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      Was this what being a real witch was like?

      I held hands with my coven sisters, eyes closed, my belly tingling with anticipation. The room was lit by a single flickering candle, and strange shadows played upon the walls. Becca White, the self-appointed high witch of the Sisters of Luna, had promised everyone a big surprise, a huge spell—something she swore we were all going to love.

      Fighting the urge to peek, I tried to focus on my breath as Becca uttered the incantation in the center of the circle. A touch of magic shimmered through the air.

      Something was working. Still, I was dubious.

      The Sisters of Luna was the first coven I had ever been a part of, and it meant the world to me that the four women had welcomed me so warmly. Even if half the time, it did feel like I’d stepped into a snarky high school clique.

      It wasn’t that I didn’t enjoy being part of the coven, and it wasn’t that I didn’t respect the other women’s interest in the kind of magic they liked, it was just…

      “Reveal!” Becca’s words rose to a shout. I opened my eyes, blinking in the gloom. The coven gasped. I blinked again.

      “Well? What do you think?” Becca said. She was beaming, turning slowly to each of us.

      “Oh, Bec. It’s amazing,” Jessie McAllen squealed, clapping.

      “It’s great,” Willow Jeffs said.

      “Truly stunning,” Samantha Moche said, clutching her hands to her heart.

      Becca turned to me. I squinted. I still couldn’t see what they were all looking at. Becca’s smile faltered.

      “What do you think, Belinda?”

      “It’s, um, good,” I said. I obviously couldn’t hide the lie in my voice.

      Becca’s shoulders fell. “You don’t like it.”

      “No,” I said. “I mean, I’m sure I would love it if I could just see what everyone else could see.”

      “What are you talking about?” Becca said. She snatched the hand mirror off the rug beside her.

      “You seriously can’t see it?” Samantha whispered.

      I shrugged.

      “It’s a glamour glamour,” Becca said, looking at herself in the mirror, obviously pleased with what she was seeing. “A full makeup job in just a few minutes without having to actually put any makeup on at all.”

      “It’s genius,” Jessie said. “It’ll save so much time, and not to mention be so good for the skin since there won’t actually be any makeup used.”

      “That’s what I thought,” Becca said, admiring her reflection. “How quick will it be to put a face on with this? Imagine what we’ll be able to use it for come the masquerade ball at the end of the month.”

      The room erupted into a chorus of happy agreement.

      I looked harder. Finally, I saw what the others saw. Becca was wearing makeup. Or rather, different makeup than the stuff she had been wearing when I’d arrived. That was the big spell? I hadn’t noticed it before because, for starters, I’m not really the kind of woman who puts a lot of thought into makeup, my own or anyone else’s; and further, I’d been promised something impressive, some real magic.

      I sighed inwardly, smiling outwardly with the fake grin I usually used in my bookstore for annoying customers. I was using that smile more and more at my coven meetings, bored with the trifling spells they pulled out week after week.

      “Speaking of the ball,” Becca said, “I’m so excited it’s happening again this year. Two years is too long to wait. Who has a mask already?”

      “I do,” Jessie said, smiling smugly. “Chuck and I are wearing the masks we bought on our vacation to Venice last year.”

      “I’m getting a stock of masks in at my shop,” I said, brightening. “They’ll be arriving tomorrow. You should all come by and have a look. Coven sister’s discount. I’m thinking of putting together a whole fairy-tale theme too.”

      The coven all smiled politely, nodding. It was probably bad form to promote my store during a circle gathering, but the way business was going these last couple of months, I could use all the help I could get. Which was why I was now a bookseller with costume sales on the side.

      Abandoning my old life in Loreton to move up to Blackthorn Springs and pour all of my savings into an apparently failing business hadn’t been my most stellar fiscal move. But I was determined to turn that around. I wasn’t pegging all of my financial hopes on the truckload of masks for the biennial Blackthorn Springs Fairy Tale Masquerade Ball, but since I didn’t have that many financial hopes left, it was getting close.

      “Who wants a go at the glamour?” Becca said, turning the attention of the coven back to her spell. The other women squealed, clamoring for their turn next in the circle center.

      I looked at the clock. “I’d love to, but I have to be getting home a bit earlier tonight,” I lied.

      “Oh well, maybe next week,” Becca said. “You can get your makeover, and maybe by then Jessie will have that can’t-fail soufflé charm she’s been talking about for so long.”

      “I thought I was choosing the spell next week,” Willow said, pouting. “You said I could do it this week, before you brought in this glamour of yours that just couldn’t wait.”

      “Oh, I forgot,” Becca said. “What was it again?”

      “I found a spell online to find lost things. It’s called the Amissio Invenio. It’s Latin or something. I thought it would be so great when we’re all looking for those odd socks and all the other bits and pieces I can never seem to find.”

      “Does it work on people too?” Samantha asked. “It would be handy to have something like that when Spencer runs off when we’re out. You know how little kids are.”

      “Maybe,” Willow said. “If we tweaked it. I guess you could find anything in the world with the right focus, and changing up simple spells like that is fairly easy, right?”

      Spells for finding people? My interest was piqued. I had attempted a finding spell last month but had failed spectacularly. Whether it was the spell itself or more to do with the spell caster, I wasn’t sure. But if Willow had found an easier seeking spell, then maybe there was hope I could give it another shot.

      “Adapting spells is totally dangerous, even basic ones,” Becca said, sounding like a stern mother. “And we decided in our coven charter it was against our practices.”

      Maybe Becca decided, I thought. Already my brain was fast at work on an idea for how a hide-and-seek spell might be tweaked to find my brother, Quentin, but it obviously wasn’t anything I could talk to the coven about. Or anyone.

      “Where did you get the spell, Willow?” I asked, trying to sound innocent.

      “Oh, just online,” Willow said. “Flamma Rama dot com, I think.”

      “Online magic can be dangerous,” Becca said. “We all know that.”

      More like spells anyone besides Becca and Jessie brought to the group weren’t particularly welcomed, I thought.

      “Well, I’ll show you before the next gathering, and you can decide if you think it’s worth your time,” Willow said, her bright tone doing little to hide how she was feeling about Becca right then.

      “Sounds great, Willow,” I said as I stood up. “I for one am interested in working with something that might stretch us all a little.”

      “We progress carefully,” Becca said with a cheer I was pretty sure wasn’t genuine. “No one wants a burned-out witch.”

      The group muttered their goodbyes, and I slipped out of the house, knowing I wouldn’t be missed.
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      I had lied to the coven. I didn’t need to get home early at all. It wasn’t like I had anyone waiting for me, or eager to make plans with me. That was part of the problem.

      Or more specifically, Conri was the problem.

      Conri O’Farrell. The Blackthorn Springs vet and non-practicing werewolf. Were we even dating? As in officially? Sure, since the maze festival two months before, there had been a kiss or three and a couple of dinners out that had certainly seemed like dates. And if I’m totally honest about the depth of my sappy feelings, I’d mused more than once that us coming together really did feel like fate in the most fairy-tale of ways. But we’d never gone further than a kiss goodnight. And now what? I hadn’t heard from him in thirteen days. I had thought we were more or less perfect for each other.

      Okay, so the werewolf thing played on my mind more than I wanted. With the charm around his neck that stopped his transformation every full moon, he was just a normal guy who got a little surly once a month. Conri was nothing dangerous—he was a good man, and I’d seen that proven—but there had been times in the last couple of months where I did second-guess myself (or two-thousand-times-guess myself) as to whether my hesitation over him was more to do with the wolf than the man.

      I checked my phone, just to see if I’d missed his call when I was in the gathering. Nothing, of course. That didn’t matter. I had more important things to set my mind to, like trying this new seeker spell of Willow’s.

      It was eight thirty when I came home. Hemlock, my familiar, twined around my feet, complaining with the long meow he made whenever he was testy about something, which was often, so I didn’t pay it any attention.

      I opened my laptop and found the site Willow had mentioned. Despite what she had said, Amissio Invenio was a complicated spell, and that was in its most basic form for when the spell caster was looking for a simple lost object. Adapting it to locate a lost person would be difficult, but not impossible if I mixed it with the right kind of summoning spell. It was a guess, of course. But what would be the harm in trying? Maybe I could even figure out a way to tweak it all again so Quentin could see me right back—a witchcraft Skype.

      Hemlock regarded me with a sleepy expression of displeasure.

      “What?” I said.

      The cat blinked.

      “You don’t think I can do this?”

      He lowered his head and absorbed himself in licking his front paws.

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence,” I said, ignoring the little voice inside of me that said he was probably right. Still, while I didn’t feel like a full-fledged witch, I knew I was capable of a lot more than I’d been doing. I had lucked out with some big magic a few months ago, but everything since then had seemed so mundane. How was I ever going to develop serious power if I wasn’t given the opportunity to really test myself?

      I cleared a space on the living room rug, spreading out a turquoise cotton throw I’d picked up at the thrift store precisely for this purpose. The Sisters of Luna all had dedicated ritual corners in their homes, with their altars and other supplies always set up and ready to go. In my small apartment, I didn’t have that luxury, but my makeshift magic space did me fine.

      The Amissio Invenio needed a scrying bowl and two white candles, all basic supplies I already had on hand. I added a few extra ingredients—a pinch of drawing powder, a couple of drops of wisteria oil, and a smear of black salt—to see if I could focus it further with a basic summoning spell. I also required an object belonging to the missing person. I had nothing left of Quentin and wasn’t even sure he really counted as missing, rather than just hiding. I had decided on the mirror so I could use my own face as a ritual object—we were twins, after all. Everything else I needed was right inside my head. In theory.

      My supplies arranged, I took a deep breath.

      It was no big deal if the spell didn’t work. It was just an experiment. If it didn’t happen, I wouldn’t lose anything. If it did work… I wouldn’t let myself dwell on that hope yet.

      I lit the candles and placed a small mirror between them. On top of the mirror, I laid a dusky orange carnelian crystal, a stone with associations of family togetherness.

      Placing my hands on my folded knees, palms up to increase receptiveness, I closed my eyes, ready for the magic to start.

      A rustling came from behind me, where Hemlock was making himself comfortable on a plastic shopping bag I’d left on the couch.

      “You can watch if you’re quiet,” I said, knowing without opening my eyes that he would be looking at me in the way he did when he was trying to be a pest. I resumed my breathing pattern, waiting for the moment when the white space opened in my mind and I knew the energy was starting to flow.

      “Show me the way to what is lost, take me to the place of what is found,” I whispered, only guessing that I was combining the incantations correctly. “Amissio Invenio. I seek. I find. Draw your form toward me. I summon thee to this plane. Through light and dark, I bid you welcome.”

      I tried to hold an image of Quentin in my mind. I could picture him as a child, his always-tousled hair hanging in his eyes, the timid look he always wore in front of adults that dissolved into bold self-assurance whenever we were alone. I saw him as a teenager, long and awkward as if he wasn’t yet used to being in a bigger body. I couldn’t find a vision of him as a man. It had only been eighteen months since I had last seen him, not such a long time in the grander scheme, but an eternity considering how close we’d been. Why couldn’t I remember what he looked like?

      I brought my breath into focus again, pressing my fingers to the carnelian, begging it to show me my brother. The white plane in my mind faltered, flickering like a television with a faulty signal. This was hopeless.

      I sank out of the spell, slumping and feeling like a failure. Hemlock pounced off the couch and nestled in my lap, looking up at me with wide eyes as I stroked his back.

      “I guess it was a long shot,” I said.

      He circled on my knee, his tail tickling my neck. I brushed it away, and he turned again, reaching to sniff at my necklace. He meowed.

      “My pendant?” I said, touching my fingers to the serpent charm I’d worn around my neck since I was sixteen. It had been a birthday gift from Quentin, who had a matching one in opposite form so that when the snakes were pressed together, they locked into a figure eight. Henry Walton, my wizard friend, had told me it was a symbol of some God or other he served, but I hadn’t really put much stock in that. I had only ever worn it as a memento to my brother.

      Using it in the spell was a good idea. At least it certainly couldn’t fail any more than it already had.

      I unclasped the chain, right away feeling naked without it, and draped the snake over the crystal. I resumed the spell position, Hemlock moving back to his bag on the couch.

      Meditating on the play of the candlelight on my reflection in the mirror, I returned to the white space.

      There was nothing, the same as before.

      I touched my fingers to the charm, noticing how cold it was now that it wasn’t against my skin.

      My reflection in the mirror washed away into light the color of storm clouds, and in its place, I saw a beach. White sand, a blue ocean, and a sunny sky stretching on for an eternity. On some impossible level, I knew I was looking at a place in Australia, a country I’d never been to nor ever had any intention of visiting. Nothing moved in the scene except the gentle ebb and flow of the water. Then I saw.

      A man walked along the beach with a long, gangly stride, his gaze down, his shoulders hunched.

      My heart raced. He drew closer, moving quickly, not the usual slow amble of someone strolling along the sand. He wore blue jeans and heavy black boots, unusual for beachwear, but Quentin was never one for the seaside.

      As he neared, he came into focus. It was my brother alright, the face I knew as well as my own, but there was something different about him. He looked much older, as if he’d been gone a decade or more. His head was shaved, his eyes circled in dark, heavy rings, and his mouth locked into a frown. He had a twisting black tattoo on his neck. He gripped something flat and round, like a plate wrapped in a grimy cloth. There was no way to even guess what it was, but I felt it was important. Quentin moved past my line of vision and continued his way along the sand.

      The waves rolled with a low roar. The image flickered as the roar intensified. The sound swelled to a crescendo, almost deafening.

      As quickly as it had come, the vision faded, and the sounds stopped.

      “Wait!” I cried out, my fingers still pressed to the snake as if I were trying to push it into the crystal, but the vision was gone. The spell was well and truly finished, and so was I.

      My body heavy, my eyes lowered with the weight of the world, I could barely hold my head up. There was no way I could conjure anything else that night. Exhausted, I carried Hemlock to bed.

      Snuggling up to my cat, I tried without success to get the image of my forlorn brother out of my brain before tumbling into a fitful sleep.
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      Rats. Thousands of them swarming my store, filling the street outside, scrambling over one another, their squeaks like screams.

      I woke, torn from sleep by the nightmare. It was dawn. The promise of a warm day crept over Blackthorn Springs. Hemlock stretched out on his chair, taking me in with a sleepy-eyed gaze.

      A dream like that was certainly a terrible way to start the day, so I hoped it could only go up from there.

      I put on my gown and, scooping Hemlock up under my arm and giving him nuzzle to show I loved him no matter how much of a curmudgeon he was, I padded into the kitchen.

      At least being up so early meant I would have time for a solid breakfast. That was, if I had any food in the house. I opened the fridge. I guessed I was going to have to get takeout from Sam’s Place again. I sighed, hugging the cat close. He squirmed out of my arms and went off to do his thing. Rejected again.

      I sat down with a coffee, trying to get the fog of the dream out of my head and clear my mind for the coming day. A worrisome weight had settled into my chest since the spell had burned out, so bad I almost wished I hadn’t seen Quentin to begin with. Why was he on a beach? In Australia? Why did he look so terrible? What was the thing he held, and what was with the vibes coming off it? Besides the tempest of questions the vision had brought, there was something else inside that dark emotion, beneath the surface, hiding just out of view.

      My phone beeped, startling me half to death. A message from Conri.

      Plans for tonight? Dinner at Sam’s?

      My heart soared—exactly what I needed to get rid of the aftertaste of last night.

      I let the message go unanswered a while, getting dressed before I texted him back so I wouldn’t seem too eager.

      Sounds great. 7 p.m.? Meet my place first?

      In less than a minute, the reply came. Perfect. I miss you.

      Even with the ominous undertone in my heart, there was no way I could stop myself from grinning.

      
      I lived above my shop, Blackthorn Book Nook, a new and used bookstore I had taken over at the beginning of the year. A great oak tree grew around the building, spreading its boughs as if it were embracing me and my life. Buying the business had seemed like serendipity. It was my own little bit of fairy tale: a witch’s cottage in a tree, frequented by fairies and a few other supernaturals, including my very own big-but-not-so-bad wolf. The store meant everything to me, even if it was sending me broke.

      I carried my travel coffee mug in one hand and two muffins from Sam’s Place in the other, the new coffee shop next door.

      My assistant, Lila (short for Lilavati) Silva, was already waiting for me, leaning up against the building, her arms and just about every other part of her wrapped around her new boyfriend, Sean Bryn.

      I was pleased for Lila and Sean that they had finally gotten it together and started dating after making moon eyes at one another since forever. Still, did they have to carry on like that outside my store?

      Sean was the apprentice at his mother’s chocolaterie. April’s chocolates were why I could barely fit into any of my old clothes since moving to Blackthorn Springs, but it was just another of the things I adored about this town. Seeing Sean reminded me it had been almost a week since I had given up chocolate, which immediately made me crave some.

      “Good morning, lovebirds,” I said.

      Lila and Sean separated, both of them flushed and breathing hard. “We were just saying goodbye,” Lila said. I nodded. If that was what they were calling it, fine.

      That was how real love started, wasn’t it? Not this messing around with a couple of dates, a few messages and phone calls whenever he felt like it. Conri and I had had our first official date weeks before Lila and Sean had gotten together. Why hadn’t Cupid’s arrow taken us down like that? Lila and Sean were still young at twenty-two. Maybe at thirty-six, I was too old to have a grand romance. Maybe I’d missed the love boat and this cold fish casual dating was as good as I was ever going to get.

      The lovers shared an extended, rather handsy goodbye I did my best to ignore as I unlocked the front door.

      Lila flounced into the shop behind me with the spaced-out grin of the love-drunk. I wouldn’t be getting a lot of work out of my assistant that morning, but that wouldn’t be anything too strange.

      She sat down on her usual stool behind the counter and took out her knitting.

      Months before, when I’d assumed I had moved to Blackthorn Springs to live a peaceful, totally normal life, I had discovered my employee was actually a half-blood mind-reading fairy. Seeing her knitting, I tensed immediately. For whatever reason, crafts heightened Lila’s psychic powers. And with the way her clairvoyance had been increasing lately, a pair of needles in her hand made her a potent force.

      I wanted to keep everything in my mind to myself that morning, so I tried a mental ward on the spot and set to clearing some shelf space for the new masks, moving books out of the way with more force than necessary.

      “You’re worried about something,” Lila said. I guessed I was going to have to work on fortifying my mental walls.

      “I didn’t read your mind,” she added quickly. “Oh, but I guess I did just then when I read that you didn’t want me reading your mind. You just look frayed, and the way you’re slamming stuff around is a good giveaway too.”

      I sighed. “It’s silly. Nothing really.”

      “What’s he done?” Lila said.

      “Who?” I said. Had she seen Quentin in my head?

      “Conri. You and he are still a thing, right?”

      I gave a half nod, half shrug, relieved she hadn’t seen anything about the failed spell. “It’s fine. We have a date tonight, actually.”

      “Oooooh!” Lila squealed. I actually enjoyed her reaction and was relieved I had an announcement to give her rather than, “No, he still hasn’t called me, and I can’t call him for reasons I don’t understand, so stop asking me about him.”

      “You know, we should all go on a double date,” Lila said.

      “You know, we shouldn’t,” I said flatly. “We’re not sixteen.”

      The front doorbell chimed and Bob Grier, one of my regular delivery drivers, came in, tipping his cap. “Morning, ladies,” he said. He handed me a clipboard to sign. “Huge load, where do you want ’em?”

      “Pile them in wherever they fit, Bob.”

      Blackthorn Book Nook was a tiny shop with hardly any storage space, yet with the upcoming Fairy Tale Masquerade Ball being the talk of the town, I wondered if the two hundred masks I’d ordered would be enough.

      The midsummer ball this year was meant to be a fundraiser to renovate the dilapidated town hall, but if all of these masks sold, I would be raising some funds of my own. A savvy business move, a shop full of beautiful masks and decorations, a pending date—it might have been the perfect antidote to my disappointing life of late. I might have hugged Hattie Winthrop, the mayor’s wife, for organizing the ball, if I didn’t actively despise the old woman and avoid her at all costs.

      “Are you sure you didn’t buy too many?” Lila said, peering at the walls of cardboard cartons taking up almost every free bit of floor space.

      “It’s the decor as well as masks. They’ll take up less room once they’re unpacked,” I said, half to convince myself of it. “The box cutter is in the top drawer. Get to work.”

      We set to opening the boxes and stacking the masks wherever they fit, tucking them in amongst the books and in rows on the front counter. When the shelves were full, we hung them from the exposed ceiling beams, tacking up swaths of sparkling tulle, twinkling lights and artificial vines to complete the fairy-tale effect.

      Hemlock watched the entire spectacle with a detached disinterest, keeping his distance. Cardboard boxes were usually catnip for the old tom, but he had developed a considerable distrust for all deliveries since the incident with Jackfort’s flowers last spring. I didn’t blame him, and it was actually better he kept out of the way.

      The busy work was exactly what I needed to get my mind away from my brother and my not-really-a-boyfriend, and in a short time, I was actually in a good mood.

      
      It was almost lunchtime when the last box was dragged out into the alleyway, ready for the recycling pickup, and the walls of Blackthorn Book Nook were practically bulging under the weight of hundreds of masks.

      Rows and rows of still faces, frozen mouths and hollow eyes gave me a tingle that was equal parts excitement about the ball and the anticipation of how much cash I was going to pocket from the sales.

      “They’re a bit creepy, don’t you think?” Lila said, surveying the scene.

      I had ordered every style the supplier had, from traditional Venetian designs to simple eye masks and huge ornate things, some beautiful, others demonic, all of them stunning. I beamed. I had been in love with the fairy-tale magic of the masquerade tradition since forever. Now, the masks had turned my own little shop into a fairy-tale wonderland, and I couldn’t be happier about it.

      A low rumble of thunder moved across the sky. The morning had been bright, without even a stir of a breeze. This was my first summer in Blackthorn, so a random storm might not have been anything out of the ordinary for all I knew.

      Before I got a chance to think any more about it, the doorbell rang again, and Graham Cunningham, Blackthorn’s newest resident retailer, edged his way through the displays to find us at the back of the shop.

      “Look out, here’s your new flame,” Lila whispered.

      “Shush,” I whispered back. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “Don’t be so quick to dismiss him. A bit of rivalry might be what Conri needs to get his act together,” she said with a sly grin.

      “Hello, hello,” Graham said.

      “Hi, Graham,” Lila and I said together.

      A lanky man, Graham was in his late forties, with a graying ponytail and clothes that looked like they’d been passed down from the original Woodstock. Graham had opened the Crystal Cove, a new age and occult supply store, where Jenkins’s diner had closed down. Since I had started getting serious about witchcraft, it was great to have a supply shop just across the road.

      Graham and I had gotten along well on our first meeting, when I’d bought a dozen candles from him at a surprisingly discounted price. When Graham had started paying me random visits, bringing me little trinkets he always said he just had lying around, I’d had to admit that Lila was right: the man had a crush on me. It was flattering, but even if Conri wasn’t in the picture, Graham would never be my type.

      “Your order arrived this morning, Belinda. I thought I’d bring it over to you as a special favor.”

      He handed me a paper bag and looked around at the room. “Gee, it looks like you’re getting really busy with the ball.”

      “Thanks, Graham,” I said, peering into the bag. It contained the prosperity herbs I’d wanted (basil, bay laurel, and thyme), and three green tapers for the financial abundance spell I was planning to try. At the bottom of the bag was a small piece of rose quartz, which I hadn’t ordered.

      “I threw in a little something, extra. A bonus for being such a good customer.”

      “Graham, you shouldn’t have,” I said, meaning it quite literally.

      “What witch couldn’t use a few extra crystals, especially a good piece of rose quartz, right?” He winked at me.

      Rose quartz was a gem connected with romance and widely used in love spells. Graham wasn’t a witch or any kind of supernatural as far as I knew, but before I touched it, I would get someone to do a cleanse on it, just to make sure it hadn’t been enchanted with a charm to have me tearing my clothes off and throwing myself at him.

      “I don’t have a mask for the ball yet,” Graham said, turning his attention back to my new stock. “Which one do you think I should get, Belinda?”

      Lila nudged me in the side, and I pretended I didn’t notice.

      “Oh, whichever takes your fancy,” I said.

      “I guess I should choose something no one would recognize me in. That’s the whole point of a masquerade isn’t it?” he said, running his finger along the shelf. “Which one are you choosing for yourself?”

      I shrugged. “I honestly haven’t given it a thought. There’s so many great ones. What about you, Lila?”

      Lila cleared her throat. “Well, Graham is right, actually. Traditionally, the masquerade is meant to be anonymous, so you wouldn’t let anyone know who was under which mask. So, I’m keeping my choice a secret.”

      “Wow, look at this one,” Graham said. He pointed to a large mask, one of my favorites, with a flourish of autumnal leaves descending its side. “This one would look amazing on you, Belinda. Hot and fiery, with the comfort of a warm autumn evening. It’s a perfect match for you.”

      Lila elbowed me again, and I returned the gesture with a secretive kick to the side of her foot. The fairy’s mouth was closed tight, obviously trying not to laugh. My own mirth started to rise, threatening to burst into a chuckle.

      The door chime rang again.

      Saved by the bell.

      Adela Kristos entered, practically gliding, filling the store with her towering presence, a quality not only due to her physical size.

      Adela, a Naarin demon, was one of Blackthorn’s more mysterious mysteries, and in my time in the little town, I had become genuinely fond of her, even if she often scared the hell out of me with merely a glint in her eye.

      “I just came to see how you’re getting on with the new”—Adela shot a sideways
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