

“For me,” the mushroom girl gasped.

“She can make you see her.” The idea suddenly bloomed in my mind, and I looked at the mushroom girl in desperation. “He needs to see you! Make him see you!”

David frowned in confusion.

“What–” he began.

“See me,” the mushroom girl whispered, and she reached up and grabbed hold of David’s wrist.

David’s voice cut off. There was an audible crack as his jaws snapped together. His arms snapped down by his sides, and the mushroom girl sucked in her breath with a high-pitched wheeze. His head craned back on his neck, and the tendons in his throat stood out like taut cables underneath his skin.

David let out a guttural groan. And then his eyes filled with a milky-white light.

“Holy shit, holy shit, holy shit,” Artemis whispered.

The bat fell from David’s hand and landed with a clatter on the ground.

I lunged forward, grabbed the mushroom girl by the arm, and dragged her away from him.

“No,” the girl insisted and grabbed David’s other hand. “We must be skin to skin if he is to see me!”

“We need to get you out of here!” I gritted out.

“No.” Her voice was stubborn, both her hands were holding David’s, and short of dragging her forcefully away from him, there wasn’t anything I could do to get her away from him.

The one thing I could do was lean over and grab the bat from the floor.

“He sees,” the mushroom girl crooned. “He is information as we are. Me and he and thee, Mike Wainwright.”

The glow burning in David’s eyes began to spread all down his body, and I realized the light was coming from the mushroom girl’s hands. Her fingers shone where they held onto David’s– skin to skin like she’d said– and the white light was blazing out from underneath her skin. Her fingers, her hands, her whole body. All of her was glowing with a milky, blue-tinged light, and it spread to David and shone out of his eyes. It seemed to illuminate him from the inside, and the light grew until I could see the outline of his teeth and his skull shining underneath his skin.

The white light spread out from the mushroom girl where she stood. It seeped into the shop floor and spread out in glowing lines all around her like a spiderweb. The gaps between the floorboards lit up like there was a rave going on in the basement.

A gurgling sound came from David’s throat as his head tipped further back on his neck. His jaw was so tightly clenched that I could hear his teeth scraping against each other. His hands were balled into fists at his sides, and every muscle in his body seemed to be locked in place.

I remembered how rough I’d felt after the mushroom girl had given me my vision. If David’s experience was the same as mine, then it was no wonder. The whole thing looked fucking intense.

“What is she doing?” Artemis asked in a whisper.

“He sees me,” the mushroom girl answered in a sing-song voice.

“She’s showing him the same things she showed me,” I replied. “The ley lines. The mushroom roots. The power.”

“Do you think he’ll realize what it all means?” Artemis asked. “He’ll see the scale of what he’s asking for?”

“I hope so,” I said, and then I reached out to lightly wave my hand in the mushroom girl’s face to get her attention. “Is it done? Can he come back now?”

“He’s flying,” she whispered.

She dropped David’s hands, and he crashed to the floor with a brutal, bone-jarring thud. I winced briefly as I remembered what that had felt like, but David bounced back like a rubber ball. In seconds, he was already struggling back up onto his elbows.

“I saw it,” he rasped. Blood dribbled from his mouth where he’d bitten through his lip. “I saw all of it.”

His eyes were clear of the milky light, but they were fixed on the mushroom girl with a crazed energy that made me level Glamdring at his throat.

“David,” I said in a warning voice.

“I need it.” David’s voice was hoarse. He didn’t even seem to see the sword I had pointed at him, and he crawled onto his hands and knees and shuffled toward the mushroom girl with his mouth hanging open in desperate, gulping pants. “I need it all.”

“You idiot, that was supposed to show you the scale of the thing, not make you hungrier for it,” Artemis hissed.

“I need it.” David reached out a hand with the fingers hooked into claws. “All of it.”

I tried to drag the mushroom girl away from him, but instead she leaned forward and pressed her forehead against David’s. Her blue eyes met his colorless ones, and in that moment, he looked like the crazy one while she seemed one hundred percent focused.

“All of it,” she breathed.

“All of it,” David whispered.

The mushroom girl put her arms around David’s neck. He stiffened in surprise and tried to push her away, but she wouldn’t let go.

And then David started to choke.

His pale face turned red. His eyes bulged in their sockets. His mouth hung open and strings of bloody spit hung from the corner of his lips.

“Aaaaall ooooof it,” the mushroom girl sang.

David frantically tried to pry the mushroom girl’s arms free from his neck as his face turned purple. She clung on even more tightly, and she closed her eyes and hummed to herself in a thin, sweet melody that somehow rose above the horrible sound of David’s gurgling.

“Mike,” Artemis whispered. “What the fuck?”

I rushed forward and tried to pull the mushroom girl away, but there was iron in her grip, and I couldn’t move her.

“Mike,” the mushroom girl said in the most normal-sounding voice I’d ever heard her use. “Let it go.”

“You’re killing him!” I gasped.

“I am giving him,” she replied. “And I am giving you. This is my gift. My gift to you, Mike Wainwright.”

“A gift?” I whispered.

“You saved me,” she said. “Thank you.”

David’s tongue flopped out of his mouth as he desperately tried to draw breath. His tongue was turning black, and reddish holes started to open up on the surface. And then tiny white mushrooms began to sprout out of the holes in his tongue.

Artemis made a gagging sound in her throat.

I agreed with the sentiment, but I couldn’t look away from what was unfolding in front of me.

David’s face became starred with tiny red blotches as blood vessels burst under his skin. His eyes were threaded with livid scarlet veins. But then those veins darkened and turned a muddy brown. And then, with a wet popping sound, a mushroom broke free out of David’s left eyeball.

David let out a choking sound that might have been a scream, and then broke off into a gasp as his teeth were forced out of their gums by the mushrooms growing up in their place. More mushrooms grew from the roof of his mouth, and the mushrooms that were growing in his throat forced their way up the back of his nasal cavities and out of his nostrils.

David’s right eye burst, and a white-stalked mushroom with a silvery-brown cap grew out of the socket and curved up toward the ceiling.

More of the same little mushrooms grew up out of his hair with a rustling noise like the sound of the wind in the trees. Others popped out of his ears with their caps stained dark with David’s blood and brains.

“Please,” I whispered.

The mushroom girl gave a small sigh. Her shoulders went back, and she tipped her chin up.

David melted into her in the same way that she had melted into the wall. He went face-first into her body, followed by his torso and shoulders, then his arms and his legs. The mushroom girl absorbed him whole and swallowed his body with her own.

The white light pulsed, and its blue tint became stronger. The cracks in the floorboards flickered. The mushroom girl’s glow spread out all around her and bathed her in a halo of magical, milky, shimmering light.

The mushroom girl stood.

She turned to me and smiled with her crooked, crazy little teeth.

“Mike,” she whispered, and then she went up on her tiptoes and kissed me.

Her lips tingled, and her mouth tasted of mint, of matcha, of blood, of smoke, and of honey.

She smiled at me, and then she went to Artemis and kissed her as well.

“I am sleepy now,” she said, and then she absorbed into the shop floor and took the beautiful, mad, magical light show with her.

For a few minutes, the shop was utterly silent.

And then, as I started to piece together what had just happened, I realized there was still some light left.

I looked over at Artemis and saw she was still glowing with the mushroom girl’s magical white light. It flickered and glittered and shimmered inside her skin, and it made the whites of her eyes gleam like pearls. It glowed inside her skull, lit up her teeth, and covered her hands in its glorious rays.

It was incredible.

But Artemis was staring at me.

“Mike,” she whispered in a tone of wonderment.

I looked down at myself. And I realized I was glowing with the same magical light.
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Chapter 16

It wasn’t raining.

The sky was blue, and there wasn’t a cloud in the sky.

It wasn’t a big win, but I’d still take it.

My stomach was rumbling as I locked the shop door behind me. It had been a little over a week since the night of the vigil, and although I was still a ways from getting the shop back to perfect working order, I had at least managed to get the door fixed.

I was originally thinking about installing a security gate, but that had already been superseded by a few other items on my to-do list.

My lunch date with Artemis being one of them.

I’d been so busy with getting the shop back on its feet that we hadn’t had many opportunities to hang out together, but we’d both agreed to prioritize a lunch date today. And Artemis had added that she had something important to tell me.

I just really hoped it wasn’t another bombshell.

Surprise, dragons are real.

Plot twist, you were dead all along.

I shook my head to myself. I was being paranoid.

Maybe I had a right to be paranoid, but I didn’t want that little fact to spoil this lunch date.

I stepped onto the sidewalk and paused for a moment to feel the sun on my face. Ever since I’d shared the mushroom girl’s vision of the power running through Wormwood, things like sunlight had started to hit different. I was piercingly aware of the energy thrumming through everything, and when I felt the sun on my skin, touched a blooming flower, or saw a pigeon fly by, it was a reminder of that wild, untapped, untamed magic singing underneath the town.

I looked down from the sky and saw Jay walking across the square in front of me.

“Hey, Jay!” I called, and I jogged over to meet him.

I’d been trying to check in with Jay most days to see how he was doing. He seemed to be recovering okay from the events of the vigil, but there was often a panicked look in his eye when someone spoke too loudly around him or he heard a loud noise. It hurt my heart a bit to see. Jay was such a sweet, good-natured guy. He was a victim in all of this.

Jay paused to let me catch up to him. He was smiling, and he looked more cheerful than he had in days. And there was a dog by his side. It had pale blue eyes and blue merle coloring like a Collie or Australian Shepherd, but it was bigger, shaggier, and stockier than either of those breeds, and its big ears and long nose made me think there might be some German Shepherd in its background.

“Hey, Mike,” Jay greeted me.

“Hey,” I replied. “Who’s this, then?”

“This is Major Tom.” Jay ruffled the dog’s huge, fluffy ears. “Chris’ dog.”

“Hey, boy.” I crouched down and let Major Tom sniff my fingers. He wagged his tail in a friendly greeting, and I ruffled the hair on his strong chest. “He’s a beauty, Jay. Are you adopting him?”

“Yeah.” Jay nodded. “I didn’t want him to go to a shelter with strangers. And he’s so great, he’s so smart and obedient. He’s settling in at home really well, and Mom and Dad love him.”

Major Tom’s pale blue eyes reminded me of the mushroom girl, but where she often looked completely detached from reality, Major Tom’s eyes were calm and confident.

“You seem like a good match.” I stood up and smiled at Jay. “I’m glad to see you’re out and about.”

“Yeah, well.” Jay gave half a smile. “Can’t stay moping inside forever about that time my friend tried to kill me.”

“Maybe not,” I said.

“Did you hear the official story about that?” Jay gave a wry smile. “Apparently he skipped town after the police said they wanted to talk to him about a suspicious dent in his car.”

“Really?” I raised an eyebrow.

“Well, I’m not surprised.” Jay sighed. “He said he didn’t kill Chris, but to me, that just says he ran him over instead. It’s mental gymnastics to make it work, but I can see David doing that.”

Artemis had helped spread the rumors about David leaving town. I was glad Jay didn’t have to know that his friend had been swallowed up by the mushroom girl living in my basement instead.

“Just make sure you’re taking care of yourself,” I told him. “Don’t push yourself to do anything before you’re ready for it.”

“I’m okay, Mike.” Jay smiled. “You don’t need to worry about me.”

“Maybe not,” I conceded. “But I still do.”

“Go and meet Artemis,” he said with a chuckle. “I’m guessing that’s where you’re headed?”

“Lunch date.” I smiled. “There’s a coffee and a burger with my name on it.”

“Go on,” he said. “Tell her I said hi.”

“Will do.” I gave Major Tom one last stroke, waved to Jay, and carried on my way.

The diner was crowded when I got there, but I managed to find a free booth. It was by the window so the sun was shining in, and there was a mason jar on the freshly-wiped table top with a few limp daisies inside. I guessed that was the staff’s attempt to welcome spring into the diner. It didn’t compare with the real thing– the leaping, vivid, thrumming, natural magic of the seasons turning. I’d felt the edges of that kind of magic in the mushroom girl’s vision, and an unexpected stab of sympathy for the cut flowers with their sad, dangling heads worked through me.

I chuckled to myself as I slid into the seat.

Who would have thought I’d ever see cut flowers as kindred spirits?

It was like my eyes had been opened. Ever since the mushroom girl had shared her vision with me, the whole world felt different, and that feeling had only grown stronger over the past week. I’d been so busy, I’d barely had any time to stop and really sit with these new feelings growing inside me, but now that I was here, back at the diner and waiting for Artemis, I could feel them with nothing holding me back.

It was magic.

Magic was everywhere.

It was fucking incredible.

The mushroom girl might do things like appear at the foot of my bed in the middle of the night and eat spiderwebs, but she’d given me a gift I could never repay her for.

The whole world felt alive to me now in a way it never had before. I might have guessed there was more out there and hoped it might find its way to me one day, but this was more than I ever could have dreamed of.

I touched the tip of my finger to one of the flowers’ drooping blooms.

“Hang in there, buddy,” I whispered.

My stomach grumbled to remind me that, although magic might be real, there were still plenty of everyday things to still be concerned about.

The smell of frying bacon wafted across the diner, and my mouth suddenly watered with hunger. I picked up the menu and started scouring it for options, but I was distracted by the sudden clatter of silverware from the counter. It combined with the hiss of the coffee machine, the chime of cups on Formica table tops, the buzz of conversations, and chatter from the other diners and waitresses.

It was overwhelming, and I pressed my hands over my ears for a few moments until I could recenter myself.

Whoa.

Okay, that was new.

The diner door opened, and Artemis hurried in and came over to the booth. Her long red curls were tousled from the breeze outside, her cheeks were a little flushed, and she looked totally stunning. She was wearing what I knew by now to be her favorite black-and-burgundy sweater, along with fishnet tights, black denim shorts, and big chunky Doc Martens. There might not have been anything different about her outfit, but there was a mysterious gleam in her dark eyes, and her face lit up with excitement when she saw me.

“Hey.” She greeted me with a kiss and a smile before she slid into the seat across from me. “How are you doing?”

“Good,” I replied. “Considering. What about you?”

“Good.” She grinned. “Considering.”

The light through the diner window illuminated her red curls and turned their ends to a burning copper. Her silver earrings shone and spun in the light with a hypnotic energy, and I found it hard to look away from her. It wasn’t just that she was beautiful. Artemis was always beautiful. But there was something else about her I couldn’t quite put my finger on.

My mind flew back to the basement as the mushroom girl’s milky light illuminated Artemis’ body from within.

It reminded me of that.

Artemis was glowing. Not in a way that anyone would really be able to pinpoint, but there was something in the way she moved her hands, in the dark brightness of her eyes, and in her smile that was electric.

“What?” Artemis grinned at me.

“Nothing.” I smiled. “You’re just beautiful.”

“Thank you,” she said in a warm tone. “You look pretty fine, too.”

She grabbed the menu and studied it while the waitress came over.

“Drinks?” the waitress asked with her pencil poised to take our order. “Coffee?”

“Coffee,” I said with a nod.

“Do you have any herbal teas?” Artemis asked.

“Herbal teas?” The waitress raised an eyebrow. “Like, green tea?”

“Don’t worry about it.” Artemis shook her head. “I’ll have water.”

“Sure thing, hon,” the waitress said. “I’ll come back in a few minutes to take your food order.”

She moved away to the counter, and I looked at Artemis expectantly.

“Well?” I asked in a low voice. “What was the exciting thing you wanted to tell me about?”

Artemis’ dark eyes sparkled.

“This,” she said.

She reached out her hand to the jar of wilting flowers on the table and touched the tips of her fingers to the daisies’ browning petals. Her fingers seemed to trail a faint white glow behind them, and then the daisies lifted their heads up to the sun.

Fresh color spread through the petals, and a new bud burst from each stem, and they opened out into whole new flowers. A sweet perfume rose up from the new blossoms that instantly made me think of a fresh spring day, the feeling of the sun on my skin, and a gentle breeze in my hair. The daisies’ white petals fluttered, and their yellow centers blazed with bright, new life.

My face broke into an amazed smile as Artemis moved her hand away.

“What the hell?” I breathed.

“That’s not all,” Artemis said. “All of my magic seems to have gotten a boost. My tarot readings are more accurate, and my intuition has become sharper. My wards are stronger, and my charms are more effective.”

“Whoa.” I stared at the freshly revived flowers. “That’s crazy. It’s got to be the mushroom girl, hasn’t it?”

“I think so.” Artemis’ cheeks went a little pink, and I wondered if she was remembering the mushroom girl’s kiss. “Where is she now? Is she still doing okay after everything that happened?”

“She’s back at the shop.” I chuckled dryly. “I said she could use my apartment because it didn’t feel right for her to keep living in the basement. So now she’s started appearing out of the walls at really random moments. Oh, and she tried to eat a lightbulb the other day.”

“What?” Artemis snorted with laughter.

“Yeah, I don’t know, either.” I shook my head. “She knows about electricity, and I’m sure she knows lightbulbs aren’t food, but it’s like that information just leaves her head sometimes.”

“There’s a lot of information in her head,” Artemis said with a nod. “I guess there’s only so much space. Some of the important stuff must get filtered out by accident sometimes.”

“Yeah, I think you’re right,” I said. “She’s doing okay, though, lightbulbs aside. None of what happened seemed to phase her in the slightest.”

“She has been alive for three hundred years.” Artemis shrugged. “I guess when you’ve been around that long, you’ve seen some shit. And David hasn’t… made any reappearances?”

“No.” I grimaced. “I mean, I’m glad he hasn’t, but at the same time…”

“It’s weird,” Artemis agreed. “She just, like, ate him. So is he inside her now? Or inside the town? Is he in the mushroom roots underneath our feet?”

“I don’t know.” I gave a helpless shrug. “You know as much as I do.”

“And I guess she hasn’t been super chatty about it all,” Artemis said with a crooked smile.

“Oh, she’s chatty alright.” I shook my head. “But about everything and nothing.”

“That’s what she is, isn’t it?” Artemis said. “Everything and nothing. She’s pure magic.”

“And she must have given us some of her magic– the source’s power– in exchange for saving her and keeping David away from the ley lines,” I said.

“Have you noticed anything new?” Artemis asked. “Any new abilities or weird things I should know about?”

“No.” I pulled a face. “I wish.”

“You’ve got to tell me if you start sprouting weird growths or your fingernails start falling off,” Artemis said with a chuckle. “I need to know if we’ve got a The Fly situation on our hands.”

“Jeez, I hope not.” I chuckled, but then I sobered as I remembered the reality of what had happened to David.

That was the kind of shit that made Cronenberg films look like an episode of Dora The Explorer. It had haunted my dreams all week long.

“Maybe it only works if you already have a power,” I suggested. “Perhaps it can enhance what you already have, but not give you anything new.”

“That could be it.” Artemis nodded. “Maybe we could run some tests and see if anything has been awakened in you, though. We could do a seance, try automatic writing, hypnotherapy…”

“Um, no thanks,” I exclaimed. “I’m very happy not to be hypnotized.”

“Chicken,” Artemis teased.

A car pulled up outside the diner, and two women got out. They were both wearing black skinny jeans and black leather jackets covered in silver studs and pieces of silver chain, and their hair was styled in matching black and pink mohawks. They had silver rings in their ears, eyebrows, lips, and cheeks.

“I see the punks have arrived,” I said.

“You know them?” Artemis raised an eyebrow.

“No?” I frowned. “I just meant, you know, their outfits.”

“Oh. Right.” Artemis stared at the two women and then chuckled. “Sorry. But that is actually who they are.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Those are the Punks,” she said. “That’s their name. They’re a mini coven I knew back in Portland.”

“You’re shitting me,” I exclaimed.

“Nope.” Artemis shook her head with a grin. “They’re the Punks.”

“Damn.” I stared at the two women, who were standing by the car and talking with their heads together. “Are they called the Punks because they’re punks? Or do you have to be a punk to join?”

“I think it’s the first one,” Artemis replied. “It’s just the two of them, so I guess it’s easier to come up with rules that they both agree on.”

The two Punks looked up and down the street. One of them pointed down the road that led to the woods. The other pointed toward the square. They argued for a few moments longer before they came to an agreement and both walked down the road that led toward the square.

“I guess we know what they’re here for, then,” I said.

“Yeah.” Artemis nodded. “The source.”

“It’s not going to stop, is it?” I scrubbed my hands through my hair. “We stopped David, but he was just one person. Everyone is going to be coming here to try and use this power for their own ends.”

“Yep,” Artemis stated. “That’s about it.”

“How do none of these people think this might be a bad idea?” I demanded. “They’re all magic users, aren’t they? Witches and druids and all of that stuff? So why wouldn’t they stop to think this is a bad thing to do?”

“Maybe some of them have,” Artemis said. “But those ones probably stayed at home and didn’t come to Wormwood.”

“So now the town is going to be overrun with power-hungry and powerful people who all want more power,” I said.

My happiness at seeing Artemis, and my joy at seeing the flowers bloom again, started to fade away as the enormous nature of the task ahead of us started to sink in.

I was just one guy with a comic book store. How the hell was I supposed to keep the power in Wormwood safe and out of the hands of people who wouldn’t know how to use it?

“Hey.” Artemis reached out across the table and squeezed my hand. “It’s okay, you know. It’s not going to be easy, but we’ll figure it out. And whatever happens, we’ll face it together, you and me.”

The hopeless feeling melted away under the sudden blaze of warmth in my heart.

I squeezed Artemis’ hand back and smiled at her.

Her dark eyes crinkled at the corners as she smiled back.

“Thanks,” I said. “And… I wanted to say thank you for sticking around here in Wormwood. I know you had a life back in Portland, and you’ve kind of sabotaged your status in your coven by helping me.”

“Eh, it is what it is.” Artemis lifted one narrow shoulder in a shrug. “Besides, Portland wasn’t all that. And neither was the coven, to be honest.”

“It’s okay if they were all that,” I persisted, and I gave her hand another squeeze. “It’s hard to leave people behind who get you. And I know you were searching for that kind of connection when you left town.”

Artemis looked down for a moment. She swallowed, and when she looked up again, her eyes were a little bit misty.

“That’s true,” she said. “But there are other people in the world who get me. I just never thought I’d find them in fucking Wormwood, of all places.”

I laced my fingers with hers and gently pulled her hand across the table. She stood up in her seat, and I leaned over to kiss her. She tasted like herbs and sunshine, and her lips sent the blood pounding all around my body. Artemis gave a little moan in her throat, and my fingers clutched at hers in a convulsive, involuntary gesture. Her mouth was a soft promise under mine, and I could smell her sweet, heavy perfume in my nose.

We might have been in the diner, but in those moments, the only thing that existed for me was Artemis.

We only broke the kiss when we got too out of breath to continue. Then we slumped back into our seats and grinned at each other from opposite sides of the table. Artemis’ face was flushed, and her eyes were dark and bright.

“I get you, Artemis Black,” I whispered.

“I know you do, Mike Wainwright,” she replied in a low, throaty voice. “And I get you.”

“And yet you’re still here,” I teased.

“Can’t get rid of me.” She flashed her chipped tooth at me in a wild and wicked grin.

The waitress came back to our table with our drinks. She put a glass of water down in front of Artemis and then gave me a cup that she filled to the brim with steaming coffee.

“Are you folks ready to order now?” she asked.

“Oh, sorry.” Artemis quickly picked up the menu. “I forgot to look.”

The waitress smiled and looked down at her pad of paper in a way that made me think she’d probably witnessed our public display of affection.

“I’ll have the veggie burger, please,” Artemis said. “With a salad on the side, no dressing.”

“Sure thing.” The waitress scribbled on her pad. “And for you, hon?”

I tapped the menu. “The Big Meat Stack Burger, please. I’ll have a salad as well but with ranch dressing.”

“Great.” She gave a friendly smile. “Coming right up.”

She walked away, and Artemis gave me an amused look.

“The Big Meat Stack Burger,” she teased. “Could you get any more red-blooded?”

“What?” I grinned. “I like burgers.”

“It’s funny, though,” she said in a more serious tone. “I thought you might try a veggie burger, actually.”

“Really?” I raised an eyebrow. “Why?”

“Because of what you saw in the mushroom girl’s vision,” Artemis said.

“Oh, right.” I nodded in realization.

“I’m not saying you have to, by the way,” she added quickly. “During the workings with my coven, we would always try to tap into the power that runs through everything, the life forces of plants and animals, and after I’d done that a few times, it didn’t feel right for me to carry on eating meat. But that’s just how it affected me.”

“No, that’s fair,” I replied. “I can see the reasoning behind that.”

I thought about it for a moment while Artemis waited for my answer.

“I think it’s because I felt everything,” I said finally. “I felt the plants, the animals, and the people. And I felt the asphalt and the roof tiles and the foundations of the houses. It was all spectacular. It was amazing. Everything was so powerful and so– valuable, I guess.”

“Right, yeah,” Artemis agreed. “I’ve felt that.”

“So in a way, no matter what I eat, I’m going to be consuming their life force,” I continued. “If I eat plants, I’m taking their life force. If I eat animals, I’m taking their life force. It doesn’t make sense for me to prioritize animal life over plant life. Everything is equal, and everything has the same value. Does that make sense?”

“Yeah.” Artemis smiled softly. “Yeah, actually, it does.”

“I’m not saying that you should eat meat, either, if you don’t want to,” I said. “It’s about doing what feels right for you.”

“Exactly.” Artemis nodded. “I just love that you thought about it so much.”

“It’s kind of hard not to,” I said with a chuckle. “It was a pretty life-changing experience.”

“I wonder if she would show it to me.” Artemis’ voice had a wistful note to it. “Her vision. Her information.”

“You did see what it did to David, though, right?” I questioned.

“Uh, yeah, fucking duh,” Artemis retorted. “I’ll be seeing that image for the rest of my goddamn life.”

“It made more than a few appearances in my dreams this week.” I shuddered.

“But that wasn’t just the vision,” Artemis persisted. “It was the mushroom girl as well. She did something else to him.”

“Still, you don’t know,” I cautioned. “It might not be the safest thing to try. And she might not be able to tell if it’s dangerous or not.”

“You saw it,” Artemis objected. “And you’re fine.”

“Unless I start sprouting mushrooms on my tongue and out of my eye sockets in the next few days,” I said with another shiver.

“Yeah, okay,” Artemis conceded as she rolled her eyes. “If that happens, then I’ll admit it’s dangerous.”

“Thank you,” I said with a grin.

“Of course, there’s the possibility you’re built differently from the rest of us,” Artemis added.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Well, she’s been living under your shop for god knows how long,” she said. “What if that’s given you some immunity or something to her visions? Or something else like that?”

“I did wonder about that, actually,” I admitted. “I’ve started getting this feeling like I’ve met her before.”

“Really?” Artemis leaned forward and looked at me intently. “When do you think that happened?”

“I don’t know.” I shook my head. “I don’t even know if it’s anything real. It could just be a hangover from those three days she spent ‘eating my dreams.’”

“Oh, yeah.” Artemis wrinkled her nose. “I forgot she did that.”

“Yeah, so, it might be nothing,” I said. “Maybe I think I’ve seen her before because I have. While she was doing… that.”

The waitress came over with our food. She put the plates down in front of us with a smile.

“Here you go, folks,” she announced. “One veggie burger with a salad and one Big Meat Stack Burger with a salad.”

“Perfect, thank you.” I smiled at her.

The waitress turned away.

And as she did so, the mushroom girl rose up out of the floor, almost underneath the waitress’ feet.

I lunged forward with my hands outstretched. I was going to grab the mushroom girl out of the waitress’ path.

But what I ended up doing was throwing the mushroom girl off her feet and sending the waitress skidding across the floor in the opposite direction.

The waitress flew across the diner like she was on rollerskates.

She let out a startled scream and grabbed at the counter as she passed it, and managed to stop herself. Then she just stood there with her chest heaving and her mouth hanging open in bewilderment about what had just happened.

My heart was pounding.

My mouth was dry.

My fingers were tingling.

I turned around slowly to see Artemis staring at me with her dark eyes full of shock.

My hands were glowing with an eerie white aura.

Artemis noticed my hands, and her mouth fell open.

I tried to say something, but no words came out.

The rest of the staff gathered around the waitress to check that she was alright. She seemed fine, just shocked and confused about what had happened.

The mushroom girl picked herself up from the floor and squeezed into the booth next to me. She reached for my coffee cup and sniffed it.

“Coffee,” she murmured to herself. “Cof-fee.”

She took a sip. Then the corners of her mouth turned down, and she delicately spat the mouthful back into the cup.

“No,” she announced. “No coffee for me.”

Artemis and I stared at her, and then at each other, and all the while my hands were still burning with the mushroom’s magic, milky-white light.

End of Book 1
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