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      March

      This was worse than dying.

      The sickness gripped my insides, starting from my belly and snaking up to my throat and then down, so deep that even my feet were washed in cold, nauseous sweats.

      Emerald scales edged in gold, serpent’s skin, shimmered in the candlelight as it spread up my arm. My ritual knife dropped to the dirt, breaking the spell.

      Not that there had actually been a spell.

      It was midnight, freezing. I was alone in Hazel Woods, a clearing by a stream that I had once thought of as my sacred place. I’d come here on countless nights to meditate in moonlight and center my magics. Tonight, I was there giving magic one last chance.

      Power flowed here. I had stayed away since learning that was because witch blood from a ritual mass killing two hundred and fifty years ago soaked this earth. This was the first time I’d been back since that night with the ghosts when I’d learned the truth.

      I was desperate. If this place couldn’t sort out my power, separate my magic from the taint of Ptanarch, then it was over for good.

      Stealing to the woods alone in the middle of the night to do a secret spell was my last hope. It wasn’t the spell itself that was secret. It wasn’t even a real spell, just an attempt at a basic levitation. If I could float my athame using a simple enchantment I’d been able to do since I was a teenager and stop myself from shifting into a snake, then maybe I could get a grip on this thing.

      Last month had been bad.

      The wizards, the werewolves, everything that had happened with Conri’s niece, and let’s not forget the part about his secret wife. An actual god, Ptanarch, the lord of shapeshifters, had appeared in the flesh and granted me a power. He’d called it a gift. It was a curse.

      I’d first felt it onstage, dancing the rites of Persephone with my coven in front of the entire town. A sickening twist had roiled in my guts as the shift had begun, and it had been that way ever since, every time I used any magic.

      I’d tried everything I could to lift the curse. How can you use magic to break a curse when the curse stops you from using magic in the first place? Even my Naarin demon friend, Adela Kristos, was at the limit of her formidable research powers.

      I hadn’t fully shifted into a snake since the first time, but it always started with the writhing belly, then the hot and cold flashes, and then the scales would appear. The more I tried to block it out, the harder the snake fought to be released from my skin.

      No one besides Adela and Agent Colvin knew, and I’d only told them in desperation for their help.

      No one else could know.

      The scales receded as my pulse slowed and the magic settled, the spell incomplete.

      Aside from a gentle shake of my shoulders, tears sliding down my cheeks as I sobbed silently, I was still as the moonlight.

      I had failed. My life was over.

      I would never do magic again.
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      October

      We’re all allowed to become something different on Halloween. To walk on the path between worlds, between light and our shadow selves.

      The blades flashed close to my neck. The hand that held them paused, holding my fate as tightly as the scissors.

      “Are you sure you want to do this, Belinda?”

      I grinned with a cheer I wasn’t quite feeling. “Absolutely. And if not, it’ll grow back, right?”

      Jeanie ran her free hand down the length of my hair to the middle of my back. Her other hand paused, holding the scissors at the ready. “It’s a big change.”

      “Trust me, I’ve had bigger.”

      “But a pixie cut? Why don’t you start with something more gentle? What about a nice neat bob to the shoulders? Then move gradually toward the full-on short.”

      “Jeanie, it’s my head, my hair. It’s not that big a deal.”

      “Winter is coming hard this year. It’s only the end of October and it’s already freezing. You know long hair is warmer, right?”

      “Lucky I’ve got a lot of hats. Cut it off, please.”

      Jeanie King ran the salon next door to my store, Blackthorn Book Nook. She had inherited it from her mother, and her mother before that. A King woman had been cutting hair in this place for near on a hundred years, and it felt like about that long since I had last had a decent change. Well, a new hairstyle kind of change. A sudden ability to shapeshift into a serpent didn’t count. Besides, I was trying to pretend that had never happened.

      “You alright?” Jeanie said. She’d lowered the scissors and was looking at my reflection, one part concerned, one part like she was about to tell me off for something I’d done.

      “Um… yes? Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “I’ve been in the hair business for a long time, and I’ve seen a lot of women make drastic changes like this. Often it happens when she’s going through something big, usually not good.”

      She was almost right. I had been through something big. But I was coming out the other side of it—I had come out the other side of it—bigger, better, stronger, happier and all the rest of it they say you’re supposed to do once you get through a hard patch. I don’t know if finding out your boyfriend was kind of married to a werewolf, being captured by evil wizards, and being imbued with shapeshifting powers by the hands of an honest-to-everything god, and then having to quit magic forever, counted as a hard patch, but whatever; I had moved on. Conri and I were finally something close to solid again, at least wobbly solid, after a few hard months of my questioning everything about him. So what if I hadn’t been able to do a single simple spell without almost turning back into a snake? I was avoiding doing magic just fine, so I’d dealt with that. I just wanted a new hairstyle. Was that such a big deal?

      “I promise I’m fine,” I told her. I shifted in the seat. If I’d known I was going to get the third degree like this, I might have just taken a set of clippers to my head and gone full GI Jane.

      Jeanie scrunched up her nose, not losing that annoying look of concern in her eyes. She raised the scissors again and exhaled. “You’re the boss,” she said.

      The blades chopped through my thick hair with a satisfying slice. Half of my hair fell to the tiled floor and already I felt a hundred pounds lighter.

      “I actually love short hair on women,” Jeanie said as she worked. “Too many women are afraid of it.”

      “It’s just hair, right?”

      “Yes and no. Hair says so much about us. It frames our faces. It’s a major part of our personality. I hear so many women who are like ‘oh, I don’t have the right shape face for short hair.’ But do you ever hear a man say that? Guys have just as many face shapes as we do, and most guys have short hair. It’s stupid. You’re so brave.”

      “I prefer to think of bravery as something a bit more significant than getting a haircut.”

      “You’d be surprised at how many women couldn’t or wouldn’t do what you’re doing, even if they wanted to. You can call that what you want.”

      I glanced down at the massing pile of my hair littering the tiles. “There sure is a lot of it.”

      “It’s really healthy. I wish you’d considered donating. People would kill for hair like this.”

      I didn’t know Jeanie particularly well and wasn’t entirely sure of her feelings toward the supernatural, so I opted not to go into the details of why giving away my hair made me feel uncomfortable. She didn’t need to know the kinds of things a wicked spell could do to a person with even a single strand of their hair, let alone an entire head of it.

      “What happens to the hair you cut off? Does it just go out with the trash?” I asked.

      “Mostly. Some people like to keep their hair—don’t ask me what they do with it. A stylist I know in Loreton has a client who comes in and takes away bags of salon sweepings and uses it to mulch his garden. But here, I just put it straight into the trash. I get bags of it by the end of the week. Actually, funny you should mention that—twice this last month, something ransacked my trash cans out back.”

      “Ransacked?”

      “Something tipped them over, ripped open the bags, and took tons of hair.”

      “That’s weird. An animal, do you think? Raccoons are always getting into the trash around here, looking for food scraps.”

      “Most of what I chuck out here gets recycled, so the trash cans are mostly hair. I’m sure raccoons don’t eat hair.”

      “Good point. Maybe they line their dens with it? Or could be birds taking it for a nest?”

      “Maybe a handful, but bags of it?”

      “That does sound strange. Maybe someone is putting it in their garden? But you’d think they might just ask you for it. Could you set up a camera out there?”

      “I asked Sheriff Bonney if any of the town’s security cameras reached that far, and he really didn’t care. He even got annoyed that I asked him.”

      “Typical Bonney,” I said. Sheriff Dalton Bonney had never made his distaste for me or any supernatural a secret since I’d first arrived in town. From what I’d heard people saying about him, he was getting less and less popular all over the place.

      “He said he had bigger things to worry about making sure everything was safe for the harvest festival this week.”

      “Is he expecting the harvest festival to be a hotbed of crime this year?”

      Jeanie kept on snipping, pushing my hair in this direction and that, pinning it up all over the place. “It’s the scarecrows. You know, they haven’t done the scarecrow parade in Blackthorn for seven years because of the problems they used to have. And that’s Bonney’s doing.”

      “Oh boy, the scarecrows. Don’t remind me.”

      “What’s your problem with the scarecrows?”

      I wouldn’t say I had a full formophobia, but scarecrows officially gave me the creeps. This week, in the lead-up to Halloween, Blackthorn Springs was crawling with them. The Harvest Scarecrow Parade was an old Blackthorn tradition where people set up the straw men in front of their homes and businesses. Sure, it was a bit of fun, if you liked that kind of thing. As far as I was concerned, with their with their raggedy misshapen bodies, crooked grins and blank eyes, hanging on poles like execution victims, the scarecrow parade had turned Blackthorn Springs into a carnival of horrors.

      “I’m all for Halloween decorations, believe me,” I said. “Probably more than most. But give me ghosts and pumpkins, anything except those freaky things.”

      Jeanie chuckled. “They were always a popular target for bored kids just being bored kids. But last time they had the parade, a bunch of teenagers came along and set fire to a couple in town. It got pretty dangerous, so the sheriff and the mayor banned the scarecrow parade.”

      “And let me guess. Now that Hattie Winthrop—sorry, Hattie Jackfort—is running for mayor, she’s the one bringing it back?”

      Jeanie nodded, looking at me in the mirror. “That’s what I’ve heard. She thinks it’s lovely and quaint.”

      “And the tourist dollars the festival brings in are lovely in her eyes too, I guess.”

      “You know Hattie alright. So you won’t be putting a straw man out in front of your store? I think you’ll be the odd store out if you don’t.”

      I closed my eyes, half so I wouldn’t have to watch what was happening to my head, and half so I didn’t have to look Jeanie in the eye. “I don’t think I’d have time to make one,” I lied.

      The truth was that I had been over this with Conri for the last couple of weeks as he’d stuffed his old clothes with straw in the backyard. He’d named his scarecrow Johnny, which only made it even more sinister, like it was about to start running around wielding an ax to match that demon smile. He’d strung up his monster in front of his vet clinic when I’d refused to let him put it out in front of our house. Who cared if we were the only house on the street without a vision of terror in flannel and straw out front? Apparently Conri did. And now I was apparently the only business on Main Street who didn’t have one on display either.

      Maybe I should have given in. After everything Conri and I had been through, maybe working on a project together might’ve been good for us. But couldn’t it be some other project with less of a Night of the Living Dead vibe to it?

      Jeanie gave my bangs a final tweaking. “You can open your eyes now.”

      I looked at my new self for the first time. Except it wasn’t me at all. The woman in the mirror had to be at least ten years younger and had none of the drawn look I had resigned myself to seeing every day. This mirror woman not only looked younger than me, she looked smarter, more relaxed, and happier. Mirror Woman had a handle on everything in her life. She knew what she wanted, and she knew how she was going to get it. Even her eyes were brighter. I smiled, and Mirror Woman smiled right back at me.

      “Jeanie, it’s amazing. I love it.” I touched a hand slowly to the back of my neck. The hair on my nape was soft, slightly prickly from being shaped by the razor.

      “Told you. Short hair looks good on any woman, but particularly fabulous on some. You’re definitely in the fabulous category.”

      “Weren’t you also trying to tell me not to cut it? I’m sure you suggested a bob.”

      Jeanie waved her hand, brushing away the comment. “It’s part of my job to make sure that’s what a client really wants. I knew all along you weren’t the kind of girl to do anything she doesn’t want to do.”

      Well, Mirror Woman certainly wasn’t that kind of girl. And now, I supposed I wasn’t that kind of girl either.

      
      I stepped outside into the autumn air and knew instantly Jeanie had been right about the insulating properties of long hair. Fortunately, I had a friend who never stopped knitting scarves, and I had amassed quite the collection of colorful neck accessories since Lila Silva had come into my life.

      Fortunately, too, said friend and assistant was out of town for a few days, attending a wedding expo in Loreton. That was good on two levels. The first was that I could get a break from hearing about her constant wedding planning. Weddings had never been my favorite thing, as a rule, but ever since I had turned down Conri’s proposal—or at least put his asking on pause—the very thought of a wedding unsettled me. The second thing was it would give me time enough to think of something to say to calm Lila down when she saw that her maid of honor had gone and cut off all her long hair, which was supposed to match the other bridesmaids.

      A package waited for me on my doorstep, hand-addressed in a messy scrawl. It was generally book sized and shaped, not unusual given how much weird and random stock I was getting these days, but I had asked the delivery company multiple times to make sure everything came through the post office.

      I picked it up swiftly, not checking the return address, closing the door behind me, glad no one had
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