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      It was awful.

      I gripped onto Conri, my palms cold with sweat despite his huge paw almost enveloping my entire hand. My pulse raced as I considered what horrors awaited us behind that red wooden door.

      The early November evening was already icy, a promise of a bleak winter to come. I wanted to sink into my coat and disappear. Anything would be better than this.

      We took another step, together, the last step up to the door, the last step before I would have to confront the wretched misery I had been avoiding for so long. A hard lump stuck in my throat. My belly clenched. I wondered if I might be sick.

      “We knock, I guess?” Conri said. His voice betrayed just a hint of the same nerves I was struggling to live through.

      “There’s a doorbell,” I said, pointing to the small black button that looked like a soulless eye watching us. “We don’t have to do this, you know,” I continued. “No one knows we’re here. We can run now, go home. Let’s order takeout, put on a movie, and turn in early.”

      Conri smiled. “You don’t have to be so nervous. It’s just a board game night. You love board games.”

      “Board games at Abbi Flannagan’s house,” I reminded him. “With people. With Abbi. There’ll be small talk, you realize. Very small.”

      Conri’s warm eyes smoldered into the kind of deep smile he pulled out for special occasions, usually when he was trying to make me feel better about some ledge I’d walked myself out onto. Finally accepting an invitation to Abbi Flannagan’s game night, after months and months of excuses why I couldn’t go, was one such ledge.

      “Lila and Sean are here.” He gave my hand a squeeze. “I’m here.”

      A tiny bit of tension melted from me. “And you’ll keep me safe from small talk and all the questions of small-town busybodies that will likely make the front page of tomorrow’s paper?”

      “I swear it,” he said. His smirk said he wasn’t really taking my agony seriously, or he was using it to hide his own social anxiety.

      Conri pressed his finger into the doorbell. I swallowed hard and steeled myself with a deep breath.

      Footsteps inside. Voices. The door unbolted. It was lucky Conri was a giant of a man. Otherwise, I might have worried I was going to break his fingers in my nervous grip.

      Abbi Flannagan beamed at us through her bug-eyed glasses. “Hello, hello, Belinda, Conri. Come in, come in.” It was like she had been possessed by a good-natured demon that made her say everything twice. She had never sounded so friendly or looked so cheerful.

      I stepped inside, surprised to find that I was actually fascinated to see what kind of place my best, although most infuriating, customer called home. While Abbi embraced old-fashioned plainness with her shapeless knitted cardigans and graying bob-cut hair, her home was surprisingly elegant. It was painted white throughout, with polished floorboards, immaculately kept carpets, and neatly organized bookshelves everywhere.

      We followed our hostess down the hall, passing a series of framed Japanese paper cuttings along the way. A fire crackled in the sitting room, and the whole house smelled faintly of cedar. Tasteful, warm and inviting was the last thing I had expected from Abbi’s house, which I had always pictured as dusty and overstuffed with kitschy junk.

      “Look who’s here,” Abbi announced, moving into the formal dining room. A long wooden table was set up with half a dozen board game boxes. Platters overflowed with gourmet appetizers. “She’s only been saying she’ll come for almost a year and has finally accepted.”

      “Hi,” I said, sheepishly smiling as I scanned my fellow partygoers.

      Lila, my friend and assistant at my shop, Blackthorn Book Nook, sat at the far end of the table, her hands entwined in Sean Bryn’s as they had forever been since the young couple had first gotten past their years of moon eyes and finally gotten together a few months before.

      I’d actually made it my business for Lila to be there—not that I was seriously holding her job over her head if she didn’t come along, but Lila didn’t have to know that.

      Next to Sean was Iain Richter, the shop assistant in my friend Henry Walton’s classical music store, Tones, and also Henry’s apprentice bardic wizard. What bardic wizard truly meant, I was still yet to fully understand. Next to Iain was a man I suspected, by the way Iain’s arm rested on the back of his chair, was his new boyfriend, Michael, that I’d heard so much about.

      Next to Michael were Camille Arden and Graham Cunningham, a couple I was indeed surprised to see and, considering our personal histories, I couldn’t immediately decide if it was a good thing they were here. The three others, I had no idea of, though I guessed the woman seated at the far end of the table was Abbi’s twin sister. Even though I had a twin brother of my own, I was still taken aback to see two identical adults.

      “This is my sister, Marci,” Abbi said. She waved her hand at the other pair, a woman and man, I guessed both in their midfifties like Abbi and Marci. “Taryn and Ned Barker,” Abbi said. The clipped tone of her introduction suggested there was something between the Barkers and Abbi, and she wasn’t entirely thrilled to have them in her home.

      Conri and I took our seats next to Lila and Sean, opposite the Barkers.

      “The rules of the night are simple,” Abbi said, facing me but addressing the whole room. “We choose a game and play by the boxed rules, no house rules allowed. Any disputes, I’m the judge and jury. You all help yourselves to drinks and snacks.”

      Taryn made an odd grimace, shifting in her chair. Her husband cleared his throat quietly.

      Abbi clapped her hands together. “So, let’s begin. What are we playing?”

      “You’re not deciding that too?” Taryn said.

      I’m usually a quick judge of character, and most of the time I’m right. I have to say most of the time now, considering my unflattering judgment of Conri when we first met. Nevertheless, I knew the Barkers were not a couple I was going to get along with.

      “Since we have an even number, how does everyone feel about Pictionary?”

      A murmur of agreement went around the table, and I didn’t try to suppress a grin. I’d never walked away from a Pictionary game without winning, and I wasn’t about to start tonight.

      “I don’t know how to play that,” Ned said, his wife frowning.

      “It’s easy,” I offered. “You just draw a picture of the word on the card and your partner guesses what it is.”

      “Sounds rather childish,” Taryn said.

      It was official. I did not like the woman.

      “I don’t think I need to add,” Abbi said, “those of the supernatural persuasion are on their honor to play fairly and without magic.”

      I had spent my first few months living in Blackthorn Springs trying to keep the fact I was a witch well hidden from everyone. After a short time, I’d learned the town was home to more than a few other witches as well as an assortment of other supernaturals, including my half-blood fairy assistant (with her curious mind-reading gift), my werewolf boyfriend (who, thanks to a witch’s charm, didn’t actually shift anymore), and Henry the wizard (whose magics I hadn’t fully gotten my head around yet). Eventually, it was just easier to be openly supernatural, since most people I knew in town had figured it out eventually.

      I gave Lila a sly, accusing look that was supposed to be a joke, but the fairy looked instantly shocked. I chuckled under my breath.

      “Supernaturals?” Taryn said, her face pinched into a disgusted snarl. “Who’s a supernatural?”

      Abbi ran her finger around the gathering. “Most but me and Marci, and you two of course. But I don’t know about Michael.”

      “I’m regular human, through and through,” Michael said. “The only magical thing I can do is whip up the world’s best pizza dough from scratch.”

      “I can think of a few other magical qualities you have,” Iain said, rubbing his boyfriend’s arm. The pair of them giggled, and the color rising on Michael’s cheeks almost made me blush too.

      Taryn looked around the table, obviously trying to sort the magic from the not. Her eyes rested on me, and I gave her my biggest, friendliest smile. Conri’s hand settled on my knee under the table, his subtle sign to tell me to back away. He was right—getting into a fight with a couple of obvious anti-supernatural bigots was not the way anyone wanted this the night to turn out.

      Abbi started setting up the game.

      “How do you know Abbi?” Lila asked the Barkers. I had been wondering the same thing but hadn’t wanted to ask. Being a mind-reader, Lila could have just answered that question herself, but she was always the pinnacle of social politeness, even in the face of such rude people.

      “We don’t,” Taryn said. “We came with Marci. We used to work together in Loreton, before I started helping in Ned’s office. He’s an actuary, you know.” She spoke of Ned’s profession as if she’d just told us he was the pope. “Ned and I are staying up here for a weekend getaway. It was supposed to be romantic.” The layers of tension Taryn applied to her last sentence almost turned the words to stone. Ned shifted uncomfortably in his seat and suddenly took a great deal of interest in his hands.

      After almost an hour, my record of unbeaten Pictionary games was still intact, despite Conri and his apparent inability to draw even the simplest stick figure. Conri was the Blackthorn Springs vet, a man of science who clearly had his limitations when it came to the artistic side of his brain. Abbi and Marci ran a close second to us, which I put down to the mental link some twins had, something I had once shared with my brother, Quentin, before everything had gone to hell. Seeing the twins working so well together brought Quentin unexpectedly to the front of my mind along with a pang of sadness. I pushed it all deep back beneath the surface and refocused on winning the game.

      “You just have to think like your opponent,” I explained, ruffling Conri’s hair, knowing I was sounding like a show-off and enjoying every minute of it.

      Lila looked to Sean, uncertain. They weren’t even close to winning, and I saw the worry all over Lila, knowing full well she would be reading their incompatibility at the game as a stain on their shining relationship. At least it proved Lila was upholding the honor code of not using her magic to fudge the system.

      The only other team doing worse than Lila and Sean were the Barkers.

      “I’ve never really been one for games,” Ned explained.

      “Yes, we do more important things with our time. Adult things.”

      “Studies actually show playing board games does amazing things for one’s brain function,” Graham said. “Everything from problem solving skills to creative capacity, and of course the obvious social benefit of the group activity.”

      “Are you a psychologist?” Taryn asked, genuinely interested and seeming to forget Graham had just been outed as a supernatural.

      “Nope, I’m just a medium. I also run the Crystal Cove on Main Street,” he said.

      “You’re awfully good at both of your jobs,” Camille said, wrapping her arms about his shoulders.

      “A medium?” Taryn asked, her smile faltering.

      “I communicate with the spirit world,” Graham said. I watched the enthusiasm fall from Taryn and Ned’s faces. “Though sometimes it seems they just talk at me. It’s hard, especially in a town as old as Blackthorn Springs. This place has a lot of spirit, in more ways than one. Still not as bad as when I lived in Loreton. That place is so full of layers it almost broke me.”

      “How fascinating,” Marci said. “Are there any ghosts in this house? It’s very old, you know. Been in our family for hundreds of years, hasn’t it, Abbi?”

      Abbi nodded proudly.

      “I can’t switch it on and off like that, even if there were any spirits here and now,” Graham continued. “Besides, I put up wards on my mind years back, kind of like a firewall to block them out and keep my sanity. I drop it when I need to, but it’s not easy.”

      “And what about you?” Ned said, looking at Camille. “Are you a…” He paused and cleared his throat. “Too?”

      Camille smiled. “I’m a realtor.”

      The Barkers visibly relaxed. A realtor obviously fit into their narrow worldview.

      Taryn picked up her teacup and took a tiny sip. “My tea has gone cold. Excuse me while I freshen it up in the kitchen.”

      “Please, allow me,” I said. I pointed my finger, touching the side of Taryn’s cup. In a few seconds steam was coming off the top of the tea. “Like carrying a microwave around with you wherever you go,” I smirked, blowing the tip of my finger like an old-time Western hero blowing smoke off the end of a pistol.

      Taryn and Ned’s looks of revulsion were all I was hoping for. Sure, it was petty, but no less fun. Besides, there wasn’t much practical application for my magic beyond these little skills, so it was good to have a use to put it to, even if it was something so menial and, I admit, mean.

      Taryn pushed the cup away as if it were filled with poison. “Excuse me,” she said, standing. “I have to freshen up. Ned, you need to use the bathroom.”

      Ned stood dutifully, following his wife. I chuckled as soon as they were out of the room.

      “You upset her on purpose,” Conri said.

      “I was just trying to help,” I said, feigning shocked outrage at the accusation that was actually spot-on.

      “They’re good people,” Marci said. “We’re not exactly friends, but when I ran into them both at Sam’s Place this morning, it just seemed natural to invite them. I didn’t expect they would have such a miserable time.”

      “You didn’t realize they were so rude and narrow-minded?” I said.

      “Belinda,” Conri said, almost growling my name. I took the warning and backed down.

      “Some people just have trouble understanding us,” Lila said, ever the peacekeeper. “It doesn’t mean they’re bad.” Sean nodded in agreement.

      “Wards or not, I got a bad vibe from them both as soon as I walked in,” Graham said.

      “And now we know why,” Camille said.

      “Usually folk who come to Blackthorn are at least a little more receptive than that,” Iain said.

      “And some just come for the mountain air, and arts and crafts,” Michael said. I sensed he was being sarcastic.

      Ned came back into the room, and the table fell into silence. “Taryn is fixing another plate of crackers and dip. Can I refresh anyone’s drink?” He looked at me. “Like pour a new one, or something, um, normal.”

      “Ned? Why are you taking so long?” Taryn called from the other room. Ned smiled apologetically.

      “I’m fine,” I said, smiling too.

      “Maybe we should play a different game, one that makes everyone happy,” Abbi suggested.

      “There’s always going to be someone who doesn’t like something,” I added.

      Ned disappeared back into the kitchen, and Conri’s foot nudged mine under the table. When we got home, I was going to have to rebuke him for not defending me. The Barkers were against all supernaturals, and as a werewolf, even a retired one, he should have been as offended as I was. A shattering of glass broke my growing annoyance with my boyfriend.

      “Taryn!” Ned hollered from the other room. “Taryn! No!”

      Conri was up first, rushing into the kitchen with me close on his heels. The rest of the party followed.

      Ned stood staring, mouth agape, his hand still outstretched where he had been holding the cup and saucer that were now in pieces on the tiles.

      Taryn was lying on the island counter, her body limp like a rag doll just tossed aside. Her eyes were open and bulging, her mouth slack, her head twisted at a wrong angle. Deep red marks lined her neck. Without stepping any closer, I knew she was dead.
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      The paramedics zipped up the body bag with grisly finality before lifting it onto the stretcher.

      Chief Deputy Margie Garon sat with Ned, nodding patiently, sober-faced as she wrote down everything he said.

      Sheriff Dalton Bonney spoke to Abbi, scratching his hairline with his pencil. He had made pages of notes though no one had yet made an official statement. His eyes flicked to me, and iciness ran across my nerves. I moved closer to Conri.

      Just months after the whole mess with Kenny Langdel, here was another murder. I had moved to Blackthorn Springs to escape a life threatened by darkness and black magic. With the number of murders and terrible events racking up in the little mountain village in less than a year, it wasn’t the first time I’d wondered if I might have chosen a safer, more normal town to settle down in.

      “The house is shut up tight, front doors and back,” Abbi said. “Locks on all the windows and all of them closed. No one could have broken in without making a racket.”

      “Any chance someone might have already been in the house before the incident?” the sheriff said.

      Abbi went white. Marci, wearing the same ghostly pallor, stood beside her sister with a supportive arm across her shoulder. “I… I don’t know…” Abbi stammered. “I suppose so, but Marci and I have been here all day. Surely we would’ve heard something.”

      No one had heard anything. I had told the sheriff just that, as had everyone else. We were all in the dining room, just one room away from where the murder had taken place, and the first any of us had known that something was amiss was Ned’s shout on discovering the body, seconds after Taryn had called out to him.

      The red marks on Taryn’s neck showed even the most novice investigator that she had been strangled. But thrown across the counter so violently? Where were the signs of struggle? How had it happened so quickly? Where were her cries of surprise when her attacker appeared? Even if the attacker had already been hiding all day in a locked house, how would they have escaped without anyone seeing or hearing a thing?

      After almost two hours of everyone saying the same version of nothing, Bonney released us with instructions that we were each to report at the station the following day to make our official statements.

      Walking to Conri’s truck out front, I leant so heavily on him it was as if he was the only thing holding me up. Lila had been in tears when we’d parted, so asking her if she’d done any of her fairy mind reading during the interviews just hadn’t seemed right.

      We drove home in silence. While I was as shocked and upset as anyone else, my mind had already grabbed onto the parts of the story that didn’t make sense. I knew the feeling well; it was another puzzle I wasn’t going to be able to let go of.

      “I’ll put on some tea,” Conri said when we were back at my place. I nodded, grateful.

      “You’re staying the night, then?” I said.

      “Seems right, doesn’t it?” he asked, wrapping his arms around me. “Unless you’d rather be alone?” I returned his embrace. Alone was the last place I wanted to be right then.

      “I’ll have to leave earlier than usual tomorrow. Got a surgery first thing, so I’ll need time enough to go home and change.”

      “I still don’t understand why you just don’t leave clothes and a toothbrush here,” I said.

      “I told you, it’s just as easy to stop in at home on the way to the clinic. I have to feed Russet anyway.”

      “But you wouldn’t have to leave quite so early if you were already showered and dressed, would you?”

      It was a squabble we’d gone over dozens of times. Conri pinched the bridge of his nose, wincing. “We’ve both had a crap night. How about I just make some tea and we talk about all the other stuff later?”

      I agreed to let it go, for now, and nestled into my favorite chair with Hemlock, letting the old cat curl in deep beside me as he always did. Hemlock knew when I needed the extra comfort. Even if he hadn’t actually spoken to me in what seemed like forever now, the warm presence of my familiar, the companion I’d had since he was a kitten, was comfort enough. As much as I enjoyed the snuggles, I did still wonder if this overt display of affection was meant more for Conri’s benefit than mine, a warning that Hemlock was the only guy I needed in my life. I’d grown used to it from both of them. Since Conri and I had been together, their mutual resentment had settled into a simmer, still always present, but rarely needing to be acknowledged head-on.

      Conri brought my tea, chamomile, like he could suddenly read my mind too. I wrapped my hands around the mug, drawing the heat into the cold feeling that had sunk to the pit of my stomach the second I’d seen Taryn’s body.

      “I shouldn’t have been so horrible,” I said, staring at my cup. “Her last experiences on earth were of people being mean to her.”

      “She wasn’t exactly an angel herself,” Conri said.

      “I shouldn’t have goaded her like that.”

      “Probably not.”

      “I just wanted to show her how harmless and mundane magic is.”

      “Not all magic is harmless, you know that as well as anyone. Think about it from the Barkers’ perspectives.”

      “Like she thinks about it from our perspectives?” I said, well aware of the snippy tone in my voice.

      “Thought about it,” Conri said. The correction weighed on me. I had only known the woman for a couple of hours, but even so, the fact she had gone from a present to a past tense in such a short time was too awful to think about.

      “Poor Ned,” I said. “He’s lost his wife when they were supposed to be on vacation. And murdered no less.”

      “Does that even make sense to you?” Conri asked. “How could she have been murdered? In that locked-up house? So quickly? With everyone in the room right next door? You think Ned did it?”

      “Ned?” I didn’t believe for a second that the mild actuary had the stomach to strangle his wife. Still, he was the only one who had been alone with her. From the time they’d left the dining room together to the time he’d discovered her body, she was only without him for a matter of seconds. Maybe it hadn’t been her voice calling out to him in the minute before he’d supposedly found the corpse? Maybe there was an accomplice?

      “Coming back in to us might have been a setup,” Conri said.

      “For the second time tonight, you’ve read my mind. Is that some kind of werewolf magic you’re only now telling me about?”

      He gave me a sidelong glance, scowling as he fingered the talisman he wore around his neck, the way he did every time I mentioned the wolf.

      He never said anything about it unless prompted. I always wanted him to know I was happy to talk about his animal side if he ever needed, so I brought it up often, hoping he would see I was fine with it. Honestly, it was also so I could prove to myself I was fine with it. I knew a wild beast was lurking in there somewhere deep, suppressed by magic, but he’d proven month after month that there was nothing to fear about him. Most days I knew that to be true, but on rare occasions, doubt bubbled to the surface, doubt I shoved back down and blamed on the kinds of apprehension anyone getting soul deep into a serious relationship is bound to have once in a while. I just had to let Conri know I accepted him, whatever, whoever he was, and hope he believed me.

      I took my mind back a few hours to the moment Taryn and Ned had left the room together. Anyone could see Ned was a put-upon husband. Would that be enough to drive him to murder?

      “Maybe he’s a secret supernatural and had just enough of his wife’s attitude against magic?” I said.

      Conri cocked his head to the door, frowning, obviously not listening to what I was saying. I thought for a minute he was still peeved about my werewolf comment.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Hemlock shifted beside me, stretching and climbing onto my lap. He looked up, alert and bristled, staring at the door like Conri was doing. It was nice to see they finally had something in common, but it would’ve been better if it wasn’t something that gave me the creeps.

      “What are you doing?” I said, whispering though I didn’t know why.

      “I heard something,” he said.

      “I didn’t hear anything. We just left a murder scene, you’re probably spooked.”

      “And the cat?” he said. “What’s his excuse?”

      Hemlock still bristled, every muscle in his little body taut and ready to spring into action. Which for Hemlock meant running away from the first sign of danger as fast as he could and hiding someplace safe and dark. “He’s Hemlock,” I said.

      After a few minutes, where all I could hear was the silence behind the normal night noises, Conri and Hemlock both relaxed, settling back into their respective chairs, though their eyes were still alert and cautious.

      “So, I think the first thing we need to do is find out if Ned is a supernatural,” I said, bringing the conversation back to the topic.

      “We?” Conri said. “We don’t get involved in any of this.”

      “You really think the sheriff is going to properly investigate a case of supernatural murder?”

      “Supernatural murder? You’re jumping to conclusions just a little, don’t you think?”

      I shrugged. “Maybe, but I can’t trust Dalton if there’s even a whisper of an idea that magic might be involved in the case.”

      “But what about that other bunch, the FS thing? Lila’s brother’s gig?”

      “The FSIG? Are you serious?”

      “Yeah, aren’t they supposed to be the supernatural FBI or whatever?”

      “Something like that, but just as corrupt as the sheriff’s department, I’m sure of it.”

      “You can’t just go around claiming people are corrupt on a hunch,” Conri said.

      “It’s not a hunch. Samir arrested me!”

      “Because he thought you were guilty of summoning a goblin horde. Which you were, however accidental it was.”

      “That’s not the point.”

      “And wasn’t he possessed by a goblin at the time? That’s a whole different kind of corruption, one I don’t think you can blame him for.”

      “I just don’t trust that anyone official will get to the bottom of this properly,” I said, growing defensive.

      Conri smiled, shaking his head. “You’re right. Leave the professional law enforcement and the specially trained investigators out of it. Belinda Drake is on the case.”

      “You’re patronizing me,” I said, liking his smirk about as much as I liked his words.

      “Let it go, Belinda. Chatting about it at home is one thing, but let’s not get any closer to this mess than we already are. You were there—you want to get yourself further mixed up by poking around legal stuff you have no right to?”

      My mind fought for a response that wouldn’t sound crazy.

      Damn his measured reason, I thought.

      “I just have a gut feeling,” I said.

      “Tell it to Bonney tomorrow when we go down to the station.”

      I was just about to start up version two of why I couldn’t trust Dalton Bonney when a crashing sound came from outside. Conri dashed to the door with me just behind, cradling the trembling Hemlock in my arms.

      “Told you I heard something,” he whispered. He pulled the door open and we both peered into the gloom together. Three terracotta flower pots usually sat on the landing, but one of them was missing.

      Turning on the light, I saw the planter shattered on the ground below, soil and the gazanias I’d been trying to grow with a new summer in winter spell I was working on, scattered everywhere.

      “Maybe a stray cat?” I said. “Or a racoon?”

      Conri peered over the edge. “Yeah, maybe,” he said. “Though I can usually smell them, especially this time of the cycle.” He pointed to the moon. It would be full in about a week, so I knew his senses would be starting the transformation even if the talisman around his neck had stopped him from wolfing out for almost an entire year.

      Conri went back inside. I stepped to follow him but stopped.

      Something moved in the shadows downstairs, too dark to see properly. Black on black. I lifted my hand. “Super Illumination,” I said.

      The area at the bottom of the stairs glowed like daylight. A figure stepped away from the wall, the covering shadow evaporated in my spell.

      I gasped, my hand floating automatically to my open mouth.

      My first thought had been that it was Rowan Jackfort lurking around, up to his usual evil with some vile plan he was hatching to torture me. When the man stepped out into the light, it was a lot more shocking than Jackfort.

      “Quentin?” I said, my voice barely a whisper.

      “Hey, little sister.”
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      The ticking clock cut through the silence, closing in on 1 a.m. Conri, Quentin, and I sat around my small kitchen table. I drained my fourth cup of chamomile tea—a futile attempt at trying to stay cool and calm when what I really needed was a hard shot of rye and a glass or two of wine. A glass of water sat untouched in front of my brother. Conri leaned back in his chair, his arms folded, his eyes not moving from Quentin. Hemlock sat under my chair, still, taut, ready for action, exactly as I felt.

      Quentin had come up the stairs, standing stiff and unresponsive as I threw my arms around my long-lost brother, who I had thought about almost every moment since he’d left me.

      “What are you doing here? You look terrible,” I said, ushering him inside.

      Quentin had always been goofy, but I knew from the girls who’d followed him around when we were teenagers that he was good looking in his way.

      His hair was always shaggy. His jeans, some local band t-shirt and Chuck Taylors were a typical uniform for my brother since he’d entered his teens. Everything about the look of him back then had said comfortable, dependable, safe.

      I knew from when I’d seen him in the vision spell (the one that had been responsible for that whole goblin thing) that he looked different now, but I wasn’t prepared for what it would be like to see him in the flesh. The man who sat in my kitchen looked older than he should have, his hair shaven to a low fuzz, a tattoo of a swirling black shape I didn’t understand on his neck and more symbols tattooed onto his hands. He wore a ratty brown tweed coat at least two sizes too big for him and heavy black boots that had tracked mud through my apartment.

      In his eyes, I still saw my brother, though it was through a veil of hardship and stories he probably didn’t want to tell me. At least he was still in there somewhere.

      “I don’t understand why you’re here,” I said for perhaps the millionth time.

      “I told you. I kept thinking of this town, and I didn’t know why. I didn’t even know it existed until a month ago.”

      “And you decided to come check it out? Just like that?” Conri asked. There was nothing gentle in his voice. Quentin shook his head. He hadn’t looked directly at Conri since we’d sat down.

      “No, not just like that. I looked into the place, figured out what these visions I was having were. A while ago, I’d felt Belinda so strongly, like she was looking right at me, but like from behind me or something, and I couldn’t look back. Something was stopping me, and I felt like if I turned around, some bad shit would happen.”

      I cleared my throat, not ready to talk about the mess I’d made of the Amissio Invenio finding spell. How would he react if he knew I really had been looking at him?

      I looked at the gray duffel at his feet. Was it in there? The so-called Serpent’s Disc the goblins had ruined the town to find, the treasure Jackfort and Quentin alike had ruined my life to possess?

      “I was online one day, searching the town’s name, and Belinda popped up on Facebook,” Quentin said.

      “My what did what?” I said.

      “Someone posted a photo of you and some women, a coven or something?”

      The Sisters of Luna. Becca was always posting snapshots on social media. It wasn’t my scene, but I figured it was just a thing people did now and thought little of it. Posting pictures of me without my permission was another matter entirely.

      “I thought finding that photo was a sign. I felt you drawing me here, Belinda. I had to come find you in case you were in trouble or something.”

      “I’m fine, Quentin,” I said, still unnerved. “I’ve got a good life here. If Rowan Jackfort didn’t keep popping up every few months with another attempt to destroy my life, it might be almost perfect.”

      “Jackfort?” Quentin darkened. “He’s here?”

      “In and out. His family is from here. Believe me, I would have thought twice about moving to Blackthorn if I’d known that.”

      “Then why are you still here?”

      “Because Jackfort doesn’t scare me. A lot has changed.”

      “I saw when you flooded that light spell on me. Since when can you do big magic?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. I think maybe I always could. This place has brought it all out in me. Now it seems like there’s not a spell in the world I couldn’t at least have a crack at.”

      A strange look turned Quentin’s face away. “That’s dangerous talk, Belinda. Even for someone with the right kind of training. I don’t want you messing around with magic that’s over your head.”

      My face burned. He didn’t get to come into my home out of nowhere and tell me how to be a witch.

      “I am training,” I said, my teeth clenched. “With good people and real resources.” He didn’t need to know how I really felt about my coven. “At least I didn’t just hook up in the first coven that I found no matter how dark their magic was.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” he said.

      Conri leaned forward, a warning, as Quentin’s voice rose to a near shout.

      I let out a long, slow breath. “It means we’re both leading different lives now. I’ve got my thing and it’s a good thing. You’ve got…” I intentionally left the sentence dangling.

      “We’ve all made weird decisions, Belinda,” Quentin said. He
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