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I’VE NEVER BEEN what one might call a winter person.

Witches are supposed to feel naturally aligned with the Wheel of the Year, receptive to the charms of every season—and nowhere is that easier than in Thistle Grove, where every type of weather is utterly and gorgeously flamboyant, the most extravagant cosplay version of what it might look like anywhere else. In theory, I could appreciate the extremeness of its contrasts; all that diamond-faceted white, blazing against the blue of windswept skies and the stark black silhouette of Hallows Hill. I could even get behind winter chic, when it came to sleek après-ski wear. And then there was Yule, with its fragrant wreaths and crackling logs and sea of candlelight. Arguably the most luminous and magical of the solstices.

But in practice? Winter is horribly inelegant and messy, almost impossible to calibrate. One too many layers leaves you sticky and sweltering, while one too few lets the chill creep into your bones. Your hair turns into kindling, or poufs into a staticky halo immune even to glamour spells. You can’t even run properly in winter, unless you’re a die-hard marathoner with no self-preservation instincts left intact.

All around cruel and unusual. At least we rarely suffered more than two months or so of such yearly punishment in Thistle Grove.

But this year, strangely, winter seemed to suit me. This year, I found every fresh snowfall soothing, almost meditative. There was one raging right now beyond the frost-rimed window of the Silver Cherry, where I was grin-and-bearing my way through a jewelry-making class; a feathery whirlwind, like being inside a shaken snow globe filled with drifting down. It felt hypnotic, a chaotic escapade of white that made it hard to hold on to any single thought for long. Which, these days, was more than fine by me.

These days, my thoughts and I didn’t tend to be on the best of terms.

“Sweetheart,” Jessa said, in that delicate tone she’d taken to using on me, like one harsh note might topple me over, damage me in some irreparable way. She didn’t have to be quite that careful with me, but I loved that she wanted to be. “You’re doing your depressed-mime face again.”

The words themselves didn’t tend to match up with the spun-sugar tone all that often, because she was still Jessa, and I loved her for that, too.

“What?” I mumbled, finally tearing my eyes from the window. “My … what?”

“You know.” She rearranged her adorable, ringlet-framed features into a truly dismal expression, drooping puppy-dog eyes and a dramatically downturned mouth like a melancholy bass. “Like you’re about to perish of chronic woe. Or possibly planning to re-create that scene from The Giver where the kid and his little brother escape into the snow to die with their emotions.”

“It’s been a while since middle school English class, but even so, I’m fairly sure that wasn’t supposed to be the takeaway,” I told her with a snort. “And hard pass on that cold demise. If I absolutely have to die somewhere with my emotions, I’d rather go all nice and toasty.”

Dragging my attention back to my little work tray, strewn with a glittery mishmash of wire and beads, I saw that I’d been halfheartedly tooling around with making earrings before the blizzard got the best of me. Once upon a time, I’d have crafted something gorgeous given an opportunity like this, painstakingly applied myself until I had it just right. Too bad “once upon a time” felt like several eons and an infinity of wrong turns ago.

“Burn you at the stake, then, noted,” Jessa quipped—though of course, thoroughly normie as she was, my best friend had no idea how close to home that hit. As far as I knew, Jessa had never once seriously considered the notion that our charming postcard of a town really was settled by witches, exactly like Thistle Grove legend would have you believe.

To her, I was just Nina. Best friend and partner in crime from our shared law school days, now in-house counsel to my family’s extensive business interests. Not Nineve Cliodhna of House Blackmoore, second in line to the most powerful witch dynasty in Thistle Grove.

“Don’t worry, buddy,” I assured her. “I do still have considerable will to live. Just not, like, enough zest to care about these earrings, apparently.”

Jessa pooched out her lower lip, abandoning the complicated (and suspiciously BDSM-looking) beaded choker she’d been working on.

“But that’s the point,” she insisted, smooth brow wrinkling with concern. “That’s what these classes are for, Nina. We’re supposed to be nurturing our creative selves, meeting new people, rediscovering your zest. Unearthing it.”

She looked so crestfallen that for the barest moment, I entertained the idea of assembling the pitiful bead hodgepodge into something pretty with a simple transmutation spell of the pumpkin-into-carriage variety, but even more basic. The raw materials were already right in front of me, half-threaded. I could have done it with just a few words, using a single, purely distilled thought as a vehicle of my will.

But that wouldn’t have been honest or fair, which was part of the reason I never did magic in front of my best friend. For the safety and the continuing preservation of our town, as per the Grimoire—the spellbook that also held sway over the conduct and governance of Thistle Grove’s witch community—only long-term, witchbound partners were permitted access to that secret. And for all that I adored Jessa to pieces, our friendship wasn’t the kind of love the founders had had in mind when deciding who should be privy to our magic.

Letting the oblivion glamour that was cast over the town take hold of her, erasing her memory of whatever spell I’d worked, would have felt … traitorous. A little gross, even.

And it would have been a cop-out at best. Jessa was the kind of delightful whirlwind of a person who effortlessly transformed strangers into friends—or short-lived partners, as the case may be—wherever she went, and I knew she’d been hoping a little of that joie de vivre might rub off on me. Tonight’s jewelry-making class was the fourth hopeful outing of its kind, following a disastrous wine-and-paint night (during which I’d gotten the not-artistically-conducive kind of wasted), an equally catastrophic pottery class that had reminded me of Sydney’s love of ceremonial teacups and sent me spinning into a meltdown, and a flower-arranging class that had only managed to unearth memories of the ivory-and-rose-gold palette I’d chosen for the flowers at my own wedding.

A wedding that was never going to happen, much like the perfect life with Sydney that had been meant to materialize thereafter. A life that now seemed not just fictional, but so fantastically unbelievable that I, a flesh-and-blood descendant of the sorceress Morgan le Fay, couldn’t conceive of it as a reality.

“You’re talking about me like I’m some archeological dig, Jess, and we’re troweling for ancient potsherds of joy. What if there’s no zest to unearth? What if I’m just a barren wasteland?” I dropped my chin, the familiar, hateful well of tears pressing against my eyes. I was so damn sick of crying at the slightest provocation, like some weepy damsel stuck in a mire of never-ending distress, but I’d apparently won the sob lottery. Team #Leaky4Life over here. “Permanently broken?”

“Everyone’s fixable, sweetheart,” Jessa assured me, slipping a soft arm around my shoulders and tilting her temple against mine. She favored those subtle skin-musk perfumes that you couldn’t detect on yourself—the kind I’d never go for, because what was the point if you couldn’t catch indulgent whiffs of it throughout the day?—but that made her smell gorgeous, a vanilla-cedar scent that hit somewhere between gourmand and woody. Being hugged by her felt like free aromatherapy.

“Even that guy you dated with the towering manbun?” I asked, a little damply.

“You say that like there’s only been one … which, would that were the truth.”

“The one who drank so much Bulletproof Coffee it was like he was speaking in fast-forward all the time,” I clarified. “And did biceps curls while taking dumps.”

“Fuck no, not him.” She shuddered delicately against me, sticking out her tongue—which was pierced, something no other estate lawyer I knew could ever have gotten away with. Apparently a deceptively angelic face like Jessa’s covered a multitude of sins, even when it came to the most uptight of clients. “Everyone but Chasen, then.”

“Of course that was his name. And what about dictators? Or sex cult leaders? Or serial killers?”

“Now you’re just being difficult. Allow me to rephrase, counselor.” She shifted sideways against me, just enough to boop me on the nose. “You are fixable, sweetheart. Eminently so.”

“Then why can’t I get into even this, the most emotionally undemanding of activities?” I asked her, that relentless ache lurching in my chest again. A panging disorientation that felt almost like homesickness, as my gaze skimmed over the dozen or so other people happily crafting beneath the cherry cutouts dangling from the ceiling, the recessed lighting spilling over them in a mellow glow. Mostly clusters of women around Jessa’s and my age, along with a few mothers with their tweens in tow.

Even the solitary goth enby with the pentagram neck tattoo—likely a tourist drawn to the Silver Cherry by its affiliation with Lark Thorn, who not only was teaching this class but also sold her line of enchanted jewelry here—looked to be having a more exuberant experience with this mortal coil than I was.

“What kind of mess can’t focus on stringing beads together? Or letting loose on a pottery wheel?” I swiped at my eyes, trying in vain to keep from smearing my eyeliner. “It’s been a whole year, Jess. How long is this emotional fugue state even supposed to last?”

My voice rose enough that on the other side of the room, Lark Thorn abruptly straightened from where she’d been instructing one of the tweens. She turned just enough to flick a concerned glance at me over her shoulder, deep brown skin glowing against the vivid turquoise of her scoop-neck sweater, her dark eyes liquid with sympathy. The Thorns were empathically attuned to one another’s feelings, and acutely sensitive to others’ emotional landscapes, too. Though I doubted Lark even needed their particular brand of ESP to detect the seismic rumble of my distress.

The Nina I used to be had been unshakably sure of herself, vacuum-sealed into her composure. But these days, the old me felt like a fossil, a crumbling memory. These days, I was more of a tempest in a teacup.

A flailing, distractible tempest that just could not seem to get it the hell together.

I twitched my lips into an “everything’s just peachy over here” smile, wincing inwardly as she gave me a lingering look before turning away. I wouldn’t have agreed to come here tonight at all, had I remembered Lark’s connection to the studio. Given how the Blackmoores’ standing in this town had declined since the debacle of last year’s Gauntlet of the Grove—not to mention the fact that my little brother, Gawain, had briefly come under suspicion when one of the Avramovs’ dearly departed ancestors cursed the Thorns this past Beltane—the last thing I needed to be doing was signaling weakness in front of a member of one of the other families.

The thought spurred me into taking a breath, stiffening my spine a little, and leaning away from Jessa as if she weren’t, in fact, my load-bearing support column. Trying to act as though I at least remembered who I was supposed to be.

“I don’t think heartbreak’s an exact science, sweetie. Though I will concur that maybe we’ve been going about this the wrong way,” Jess concluded thoughtfully, nibbling on her lip. “You know what, why don’t we ditch this and grab some drinks instead? Rethink our strategy?”

“But what about your …” I gestured vaguely toward the abandoned snarl on her work tray. “Fetishwear-in-progress? It had such promise.”

She chuckled through her nose, not bothering to deny it. “I can always take it home. It was going to be for Steven, anyway … Ooh, maybe I can make him finish it for me, before he gets to wear it! You know, like a meta-kink moment. Foreplay for the foreplay.”

I stared at her for a second, equally confounded by the rigorous intellectual component her most recent bedroom exploits apparently called for, and the fact that her flavor of the week had already earned himself an actual name. By Jessa’s standards, that was unusually rapid progress. Most of her conquests went by evocative nicknames the likes of “Lacrosse Jesus” or “Emo Clark Kent” until they dropped out of the rotation; maybe she actually liked this guy.

“I do not claim to understand your ways, Jessamyn Singer, but I respect them,” I finally said.

“Just the way I like it.” She slid the jewelry into a little ziplock, grinning to herself. “So, where do you want to go? Dive bar? Nice bar? Weird bar?”

“Nice bar,” I said automatically, suppressing a sniffle. My spirits rose a little at the idea of delicious craft cocktails and low lighting, the utter relief of not having to funnel any more energy into forcibly enjoying, or pretending to enjoy, yet another form of alleged entertainment.

“See, there you are,” she said warmly, reaching out to give me another squeeze. “Knew my favorite fancy bitch was in there somewhere.”




[image: 2 Whimsical Bitches and Trickster Gods]

TEN MINUTES LATER, Jessa and I wedged ourselves into an empty booth at Whistler’s Fireside, a waft of cold still clinging to us as we shed our layers and stamped our snow-crusted boots under the table, wind-lashed cheeks both numb and glowing.

Whistler’s majestic black walnut booths, with their intricately carved backs and must-and-varnish smell, looked like they’d begun their lives as pews in some medieval abbey. Bare Edison bulbs cupping twists of glowing filament swung above each table, and to our right, the bar top gleamed copper from the vintage pennies preserved under its glass slab, fat pillar candles flickering along its length. Even the cool blue cast of early-winter dusk drifting through the Victorian windows couldn’t chill the aura of warmth. There was no actual hearth to be seen, despite the name—probably the owner’s idea of an ironic joke—but the whole ethos of the bar did feel like sitting at a fireside.

I loved it here. It reminded me of my favorite New York speakeasies, the ones that had brazenly ridiculous thousand-dollar concoctions tucked into the drink menus like dirty capitalist secrets, and all but demanded a password and secret handshake to get in, even though everyone and their mother knew where to find them. I couldn’t help but enjoy that little thrill, the sense of being part of an exclusive club—especially when it wasn’t real elitism, but just for fun, the way it was at Whistler’s.

“What are you thinking?” Jessa asked, once the server had dropped off menus and a complimentary bowl of honey-and-harissa popcorn. Truly, this place was the bomb. “They have the spiked hot chocolate today, and oooh, a new buttered rum hot toddy. Shit, but does that even sound good, in reality? Or are they counting on the butter to gaslight us into believing it must be delicious?”

“Hmm, as yet unclear.”

I gave the happy hour specials a cursory skim even though I already knew what I wanted, wondering whether I should at least try to be more adventurous. As sometimes happened at moments like this, the Ghost of Sydney Past materialized by my shoulder to whisper in my ear. (Though not, to be clear, her literal spirit, as Sydney had been alive and aggravatingly well in Chicago last I’d checked. And in any case, ghost whispering was more the kind of ghastly trick you’d expect to find in the Avramovs’ repertoire than the magic my family preferred to practice.)

Why do you always have to order the exact same thing, the memory of her voice sniped at me in that coldly exasperated tone that always used to make my shoulders hunch. Why not just try something new for once, so we can share?

But I happened to like the mulled wine here. And furthermore, I liked the tried-and-true reliability, the comfort of an order that you knew for a fact would make you happy. That was one of Syd’s and my most well-worn fights—her desire for spontaneity, set against my craving for structure and routine. The core disparity between us that had seemed like a charming opposites-attract deal at first, her the fluttering kite and me the grounded ballast. Us together, a rare alchemical balance that would elevate our relationship beyond the sum of its parts and into something golden and enviable.

No such elevation had, in fact, transpired. In hindsight, as happy as much of our relationship had made me, Syd and I had been the definition of fool’s gold.

“I’m sticking with the mulled wine,” I decided, banishing the Ghost of Sydney Past with as much firmness as I could muster.

“Foolproof choice.” Jessa pursed her lips and squinted at the menu for another moment, the bulb’s ruddy light picking out wavering highlights in the rings stacked above and below her knuckles. She had a metallic rose-gold French manicure this week, too; seriously, what the hell kind of amenable clientele did she even have? “Okay, yup. I’m gonna take a gamble on the hot toddy and see if I live to rue the day.”

I huffed a laugh into my handful of popcorn, shaking my head. “As if ‘regret’ even figures into your vocabulary.”

“Just because I choose to look back fondly on most of my mistakes doesn’t mean I don’t learn from them.”

Once our order was in and the menus whisked away, Jessa draped an arm over the table and rested her chin in the cup of her other palm, giving me a frankly assessing stare.

“How worried do I really need to be about you, sweetheart?” she said, matter-of-fact but still in that sweet tone that dissolved anything sharp or accusatory before it could make me shrink into myself. “This two-step of meltdowns and existential malaise is starting to seem like more than you should have to handle on your own. What does Sassy Sue have to say about this situation? Is it time to consider meds?”

Sassy Sue was my much beloved and, yes, profoundly spicy and no-nonsense therapist. WWSSD—What Would Sassy Sue Do—had long been Jessa’s and my tough-love code for “Get your shit together and make the right call.”

“We’ve discussed it,” I said, wiping popcorn grease off my hands and then folding the napkin into a neat little square before setting it aside. “But she thinks, and I agree, that my issue is more situational. Meds might give me a little boost, sure. But the thing is, I don’t actually feel the chronic kind of depressed, Jess. I still like my job, and I enjoy working out. I get pretty reliable jollies from my preferred forms of retail therapy, just like before.”

And I still adored the magic in my life every breathtaking bit as much as I ever had, not that I could share that with Jessa.

“No issues getting out of bed in the morning or motivating,” I went on. “So it’s not that I’ve become constitutionally incapable of producing happy feelings. I’m more or less fine—as long as I don’t venture beyond my comfort zone.”

Jessa gave a pensive nod, mulling it over. “Got it, I think. So, what is the problem, then? Is it that you still miss her?”

Our drinks arrived, just in time to help choke down the tangle of emotions clambering up my throat like climbing vines. I closed my eyes, took a therapeutic inhale of the boozy steam followed by a semi-scalding sip of red wine. Cinnamon and nutmeg and the bright, sweet tang of hot alcohol seeped into my mouth, blunting the thorns in my throat into something more manageable.

“No,” I said, fighting the tremble in my voice; even though the real answer was unfortunately still sometimes. “It’s when I start trying to move forward, to do anything new. It makes me feel so lost, Jess. So … disjointed, permanently off-balance, somehow. Like I woke up one morning and suddenly found myself a cast-away, stranded in the wrong life. I should be married right now, to the love of my life. Maybe even starting to think about having kids.”

Jessa suppressed a little eye roll, presumably bored stiff by the unforgivably vanilla spouse-plus-2.5-kids slant of my life goals. I felt a stab of annoyance back at her, for not understanding the way she usually did, with ample empathy. I certainly expended enough of it on her, trying to wrap my brain around the offbeat way she conducted her relationships.

“Look, I’m well aware those aren’t your things,” I said, a little sharply, “but they are mine. You know that.”

Her round face softened immediately, brief chagrin glinting in her brown eyes. “It’s not that, Nina. I’m just not sure I’d call Sydney ‘Jacqueline-pronounced-Zha-KLEEN’ Grant the great love of your life, you know? She did call the wedding off a week before you were supposed to get married. Might as well have ditched you the day of, at least let you have your beautifully tragic moment at the altar if you couldn’t get your damn deposits back.”

I gritted my teeth at the memory of Sydney sobbing in our loft apartment—she’d cried much more than I had at the time, which struck me now as quite a bit of bullshit—as she trailed me from room to room, wringing her hands and pleading for my understanding while I paced back and forth, my entire life dissolving around me like an ice palace under a blowtorch. I just can’t breathe when I’m with you, Nina, she’d said through shimmering tears; Sydney somehow even cried prettily, like she was creating content for her Instagram reels just by existing. It’s like there’s not enough air around you, like you create this vacuum wherever you are. And I … I don’t want to live the rest of my life that way, so joyless, so arid.

I can’t do that to myself. I won’t.

You’d have thought she might’ve been struck by this tragic revelation at any other, more convenient time in our four years together—before, for instance, proposing to me, and insisting on a December wedding even though she knew how much I hated winter.

Now, instead, I had to live the rest of my life knowing I was the kind of “joyless,” suffocating person who made other people feel like they’d been vented out of an airlock.

I hadn’t told anyone, not even Jessa, the damning details of what Sydney had said to me. The dramatic way things had unfolded, everyone hated her enough as it was, which was fine by me. But what if I went beyond the broad strokes, and it turned out they agreed with her? This fragile eggshell version of me couldn’t roll with a punch like that.

I’d shatter into a sticky mess of shards, and not even Sassy Sue would be able to glue me back together again.

“I just don’t understand how things could’ve gone so wrong,” I said instead, a half-truth that at least skimmed the surface of the awfulness iceberg floating just beneath. “And I’m … honestly, Jess, I’m a little scared that I’m the problem. That if I try again, with someone new, the same exact thing will happen. But I don’t think I know how to fix myself. Or whether I even really want to.”

“First off, you are brilliant and generous and considerate, and certainly in no need of some kind of elaborate personality overhaul—let’s take things down a notch,” Jessa said, admirably restraining herself from launching into a full-bore Sydney take-down, though I could see the mutiny brewing on her face. Even though I’d thrown them together at every opportunity, hoping they’d eventually come around to each other, there had never been much love lost between my ex-partner and my best friend. “Second, your ex-fiancée was an obnoxious, self-centered, whimsical bitch with tremendously overblown notions of her own worth. So let us never again refer to that shitty manic pixie gallery girl as the ‘love of your life,’ ’kay?”

And boom, there came the drag.

I burst out laughing, marveling at how deftly she’d turned a generally positive word into an insult with such bite to it. Sydney had been almost methodically quirky, but even still, I’d been charmed by her. Her appeal had never struck me as manufactured. “Whoa, buddy, tell me what you really think. And she was a curator, technically.”

“Let it be known that I do not give a solitary, last-of-its-kind fuck about Sydney Zha-KLEEN’s former job title,” Jessa declared, giving the French pronunciation an even prissier twist. “The one thoughtful thing she did for you was clear out in the aftermath, and let you have this town to yourself. At least we don’t have to look upon her precious wee Amélie face ever again.”

“To small mercies,” I agreed, clinking my glass against hers—though, obviously, I’d thought Sydney was beautiful, and still occasionally stalked her social media when I felt low enough to want to inflict on myself the stiletto-twist pain of seeing her be happy. “Full disclosure, I had no idea you loathed her whole Francophile thing so much.”

“Eh, didn’t seem like a helpful take at the time,” Jessa replied with a shrug. “But boy, am I stoked to talk about it now! Feels downright cleansing, like it’s clearing out all those years of pent-up shade. Gotta be good for the skin.”

“Makes one of us, then.” I bit down on the inside of my cheek to stave off the inevitable tears. “Because talking about her just makes me feel hopeless. Like I already had my shot at my dream life, everything the way I wanted it, the way it was supposed to be. And I screwed it up, just by being myself.”

“Oh, sweetie,” Jessa exhaled, pert face scrunching up with almost painful sympathy. “So that’s why there haven’t been any second dates.”

I’d been cautiously trying to put myself back out there the past few months, at both Jessa’s and Sassy Sue’s urging. But even the handful of first dates I’d been on made me queasily anxious, and the prospect of a second date flung me into full-blown panic. I ruthlessly overanalyzed myself at every turn, as if each prospective partner might be scrutinizing my every choice and mannerism with Sydney’s witheringly critical gaze. The pressure felt buckling, enormous, as though what drink I chose and whether I agreed to taste the other person’s tapas could derail my whole future with them before it even began.

So I’d decided, hey, maybe better to just tap out before I proceeded to lose my entire mind.

“That’s why,” I admitted with a whooshing sigh, taking another slug of my wine. “I can’t relax enough to even think about letting someone get to know me. The pressure is just … untenable.”

Jessa rocked her head from side to side, the endearingly Machiavellian expression she always slipped into when thinking stealing over her face.

“What if,” she said, lifting her eyebrows, “we took the pressure off? Picked someone so unlikely, so obviously not a realistic prospect for you, that you could just chill a little, have fun with it? Go on a date or three, possibly even enjoy a solid bang, as God knows you need one in the direst of ways. Have a shallow-end-of-the-pool experience, you know? Just doggy-paddle around a little bit before you go full-on snorkeling.”

I knit my brow, trying to parse this tortured metaphor. “So, you want me to pick someone I’m not into? How is that supposed to help?”

“No, duh, of course they still have to be a smoke show. I’m thinking someone super hot, but relatively low investment.” She snaked her hand across the table, palm up, and wiggled her fingers at me. “Hand over your phone, and I’ll show you what I mean.”

“I don’t know, Jess,” I said slowly, balking. “This feels like a very ill-advised experiment. Or worse, a reality dating show with seriously low production value. Which, as you know, is the opposite of my bag.”

“Oh, just try it once, Neenie,” Jessa wheedled. “One little date. Think of it as a change of scenery!”

I tilted my head against the booth’s slick back, mulling it over. I knew that I was stagnating; one way or another, it was past time to implement a different strategy. And once upon a time, I used to be a very proficient dater, if I did say so myself. If I was being honest, the idea of a no-pressure date with some hot yet ludicrously unsuitable individual sounded about a million times less excruciating than the glow-paint-and-goats yoga Jessa was probably planning to foist on me next.

Sensing my softening, Jessa doubled down, a cunning gleam kindling in her eye. “Aaaand if it’s a total catastrophe, I’ll owe you a batch of my gourmet pigs in blankets—and I’ll even throw in a Lost Girl marathon.”

“Ugh, you know me far too well, friend,” I groaned, dropping my face into my hands. Puff pastries of any kind were my bizarre mortal weakness, the savory version of my kryptonite. I probably had my parents’ epic dinner parties to thank for that, and all the stealth scavenging my brothers and I had done at them before we’d been allowed to formally attend. For the right kind of flaky hors d’oeuvre—especially one of Jessa’s rare homemade treats, and in conjunction with my favorite TV—there was troublingly little I wouldn’t do.

Lifting my head, I unlocked the phone and plopped it into her palm with a grimace. “Deal, I suppose. But to be clear, the terms of our agreement do not extend beyond the one date.”

With a gleeful crow, Jessa swiped over to the third screen and pulled up my dating apps. Seeing as she’d created the folder and downloaded them for me in the first place, even wordsmithed my profiles so I couldn’t hide behind the excuse of not having the energy to write about myself, she knew exactly where to find them all.

Rolling my empty mug between my palms, I watched her with a mixture of trepidation and the slightest brush of intrigue. It did feel just a little refreshing to cede control over this, instead of swiping through prospective partners in the late nights after work, with an eagle eye toward how many of my boxes they checked. Sitting alone in the dark bedroom that sometimes still smelled faintly of Sydney’s dainty Jardin sur le Toit—for no good reason, given how many thorough scrubbings my loft had gotten since she left—peering into that rectangle of sallow light like it was an exam I badly needed to pass, had felt depressing and lonely and borderline desperate.

This, astonishingly, felt like it might even be fun.

“Too perky … too basic … oof, way too messy,” Jessa was muttering under her breath as she swiped through possible candidates with decisive little flicks, nose wrinkled in thought. “Too Aritzia-catalog-model—”

“Excuse me, what? Let me see!” I snatched at the phone, but she batted me away.

“Hands to yourself, missy,” she ordered, cradling my phone to her chest. “This chick is not the one we’re looking for, trust me on this. She’s basically brunette you, which means instant disqualification. And might I remind you, I’m in charge of Operation Doggy Paddle? You just sit back, relax, and let me do this good work.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“That’s what he said.”

Snorting, I flagged down the server for another mug of mulled wine, while Jessa speed-swiped through so many profiles it was like watching a live-action carpal tunnel PSA. Then she paused, lips parted, fingertip hovering over the screen. “Well, hello there, sir. Finally, someone with actual promise.”

“Sir?” I echoed, my heart sinking a little. “It’s a dude?”

I’d been trying to keep my options open in the apps, seeing no reason to throw up any additional obstacles for myself. But while I’d slept with a handful of guys, and briefly dated a trans man back in college, my serious relationships had all been with women. When I could bring myself to imagine the hazy outline of a future partner, my mind always conjured up a woman of its own accord.

Which, possibly, meant that not a woman might be perfect for this absurd experiment.

“Well, maybe not entirely,” she corrected, still engrossed in the profile, a tiny reflection of the phone screen glowing blue in her pupils as she flicked through the photos. “Nonbinary, pronouns are ‘he/ they,’ and pan orientation, just like you. TBH, I’m more concerned with this face. Here, take a look.”

She passed me the phone, still warm from her grip. I reared back a little at the profile picture, my eyebrows rising as I saw what she meant. Bright blue eyes glittering like gems against the shadows of black liner, a tousled shock of dark brown hair falling into them. Stubble roughening what was otherwise a clean-cut face, with features so fine they were nearly feminine, closer to pretty than handsome. A lazy, crooked half smile, the “stick with me, I’ll show you some things” kind that looked like a gauntlet thrown.

Okay, well. Maybe.

Intrigued despite myself, I swiped through more of his photos, defaulting in my mind to the masculine pronoun since he’d listed it first. In one of the pictures, he wore a dramatic corset and midnight-blue lipstick, galactic flares of silver paint and glitter swooping over his cheekbones. A fuchsia feather boa wrapped around his neck and strung across the shoulders of the two grinning, similarly festooned people crowding in on either side to press their cheeks against his. In another, he was shirtless and upside down, suspended in aerial silks; caught in a pose that highlighted the striking definition of his abs and obliques, bright stage lights illuminating waterfalls of Technicolor tattoos coursing down his arms. He had the kind of muscle so sleek it looked carven, somehow feline.

Something that I tended to like a whole lot, in women and men and everyone in between.

Not all the pictures were quite as flattering. In one, he wore a plaid shirt under suspenders—which, what—and had his mouth massively open as he prepared to chow down on a monstrous-looking burger that appeared to include both chili and a smooshed doughnut. In another selfie, he was giving duckface and flashing the shaka hand sign, while having clearly gotten a makeover from a little kid. His lips a mess of bubblegum pink, yellow eyeshadow indiscriminately smeared all over his upper face.

But in the final photo, he was swimming; submerged up to the bridge of his nose, dark hair bristling in waterlogged spikes. Only those mischievous blue eyes were visible, narrowed against sunshine and reflecting the sequined shimmer of the waterline just below them, beads glistening on his forehead and clinging to the defined arches of his eyebrows. I could see the distinctive ring of evergreens and the bright purple splash of thistles on the distant shoreline behind him; so he was bold enough to swim in Lady’s Lake, something very few Thistle Grove normies seemed to do, as though the lake beckoned specifically and almost exclusively to witches.

I felt an unexpected little flutter in the depths of my belly, even as I acknowledged that he looked … risky. Impulsive, unpredictable. Sydney had been quirky and flighty, yes, but in the most polished, socially acceptable, Zooey Deschanel of ways. More Anthropologie, a lot less Burning Man. Before we fell apart, she and I had held similar values, the same ultimate goals for what we wanted our lives to look like.

This person looked like the embodiment of a dare, someone I’d never in a million years have picked for myself.

“So you want me to go out with the trickster god of circus and burlesque,” I said to Jessa, looking up to fix her with a flat stare, “is what you’re telling me.”

“Is that the vibe you’re getting here?” She canted her head, considering. “I’m thinking more like Lord of the Rings elven, but with just the right dash of black sheep.”

“Dash?” I demanded, brandishing the phone at her. “His username is literally ‘lowkeyloki,’ which, okay, possibly I’m a tiny bit here for that. But look at him. He looks like someone who’d get cast to play a sexy chaos demon on Supernatural.”

She shrugged, like, And this is a problem, how? “A little CW bone structure never hurt nobody.”

“That’s not the point. He likes dangling upside down at a perilously great distance from the ground, on purpose. He eats heart-attack burgers with freaking doughnuts in them, like some kind of carpe diem cliché. He posts terrible pictures of himself of his own free will and not under any obvious duress.” I crossed my arms over my chest, like, Rest my case. “I cannot date this individual.”

“You can, and you will—because I picked him for you, and that was the deal, remember? One date. You’re not going to go back on your word now, are you?”

She grinned hugely, knowing she had me there. No Blackmoore ever reneged on an oath once given. Though she wasn’t privy to the witchy background behind this code of honor, Jessa certainly knew it to be true based on her experience with me. Once I committed to something, I always followed through, no matter the cost to myself.

Which wasn’t to say that being honorable didn’t occasionally suck the big one.

“Fine,” I groused, slumping back against the booth. “Swipe right it is, then. Maybe we won’t even match.”
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