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      I had wandered into a fairy tale.

      Garlands of white flowers and leafy green vines hung around carved wooden pillars. Delicate paper lanterns and enchanted fairy lights flickered. Magic was definitely in the air of the Blackthorn Springs town hall function room.

      “You look amazing,” Conri whispered to me, our arms entwined.

      “Shh, you can’t say that,” I insisted. “This is all about Lila. The bride is the only one allowed to look amazing today.”

      “Okay, you don’t look amazing, but you’re nothing short of ravishing, beautiful and in all ways magnificent.”

      “You don’t scrub up too bad yourself,” I said, giving his arm a squeeze. Conri O’Farrell, Blackthorn Springs’ local vet and nonpracticing werewolf, and my officially unofficial fiancé, wore a dark blue suit with a cream shirt and tie like the other four groomsmen. As the best man, he had a cream rose in his lapel. He really did look like a fairy-tale prince, even if his hair just wouldn’t cooperate and sit right in typical Conri O’Farrell style.

      As the maid of honor, I was in a matching indigo dress with a cream rose corsage. Weren’t bridesmaids’ dresses supposed to be garish and over-the-top? A day ago, I had thought garish and over-the-top summed up everything about weddings. From Lila’s mountains of bridal magazines, wedding samples, and her endless mood boards, that’s what I’d expected for this one. Of course, I’d never said a word. Well, not many words. But the final event was a surprise. Lila had pulled off the event with elegant and magical beauty.

      Lila herself played the role of the fairy-tale bride to perfection. She carried a single white long-stemmed rose and wore a cream slip dress. Her black hair flowed, and she shone with the smile of a woman who not only believed in happily ever after but was right in the thick of her very own version of it.

      Outside, the clouds hung low in the grip of winter, and the scent of another snowstorm was in the air. Inside, it was something straight out of A Midsummer’s Night Dream.

      Conri and I were technically engaged, but my hand was still ringless and there hadn’t been a single word about dates or venues, or anything wedding-related, since that night I had accepted his long-standing proposal without realizing that was what I was doing. Looking around at Lila’s scene, I thought maybe I could cope with a pared-down version of a party like this. But that was a thought for another time. Today was about me making sure Lila had everything she wanted, and me trying not to fall over from the exhaustion and discomfort I was trying my best to ignore, or at least drown in champagne.

      The four-inch heels were playing against me, and not just because my leg still ached thanks to the former Sheriff Bonney’s wayward pistol last Halloween. It had been over a week since I’d slept properly thanks to the nightmares I’d been having, relentless dreams of swooping birds and dark and formless things. Thankfully, Lila’s wedding budget included enough makeup to plaster a house and make me look something close to human. Still, all the foundation in the world wasn’t enough to fix the fog in my brain or the splinter of dread that had sat in the back of my thoughts since the nightmares had begun. Even in this idyllic setting, all about love and joy, the gnawing pressure that something bad was coming crept behind me. Since I still didn’t have a grip on my magic, thanks to the repulsive shapeshifting curse hijacking my powers, I was defenseless to stop the attack, whatever form it would arrive in.

      The microphone feedback snapped me back to my current reality and away from the doom I was trying to leave behind for a night. Henry Walton began the ceremony. “Dearly beloved, friends and family, welcome to this magical day for our dear hearts, Lila Silva and Sean Bryn.” Henry wore a white tux that made him look like an angel, and even his beard was brushed. I’m not sure I had ever seen him smile so much.

      Henry was a wizard, a priest of the Aldric gods. Before Lila arranged him for her wedding, I'd had no idea being a wizard gave him the power to officiate at weddings.

      “It doesn’t,” he had said to me when I’d asked him about it. “But I got a celebrant’s license online a few years ago.”

      However he’d earned his credentials, Henry’s ceremony was as beautiful as the rest of it. When it came time for “you may kiss the bride,” I batted back the kind of tears I didn’t know I was the type to cry.

      The new Mr. and Mrs. Bryn performed their kiss, and the town clapped like it was the curtain call of the best play ever to grace the stage. The music from the period string quartet swelled, and the happy couple led the bridal procession through the hall and out into the foyer, where we were all presented with very welcome flutes of champagne, and even more welcome chairs.

      “Are you sure you’re alright?” Conri asked me for the eight hundredth time that day as I fell into the chair. I nodded, drawing on the wine like it was water in the Sahara.

      “My feet hurt, it’s fine. I just need a rest.”

      His forehead creases of concern told me the only word of that he believed was that my feet were aching.

      “Picture time!” the photographer shouted. Great, more standing up.

      Mrs. Silva, the beaming mother of the bride, draped her daughter in a faux fur stole and handed a similar one to me, a small token of warmth as we were all led out into the frosty conditions to stand around in the snow, smiling and look our best. I wasn’t really complaining, but I was looking forward to the mounds of food and dessert, and lots more wine, over having my picture taken.

      “Bride and groom and their parents,” the photographer ordered like a sergeant. The rest of us stood behind to wait under a tree, its leafless boughs heavy with snow.

      A movement in the branch above caught my attention. A raven perched above me, its deep black feathers all the darker against the starkness of the snow. It had a small sparrow gripped in its talons, tearing at it with its beak. The sparrow’s head drooped to one side, its fragile wings splayed, its chest ripped open. A needle of anxiety pushed into the back of my neck, yet I couldn’t take my eyes off the scene, taking in every repulsive detail. The soft pink of the sparrow’s insides, the sheen on the raven’s wings, the red of the carnage smeared on the snow-covered branches.

      “Belinda!”

      “Huh?”

      Lila’s hurried voice ripped me from the transfixion, and I realized the photographer and the whole bridal party were waiting for me to join the shot.

      Standing between Lila and Conri, I summoned a smile and did everything I could not to look back at the murder of one in the tree behind.

      “Now just the bridesmaids and groomsmen,” the photographer ordered.

      As the photographer pulled us into a new arrangement, I noticed a woman standing at the far corner of the town hall.

      She wore a long black coat and had thick blond dreadlocks running the length of her back. Even from this distance, it was clear she wasn’t smiling.

      “Do you recognize that woman?” I whispered to Conri.

      “No, I don’t think so. Am I supposed to?”

      “She’s not with the wedding. I would’ve noticed her. Besides, there’s something…”

      “I agree,” he said, frowning.

      “Best man! You’re not smiling!” the photographer scolded in a singsong bark, clearly a woman used to people doing what she said and not wasting her time.

      “Sorry,” Conri muttered, stretching into a staged grin.

      When I glanced back at the blonde woman, she was gone. A shiver sliced through me, colder than the snow.

      The reception was in full swing by the time we got back. We readied to make way for the grand entrance of the new husband and wife.

      “I don’t like being the center of attention like this,” Lila said, literally a blushing bride.

      “Oh, you love it,” I said, kissing her cheek. I was all sweetness and charm on the outside, but my inside was still frozen by the weirdness outside. “Don’t worry, maybe a drunken guest will do something ridiculously embarrassing and take the spotlight off you for a bit.”

      “Was that an offer?” she said.

      “I’ll see what I can manage.”

      The evening wore on in song and dance, and I, and everyone else, managed not to do anything any more embarrassing than the Macarena. But the fatigue and insidious foreboding were catching up with me, and despite the season and the sheerness of my dress, the room grew stuffy.

      “I’m just going for some air,” I said to Conri, who was deep in conversation with Lila’s dad about World War Two service animals.

      “Sure thing, babe. Want some company?”

      “No, you stay. I need a few minutes of solo introverting.”

      The quiet coolness in the foyer was an immediate relief. Pulling my stole around my shoulders, I stepped into the night. I glanced up and down the street and around the yard. Everything seemed completely normal. I slowed myself with deep, slow breaths and the chill air soothed my nerves. Drinking in the quiet stillness of the town, most of the locals in the building behind dancing the night away in utter merriment, I closed my eyes.

      A vision of swarming black feathers assaulted my thoughts.

      I squeezed my eyes tight, trying to wring the pictures from my mind. When I opened them, it took a second for my eyes to clear, but there was no doubt what I was looking at.

      That same woman with the long coat and the ropes of yellow hair leaned against the nearby lamppost in a pool of light. She folded her arms, staring directly at me.

      Black plumes. Beating of wings. A deafening rush of air. The images swam in my mind, imagined but no less real, and I knew as clear as I knew my own name that it had something to do with this stranger.

      “Can I help you?” I called over to her.

      “I don’t know. Can you?” she called back. Her voice was edged in roughness.

      “Are you waiting for someone?”

      “You could say that.”

      The clacking of beaks. Squawking caws.

      My stomach knotted. The woman moved out of the light, taking deliberately measured steps toward me. Her boots barely made a sound on the snow.

      “That’s a wild party going on in there. The newlyweds look so happy.”

      “There are a lot of people around, the sheriff and the entire sheriff’s department just right through those doors.”

      “Then you could say that the entire sheriff’s department is preoccupied with the wedding.”

      She was closer now. Her skin was pallid, her eyes pale blue and lined in darkness, her lips dry and cracked. I’d seen that same look on too many strung-out losers before her. Bad magic came off this woman like putrid fumes.

      “You’re prettier than I thought you would be,” she said, looking me up and down. “But I guess anyone can look pretty in a nice dress and all that face paint. Or is it that shining golden snake power coursing through your veins I’m liking the look of?”

      “Who are you?” My voice low, I tried to conceal the tremor of fear.

      She smiled with stained teeth and held out her hand. A small green light appeared in her palm, spreading tendrils of electricity to her fingers as it grew.

      “That’s your party trick?” I said. Cold fire spells weren’t high-level magic, and I wasn’t impressed, but that didn’t stop me from being hellishly nervous.

      Feathers. Talons. The blood of a fresh kill spilled on snow.

      The town hall doors opened. “Belinda? Are you out here?” Conri’s voice broke the spell, and the raven vision vanished again. I’d never been so glad to hear his voice.

      The woman’s ball of light grew to the size of a basketball and then exploded into a shimmering rain. She was already twenty feet away by the time the dazzle cleared.

      “What’s going on? Was that the same woman we saw earlier?” Conri stood at my side, his arm around me as we watched the woman walk away.

      “I have no idea who she is, but she knew me and the Serpent’s Disc. Bad witch, I’m guessing, maybe a warlock.”

      “Are you okay? Did she hurt you?”

      I shook my head. “I’m fine, just a bit rattled. Let’s get back inside for the rest of the party.”

      “We don’t have to if you’re not up to it,” he said. He stroked a hand down the side of my hair.

      “Sorry, pal. The best man and the maid of honor are duty-bound to stick the night through to the very last dance.” I held out my hand, trying to smile and do the whole brave face thing. We went back into the fairy-tale scene, but all my mind could focus on was murderous ravens and the darkness in the stranger’s icy eyes.
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      Sunday dawned, and I rolled over, pulling the quilt up around my neck and snuggling my feline familiar, Hemlock, who had nestled into Conri’s spot in the bed as if he was merely reclaiming what was rightfully his.

      There was a note on the pillow.

      At the clinic, won’t be long. Text me if you want me to bring takeout.

      Text him? Wasn’t it a given that I’d want takeout?

      There was no guaranteed day off when you were the only vet in a town full of animals. Most of the locals had made an unofficial pact not to open for business after last night’s party, despite the fact that Sundays were typically a good day for tourists, even in the colder months. The recent snap blizzards, however, had sent the tourist numbers plummeting, as our mountain roads weren’t a good place to be caught in a storm.

      A day off was fine with me; so was a morning in bed with my cat. Yet, for as many talents Hemlock possessed, he still couldn’t work the coffee machine.

      He offered a meow of protest when I moved.

      “You know it’s best for everyone Mommy gets her morning coffee as quickly as possible,” I said, stroking the top of his head. His softly closing eyes said he knew it to be true.

      Outside, overnight snowfall had dusted the world in a fine white. This wasn’t my first Blackthorn winter, but I had never known it to be this stormy. A large tree had fallen in our backyard, luckily missing the fence by a twig’s breadth. Dealing with a broken fence would be easier than anything else I had going on in my life right then, but still, it was nice to have avoided adding another disaster to my long list of chaos.

      The dreadlocked woman’s face flashed in my memory as I watched the deep brown coffee swirl into my favorite mug. If she really wanted to hurt me, surely, she would’ve made her attack last night. Whoever she was, she was clearly just trying to spook me, but after all I’d been through in recent years, it was going to take more than a light show.

      My coffee cupped between my hands, I padded in my slippered feet back to my bedroom, almost believing my thoughts that the strange woman hadn’t shaken me to a new depth of anxiety.

      I nestled back down in bed, Hemlock not even bothering to open an eye at my return. I took my mysterious Book of Shadows from the top drawer of the nightstand.

      The book had been sent to me anonymously last October, a plain package, a smudged postmark, and no return address. Even after months, every time I touched it, my skin tingled with a warmth like stepping into a hot shower. I’d moved a lot of rare and strange occult books in the last year and many of them had their own weird vibrations, not all of them good, but nothing had struck me so deep as the feeling from this book. I had pored over its pages for countless hours, and every time I picked it up still gave me a tiny thrill, like returning home with a hug from a long-lost love.

      The handwriting stretched across the page. The spells themselves were nothing particularly impressive—charms for daily minutiae, protection magic, summoning prayers, and healing freedom charms for both physical and emotional maladies. Adela had given me a spell book not long after I’d first moved into town, and I had added my own workings to its pages over the years, but this stranger’s grimoire felt more like my own than that one, despite the fact that I was yet to do a single spell from it.

      Of course, in the last year I had barely done any spells at all, and I was getting better at avoiding it. It was either no magic or awaken the cursed snake inside me that threatened to uncoil and consume me with the slightest whiff of enchantment. I was grimly certain by this stage that there was no spell or anything else that could save me from this wretched fate—none that I could safely try on my own, at least.

      But who could help? Adela had no answers, and this wasn’t exactly something I could roll up to my Sisters of Luna coven meeting with and say, “Hey, girls, just wondering if you know a charm that could remove a god’s curse from my magic so I don’t morph into a snake anytime my power surges? Oh yeah, sorry for keeping that a secret for so long, too.”

      I smoothed my hand over the first page of the grimoire, its soft paper worn and stained. It was a prayer to Hecate, the goddess of magic and first among witches. I’d read these words so often I knew them by heart.

      Glory be to the goddess of the Crossroads,

      Wise crone of the mother and virgin.

      Blessed mother three, turn your wisdoms through to me.

      Glory be to the goddess,

      Witch and guardian, that I may see

      Your sacred light in dark, your holy touch in strife,

      Glory be to the goddess,

      Hecate, your daughter beseeches you,

      Hear my prayer to share your holy power.

      After this long, clearly I was going to need a lot more than a lyrical poem to save me from the last touch of holy power a god had shared with me.

      I thought of the cold fire the blonde woman had conjured last night. Her spell work had been effortless, something I could have done myself more easily than blinking last year. Was the choke on my power the reason she scared me so much? If I was at my full strength, would I be so agitated? Or might I have just blown her off as just another magic junkie like those I’d left behind in Loreton a lifetime ago? Like my brother Quentin had become before he’d fallen out of my life altogether?

      A loud bang at the window broke my reverie and sent Hemlock flying into my lap, almost knocking my coffee out of my hands.

      “Watch it, idiot cat!” I yelled, but the sound had alarmed me just as much. I leapt from the warm bed and went to the window. A crack about as long as my finger spread across the glass. In the yard below, a raven splayed on the snow.

      Was it dead?

      “It must have hit the window,” I said, turning back to my wide-eyed familiar, who would sooner die than leave the safety of the bed, intrepid feline warrior that he was.

      A second crash came. I spun and saw another raven spread, and by all appearances dead, on the lawn.

      The front door opened, and I ran downstairs to Conri.

      “That’s quite the greeting,” he said as I threw my arms around him.

      “Two ravens just slammed into the bedroom window. I think they’re dead outside.”

      “Birds hitting the window isn’t exactly weird when you live so close to such thick woods,” he said, looking at me as if I was soft in the head.

      “Ravens,” I said, pulling out of the hug. “Remember my dreams? Remember what I told you about? Those visions? Ravens are all over them.”

      “Oh yeah, right,” he said. “Look, it’s probably nothing to worry about, but I know better than not to listen to these gut feelings of yours. I’ll go look.”

      “And that’s why you’re my knight in shining armor.”

      “Well, I’ll be your knight in shining Gore-Tex at least,” he said, pulling his snow coat back on. “It’s turned arctic out there again. I bet we get another snap storm before tomorrow.”

      I watched him in the yard from the living room as I gnawed on my thumbnail, already chewed to the quick. He toed the birds and looked up at me through the window, shaking his head. Now that I was closer, I could see the blood, their beaks smashed from the impact.

      Conri fetched a shovel and buried them down by the back fence, no doubt a spot our endlessly curious dog Russet would obsess over in the coming days.

      Still in my pajamas, I hugged my arms tight about me, a wrench settling in my belly. I knew an omen when I saw one, and this time, I sensed this bad news wore a black coat and blond dreadlocks.

      Conri came back inside. “If it helps, they look like two ordinary birds to me. Maybe it’s okay to put this down to coincidence and think about something else?”

      I nodded, even though I didn’t agree. “I’ll try. Did you bring takeout?”

      “You didn’t text me,” he said.

      “I thought it was implied. When do I not want you to bring me food?”

      He sighed. “Alright, I’ll go back out. What do you want? Sam’s been doing that soup all week.”

      “On second thought, let’s go out together,” I said. “I could use a good Sunday meal, and I suddenly don’t feel like being at home.”

      
      Bar Armadillo had started the Sunday lunch special at the beginning of winter. It was hearty comfort food, casseroles and stews with crusty fresh bread, and glistening roasts with crispy potatoes all taken in beside the fireplace, a glass of wine or three topping off the experience to perfection. It had definitely caught on with the town, and Sundays at Armadillo, playing mah-jongg, cards, or Scrabble, were now a Blackthorn Springs cold-weather institution.

      Considering half the town would have been nursing hangovers and the effects of a late night that particular Sunday, it surprised me to see the place as full as usual.

      Even Wyatt, Armadillo’s owner, looked fresh considering how much champagne he’d poured into himself last night, and I’m sure I’d seen him dance with every second woman at the reception.

      I didn’t know I was looking for the dreadlocked woman until I scanned the room for her. It was a relief that she wasn’t there, but I was still far from settled.

      Conri and I took a seat in the high-backed armchairs in the far corner. “Pinot?” Conri asked.

      “I’ll stick with water today,” I said. “But get me some of that lamb ragout we had last week if it’s still on the menu.” He executed a salute of obedience and wandered off to the bar to place our order.

      “Belinda,” a voice called. My coven, Becca, Abbi, Willow, Samantha, and Jessie, were all around a nearby table, a Scrabble board set out between them. My coven was having a games lunch without me?

      “Oh, hi, girls,” I said as cheerily as I could muster. “How’d you recover after last night?”

      “Nothing a quick rejuvenation charm couldn’t fix,” Becca said. “You look like you might need one yourself. No offense.”

      “None taken,” I said. Becca’s magic had increased impressively since my early days of working with the Sisters of Luna. In fact, they'd all improved, and none of them had an ancient magical artifact lodged in their soul to account for the boost in power. There’s was natural magic. Mine was… something different. I assumed that was why they’d been meeting without me more and more often this last year. That and I had used just about every excuse I could to get out of practicing with them. “I could do it for you now,” Becca said. “It’s just a mind spell, no accessories necessary.”

      “Thanks, but no thanks. I’ll let Wyatt’s ragout take care of that for me.” I wouldn’t risk being touched by a magic I knew nothing about and shifting into a snake in the middle of the lunchtime rush.

      I noticed a stack of holiday brochures on their table. “Someone taking a vacation?” I said, happy to change the subject.

      The sisters exchanged a nervous look a blind woman would have seen a mile away. “More of a retreat,” Abbi said.

      “Getting away for some R & R, Abbi?”

      “We all are. It’s a magical workshop. We’re going to learn flow elementals, chakra centering, aura connections, astral projecting, the whole works. It’s up on Herringbone Mountain.”

      Leave it to Abbi Flannagan to always say it in black and white. I guessed no one else could find the right words to tell me my coven was going on a magical retreat and hadn’t invited me.

      “Sounds amazing,” I said, my fake smile so tight I thought my cheeks would split.

      “We haven’t made any concrete plans yet,” Becca offered. “And it goes without saying that you’re joining us. That is, if you’re not too busy at work. Again.”

      Work was the excuse I mostly gave them to get out of practicing any magic. It was half-true—with the turn business was taking, I was busier and better off than ever.

      “Yeah, I have a lot that needs taking care of urgently,” I said. “Otherwise, I would love to go. Maybe next time?”

      It was true I would’ve loved to have gone, but that they had already anticipated my rejection was something of a relief—I didn’t have to think of another excuse why I couldn’t go. Still, jealous dismay added to everything else weighing me down.

      “I hope these storms keep off,” Abbi continued. “The deposit is nonrefundable. Not sure if they make an exception for freak snow.”

      “A nonrefundable deposit sounds like a concrete plan to me,” I said.

      Conri came back carrying two steaming bowls and a glass of red wine like an expert server, saving my hunger as much as he was saving me from any more of this awkward conversation. “No ragout this week, but Wyatt promises the Moroccan lamb casserole is just as good.”

      “Is everything okay?” he said as we settled into our seats and food.

      “Not particularly,” I said with mock brightness, blowing the steam off my spoonful of mouthwatering casserole. “But let’s just eat, play canasta and pretend it is, okay?”

      “Sounds good to me.” I snatched up his glass of wine and took a long drink.

      “You said you were happy with water,” he said.

      “And you know how often I change my mind.”

      After a few hours by the fire, good food warming my insides, good wine softening my mind, and my record winning streak as Blackthorn’s greatest canasta player unbroken, I was feeling almost normal and something close to content.

      “It’ll be dark soon,” Conri said. “We should get home to the pets. You know how Rusty gets when he’s locked up too long.”
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This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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