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I was on a road trip with Owen when the first confrontation on Coven Hill in over a century happened.  If memory serves, we brought supplies to colleagues on the Canadian border, in exchange for an artifact they’d uncovered. 

But I digress in doing my research on the three murders that took place in the weeks leading up to Halloween of 2011, I was startled at how many parts of the ordeal to come were already evident: the influence Iknara not only still held over the Marlowe family, but the emergence of Troy’s gift.  Rowena’s nephew was even involved ... I’ll admit, that was a connection I hadn’t expected.  All in all, that little band that Ral still refers to as The Fire Gang held more power than they knew.  Maybe it was best that they didn’t realize it, just yet. Whether or not it was, I know one thing for certain: Duncan O’Dailigh would be proud of the man his nephew started to become that fall. 


Respectfully,
N. Forsythe
Head Archivist
The Organization
Aviario, CT
November 2023
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“The town of Aviario feels like it should be a real place.  (With) just enough description to set the atmosphere of each new location, the town feels like a character in its own right.” 

~ R.R. Willica, author of the Darkness Falling trilogy
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From the Desk of Buster Heywood


“Through a series of humorous and often hair-raising exchanges, author A.K. D’Onofrio takes his unlikely hero on an adventure that will leave him with a confidence he’s never had to go along with the body riding around in his trunk. A funny, quirky and satisfyingly descriptive read.”

~ A.B. Funkhauser, author of the Unapologetic Lives series




“Wonderful character development ... both flawed and believable.”

~Reader P. Black via Goodreads.com








In The Cards


“A deftly woven story of mystery and magic!  All story lines are neatly woven together in a true page-turner of a tale.” 

~ L.M. Bryski, author of Book of Birds



“Between these two books I see the heart of the author, which is so hard for most to express.”

~ Reader B. Therrien
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Don’t let Buster Heywood fool you: this was my first true novel.  As such, there are so many people who have helped mold it into what you’re about to read... and some of those people are going to find it far, far removed from what it began as.  

Two people in particular gave me seeds which bore amazing fruit this time around. Thanks to Andrew for the gift of a transplanted police officer with old wounds and a love of sirens.  Woop-woop!  April and Fritz would not exist, had Laurel not breathed life into them.  I think you’ll all agree that the story is better for their being there.

I owe a very special caliber of gratitude to my beta readers, particularly Tim Savage, for helping me realize that a character deserved more ink than the first draft gave him, and Krista Weiser, for helping me remember that a few scenes needed a little more time and heart.
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To Mr. R. Hirschboeck, with love from an old pen pal:

You may never read it, but you started it all.
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I: The Fool
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The last time Ral O’Dailigh saw Natalie Marlowe, her hands had been on fire. She’d screamed at him, too ... but he hadn’t been focusing on her words as much as putting a safe distance between them. As he looked up from the book he was leafing through and saw her unmistakable black-streaked auburn hair flash past the library window, he burrowed his chin into his turtleneck and watched her.

She was as beautiful as he remembered, her round face pink with the chill that had begun to sink its claws into the air. She wore the leather jacket that she’d bought in their junior year of college, and a matching purse bumped against her broad hips as she made her way across the street to Dunwich Park. While Natalie did, indeed, seem much calmer, Ral had a feeling that the sight of him could change that in a hurry. After watching as long as he dared, he scanned through the pages of his book until he found what he was looking for, then annotated his list with a smirk.

“Toldja so,” he muttered, closing the hefty old hardcover with a satisfying puff of age-scented air and a flash of gilt-edged pages. There were a few smudges of dust on the cover, and he wiped them off with the edge of his sleeve before picking Coll’s Inexhaustible Herbal up off the table and beginning the trek back to the reference section.

“Oi, Morgan,” he called out to the young librarian behind the counter. “Can I borrow one’a them hand carts for this beast?”

“If you carried it over there, you can carry it back.” With a sweet smile, she continued scanning the stack of books at her side, pausing to brush her bangs out of her eyes.

“I ever tell you yer too good at this stereotypical librarian act?”

“Mm-hmm. That’s part of the fun. And may I say, I’d shush you a lot more often if I didn’t love that Irish accent of yours.”

“Family heirloom,” he quipped, shooting her a wink. “Came with the nose.”

Morgan’s quiet laughter followed him across the library’s small foyer, past the elevator, and over to the botanical shelves. It proved less of a struggle to put the ancient book back than it had been to pry it free earlier. He ventured a glance through the thin, stained glass panels of the library doors. Natalie was in the park across the street, sitting in the gazebo where the town band played every Fourth of July. By this point in late October, it was hung with cobwebs in lieu of colored buntings – some real, some false, and all peppered with dead leaves. Natalie’s back was to the library, so Ral took a breath, squared his shoulders, and pushed the door open.

“You’re being ridiculous,” the small, still voice at the back of his mind insisted. “It’s been eight years. You live in the same town. You can’t keep doing this.”

“Shut up and frikkin’ watch me,” Ral growled under his breath. He stepped out of the door and through the granite archway as the clock at Town Hall across the street struck four. The sun was already beginning to set, and Ral squinted off to his right so that he could see the trees and old brick buildings of Bryer Street as they turned to glowing embers.

She hadn’t set anything on fire, that night.

“But she wanted to. You know she did,” the little voice insisted. “You did the right thing.”

“Shh,” he hissed, hooking his thumbs in his pockets and picking his way down the stone steps, mindful of the cobblestone near the bottom that had wobbled for as long as he could remember. 

His Paleolithic white van was parked a few spots away, along the edge of Centre Circle. Even at a glance, he recognized his best friend’s landlady, Adele, coming out of the post office across the circle. She turned in his direction to get into her car, and Ral waved ... just in time for Natalie Marlowe to turn her head, too.

“Oh, fark.”

He lowered his head and attempted to continue his retreat toward the van, hoping Natalie wouldn’t have noticed him. Instead, she got to her feet and started heading his way. Ral swallowed, his fingers twitching in his pocket until he found the thin worry stone he kept stashed there. If she had thought he was waving to her, then she must have also thought he had something to say... but he was at a loss for anything that would be safe for either of them to mention in the presence of the other. 

“Catbooooy,” Natalie sang out, as she reached the opposite end of the crosswalk. “Long time, no see.”

The hair rose on the back of his neck, and he tried not to shiver. She sounded like she was in a fair enough mood, but that was the trickiest part about her: her mood was as fickle as a Connecticut fall. “Yeah,” he said, already cursing himself for the heat he could feel painting his cheeks. “Small town, eh, Skunkhead?”

“Not too small, if you can hide in it for this long.” At six feet away and closing, the teasing gleam in her eyes was almost blinding. 

“Who said I was hiding?” He let go of the worry stone and pulled his hands from his pockets so he could raise them in surrender.

“You saying I was, then, dove?” Her voice held the pleasant lilt that had floated her through debate class, and Ral remembered how he’d used to think that he could argue against her, forever. In that moment, he was almost prepared to.

“Be careful,” the voice warned. 

“Maybe, maybe not. How’m I supposed to know for sure?”

“Oh, I don’t know.” She rocked back and forth on her heels, clasping her hands behind her back. “Maybe if we saw each other more often.”

“I –“ Something in Ral’s mind hit a brick wall. He let his mouth hang open for a few seconds, until he realized that nothing was coming out of it. “Maybe, yeah.”

“So, when and where?”

“Um.”

“Tell you what, dove.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out a silver case, flicking it open so that it caught the afternoon sun and held it there, like the flame of a lighter. “Just give me a call when you decide.” With a flick of her wrist like a seasoned magician, she held out a business card neatly between her fingers.

“Now you see her, now you don’t. So don’t. Just don’t.”

Ral bit his lip as he tried not to stare at her. He’d forgotten how brown her eyes were, how striking they were set against her rice-paper pale skin. One of the dark streaks in her hair fell down across the side of her face in a lazy swirl, and he wanted to reach out and brush it aside so much that his fingertips itched. Something beneath his nails burned, and he set his jaw against the feeling, pushing it down. Don’t. He clenched one hand hard at his side, nails digging into his palm, then reached up with the other and took the card from her, transforming his wince into a quick, nervous smile that came far easier than it should have. “Yeah, sure. Some time... arright, then.”

“Riiiight.” She backed away from him, pouting. “I hope you do call, Catboy. It’s been a long time. You ever think, maybe, we made a mistake?”

It was a punch to the stomach, and he fought hard not to let the impact show, tucking the card back into his coat along with the worry stone. “Things change, Nat.”

“Exactly.” She turned and headed back across the street, waving at him over her shoulder. “Talk to you soon.”

On any other day, Ral would have been happy to watch her go. Instead, he made a break for his van, unlocking the front door and diving into the driver’s seat, pulling the door shut behind him and locking it an instant before the first wave of pain shot through his wrists. He swallowed back a scream, clenched his jaw, and gripped the steering wheel tight, riding out the agony as it ripped fire up through his tendons. Splinters of bone pushed their way up from beneath his fingernails, splitting skin, and embedded themselves in the mangled foam cover of the steering wheel.

Ral looked up at his reflection in the rear view mirror, shaking. 

“I told you it was a bad idea,” the Cat said, and Ral wondered if Natalie knew just how many times he’d already thought he’d made a mistake.
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On the other side of Centre Circle, Adele Tryptomaine was oblivious to the scene in front of the library. As she shuffled the pile of mail she’d retrieved to one arm so that she could open her car door, most of it slipped out and scattered across the pavement. 

“Oh, shoot.” She knelt down, her legs shaking as the afternoon traffic scrolled past her parking space. As she picked up the first of the letters, a voice called out to her from behind.

“Hey, there, beautiful, don’cha know you’re not supposed to distract oncoming traffic like that?”

Adele looked up to see one of the town’s police cruisers slowing to a halt beside her, and the cross expression that had started to twist at the wrinkles on either side of her mouth melted into a smile. “You keep speaking to me like that whenever we meet up, Sam Weldyn, and I’m going to have to take it up with your wife.”

“Eh, I only keep her ‘round for her cooking anyway,” Sam chuckled as he opened the passenger side door and tipped a nod to his partner. “Troy, go on ahead, I’ll catch up.”

“Sure thing, Lieutenant.” Officer Troy McLaren leaned over to give Adele a friendly wave. “But I’m gonna do the thing.”

Sam gave Troy a roll of his eyes and sighed. “Your parents ever tell you you’re a weird kid?”

“Since I could talk.” He grinned, as Sam shut the door. As soon as his partner was clear of the cruiser, Troy flicked the sirens, letting out a brief whoop-whoop that moved right through him. He grinned, easing back out onto the circle, and decided to do another lap around the park just for kicks. On the dashboard, the CB radio crackled.

“Was that you I heard just now, Troy? I know I didn’t tone anything out.”

He picked up the receiver, chuckling as he pressed the button at the side. “Yeah, Lila. Couldn’t help it. You know me, I love it when Sam actually lets me drive.”

“Still hogging the wheel, even after a year?”

“It’s Sam.” 

She laughed. “Point. You guys coming in?”

“Yeah, slow morning. I’ll see you soon.” 

“Ten-four, Troy.”

He hung up the CB and waved to Mabel Hatters as she watered the window boxes of her coffee shop, smiling to himself as he finished his slow loop of the center of town. “God, I love this place.” Adele and Sam were continuing their conversation on the sidewalk as he pulled into the parking lot of the town Public Safety building. Its two halves – one brick, one stone – were connected by a central communal area built to look like a small country house had been squeezed in between them. It was home to a modest waiting room, the dispatch, and both chiefs’ offices. Troy parked the cruiser in its designated spot near the door, picked up his folio from the center console, and headed inside, swiping his keycard at the back door. 

He moved straight toward the ancient folding table in the corner of the room, where the officers had set up the coffee machine. Whoever had refilled the carafe before going out to cover their own patrol had left the burner on low, so the coffee remained hot, but smelled strong enough to straighten the hair on a poodle. Troy added enough sugar and creamer to cover the burnt aftertaste, and was on his way toward his desk when the door swung open again. 

Sam let go of his keycard, only to watch it jump ship from his belt and skitter across the floor. “Aw, hell.”

“Come on, Sam.” Troy smirked. “Why don’t you just keep it in your wallet or your badge holder like the rest of us?”

“Barb’ra gave me this.” Sam plucked the lanyard reel up off the floor. “And I want her to feel like she got her nine ninety-five plus shippin’ and handling out of it before I toss it in the trash like the piece of junk it is.”

“Thirty-something years together, and you still don’t want to hurt her feelings.” Troy rolled his eyes. “I’m not sure if that’s sweet, or just plain determination.”

“Forty-two,” Sam corrected, taking the cup from him as he strode past. “Thanks for the coffee.”

“Whoa, hey. Usually I get blotter duty for pulling your chain, not stolen coffee.”

“Y’know,” Sam snapped his fingers before pulling out his chair and settling in at his desk. “I should’ve thought of that. But it’s too late now, we’re already even. Tell you what, though. What say you and I flip for it?”

Troy took his seat across from Sam, stretched out his long legs, then twisted so that he could pick a coin out of his pocket. “Biggest thing I’ve got’s a nickel.”

“If it’s got two sides, I can flip it, no worry. Fork it over and call it.” Sam stuck his hand out.

“Okay, hotshot, you’re on. Heads it is.”

Sam balanced the coin on his knuckle and flicked it over his desk with a soft ching. Both officers’ eyes followed it as it arced, catching the florescent track lights hanging from the high ceiling, then landed in Sam’s outstretched palm, which he clapped over his other hand.

“Well?”

With an almost bored expression, Sam lifted his thumb and peered at the nickel. 

“Oh, come on! Everyone from here to Charlie’s Bar knows your damn poker face, Sam. Am I doing the blotter, or not?”

The scanner perched between their desks crackled, and the garbled lilt of the town dispatcher filled the room. “I have a 10-57 called in at the Coll House. Please respond.” 

Sam held the coin out to Troy, tails up, as he reached for the C.B. with his free hand. “Ten-four, Lila. I’ll be right over for the specs.”

“Well, that didn’t sound good. That’s the third missing person in a month or so, isn’t it?”

“Since, uh, I dunno, sometime in late summer. I’d have to look at the records to be sure, but either way: we don’t get that many in a year, for God’s sake.”

Troy attempted to weave the coin through his fingers and failed, dropping it on the desk. “I know. This is more like, I dunno, Hartford. You think something might be going on here?” He hesitated, eyes moving toward the window as he glanced at the Town Hall across the way. “Something like, you know... what happened last year?” 

“Last year was just sad, son,” Sam said, his eyes meeting Troy’s with a sharpness that everyone in Aviario knew meant ‘end of discussion’. “I’m not gonna jump to any conclusions that’re anywhere near that bad until we actually find something.”

Troy forced a moment of chastened silence before plunging forward again. “But what if they have something in common? Two missing people aren’t enough to find a pattern, no, but – well. Three might be.”

“Such a city boy,” Sam sighed, a twinkle in one sharp eye betraying his otherwise perturbed expression. “You shouldn’t go lookin’ for zebras on molehills or however the hell it goes. The two people missing are a seminary student from St. Thomas’s over in Shelton, and a yoga instructor. You can’t get much farther apart than that.”

“I bet I could, but that’s not really the point.” Troy shrugged his thin shoulders in acquiescence. “Go on, get the details from Lila. I’ll get started on the blotter.”

“I do love it when you just give up and let me be right, kid. Makes my job a whole hell of a lot easier.” Sam flashed a brief, genuine smile, then got up out of his chair and headed back out into the hallway.

“S.O.B. could’ve at least left my coffee,” Troy chuckled to himself. He stretched his legs and moved to fetch himself a replacement cup. 

In truth, he didn’t mind doing their police blotter: he knew he could get it done light-years ahead of Sam and his two-fingered typing method. It had also been an invaluable tool for getting to know everyone in the town, from the frequent troublemakers who liked to spray graffiti in the bullpen of the high school field, to the shopkeeper who drove home drunk every now and then after imbibing from the flask he kept behind the counter, and the forgetful woman at the local laundromat who locked her keys in her car at least once a month. Troy scanned the afternoon’s notes and began to type them up. 

Responded to call about smoke sighted in backyard. No permit present, fine to be issued by fire department. Troy sighed, fighting the urge to add in his own personal annotations. He had a feeling that “one more group of dumb teenagers trying to summon spirits” wasn’t going to go over well if it showed up in the Aviario Courier. That was at least one thing the town had going for it over New Haven: the amount of stock some citizens put in the unseen. Troy glanced over his notepad, frowning. There was an awful lot of ink dedicated to magic and other superstitious nonsense in Aviario during the fall. In a quiet way, the town seemed proud of the boom in its tourist traffic, and it was a trend he’d never completely understood. He might have expected it farther north, where the foliage was brighter and more plentiful, but from where he sat, Aviario seemed like another small Connecticut town. 

Sam ambled back over, papers in hand, and leaned on the edge of Troy’s desk with a slow, deep sigh. “Paranormal investigator,” he pronounced, enunciating each syllable. “From the looks of it, not a very good one, but just the same...”

Troy looked up at him, certain he was hearing things. “I’m sorry, Sam, what?”

“Ghost hunter. Spook chaser. Who are you going to call, all that.”

“Not this guy, ‘cuz he’s missing?” Troy tried a smile.

“Exactamundo.”

“Please don’t ever say that again. You already sound enough like a good old boy.”

“I am a good old boy, jackass,” Sam snorted. “H’anyway. Carl Morales. Thirty-four. Someone expected him to check in at a hotel up in Hartford three days ago. The last place they’re saying he stayed was the Coll House over on Verser Street.”

Troy gave the facts a moment’s thought, rubbing at his chin. “Hmm. Okay. Tell you what, one of the guys I used to work with transferred to Hartford. I can give him a call, see if he’s heard or seen anything about the guy. You want to call the bed and breakfast?”

“Good a start as any. You look like you’ve got something between your ears already.” Sam sipped at his purloined coffee cup and raised his eyebrows over the rim.

“Not really. I was just going to ask you what the deal is with all the mumbo-jumbo hocus pocus tourists that we get. I mean, what is it that they all think they’re gonna see?”

“Beats the hell out of me. Maybe you can ask this Morales character if we ...” Sam trailed off, setting the papers from the dispatch down on Troy’s desk. “I’ll be damned.”

Troy watched as Sam squinted at one of the bulletin boards, though he seemed to be looking through it more than at it. His lips were pressed together in a thin line, and there was a twist to the corners of his eyes that only came when he was thinking hard, or in pain. “Hey, your hip didn’t go out again, did it?”

“M’fine.” Sam waved him off. “Though I may owe you an apology: there might be a connection here, after all. I just need to pick somebody’s brain about it.”

“You mean I might have to write today in my calendar? Wow.”

“Cool your heels,” Sam smiled, tipping the last of Troy’s coffee down his throat. “We need to wait until he gets outta work, first.” 
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In the three weeks since her arrival in town, Beatrice Ledrey had spent almost every lunch break walking up and down Bryer Street, eating one of the protein bars she’d bought in bulk, and familiarizing herself with her new neighborhood. That afternoon’s choice tasted like sawdust, with a hint of lemon and granola. It was worth choking down to get a glimpse of the reason she’d moved down to Aviario in the first place: the open, honest presence of magic.

The storefront of The Balefires was two blocks away from the florist’s shop she’d scrounged up a job at. Its large, plate glass window was painted with a swirl of autumn leaves interspersed with green and purple stars. Cornstalks were bunched on either side of the door, propped up by painted, grinning pumpkins with mops of chrysanthemums for hair. The merchandise display was a gentle chaos of items: stained glass ornaments, wind chimes and dream catchers hanging from carefully looped strands of tiny white lights, bright tumbled stones and crystals nestled among gathered piles of dried leaves and herbs, an assortment of incense spilling from a cornucopia basket, and small fountains served as resting spots for resin statues of deities and dragons. But the most stunning object was the three-foot statue of a woman in a robe and hooded cloak, sitting on a crescent moon upturned like a park bench. Her hands were cupped like statues Beatrice had seen designed to be used as bird baths or feeders, but in place of those, a warm green light glowed.

For the last three days, Beatrice had walked up to the store and stared in wonder at the welcoming beacon and the serene stone smile in the window. She had stood on her toes, stretching as tall and as long as she could, and had seen no bulbs, no wires, glow sticks, or other gimmicks to explain the beautiful phenomenon. In a town where she hadn’t managed to find the time to meet anyone yet beyond store cashiers and the three people she worked with, she walked up to that window and was at ease within an instant. Yet somehow, she hadn’t quite worked up the courage to go inside. On a whim, she stretched out a hand and reached up toward the glass, as if she might be able to feel the warmth of the flame.

To her right, the door swung open with the soft sound of wind chimes, and a young woman stepped out. Beatrice drew her hand back as if she’d been burned in earnest, and tucked it back into the pocket of her cardigan, trying to look like a normal person who hadn’t been trying to touch a storefront window out of complete and utter loneliness. 

“Hey,” the other woman said with a smile. She didn’t look like the kind of person Beatrice would expect to be coming out of a pagan store: her wavy, shoulder-length black hair was streaked on either side of her face with swaths of stark white, and both her ears were lined with cuffs and studs. Her clothing implied that a music video from the 1980s had collided with a Gothic boutique: rainbow-striped knee-high socks under a black, lace-edged skirt, fishnet fingerless gloves, a purple vest laced like a corset, and a bright blue top with sleeves that slouched down off her shoulders. A paper bag in one of her hands rustled along with several bracelets as she swung it back and forth.

“Uh, hi.” Beatrice raised her eyes and smiled back, unsure what else to say.

“You know, you can go inside. They don’t actually bite or drink blood or anything in there. Unless you want them to, and then it’s really kind of under extreme protest.”

Beatrice’s eyes widened.

“I said they don’t. Wow. Hey, it’s okay. Are you new around here?”

It was a question she was getting tired of answering, but it was one she could handle more than the thought of blood consumption, voluntary or otherwise. “Yeah. I just moved in a couple of weeks ago, so I’m still unpacking things and ... well, everything else.”

“Cool. Welcome to Aviario! I’m June, June Slovich.” Her smile broadened as she held out a hand, not bothering to step out of the doorway.

“Beatrice Ledrey.” She stepped closer and glanced down to shake June’s hand. Her fingernails were painted in a neon green and pink French manicure, with tiny black dots. “Oh my gosh. Are your nails watermelons? That is so cute.”

“Thanks! My best friend, April, did them. They do the coolest things like that. I keep telling them to hire themselves out to Lunatic Fringe down the street and do it for other people, but they’re happy working in their mad science lab, so I don’t bug them too much.”

“What’s Lunatic Fringe?”

“Hair salon! You need your hair done, you should absolutely go there – Eileen and I went to school together. She and her girlfriend run it, they are so adorable. You can tell ‘em April and I sent you.”

“April and June?” Beatrice giggled. “I’m sorry. I’m sure you get that a lot...”

“More than you think.” June winked. “Their last name’s Maine.”

“So that makes you...”

“April Maine and June. Uhhhh huh. But what’re you gonna do. ... Oh! I know what you’re gonna do. You’re gonna go in there...“ She pointed through the open door beside her, “... and you’re gonna look around, because seriously, it’s super cool in there. And you’re gonna feel better, and your whole day’s gonna turn right around.”

“What?”

“And then you’re gonna give me your phone number so I can call you later and make sure you don’t die of boredom, and show you all the good spots in town: like the bowling alley, and the really good coffee shop, and stuff and junk.”

Beatrice was pretty certain this was the first time she’d been befriended by force. Something about the sheer amount of energy June held was encouraging, rather than overwhelming. “Actually, that sounds like a lot of fun. Sure. I’ve got about fifteen minutes before I have to go back to work.”

“Perfect. Come on in.” She stepped out of the way, holding the door open, and lolled against the wrought iron security door propped open against the outside wall. It was the first time Beatrice had noticed it – simple vertical bars, with intricately wrought vines covered in ivy leaves curling around them.

“That’s beautiful.”

“One of the original shopkeepers made it, when I was just a kid. It’s enchanted: no one’s robbed the place or tried since he put it up. There isn’t even a security system. They don’t need one.” June reached up and touched one of the iron leaves. “I miss him, sometimes.”

“Did he die? I’m sorry...”

“Oh, a long time ago. But thank you. It was hard on a lot of people he knew. ... But I’m making it sad. You don’t need more sad. Go on, go soak up the happy witchy vibes. Shoo, shoo!” 

More than the sensation that the flame in the window had kindled, stepping into the Balefires seemed like coming home. A potpourri of smells hung in the air, which was warm enough to take off the chill without being stifling. Most of the store’s light came from hanging paper lanterns of all shapes and colors. The immediate effect was so strong that Beatrice couldn’t help but hover inside the doorway on the rug, letting the atmosphere soak into her skin like hot bathwater. After a few slow, rejuvenating breaths, she wiped her worn-out Sketchers on the mat and stepped inside to look around.

At first glance, there was no reason or rhyme to the way the store was laid out – displays of Hindu figurines cavorted beneath intricate prints of trolls and fairies, prayer flags fluttered beside a rack hung with pewter saints’ medals and a selection of mezuzahs. Various types of candles, stones and incenses were stocked in nooks and crannies everywhere, with small baskets or boxes holding slips of paper. Curious, Beatrice moved to the closest basket and picked up a slip next to a dish full of tumbled amethyst crystals. Printed in a clear, no-nonsense font were a set of brief facts and instructions: Amethyst is part of the quartz family. Good for the crown chakra and boosting connections to the divine. Traditionally a stone of inspiration and creativity. The dish was surrounded by totems of owls and spiders, a large mason jar full of quill pens cut from real feathers nearly the size of Beatrice’s forearm, sheaves of homemade paper, blank journals, seals, wax sticks, bottles of ink, and plain boxes of pens and pencils.

“It’s all by purpose,” Beatrice realized, glancing over to see June standing a comfortable distance away, smiling. “Whoever runs this place must have put a lot of thought into how they set it up.”

“Not as much as you’d think.” June fished a box out of the bag in her hands as she moved into the bank of counters at the center of the store: four weathered wood and glass cases arranged in a square. 

Beatrice tried her best not to gape. “Wait, you work here?”

“Even better: I own the place. So, uh ... hey, thanks for the compliment.”

“You ... wait, really?”

“I told you we don’t bite here,” she laughed, the sound blending with the upbeat new wave music drifting through the aisles. 

“But ... you don’t look like a witch,” Beatrice blurted.

“I don’t?” June began to pull the other items out of the bag she’d been holding, laying them out on the counter. “Okay. What do you think a witch looks like?”

Heat rose in Beatrice’s cheeks, and she bit her lip, fidgeting with the hem of her cardigan. She was about to stammer an apology when another woman came up to the counter from behind a tall bookcase, clutching a thick book to her chest. Her graying blonde curls were corralled by a fabric headband, and she wore a calf-length, black hooded wool coat with a hand-knit scarf looped around her neck. Her long blue skirt lapped at the tops of black ankle boots as she picked her way across the age-warped hardwood floor. There were lines at her eyes and mouth that turned her skin to crepe, but they spoke more of mirth than age. Beatrice couldn’t take her eyes off her.

“Like that, I guess,” June chuckled. “Looks like you found one back there, yeah?”

“I don’t know how you ever expected me to choose,” the other woman breathed, sliding the book onto the counter with care. “They’re all so beautiful. And your aunt really didn’t want them anymore?”

“Nope. She has notes, and I had April run them through the scanner where they work, so I have nice, high-quality PDFs now. Not the same by a mile, but I don’t have room for them, and I want them to be used and loved, not packed up in storage. ... Louise, this is Beatrice.” June turned and smiled without missing a beat. “She just moved here.”

“Uh, hi.” Beatrice held out her hand, pink-cheeked from her faux pas. 

“I’m so pleased to meet you.” Louise’s hand was cool as she took Beatrice’s, but her smile was warm enough to compensate. Her grip was light, her fingers thin and bony, as though they were older than the rest of her. “Welcome to Aviario. ... But you’re so nervous. Is something wrong?”

Beatrice winced. “I said something without thinking about it, and ... June, I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to offend you ...”

“With what? Honey, I’m already totally over whatever it was. Hakuna matata.” 

“It’s very difficult to genuinely upset our June.” Louise gave Beatrice’s hand a reassuring squeeze before letting go. “She’s a very well-grounded woman, and just as good at giving the truth as hearing it.”

“That’s the problem,” Beatrice frowned. “I ... I had a stereotype in mind when I came here, and...”

“It’s okay, a lot of people come in here thinking the same thing. It’s part of why I like having Louise come and do tarot card readings for people every other week or so. The people who come to town looking for their Pretty Super Magic Witch Encounter get one ... and at the same time, I get to show them that it’s not all black cats and broomsticks and woo-woo spooky. Or, you know. Granola and glitter, good witch bad witch, et cetera.” June finished laying out the items on the counter, and tilted her head at them. “On that note: I always love it when parents send their kids back with stuff they bought and say they can’t have Satanic crap in their houses, just because they find out they got it here.”

“Those are cinnamon sticks.” With a frown, Beatrice inspected the rest of the pile: a book about candles, a small sachet full of wooden beads, and a length of green ribbon. “What’s it all for? I recognize some of it, but ... I haven’t been studying magic for long at all...”

“Poor kid came in asking for help getting a scholarship she really wants.” June sighed. “If I’d known her folks were going to have such a problem with it, I would’ve sent her home with a plastic bag from Klairdes or something, instead. I keep a stock of them for people who’d rather be more discreet about where they buy their supplies.”

Beatrice looked around the Balefires in dismay. “But this is such a beautiful store, and I’d heard from so many people that Aviario has a reputation for being ... well ... magical. That things happen here, more often than anywhere else. I thought, maybe, it would be easier to learn how to be a witch, here.”

“Easier to learn? Absolutely,” Louise nodded. “As far as being one, it’s the same as anywhere else. There are plenty of people who live here who don’t believe in magic, no matter how much evidence they might hear about or encounter.”

“Belief’s a really personal thing, after all,” June said. “It’s part of why the store’s organized by intent rather than religion. Someone might use a feng shui mirror with an ancient Celtic scrying spell just because it meshes with how they see the world, and it’s not our place to judge, as long as it makes them happy and they’re not hurting anyone.”

“An it harm none, do what thou will,” Beatrice quoted. “That’s a witch’s biggest rule, right?”

“It’d be everyone’s in a perfect world. The Witches’ Rede and the Hippocratic Oath boil down to the same thing.” Louise gathered up the things June had placed on the counter. “Here, come help me put these back, I can give you the tour while June does the return paperwork.”

Beatrice looked at the inviting labyrinth of shelves and displays on the other side of the store, then glanced down at her watch. “Thanks, but I really should be getting back... my break’s over in a few minutes. Will you be here tomorrow?”

“I will, definitely. But then again,” June winked, “I haven’t really got a choice. Lou?”

“What time will you be coming by, Beatrice? I can come and meet you, if you want to talk some more.”

“Oh – you don’t have to come back just for me!” 

“Consider it your housewarming present: I want to do a reading for you. I don’t live very far away.” She rummaged in the patchwork bag hanging from her shoulder and took out a card. “Here’s my number.  Give me a call when you’re going to walk over, and I’ll meet you here.”

“Thank you.” Beatrice smiled as Louise reached out and put her other hand on her wrist. 

“I know it’s hard starting your life on your own. But remember: just because you’re on your own doesn’t mean you’re alone. Just take everything a day at a time.”

The cool of her fingertips was soothing as ice on a bruise, and Beatrice faced the threat of tears without having realized she was upset. Somehow, Louise had known just what to say, though they’d barely spoken. Beatrice swallowed back her sudden rush of emotion and managed a shaky smile. “I will. Take care, both of you.”

“Always do.” June waved, her bracelets jangling along with the wind chimes on the door as Beatrice pushed it open. “And hey – merry part, and hurry back!”

“Believe me,” she called over her shoulder, “I will!” Outside on the sidewalk, the calm quiet of the Balefires dropped away, and the sounds and smells of city life swirled back around her: car exhaust, fall leaves, the sound of dogs barking somewhere in the distance. As Beatrice broke into a run, she almost collided with a tall, lithe redhead in a trench coat climbing out of a white van.

“Whoa, hey!” Ral chuckled, pulling himself back into the driver’s seat in time to avoid being run into. “Where’s the fire?” 

“Sorry, late for work!”

“Well, then, book it! Run like the wind, Bullseye!” He called after her, grinning, then shook his head with a chuckle and pushed his way into the store. “Oi, June. You owe me a buck. Hellebore ain’t able to be cultivated ‘round here.”

“Oh yeah?” She raised her eyebrows. “Says who?”

“Morwenna Coll. It was in her frikkin’ herbal.”

“Okay, acceptable source of knowledge.” June ducked down below the counter to retrieve her purse. “And where the heck did you find that? Don’t tell me you went to the Historical Society and wasted your lunch break hanging out with all the musty fusty old people.”

Ral draped his coat over one arm and wiped his feet. “Nope. It was in the library. I think the Colls donated it a while ago when they were turning the attic into another suite for the bed and breakfast.”

“I will always say that was a poor decision,” Louise put in, as she made her way back to the counter. “Hello, Ral.”

“Hey, Louise. I dunno ‘bout poor... if enough people hear how Strega Morwenna died, it might be even more of a ... well. You know.” He sighed, kicking at a loose board in the display case. “I can’t say I agree a hundred percent with how the town gets some’ve its money, but look at it this way. We got a pretty good local economy, and the only thing that comes close to a huge chain store here are th’ little outlets down the street. We’re lucky.”

“Ladies and gentlemen, Exhibit A: the business major, theatre minor in his natural soapbox habitat,” June smirked. “Ral, if you’re going to keep kicking my wand cabinet, maybe you could, oh, I dunno, go grab the hammer from out back and fix it for me? Pretty please?”

“Okay, okay,” Ral groused, rolling his eyes as he trudged toward the curtain that separated the stock room from the rest of the Balefires.

“He’s in a strange mood,” Louise said. 

“Seemed like a pretty normal Ral mood to me, but now that you mention it, his aura looked a little brighter.”

“It’s more than that.” With a shake of her head, Louise leaned on the counter and closed her eyes. “He’s in between.”

June took the opportunity of being unobserved to roll her eyes. “Lou, I’m for reading energies as much as anyone, but sometimes ... do you wonder if you think about it a little too much?”

“I think about it enough, June Slovich, and don’t roll your eyes at me. Something’s going on with him, something he’s not willing to show. There’s a lot under the surface, something-“ She shuddered. “Something’s fighting him, something – oh.” Louise reached up suddenly and gripped the edge of the counter. “June...! June, I ... I see blood. I see blood, I feel pain... so much pain, and fear -!”

June drew in a breath, then stepped up and put her hands over Louise’s. “Breathe with me, Louise. Do you feel pain here and now?”

“... No.” 

“What about the fear?”

She nodded, one blonde curl tangling itself in the hoops of her earrings. “No. No, it’s gone now. Thank you, June. Whatever that surge of power was ...” She breathed out, as if catching her breath after a sprint. “It was dangerous. Something is going to happen if he’s not careful. I can feel it.”

“I’m sure he’ll be fine, Louise,” June reassured her, stroking the backs of her hands before letting them go. “Maybe you should go home and rest, have some tea, recharge ...”

“Yes ... yes, that’s a good idea. I – I have my appointment tomorrow, I need to be ready for that. Thank you, June. How much for the book?”

As Louise dug her wallet out of her bag, Ral made his way back out, hammer in hand. “Okay, either one of you know what the hourly fee is for a general contractor?”

“Funny. Besides, I know it’s less than what you already make doing my books and my ordering.” She shot him a smirk, before turning back to Louise.  “Just call it twenty and I’ll be good, Louise. And I don’t want to hear about how much more it’s worth. I know it’s prime reading season, but you need to squirrel up for the winter when you’re living off the regulars.”

Ral tipped her a wave as he knelt down on the floor behind the cabinets. “See you later, yeah?”

“Of course. Take care of yourself, Ral. Please.” Louise paid, held her purchase close, and made her way toward the door. 

“What was that all about?” He asked, once she’d gone. “I saw she grabbed one of your aunt’s old books, but she was lookin’ at me like one of the horsemen o’ the Apocalypse.”

“She had one of those weird Louise Moments, the ones where she kind of leaves Planet Earth.” June said. “She said she saw blood. It was like something out of a Wes Craven movie.”

“Nice woman, but jeesh, some days I don’t know about her.” Ral pulled the bent nail loose from the cabinet with a huff. “I think she might go a little heavy on the incense some days, if you know what I mean.”

“Or the ceremonial mead.” 

“Nah,” Ral shook his head, pulling a fresh nail from his pocket. “I seen drunkards, she’s not one’ve em. She does see a therapist. Maybe she really is kinda nuts. Whatever th’ reason, ain’t good karma to stand around talkin’ shite about someone like that. Even if she was lookin’ at me funny. We got any other loose nails need fixin’ around here?”

“Not that I can think of. I’m looking at a loose screw right now, though.”

“Har har har, Slovich. Bite me.” He positioned the nail, then gave it a few taps to seat it. Just as he was about to drive the hammer home, the phone behind the counter rang. 

“I would have laughed if you hit your thumb.”

“You are my very, very, very best friend, you know that? Answer your damn phone.”

“Bestest of friends forever and ever,” she smiled as she picked up the phone, only to shriek mid-greeting as he hurled a crumpled paper from his pocket at her. “Balefires, June speaking—aah. Dick! ... Not you, of course. How may I help you? ... Oh, thank Goddess, hi Sam. I was super crazy hoping it’d be someone I knew. Ral’s throwing things at me, I think I need to report a case of disorderly conduct. ... Oh. ... Yeah, I guess I could. ... I mean, if you throw in an hour of community service too. ... Cool, it’s a deal.” She covered the mouthpiece and leaned over the counter. “It’s Sam. He says he won’t lock you up for bullying me if you swing by his place when you get out tonight.”

“And my community service?” Ral grinned.

“Taste test Barb’s new meatloaf recipe.”

“That’s gonna be tough.” With a few sharp swings of the hammer, he took care of the cabinet, then stood to take the phone. “Oi, Sam. Haven’t even heard my story and you’re already pickin’ out my sentence! What’s the matter with you?” As he listened, the smile faded from his face, and he gripped the edge of the counter. “Yeah, absolutely. Don’t know how much help I’ll be, but ... I’ll try.” He nodded, despite the fact that the Lieutenant couldn’t see him on the other end of the line. “Sure thing. Be there tomorrow.” He held the receiver back out toward June.

“What’s going on?” She asked, as she hung up.

“Can’t say,” he insisted, letting go of the counter, careful not to let the fresh scratches in the wood show. “But I might need to leave early tomorrow. Nothing’s wrong with Sam, but ... somebody around here might really not be right in the head.”
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II: The Hierophant
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Afternoon sun slanted through the wide, wooden blinds, casting stripes across the two men waiting in the office, high above Aviario. One, a blond in a leather jacket soft with age, paced nervously, while the other lounged in a chair, his feet up on the front of a wide desk. “Calm down, would you? It’s not serious.”

“Wh-what do you mean, it’s not serious?” The blond in the leather jacket paused, his hand resting on the back of the chair he’d already pulled halfway back from the desk. “People are missing.”

“People go missing all the time. Shut your gob.” 

“Crowley’s right, Fritz.” At the back of the room, another man stepped out from behind a hanging tapestry. He was scarcely five feet tall, barefoot, and wore loose black linen pants, a white dress shirt, and an embroidered vest. His dark brown hair matched his deep-set, sharp eyes, and both the other men in the room kept their gazes on him as he came closer.

“I hate it when you say that.” Fritz slouched down, perching on the back of the chair, and twisted his mouth into a perfect, perturbed curl. “If it’s not serious, why are we here?”

“Oh yes, dear omnipotent Sir, do inform us, why the bloody hell did I drag my arse all the way up here with Wonder Boy?” The other blond in the room pushed his uneven, dirty fringe out of his eyes, tucking one neon green strand behind
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