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            Nightfall

          

        

      

    

    
      The autumn equinox arrives when the last hint of sunlight fades into dusk behind the imposing stone manor of La Maison des Arbres. An indistinct melody weaves around me like a golden thread of whispered expectation, coaxing me into the circle with my fellow witches of L’Assemblée de la Terre, the earth assembly of our coven. We gather around a long table hewn from rough cedar, not just for our seasonal observance but for the rite every witch in our coven must endure to prove his or her devotion. Before us, a lone witch kneels in the grass, waiting for the ritual to begin.

      As the drums become more pronounced, chiming castanets signal the arrival of the High Priestess—my mother, Èvelyne Leclair. Silhouetted against the gothic glass doors of La Maison, she looks out across the grounds of the estate. Her hair shimmers like gold silk, spilling from behind her mask, over her shoulders, and down the back of her gray flannel poncho. When she turns, the drapery of her seafoam dress swishes around her, skimming the floor. My pride swells to see her so powerful and garnering so much respect from the others. I hope to one day command such respect, not only as a witch but as her daughter.

      When I was a young girl learning the ways of the Craft, my mother taught me to put on a brave face for life’s challenges. My father, a powerful witch and folk healer, warned me the world would provoke me with danger and temptations I could only imagine. Older now, I have seen these things firsthand, only now realizing my truest test was having the courage to be myself.

      Months ago, I removed the mask I’d been hiding behind—fashioned from clay and feathers, given to me by our coven elders—and shoved it into a cupboard with no intention of wearing it again anytime soon. But tonight, we welcome the changing of the seasons, and a hint of a thought, an ominous foreboding lingers in the back of my mind. It is more than enough to will me back here, mask in hand, to be with my coven.

      Crafted from wood the same way the First Witch of our coven made hers, each mask is unique to its clan. Long-eared. Snowy. Horned. And the great gray. So many of our northern owls stand represented in esteemed ritual masks. Some are the same as mine, decorated with white feathers taken from the elders, while some have a spray of darker speckles across the top. From beneath the plumage, a black beak protrudes between eyes also lined in black. Snowy owls may be among the most common, but each one of us is proud of our origins.

      In the distance, a horn signals the start of the ceremony. At the back of the house, a procession of half a dozen male witches appears, wearing their masks and gray-feathered hoods that drape across their shoulders. Carrying smoldering bundles of sage, they move in unison, making their way around the circle, using feathers to waft the smoke up and around those in attendance.

      Two male witches dressed similarly to the others wear oversized black gloves, the fingers of which end in sharp talons. Standing on opposite sides of the back door, each lifts a hand for Èvelyne as she exits the mansion.

      The gauzy feathers of her snowy owl cape billow in the air as she proceeds down the stone path toward the circle. A flash of amber in her eyes when she catches my gaze reminds me of our last conversation months ago. Taking a leave from the coven wasn’t exactly a way to get in her good graces. Maybe coming here will be enough of an olive branch to smooth things over…even if I’m not sure I want to come back for good.

      Her hand extends slightly as she draws near, as though she wants to take mine in hers like we are two planets meant to be in orbit. But she continues past, only nodding her acknowledgment. Another hand slips into mine, and when I turn, a tall redhead has moved into the circle beside me.

      “I knew you would come!” Gwen says, squeezing my hand.

      When we touch, our rings clink together and we both smile, and from beneath her mask, her green eyes flash gold. Where her pinkie finger used to be, she wears a silver jointed finger covering attached to a bangle at her wrist. I compare it to mine—a trinket not only to replace the missing appendage but to celebrate the act of devotion to our coven. It’s something we used to joke about: how we are like magpies, drawn to shiny things.

      “I get practicing on your own and needing your own space,” she says. “But casting a circle by yourself? Today of all days? I couldn’t bear to think of you at your place alone.”

      “You make me sound like some pathetic hermit.”

      She throws her head back and lets out one of those musical laughs like wind chimes. Maybe coming back wasn’t such a bad idea. If anything, I’ve missed Gwen: she’s the little sister I never had. Life has been dull without her, that’s for sure. Her enthusiasm for our Gift reminds me of myself when my mother first introduced me to the Craft when I was in grade school. It’s nice to have a younger witch to share that same bond with.

      “I didn’t mean it like that. I’m just glad you’re here.”

      Around us, the wind rises and whispers through the trees, bringing with it the smell of burnt wood and dying leaves. The fading sunset highlights the maples surrounding the estate, already starting their shift from green to red. The musky scent of ash intermingles with sweet, earthen grass and exhaling moss, awakening something deep within me—something that has been with me since birth. A connection I had tried to ignore, but one that’s unbreakable.

      Moving before the group, Èvelyne faces us, and the drumbeat ceases. She stands before the rough-hewn table adorned with everything needed for the ritual. The small brass bell she bought in a shop in San Diego. A double-edged athamé, its blade set into a bone handle my father brought back after visiting family in Mexico. A sand-filled saucer and cones of incense wait in the center of a ring of candles of various colors made in the garden house at the back of the estate. Spicy cinnamon sticks sit stacked next to a goblet filled with myrrh. A plain silver chalice sits empty. Another filled with water. A third bejeweled one sits atop a brass stand.

      To start the ceremony, Èvelyne takes the altar bell in one hand, ringing it three times. The lilting knell brings past celebrations rushing back to me. The thrill of initiation ceremonies. The solemnity of funerals for our fellow owls. The allure of the changing seasons. Each made that much more meaningful because they were experienced with the other members of  L’Assemblée de la Terre over these last fifteen years.

      Pointing to the ground at due north, Èvelyne moves clockwise around the circle, stopping at the east, south, and west points before moving back to where she started.

      “I draw this circle in the name of Lorenza de Salazar, the First Witch of our coven. For the sacrifices she made centuries ago to conjure and create this Gift.”

      Facing the forest to the north of the estate, she stands with her arms extended in front of her, palms up.

      “As Autumn brings balance to night and day, let us find that same harmony within ourselves. May we live our lives peacefully and in tune with Goddess Earth. Let there be poise in all we do. May we know our inner light and our inner darkness. May we continue to receive the blessings from our ancestors so we may honor them with our devotion. As I will it, so shall it be.”

      Warmth envelopes me, rising from within and spreading across my chest and shoulders. I can’t help but feel emotional. Standing here—in this place, with my coven—feels right, no matter how much I’ve been resisting it. Maybe I’ve been away too long.

      “Lady Autumn,” Èvelyne says, facing us, “Queen of the Harvest. Our northern sisters and brothers of Assemblée des Chouettes, the owl coven, honor you on this blessed Mabon. We, L’Assemblée de la Terre, thank you for these rewards. As the Wheel of the Year turns, it brings us to and from each season, from one to another. What was has come and gone. What will be stands before us.”

      Approaching the altar, Èvelyne reaches for an earthen bowl filled with salt. She lifts it in front of her.

      “Blessed Guardian of the North, Spirit of Earth, we summon and stir you.” The ground cools and sighs, shifting as the countryside settles into darkness as the moon rises overhead. “We ask you to bless our sacred space with your presence and protection. Grant us your endurance and strength.”

      She takes a pinch of salt, pours it onto the altar, and then takes the cone of incense from the dish. After she lights it, she waves the curling smoke around herself before returning it to its  place.

      “Blessed Guardian of the East, Spirit of Air.” As she speaks, the leaves stir on the rising breeze. “We summon and stir you. We ask you to bless our sacred space with your presence and protection. Grant us your creativity and intuition.”

      Next, she takes a long match from the altar and lights the wick of the tall red pillar candle before her.

      “Blessed Guardian of the South, Spirit of Fire, we summon and stir you.” Flames lick the sky as the bonfire stokes and reaches skyward with each breath. “We ask you to bless our sacred space with your presence and protection. Grant us your passion and energy.”

      Last, she lifts the pitcher and pours water into a silver chalice, saying, “Blessed Guardian of the West, Spirit of Water, we summon and stir you. We ask you to bless our sacred space with your presence and protection. Grant us your empathy and emotion.”

      At the center of the table, an earthen bowl sits atop a wooden pedestal with bone legs that have talons on each end. Beside it, a clear vial with a copper stopper sits in a metal stand, half-full of vibrant purple liquid. Shimmering, it throws a dizzying glare on Èvelyne’s face, setting her face aglow. She takes it in both hands and lifts it skyward.

      “Blessed Guardians. We honor our sister, Lorenza. As we await the replenishment of the Sacred Tree, we thank her for all she endured.”

      Turning back, Èvelyne dips her hands in reverence to a tall clay statue of a slender woman in the center of the table. Her hair is a tangle of wild dark feathers framing her face. Her wide-set eyes offset a pointed beak, and massive wings spread in a majestic arc behind her. Around her neck, a time-tarnished sliver of bone hangs suspended from a necklace made from dried vines.

      “With this Sacred Nectar, we take in the ancient Gift from our sister, the First Witch, who gave of herself to provide her future generations with such wondrous abilities.”

      She holds the vial out to us in her cupped palms.

      “As we prepare ourselves for the Opening of the Flower,” Èvelyne continues, “I call upon the one within you who has the devotion to stand by my side. Who will help me lead L’Assemblée de la Terre as we strive to experience our Gift to its fullest?”

      I feel the pull toward the altar, but I can’t move. My head pounds. My throat goes dry, and my hands turn clammy. Beneath the mask, my face itches and sweats. It’s everything I want—the only thing I have ever wanted. To earn my place as one of those in the coven to receive the highest honor. To transform. To fly. To serve by my mother’s side. My body tenses in anticipation, the want so deep it courses through me like wildfire.

      Gwen elbows me in the side, but I stay planted where I stand. How can I ever be like my mother? How can I ever be as powerful, as regal as she? I haven’t advanced enough to fly yet. How can I be her right hand when I can’t follow where she leads?

      With a backward glance, Olivia Bennett, a witch I’ve known since high school, steps toward my mother. Beside me, Gwen leans in.

      “You should be the one up there,” she whispers.

      I’m thankful that my mask hides the flash of embarrassment on my cheeks. Around me, I sense the quiet shifting of feathers, and when I try to meet the gazes of my brothers and sisters, they look away, trying to fathom why I have not stepped into the role my mother has been grooming me for since childhood—the role I was born into. Her Maiden, her right hand, her assistant, confidante, the one to whom she will instill all her secrets and rites so one day she too will head a coven of her own.

      “Gracious Goddess.” Olivia’s voice shatters my thoughts. She stands next to Èvelyne and leads the ceremony as her assistant. “We open our hearts, our souls, our minds to you. Please consecrate our altar and our tools. Please grant us your guidance and protection. Welcome, Goddess, and blessed be.”

      Olivia lifts the bowl of salt, offering it to Èvelyne, who takes a pinch and mixes it in the water. She lifts the blade, sprinkling it with water before she holds it between both palms and passes it through the coils of smoke rising from the incense.

      “I bless and consecrate this blade, in the name of Mother Goddess and Father God, in the presence of the Powers of Earth, Air, Fire, and Water. May this athamé aid this coven in worship, in the celebration of our Holy Days, and work our will. Blessed Be.”

      As she places it down on the altar before she reaches for the next item, my vision darkens. Is it the heat? The cold? The pressure of being back here when so much expectation for the coming year hangs in the air like incense smoke?

      “Now,” Èvelyne says, “we welcome our sister Lillian Blanchet to L’Assemblée de la Terre and receive her offering in devotion to this sisterhood.”

      She turns to Lillian, still kneeling before the oak table. In front of her, Èvelyne lays a white cloth, upon which Lillian places her hand, palm down. Taking the blade, Olivia offers it to Èvelyne, who holds it over Lillian’s hand.

      “Do you, Lillian Blanchet, join our family with the courage and conviction needed to uphold our sacred rites?”

      “I do, High Priestess,” Lillian says. “With perfect love and perfect trust.”

      Nodding, Èvelyne moves the blade until it presses the blade against Lillian’s hand above the top knuckle of her little finger. Lillian’s body tenses. Her gaze darts to the group and then back, but she makes no noise. Poising a small hammer above the blade, Èvelyne raises her hand, and then, with three swift thwacks, she sends the blade between the joints, slicing the skin, severing Lillian’s tendons. She cries out, slumping forward as blood spurts from the wound, spilling out in a wave. Èvelyne covers her hand with a fresh cloth, which quickly stains red. Next to her, Olivia holds out a small stone plate, upon which Èvelyne places the severed digit before she takes a poultice soaked in yarrow-steeped water and, peeling back the cloth, washes Lillian’s wound. Covering her hand with a gauze dressing, she reaches for Lillian’s other hand and coaxes her to rise. The acolyte teeters as she stands but quickly regains her footing. Raising her hand, she places her palm flat against her chest and curtsies to Èvelyne before one of the escorts takes her away to tend to her hand, along with her severed finger.

      I graze my fingertips along a similar segment of bone, about an inch long, that dangles from a simple cord around my neck. Every member of the coven has one. Carved from a pinkie finger bone, it is a sacrifice of devotion to the coven made at our own initiation. An embedded talon extends from one end. The other end, carved and hollowed out, allows sound to travel through and serves as our calling whistle until we gain the ability to transform into our bird selves and make the call on our own.

      Even though I’ve seen the ceremony done many times and even taken part in it myself when I joined the coven in high school, the sight leaves my skin chilled and covered in gooseflesh. There is a weight to the surrounding air, but it’s something more than mere ceremony. It’s an omen calling to me, just out of reach. I ignore it, watching as Èvelyne prepares for the next and most important observance.

      Having been tended to, Lillian returns to the circle and faces my mother, once again kneeling before her. Taking the vial, Èvelyne holds it in her cupped hands, allowing the vibrant shimmering Elixir to dazzle and dance before her.

      “Let this Elixir, given to us from our sister Lorenza, be the magic with which you see, the music you hear, and the wind that shall take you to new heights.”

      Opening the stopper and cupping one hand under Lillian’s chin, Èvelyne deposits a drop of the glowing Elixir on her tongue. When she stands to face the group, Lillian looks as she always has. But soon, the shift begins. Her face widens, her eyes becoming deep-set. Her hair blanches and then shrinks, each strand sprouting into individual feathers. Her body contracts, becoming more stout, shifting from human to owl form.

      “Welcome, sister Lillian,” Èvelyne says, her voice rising. “May you cherish this Gift, and may it serve you for your lifetime as a member of Assemblée des Chouettes.”

      Lillian fluffs out her feathers, stretching her wings in a glorious display. My arms tense at the sight. Oh, how I long to do the same. To feel that change in myself. To see what they see through owl eyes. It is all I have ever wanted, and I won’t stop until I gain the ability for myself.

      I lift my bone whistle to my lips as the others do and blow, avoiding the shame I feel for being unable to shift. To the outside world, there is no sound. But to us, a distinctive signal plays from each whistle. With the call, a shadow in the periphery of my vision glowers in our direction. I blink a few times, hoping it’s only the intensity of the rite. But my sight only grows darker. A vision. One I can’t fight.

      Something moves in the corner of my eye. At first I think it is Gwen, sensing the tension in my body, my hand squeezing hers more tightly, but the darkness encroaches. It spreads like two black wings. A black moth flutters into my view until it hovers over the coven, an ill omen haunting every witch in the circle. Shadows seep in from my periphery like spilled ink, staining everything in front of me.

      Someone will die, just like the last time I saw them.

      I tear my hand from Gwen’s and cover my eyes as though it will stop the vision from haunting me. The moths don’t belong here. They never come this far north. I feel them flapping against me, and at first, their wings are soft like velvet. Then they prickle and sting, flitting against my hands and arms, scratching my scalp with their tiny clawed feet. The sound of their collective flight is a high-pitched screech that makes my eardrums burn, and the scene before me plunges into darkness. Like coming in from the outside to a darkened room, my eyes adjust. I’m not at La Maison any longer. I’ve traveled through time and space, returning to the place where I first saw the black witch moths, and my entire world was shattered.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      In the mountains of California, a vibrant hacienda sits in the middle of lush greenery with the desert as its backdrop. A garden of sunflowers and Mexican honeysuckle burgeons beyond the amber-hued stone house. Sun-baked sand warms my feet. I’m dressed in a ruffled sundress, and I’m so proud of my pretty dress that I spin until I’m dizzy.

      My father, Alejandro, comes toward me. His long dark hair frames his thin face, and his eyes glimmer as he smooths down my pigtails before handing me a stick. He turns me around, slips a length of fabric over my eyes, and ties it behind my head.

      “Ok, mija. I will spin you once for every year you have lived. Then, you take the stick and swing. Sí?”

      Taking me by both shoulders, he spins me around, counting along with the others.

      “One…two…three…four…five. Andale, Valeria!”

      I charge forward when a scream stops me. My father clamps his hand around my arm and wrenches me away. I stumble. He picks me up and runs, clutching me so tight to him that I ache.

      “Valeria!” my mother shouts. “Alejandro, come!”

      I try to tear off the blindfold, but my papá holds it there.

      “No, mami! No!”

      He trips. We hit the ground hard. I fall on my side, gasping as the wind is knocked out of me. The blindfold shifts. My father, his eyes wide, mouth hanging open, falls beside me. Blood blooms across his chest. Something thin sticks out of him. Feathers and metal—an arrow. A small pendant dangles from the end, the letter L engraved into it. A dog or some animal beneath it.

      A cloud of moths hovers overhead before they spin wildly and careen toward the treeline. Lost in the gloom, a figure stands near the trees. A tall, slender woman, one I’ve never seen before, watches. As the moths twirl around her, she reaches her hand out to me, but the moths overtake her, covering her like a dark veil until she disintegrates into nothingness.

      Above me, a low-pitched screech calls from the tree. Black feathers extend outward in an arch as an owl swoops down from the branch and lands beside me. It lets out a long call and stretches its dark wings like a shield to envelop me. I squeeze my eyes closed as it knocks me down.

      The owl sits with one foot planted on my back to keep me protected. But I turn my face in the other direction. Next to me, my papá lays in the grass. His eyes are heavy-lidded and glassy, the color shifted to bright orange—his owl eyes.

      I scramble to my feet and race toward a large garden at the side of the house. Tearing flowers from the dirt, I rush back as an arrow flies past my head. When I trip and skin my knees, I cry out, but I crawl forward on my elbows, the flowers still clutched in my hand. When I get back to where my papá is still on the ground, I lay the flowers around him. On one hand, he wears a tarnished copper ring in the shape of an owl. I take that and pry it from his finger, laying it on top of the blossoms. Tears stream down my face, but I swipe them away, patting the saltiness into my palms. I kneel over him, reciting the words I have heard him whisper a million times. I don’t understand most of them, but I do it anyway, hoping from the very bottom of my soul they mean something. That if they were important to him, they might help, they might bring him back to me. But when nothing happens, when he doesn’t move, doesn’t breathe, I know the truth. He is gone.

      I scream out and collapse to the ground next to his body. The moment I feel it beneath me, the memory dissipates.
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        * * *

      

      I’m back at La Maison where the smokiness of the ceremony rouses me. I gasp and spin around. The owls from my memory have dissipated, but the weight of the guilt for not being able to help my father, not being able to save him, hangs over me like a shroud. I’m back in the circle with Gwen standing next to me.

      “Valeria? What is it? What’s wrong?”

      I skitter away from her and crouch in the grass, gasping at the memory. The metallic smell of blood lingers the way it did that day. I clamp my hands over my ears, trying to stop the echoing loop of remembered screams, of rasping last breaths from those around me. I shake so violently that every muscle in my body aches.

      A hand on my shoulder startles me. I open my eyes to a circle of faces looming over me. Owl masks, feathers quivering in the moonlight. Their eyes become like marbles, catching and refracting light. I back away from them, scraping my palms across the frost-sharp grass.

      Behind me, Èvelyne lifts the bone whistle hanging at her throat and plays an undulating song. A beckoning. At her call, the Elders in the group let out a collective cry, and all at once, they change, the High Priestess changing with them. Her skin shifts, her fine hair blooms into feathers. Her bones narrow and shorten, her fingers elongating, stretching into wings, toes into talons.

      Flapping her wings, she lifts up, taking flight with the others, who congregate in a hypnotic orbit in the sky over the estate. Some swoop in a circular formation, spinning, and dive bombing. Others fly silently or cry out in glee. They come together in a blur of down and feathers, intertwining in jubilant flight. I squeeze my hands into fists at the pang of longing that stirs in me. Witches younger than I am have already tapped into their abilities and surpassed me, earning the right to our coven’s most coveted Gifts—transformation and flight. Practicing on my own may have helped me to forget that I can’t fly, but being back here brings it into stark focus. I don’t measure up. Until I can fly, I won’t be able to.

      The flurry of activity provokes a veil of darkness. Growing, it drips like melted black wax, a shadowy curtain obscuring everyone overhead. As I’m about to call out a warning, the blackness explodes like a powder keg, breaking into a cloud of moths. Gwen, still standing beside me, yanks on my arm, but I can’t see her. The moths twist and turn, hovering over her face until they smother her. When I swipe my hand through the moths, the swarm disperses before coming at me, covering me with their prickling wings and bristly legs, the sound of their flight loud in my ears. Scrambling backward, I swat them away, but that only sends them streaming toward Gwen, teeming over her body, in her hair, her mouth. She reaches out, the moths flitting wildly as she tries to grab me. I stagger away from her and race to the treeline without looking back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            Hunted

          

        

      

    

    
      The wind lashes like barbed incisors, darting through the gaps between the trees as I crash through branches and stumble over gnarled roots to distance myself from La Maison. Leaves flicker in slow motion in my peripheral vision, shadows encroaching like the swarm of moths, taunting me. The wind—cool and biting—is from their mottled wings, beating, reverberating from red maple to stark white birch, throwing off my sense of direction, so I lose my way in the forests I’ve known since childhood.

      Something flies so close, it grazes my cheek. I fling it away, but it comes back again. I swipe at it and clasp my hands over my head, barrelling blind through the thicket, my boots squelching in the soft carpet of twigs and earthy-scented lichen.

      I trip and land on my stomach, thankful for the velvety moss that breaks my fall. I freeze. The flitting has stopped. The moths are gone. They were only a hallucination.

      Behind me, a twig snaps, alerting me to a faint presence lingering above the trilling grasshoppers and the rustling of squirrels and rabbits burrowing for impending winter.

      The air shushes around me and by the time I look up, Gwen has caught up to me. Her red hair cascades around her like fig tree tendrils in a cenote I visited when I was young. I wish I were there, floating in the blue water below. Instead, I lay here, drowning in darkness.

      “What happened back there?” Gwen asks. “Something’s wrong. I saw it on your face.”

      I sit up and flick dried thistles from my skirt. “You and everyone else.”

      “Who cares what anybody thinks.”

      “My mother.”

      “Well, yeah,” Gwen says, holding out one hand to haul me up to my feet. “She is High Priestess. Kind of a job requirement.”

      “All I wanted was to get through the ceremony. The last thing I needed was another hallucination. In front of everyone. Again.” I pick up a handful of leaves and toss them in the air. “I should have never come. I need to get the hell out of here.”

      Gwen crouches beside me, her black eyes studying me before they shift back to their usual green. The indigo of her aura surrounds her, cool and inviting.

      All I want is what they have. The freedom of flight. The pride that comes with being able to shift. To feel like I belong in the coven I have been a member of for fifteen years. But, even after all this time, it feels further away than ever before.

      “What you need is a cleansing,” she says, holding out a hand to haul me up from the damp moss.

      “No, what I need is a stiff drink,” I say, bracing my aching back.

      I brush past her and start for the house, noticing the faint wavering curtain of protection around the estate doesn’t seem to stretch as far as usual. She’s on me in two steps. I’m thankful she came to check on me. At least someone did. But Gwen isn’t one to give up after a quick conversation.

      “You came all the way out here, Val.”

      “Yeah. Because you chastised me until I gave in.”

      She tilts her head back and laughs. “True. But you’re just as stubborn as I am. If you didn’t want to come, you wouldn’t have. Am I right?”

      She gets in front of me and cranes her neck from one side to the other, knowing it will get under my skin. As much as I prefer to wallow, I can’t help but smirk. She’s so much like I was when I first joined the coven. Strong-willed. Excited by the prospect of growing in the Craft. But Gwen’s youthful optimism outshines my hesitation.

      “See?” She laughs. “I knew you weren’t just a big-city bitch. I knew there was a super-cool witch under there somewhere.”

      “All right,” I say, reaching forward and shoving her back. “I get it.”

      “Good. So tell me what’s really going on.”

      “It’s nothing,” I say, brushing off her question as I keep moving, seeing the faint glimmer of the bonfire through the trees up ahead. But she grabs me by the arm.

      “Enough. This is me. You don’t have to put up a front. I know you.”

      She’s holding onto my bicep, studying my face. All I want is to look away. To avoid her gaze. There’s mischief in her eyes, like a little sister teasing me into admitting things I’d rather forget.

      “I know you’re hurting,” she says. “You want to be your own witch. To have space to be yourself without all the rules and politics and yes, the ever-watchful eye of the High Priestess. But I feel it.”

      “What?”

      “Yearning. Loneliness. You need to let all of that go. It’s like a weight holding you down. What is it? You can tell me, you know.”

      The more she says, the more the tension in my neck and shoulders pulls taut. This is what I’ve been ignoring these past six months.

      “Whenever I do a spell,” I say, “I feel so grounded my thoughts can barely process. When I try to tap into my Craft, something you all make look so easy, I feel…less than. Like I’ll never progress. Like I’ll always be average. Stuck here in the same place I’ve been for years. Left behind.”

      “It isn’t a competition, Val. We’re your coven. Not rivals. We’re here to help one another.”

      “Yeah? Tell that to Olivia. Did you see her face when she went up to call the corners?”

      “Olivia’s a catty witch. You’re older and wiser.”

      “Gee, thanks.”

      We both laugh this time.

      “What I mean is you have experience she doesn’t. You can work with that. Use everything you’ve seen, everything you know, and put it into your magic.”

      “I’ve been doing that, but it isn’t getting me anywhere.”

      “Maybe you’re too focused on the end result. Not on the journey. I know it’s hard not to be, especially with everyone feeling the pressure of the trip to Mexico for the Elixir. You need a cleansing. Now.”

      We’ve come to a clearing. Pine needles cover the ground in an amber-hued carpet. Damp soil gives off its nightly perfume. Gwen pulls off her glimmering shawl and fans it out, laying it over the detritus like a blanket.

      I sit and lay my satchel across my lap as Gwen kneels beside me. She sweeps dried leaves from a downed tree lying parallel to us. I rifle through my bag and produce a wooden cigar box. Pressing my palm to the top, the wood under my hand warms. It was a present from my father on my fifth birthday. The day my entire life changed.

      On the top, carved into the rowan wood, is the insignia of the four sister covens, each symbolized by a feather. They come together to form the head and wings of an owl. Two quills extend from the bottom to form talons. I had the same design tattooed on my back the minute I turned eighteen.

      Opening the box, I remove a black candle and my narrow tube of waterproof matches. Next to those, I lay out a short bundle of sage and the ornate pocket mirror I bought the summer Gwen joined the coven.

      My mother had asked me to show her the ropes, so I took her into the city to a small shop on St. Sulpice. Leaves swept in a tiny torrent in the courtyard of Notre Dame Basilica as the noon bells chimed. We spent a good half hour pouring over everything, picking out incense and trinkets. Our tastes were so similar, we picked out the same things and didn’t realize it until afterward when we compared them over cappuccinos at a café down the street. That was the day I realized I had abilities to share, and I wanted to pass them along to Gwen. Even then, five years younger than me and relatively new to the Craft, she showed such promise. That promise is why, even though I’m older than her, she’s a higher degree in our coven.

      “Tell me what happened earlier. What’s blocking you? Why have you stayed away for so long?”

      I hesitate, but I can’t hold on to the fear anymore.

      “The black witch moths. I saw a swarm tonight.”

      “During the ceremony?”

      I nod, clasping my hands. My fingers are freezing, and my rings clink together coldly.

      “Do you still see them a lot?”

      “Not since the last time.”
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        * * *

      

      Six months ago, the coven gathered for another celebration. Imbolc, the stirring of seeds and buried intentions at springtime. We spent the day setting out ice lanterns, and when we finished, they dotted the grounds with a golden glow, interspersed with evergreens piled for burning. Pristine white snowdrops intertwined in massive wreaths of cheerful daffodils and forsythia waiting to adorn the halls of La Maison. Tucked into the blooms, a tiny carved sheep, a swan, corn husk dollies, and beads of garnet and ruby lingered like whispered secrets. Around us, the carpet of snow softened and subdued the landscape, with nothing more than cracking branches as our symphony. But, along with the promise of spring, old rivalries readied themselves to spring forth anew.

      Olivia was in my face as usual, berating me for not being around enough. For not showing as much devotion to the coven as everyone else—as her. She had been saying those same things to me for years. I chalked it up to her jealousy over having the High Priestess as my mother, but as we grew older and advanced in the coven, Olivia seemed to make it her mission to one-up me in front of my mother.

      At the height of the argument, the moths came. Sweeping down from the treetops like falling leaves, they dripped like ink stains down her face and seeped into the ground around her, tainting the grass and blooms and choking out the promise of new life. I turned away, hoping to erase the dark omen from my mind. But she took it as my backing down and cackled at my weakness. When I turned back, she looked like someone had dipped her in black candle wax, her face melting away, revealing her charred bones beneath. I spun away from her again and stalked off just in time for a large branch to fall, narrowly missing her. When I looked back to investigate the noise, I saw her sprawled on the ground, glaring at me as though I brought the branch down on purpose. From then on, our rivalry became much more intense, with Olivia making her animosity for me clear.

      At that moment, I felt the shame of hesitation, the stain of my indecision. But what I sensed was the moths warning me with their presence. That something catastrophic would one day happen to her, to us. The weight of me being the blame for the threat to our coven, that the moths were another omen like the one on the day I lost my father, was too much to bear. Leaving them behind was the only way I could protect my sisters and brothers from the curse I must endure.
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        * * *

      

      “Was it the same this time?” Gwen asks, bringing me back from another dark memory.

      “No. There was more than one.”

      “A swarm? Like your dad? No wonder you flipped out.”

      I squeeze my eyes closed, but the darkness only reminds me of that smothering sense of blackness. The moths and that dark woman had haunted me since that day in California. I was never sure where they came from or why they came to me, but they did. And only when someone I cared about was in danger.

      Gwen tilts her head to one side, watching me closely, so I turn my back to her. I may have perfected keeping my face stoic, but my eyes give me away every time.

      “Is this the first time you’ve seen them since then?”

      I open my eyes, and she’s studying me again. Reading me in a way no one else can.

      “That’s it. That’s why you’ve kept away from us,” she says. “You saw them before and you think it’s related to someone in the coven. Who?”

      I shake my head. “I don’t know.”

      But I do. Or at least I think I do. I’m still not sure what the vision meant, and I’m not ready to share it with anyone until I do. Not even Gwen.

      “What do you mean?” her voice gets higher. Her pupils dilate, eyes flashing in the darkness.

      “It’s never clear. They don’t settle on only one person. They’re just…there. Like a swarm of locusts.” I keep my gaze from meeting hers so she won’t be able to read my thoughts like usual.

      “That’s terrifying,” she says, moving closer. “Good thing it’s only a vision.”

      But it isn’t. It has never been a simple vision. They’re an omen, one I can never forget.

      A quick flash comes to me of a ranch house down south. In San Diego that day—after the attack—owls were splayed across the grass. Beside me, my father lay still, the light gone from his yellow-orange eyes. And just in the periphery of my vision, that black cloud of moths swirled like a mourning veil, watching me curl up beside my papá, gone for good.

      A cry chokes in my throat at the memory, and Gwen clutches my arm. I shake my head and brush away the tears from the corners of my eyes. I can’t let these memories run my life any longer.

      “It’s a good thing you came home then,” Gwen says. “Mabon is the perfect time to do a cleansing. To get rid of this darkness hanging over you.”

      I nod and return to the task at hand. Maybe in honoring the darkness of the season, I can stave off the shadows seeping their way back into my life.

      From the wooden box, I remove a cone of incense and, taking a match from the case, light it. On my belt, a simple cord hangs free; at the end of it dangles a snowy owl feather tipped with black. I use it to sweep the smoke away from me, sending it in tendrils that curlicue into the sky and get lost in darkness.

      Holding my arms out in front of me, I trace a clockwise circle in the surrounding air.

      “I cast this sacred circle and close it to those who wish to do me harm. Only my love may enter it. Only my love may leave its field. As I will it, so shall it be.”

      Around us, a faint glimmering trail of purple and silver encloses us in an orb that hovers over the ground.

      Taking another matchstick from the tube, I light the candle. When the wick flickers, I tilt it, allowing the melted wax to drip on a knot in the log. When there is enough, I wedge the candle into the small hole and push the drippings around the base until it stands.

      “Hekate, Goddess of the Full Moon,” I say. “We welcome you into our circle of power. Give me the strength to accept them, and show me how to cast them away. Hekate, Queen of the Night, I call to you.”

      I take the gilt-edged pocket mirror and hold it out.

      “Let this object reveal my deepest shadows.”

      I close my eyes. Inhale with focus and breathe out again. My pulse slows. My mind clears. As we sit in silence, I ignore the nagging thoughts as they try to seep in. I imagine the snow that day before everything went dark. The pure beauty of it, the crisp air. That tingling sensation across my skin after a brisk winter walk. The earth slows. The whisper of winter shushes through the air. My thoughts are quiet. But something stirs. A stolen breath sounds from the shadows.

      I open my eyes, my gaze flicking to the mirror. Reflected at me are two eyes, but they aren’t mine or Gwen’s.

      A branch snaps.

      Something shifts.

      Metal slinks. The image shadows. The reflection goes black.

      In the trees, in the darkness, a second pair of eyes appears ten yards away. Animal eyes, glimmering gold. Then another pair just behind it. The deep, low growl of a coyote sounds as an arrow whizzes past my head, hitting the tree next to me.

      Gwen is up a split second before me. Around her, the moths surge in from all sides. They swim around us, pinging off the circle of protection. Unaware, Gwen takes two steps, but we remain in the circle. By the time I am on my feet, everything is moving at half speed.

      Gwen steps a toe outside the circle. I grab her by the arm, desperate to stop her. But she has already broken the seal, and the swarm rushes toward her. I follow, trying to pull her back, but the force from outside the circle of protection yanks her away from me, leaving me inside it. The moths rush for the place where she exited. Still throwing themselves at me, they bounce off the circle and then come rushing back, over and over again. But as Gwen moves, they pursue her.

      I burst through the shield, refusing to let her go alone. The change in atmosphere tingles across my scalp. The moment I am free from the circle’s protection, the moths batter me. I swipe them away, trying to clear the hallucination so I can track Gwen, but when I wave my hand through the swarm, they connect with my hand, leaving faint wing-beats of dust behind. This time, they’re real.

      From the shadows, coyotes growl and fabric swishes as an arrow is nocked.

      An arm pulls back.

      Multiple sets of eyes on us. Six. Eight. A dozen.

      The arrow launches, this time aimed directly at me. I swipe my arm through the air. A dull hit before it deflects to the grass.

      The squelch of a rubber-soled shoe in mud advances. Sweat beads on warm skin. Heartbeats race: too many, much too close.

      To the west, the woods are thicker, extending to the river. Better cover.

      To the east, a clearing. La Maison. The coven. More help. But it puts them in danger.

      When Gwen bounds forward, everything moves into hyperspeed. She is up and off, her skirt dropping to the forest floor. Her skin turns to snow white, her hair shrinking into downy feathers. With a shriek, she takes off, up, up, flying high into the trees.

      I lunge to stop her somehow, but just as she reaches a high branch, a bending stave groans.

      The tension-fraught plucking of a sinuous bowstring.

      The shhht from the fletches slicing through the air.

      The thick, wet sound of stone as it penetrates flesh and feather.

      Gwen lets out a shrill cry and crashes through branches, landing with a muffled thud in the brush. I fall on my belly. Footsteps advance like thunder hammering the earth.

      I crawl through bramble and dirt, skinning my knees on the thorns. I get to Gwen and find her on her side, crimson staining her pristine feathers, her aura fading from indigo to a sick, murky navy. Blood percolates from the holes in her half-opened beak with each quick, raspy breath.

      I cup my hand over the wound, trying not to disturb the arrow and its obsidian tip embedded into her chest. My hand trembles over a tiny metal charm dangling from the end. I’ve seen it before. A shield, a coyote, and criss-crossed swords with an L in the center: the same insignia from that horrible day when these same animals, these hunters, Los Cazadores, took my father from me.

      Footsteps draw nearer.

      I crawl forward and, using my athamé, carve two crossed spears, a symbol of protection, into the nearest gnarled tree. Within the crosses, I add a V and a G representing each of us. I slice the fleshy part of my palm and press the bloody wound to the carving so our sisters and brothers will find it, find us.

      Gwen breathes in deep, then tries to call out, but the sound is trapped, thick and wet in her throat.

      “Shh, be still.”

      She tries again, but she is too weak.

      I fumble at my neck, leaving bloody fingerprints on my frigid skin. But I find it. I pull out the cord, put the bone whistle to my lips, and blow.

      The sound comes out all wrong. It’s weak and too faint for human ears to hear. But to our coven, it is a cascading set of notes. Only this time they are discordant and choppy, a plea for help.

      I lick my lips and clear my throat, suddenly dry when I need it most. Gwen was right. I’ve been so focused on advancing that I’ve been neglecting the abilities I already have. But what if they're still not enough to get us out of this? Whistle to my lips, I try again. Concentrate. Concentrate.

      I fumble through the tune, a personal warning signal only my fellow coven can hear. A beat…two…and then…I think I hear something, but shouting from a few yards away drowns it out.

      I play the discordant melody once more and then crouch over Gwen. Tearing off my shawl, I throw it down, then gather her wings and lay her in the center of the length of fabric.

      They’re coming.

      I clutch her to my chest and push myself up.

      Something small whizzes past my head. I spin to find darts sunk into the symbol I’d just carved. The bark fizzles from the poisoned tips.

      Instead of heading for the faint glow of La Maison, I tear through the trees, using the light of the full moon to find my way, drawing danger away from the house.

      My inability to fly is the last thing on my mind.
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