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ONE

“I love you,” the man would soon say. And he would be forever hers.

He was a blacksmith. Forty-three years old. Widowed. Grown children. Once forged the nails that held together a duke’s chariot. Very much a gentleman. A generous lover.

Those attributes were listed on the blacksmith’s résumé in the matchmaker’s Big Book of Marriageable Ladies and Gentlemen. How the matchmaker had discovered that last point was fodder for gossip among the womenfolk washing linen by the creek.

“This garden is breathtaking,” the blacksmith said as he strolled along a thicket blooming with little white flowers. He knew he was in trouble. He had always thought this town he had lived in all his life was too ordinary, but today, the shrubs had never been this lush, the clouds never this fluffy, and his steps never this peppy. He was in love. And the object of his affection was Thorn Scarhart.

The blacksmith and Thorn’s relationship almost never was. When Thorn had approached the matchmaker to help her find a husband, Madam Maude hemmed and hawed. There had not been a client quite as unsuitable as Thorn.

Among all of Thorn’s unsuitable attributes, the most glaring one was her age. It was as huge a problem as it was a number.

Most of the gentlemen in Madam Maude’s big book wanted progeny. While it was possible to feign a pregnancy through the use of pillows, it was something else to conjure up the illusion of an offspring who would have to grow in size and personality over many years.

The butcher’s wife had recently conceived at forty-six, but even though she was at such an age, she was also an old hand at procreation. This was her fifteenth child. Meanwhile, the closest experience Thorn had to childbearing was when there was an especially good harvest of turnips, and she was hardly the only one in town that spring who suffered from windy colic. Still, Thorn was younger than the butcher’s wife, even if not by much. It had seemed nothing short of miraculous when Madam Maude found a possible match for Thorn in the blacksmith.

And now the blacksmith and Thorn were on their first courtship meeting, and he was gazing at her with dreamy eyes. “But nothing is as breathtaking as you, Thorn Scarhart.”

He was looking at the woman of his dreams. She was carefree but wise and experienced. Her eyes were mesmerizingly enigmatic. He was so lost in them he didn’t even notice the horse cart pulling up outside the tavern behind him, nor the women deploying their handkerchiefs and the men deploying many expletives in response to the equine.

Not even the town crier’s honking voice succeeded in diverting the blacksmith’s attention.

“The carpenter will have a special sale on all wares at his stall at this Sunday’s market on August the sixth!” the town crier yelled. “Which brings me to my next announcement: The wedding of the carpenter to the second daughter of the butcher will be held at the end of this year of 1690.”

Rumor had it that the young carpenter was excellent with his hands and had bedded many beautiful women but proposed to none. That is, until the butcher’s second daughter led two goats to Madam Maude’s house to secure a courtship meeting with the carpenter. That was last month. Madam Maude was that good.

The renowned matchmaker’s skills seemed to be working for Thorn, too, because the blacksmith was now picking a tiny bouquet of little white flowers.

“Flowers for my lady.” He brought the bouquet close to his nose. As he inhaled deeply, his nose scrunched up, while his mouth curved down.

“My love”—Thorn emphasized the word—“let’s get away from prying eyes.” She swiftly jostled the blacksmith toward the creek, upwind of the tavern’s horse. Sometimes spells broke because of the smallest, most unexpected things. And it had been half a day since he’d drunk the potion.

Despite the blacksmith’s adoring gaze and honeyed words, he still had not declared his love. It looked like he needed more time, which she’d have to buy with another dose of potion. As he gently tucked the flowers behind her ear, she shoved her hand under her endless layers of petticoat and into her waist pocket. Her fingers dug past her handkerchief, dagger, hex ball, and the snake skull she’d scavenged this morning, until they wrapped around a small glass vial. Now there was the problem of how to administer the concoction.

Inviting the blacksmith to the tavern for a chance to slip it in his mead risked too many prying eyes. Devising a way to make the potion administrable by vapors might take years Thorn didn’t have to spare. Perhaps she could simply request he drink the vial as proof of his devotion. Gulping down a little mystery liquid wasn’t a big ask when people had dueled to death for love.

Preoccupied with schemes to dispense the next dose, Thorn stepped on her dress. She wasn’t used to such a long gown, nor its omnipresent threat of her spilling out at the top; nor its relentless suffocation around the middle; nor its incessant hoops, layers, and lace at the bottom. She tipped forward and would have kissed the mud if it wasn’t for her suitor catching her by the waist and spinning her around into his embrace. The cumbersome frock was one of Madam Maude’s terms for helping Thorn find a man. And now Thorn was looking into the eyes of a bachelor and feeling his warm breath on her cheeks. Perhaps there was a method to the matchmaker’s madness.

“You are beautiful,” the blacksmith said, brushing an errant hair off Thorn’s face. Those weren’t the three words he needed to say to seal the effects of the potion, but she tamped down her impatience. He was so enamored with her he did not hear the seamstress, not more than ten steps away, drop her basket of mulberries and her jaw.

The young lady picked up only her pace and stormed off, but not before shooting Thorn a glare that would have paired very well with a hex. Thorn didn’t blame her—she was understandably confused that one of the town’s eligible bachelors would choose an old hag over her pert twenty-three-year-old self. Thorn forgave the girl and even felt a little guilty—the only reason the seamstress was more single than herself was that Thorn had magic on her side.

Thorn’s mother used to say, “Magic is like cooking. There are many recipes for chicken soup: They might not all cure colds, but they all soothe colds.” And the True Love potion Thorn had fed the blacksmith was quite an effective one. Earlier this morning, she had visited the blacksmith’s workshop, where he was hard at work forging a sword. Making sure he had his sweaty back to her, she tipped the vial into his water canteen, which was conveniently hung by the open door. She then watched him chug it all down not long after. Once the last drop was finished, she stepped out into the doorway. He looked up, and their eyes locked for only a breath, but it was enough. His heart swelled with passion and affection for her. He abandoned work on the sword and began molding a copper teakettle. Madam Maude had told him that his potential lady loved tea. The kettle was ready in time for their courtship meeting.

All afternoon, Thorn carried the kettle the way other women carried embroidered handbags—by the handle with a bent wrist, and with a pinky finger sticking out.

“Thorn, you’re the most gorgeous thief. You’ve stolen my heart.” The blacksmith’s fingers glided down her crepey neck, then along her bare, freckled shoulder. The next words out of his mouth would surely be the three little words needed to seal the deal.

“My love, if I had, you’d be dead,” Thorn said. “And I don’t steal hearts. At least not from the living.”

The dreamy gaze that had been on him all day started to dissipate like a sailor recovering from a night of mead.

It was only then that she recognized that the allusion to criminal activity was meant to be romantic. “I mean, you’ve stolen my heart, too. We’re both conniving thieves. The constables should have us flogged.”

But it was too late. For the first time, he noticed that the towering clouds above were dark and swollen with rain. “I apologize. I should have suggested we meet at the tavern. It’s going to pour any second now.”

“I don’t care where I am, as long as I’m with you, my love,” Thorn said again with as much passion as she could muster, hoping to inspire him. “How I love, love, love spending time with you.”

“The tavern would be less itchy, too.”

Thorn gasped at the angry red spots on his forearm. She hooked her elbow around his and pressed her showcased chest to his arm in a desperate attempt to stop the spell from unraveling like a ball of yarn thrown into a pen of kittens.

The flirting worked. He couldn’t help but look down her scooped collar, at her boosted décolletage. He noticed her watching him and averted his eyes up, deep into hers. But this time, he didn’t see the mesmerizing enigma behind her eyes. “Your eyes, they’re not mysterious. They’re…”

“Milky.” She fished the vial out of her pocket. “Would you be a dear and drink this?”

He stepped back and gasped as if it were his first time laying eyes on her. Her carefree hair that stuck up in all directions, he now found frizzy and unkempt. The gray streaks now reminded him of how short life was. And the lines on her face he now saw as footprints of the cruel march of time.

“Madam Maude sent me your résumé,” he said. “I thought you were rather interesting. I value your experience, and I have enjoyed our meeting. I don’t know why, but it only just dawned on me that you’re rather… you’re too…”

She stuffed the vial back into her pocket. It was over. The fog of love in his mind had cleared. She knew the word he was too polite to say. “Old.”

He scratched at his rash. “How did I get this?”

“You thought those little white flowers were pretty.” She let go of the tension she’d been holding in her body. Her shoulders reassumed their usual position of a slight humpback. There was no longer any need to hold the posture of a woman men wanted. “They’re poison ivy.”

He kept bowing. “I apologize, but I have to excuse myself. I’m extremely regretful. I shouldn’t have led you on.”

Madam Maude had gotten that right in her books, at least. The blacksmith was a gentleman. Too bad Thorn would never be able to verify the last attribute on his résumé.

“I simply do not know what came over me,” he said, bowing again.

“Love.” Thorn now muttered the word with the same enthusiasm a cat would have for a bath.

“Madam Maude told me you loved tea. But I do not wish for there to be any misunderstanding between us.” He snatched the newly fashioned kettle from her so fast he nearly amputated her pinky. With that, he scampered off.

As he disappeared into the hustle and bustle of the town, she heard him shout to the tavern keeper, “You have to call the farrier. That stench is unnatural even for a horse.”

Thorn retracted her spasming pinky finger. She hiked up her skirt, revealing her black-and-purple-striped knit hosiery, and stomped toward the creek. The pointy ends of her shoes stabbed in and out of the mud. “I already own a kettle, anyway.”

The gray clouds had emptied out the creek. No women beating linen against the rocks. No children splashing in the water. Thorn stopped under a weeping willow and reached into the bush beneath it—this one wasn’t poison ivy. Not that it mattered, since the plant didn’t affect her as much as other people. She had fallen into them and suffered the itchy boils so many times as a child that her body had grown somewhat resistant to it. Since they could walk, she and her older sister, Rose, had helped their mother gather ingredients for potions. Eye of newt, wool of bat, tooth of dragon. Thorn’s childhood was filled with magic, yet it was anything but magical.

Finally, Thorn got ahold of her hat. Black, wide-brimmed, pointy. Days before, Madam Maude had reminded her not to wear the hat to her meeting with the blacksmith. Thorn knew the drill. On Sundays, she used this bush under the willow tree to stash her hat before carrying her baskets of potions to the markets. Magic was like copulation—always a part of life, sometimes good, sometimes bad, and never overtly discussed in public.

She pulled the hat over her head. The apparel wasn’t just for show. Its wide brim provided protection from the rain and sun, its cone was storage for candy, and with a little chant, its tip could spear wild boars. But what she loved most about it was that when she put it on, the world became quieter, calmer, and she didn’t have to think about anything but her familiar world of potions.

The storm clouds rumbled, and the sky opened up. At least something was going right for Thorn today. With almost everyone indoors, she could head home now. No need to wait for the night to cloak her in darkness. She reached into her hiding bush again and fished out her broom.

She plopped down sidesaddle. The long twigs crinkled and crackled. Rising on tiptoes, she nudged the broom into flight.

Thunder clapped around her, but one thought in her mind was much louder and much more jarring: In ninety days, she would turn forty.
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TWO

The beautiful dress was designed for courtship, not for broom flying in rainy weather. When drenched, the layers of Thorn’s petticoat got so heavy that she accidentally steered herself toward a billowing chimney. But in the nick of time, she swapped being flattened against bricks for careening downward. She clung on for dear life as the broom took her spiraling past someone’s bedroom window. And she got an eyeful. By the roaring fireplace, there was a couple in an amorous state, holding hands and sipping from their steaming mugs.

Thorn tore her eyes away from the carnal sight. She steadied her ride and zoomed on, over the boundary wall of the town just as the rain let up. In no time, her feet were skimming over the canopy of Thimble Woods. To the west, purple and orange rays broke through the clouds.

“This sunset would be beautiful if I were enjoying it from the blacksmith’s embrace.” She dove through a small break in the canopy and glided low along a narrow dirt track. It was a route she could navigate with her eyes closed.

She analyzed how it had all gone wrong. The True Love potion she had fed the blacksmith was based on the even more powerful one that Mother had been working on when she died, forty years old and alone.

Mother had toiled over that potion ever since Thorn could remember. When Thorn was seven and Rose eight, Rose had finally asked, “Mother, why is the Forever True Love potion so important?”

Mother didn’t look up from her spell book. “Because without a man, a woman isn’t complete.”

“A woman without a man,” Thorn whispered to Rose, “is woe.”

But Mother heard that, and she glanced at Thorn. Her green eyes were so cold they looked blue. “Don’t be glib.”

Rose saved the day by putting on her winsome smile. “Thorn’s just trying to make me laugh. But, Mother, I’m curious. What do we need men for?”

Mother huffed as if she’d just been asked the stupidest question in the world. “To chop the wood, to fix the roof, to cuddle with at night.”

Thorn thought that the first two were things she could do herself once she was a little bigger. And the last one was something she could do with Rose or with her cat familiar, Turnip. Luckily, this time she was smart enough to keep her mouth shut.

Then Mother added, her voice gentler this time, “And to be loved.”

Rose threw her arms around Mother. “I love you.”

Mother smiled, but her voice sounded sad as she said, “It’s not the same as the love between a man and a woman. One day you will understand.”

When Thorn was twenty, she did come to understand that love between family and between lovers was different. And after her first lover dumped her, she was sure she’d find another. But somehow, amid cleaning the house, chopping firewood, brewing potions, and cleaning the house again, time flew by. A Spick and Span potion existed, but a single dose required two months of constant brewing and stirring. There was to be no escape from cleaning.

In the blink of an eye, it was already last spring at the Sunday markets. Thorn had refused to discount a hex ball for the seamstress who then called her a hundred-year-old crone. Thorn had yelled back, “I’m only thirty-nine!” At that moment, she realized she was already thirty-nine. It had been almost twenty years since she’d had a man. Now she didn’t have much time left. Most of the townsfolk keeled over in their sixties.

Then the seamstress had gotten the last word by spitting out “Spinster!”

Thorn didn’t have a comeback for that. It was a fact. And the only good reason for someone her age to not have a husband was having been widowed. Otherwise, as Mother used to say, Only the bad fruit are left on the shelf.

But that penny-pinching woman had lit a fire under Thorn’s butt, and she spent the next four months neglecting the cleaning to tinker with Mother’s recipe for True Love for a Day potion. It was an impractical potion that had to be fed daily to the man for eternity, which was why Mother had been trying to improve it into a Forever True Love potion. But Mother had died before she’d succeeded.

Thorn had managed to tweak the True Love for a Day potion into one that only had to be fed daily to the man until he said, “I love you.” An unfortunate downside of the change in recipe was that until those three words were uttered, the spell remained breakable.

“I have to fix this chink in the armor,” she muttered as she hopped off her broom to traipse down the last stretch of the moonlit lane. A little cottage came into view. The windows were darker than the night that the lone chimney was reaching for. The fig tree at the side of the cottage seemed to merge with the building, making it appear misshapen and monstrous.

Thorn imagined what it’d be like to one day return home after a hard day of gathering ingredients to find the windows lit and the chimney billowing. Perhaps the kettle would already be on the fire and a freshly plucked basket of figs on the table. People did it all the time—get married, live together, have children. Mother had done it. It was the natural order of things. Surely Thorn could achieve these milestones, too, even if she hadn’t exactly lived like most people. It would be an adjustment, but it would be worth it.

Thorn pushed the arched door. “I’m home,” she called out.

The darkness did not reply.

“Welcome home,” she moaned as she struck the flint. The oil lamp took a few attempts to light. It was shaping up to be one of those nights. She was desperate to shed the soggy gown. Undoing the laces at the back of her rigid bodice required some acrobatic twisting and turning that her muscles would regret tomorrow. This dress was clearly designed to be undone by a lover. Thorn’s usual uniform was a shift dress made for the single woman—one swift slip to get in and out. It was also very comfortable and came without the threat of suffocation or exposing oneself. In addition, the black color was perfect for communing with the forest spirits at midnight, and handy for hiding dirt from ingredient-gathering and any spills from potion brewing.

After extricating herself from the lacy contraption, she untied her waist pocket and transferred its contents to the pockets—plural—of her shift dress. “A cup of tea would be so nice right now.”

But, of course, her water jug was empty, and she had to collect water from the well outside. A little later, as she hoisted the pail, she caught sight of her own reflection in the water. On her neck where the blacksmith’s hand had lingered, there was a small blotch of poison ivy rash. What a sad substitute for a hickey.

Back inside, Thorn hung a kettle—her own—under the mantel and stoked the fire. She couldn’t wait to plop down in her favorite armchair next to the fireplace. Hands around her favorite cup, the fragrant steam of tea wafting around her, her mind would clear, and the solution for how to improve her True Love potion would surely come to her.

But a face appeared in the fire. Thorn almost impaled herself with the poker. “Rooting hog!”

“A lady doesn’t use such language.” Madam Maude’s voice crackled in the fire. “How about sunset pink for your wedding dress? And what are your measurements? Thirty-seven, thirty-seven, thirty-seven?”

“You do wedding dresses on top of matchmaking?”

“I would like to pass on your details to the best seamstress. And this time, please do not give me grief about the neckline as you did with that courtship dress. A wedding dress is for beauty and elegance, not for running around the woods digging for grubs and bulbs.”

“I won’t need a dress.”

“Patience, Thorn. Wedding before consummation.”

“There won’t be a wedding. My potion failed. I mean, it worked. For a while.”

The fire roared along with Madam Maude. “I warned you not to use that potion. It’ll be near impossible to find you another match. Your suitability is abysmal.”

“But you give your other clients potions! That you buy from me,” Thorn said. Madam Maude was a witch, as well, but she found gathering ingredients and brewing concoctions too tedious and lonely. She much preferred gossiping with the townsfolk and using the information she gleaned to create couples.

“Those are minor potions. A bottle of No Sweat, or a vial of Bouffant Hair. A little aid to set the mood. Like a beautiful dress or a luscious wig. They don’t manipulate emotions like a True Love potion.”

“Same difference.” Thorn huffed like a petulant child. As Mother’s old friend, Madam Maude was something like a distant aunt to Thorn, one Thorn saw mostly at family reunions. She had come to help Thorn when Rose and Mother died, but they’d drifted apart in the years since. Thorn’s recent quest to find a husband had closed that distance a little.

“Thorn, love comes from the heart, not from a cauldron.”

No man has space in his heart for an almost-forty-year-old, slightly humpbacked woodland creature with hair like straw, Thorn thought but didn’t say. There was no point. Madam Maude had married her childhood sweetheart and had no firsthand experience in the hell that was courtship.

“I’m out of firewood.” Thorn stabbed the poker into the pyramid of burning wood and flattened it. Madam Maude’s face disappeared along with the flame.

If tea wasn’t in the cards, maybe the spirits would at least let Thorn go on a walk. A few paces away from the house, she fished out her dagger from her pocket and unsheathed it. The amethyst blade gleamed as bright as the steel hilt. She bent down and swung. Stalks of rosemary hit the ground.

The dagger was overkill, but it was Mother’s, and wielding it for even the most mundane task made Thorn feel like her family was still close by.

She picked up the bunch of rosemary and stalked off into the woods. As the forest echoed with the crunch and squish of wet gravel under her feet, she focused on how to make her True Love potion more potent.

To bake a pie crust that was more crumbly and golden, one would replace the water in the dough with milk. And magic was like that. Seasoned witches understood ingredients. Thorn had a hunch that all the True Love potion needed was a small tweak. A substitution of one of its ingredients. The weakest link in the recipe was probably the raven’s feather—perhaps a feather from a different bird would work.

As she did a mental inventory of all the birds she’d come across, her feet took her down a well-worn path. The forest was so thick, and the path so winding, that it wasn’t until she arrived that she saw the river.

Close to the water was a fir that towered above the others. Underneath it was a pyramid of stones. She brushed the dried rosemary off the top of the cairn and placed the fresh bouquet down. Scouring the ground, she picked up a small rock and added it to the stack. The grave marker was now taller and wider than her hat. It had been thirty years, after all. But sometimes it felt just like yesterday that she was nine years old, so terrified that she didn’t even scream. She could only stare as the red-specked white feathers of vampire parrots fell around her like snow.

The more experience a witch had, the faster they perfected recipes. Most of the time. But even the most exalted witch would come across potions that escaped cipher. By the same token, every witch would have moments when all the stars aligned and all the spirits were invoked to give them the epiphany needed to make their recipe work. Right now, Thorn was having one such moment. She sprang to her feet and whooped. Owls hooted back.

“Feather of vampire parrot! That’s it! The perfect substitute for the raven feather.” Brewed with this, her True Love for a Day potion would become much more robust—each dose could even last up to a month. And once she brewed this new-and-improved batch, she would be ready for another session of courtship, then marriage.

She pressed the tip of the dagger into her finger. Vampire parrots avoided people, except when they smelled blood.

It wasn’t long before a flurry of beating wings came from above. Thorn gulped. She’d expected to lure a bird or two, not a whole flock.

Then came a cacophony of squawks. Leaves rustling. Twigs snapping. Green leaves and red-specked white feathers fell around her. Through the dark canopy, a pair of blue eyes shone. Pinned underneath the claws of that beast was a white bird.

“Bandit!” she moaned.

The blue eyes looked down at Thorn, and the vampire parrot seized the moment of distraction. It wrenched itself free and shot off into the sky.

Witch, you ruined the hunt.

“Would you mind sticking to the pigeons and magpies?”

With a soft thud, the beast landed in front of her. He stalked forward, the tips of his white fur violet in the moonlight. His tail swished slowly. His whiskers pulled back tight against his cheeks. He was annoyed. You were just screaming that you needed a feather of vampire parrot.

“Thank you.” Thorn picked up the feathers. There was a handful. Enough for hundreds of vials of her New-and-Improved True Love potion.

I guess the blacksmith dumped you.

“I guess you don’t want a hot dinner.”

Meow.
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THREE

“Wart of spider, beard of goat, mole of rat…” Thorn plopped the ingredients for her New-and-Improved True Love potion with one hand and stirred the bubbling cauldron with the other.

Weaving disparate elements together to conjure up new possibilities put her in her element. This was one of the moments she loved most about magic. When she was crafting potions, she was still alone, but it didn’t matter, because she felt like this was why she was here. It was her place in the world.

But because it was one of those days, someone was at the door. The first three knocks jarred Thorn out of her reverie, and the toenails of rat pinched between her fingers missed the cauldron.

This was a first. In thirty years, aside from the lover she’d had in her early twenties, no one else had come to the cottage. The trek through Thimble Woods was long and dark, swirling with rumors of a man-eating black panther. It was inconceivable that any customer would walk three hours through the forest instead of simply dropping by her stall in town on Sunday. She had always believed that once inside her cottage, she was safe from her customers’ unreasonable demands and idle chitchat.

Her instinct was to yell at whoever it was to go away or be cursed with the decay and detachment of a body part. But if she pretended no one was home, the intruder might give up.

Except they didn’t. This time, instead of knocking, they pounded on the door. Maybe it was Madam Maude. She was so against the True Love potion that she might actually make the journey just to give Thorn another lecture.

“Bandit,” Thorn whispered as she scooped up the toenails of rat off the floor. “Go see who it is.”

From his warm perch on the mantel, Bandit opened one groggy eye, then closed it. He was in a lamb stew coma.

She tiptoed to the kitchen window at the side of the house. As silently as possible, she pulled the shutters together before stealthily making her way to the other end of the house and carefully shutting the window over her bed.

“I know you’re in there! There’s smoke coming out of your chimney!”

Thorn recognized the whiny voice. Darkening her doorstep was the penny-pinching seamstress, the one who had demanded two pence off a hex ball and when refused, had hurled the ultimate insult of spinster, thereby setting off this most recent chain of events with the blacksmith.

“I’ll be at the Sunday markets!”

Thorn tiptoed back to the fireplace and tossed the toenails of rat into the bubbling brew. She did not like interruptions when she was brewing potions. Actually, she hated all interruptions, but being wrenched out of her magical state of mind was the worst. Even if she was the strange kind of person who loved unexpected guests, her True Love potion had to be stirred consistently, and the ingredients had to be added swiftly one after the other in the correct order. Any deviation would result in a concoction that could have any myriad of effects except the intended one.

“I will not wait,” the penny-pincher yelled over her own pounding on the door. “I need it now!”

“One tooth of dragon, one skull of snake, one pinch of salt,” Thorn whispered, trying her best to focus on her brew. But the next second, she had salted her feet instead of the cauldron, because the shutters banged open. A ghoulish face stared at her. The penny-pincher held up her oil lamp right next to her face, casting unnerving shadows. Thorn rued all those decades she’d procrastinated installing locks on the windows.

“I just risked my life to come out here and find you. I could’ve been devoured like that little girl. I even forked out three whole pennies for this to protect myself from the black panther.” Penny-Pincher dug under her petticoat and fished out a small handheld mirror. “A magic mirror to defeat the beast.”

Never mind that no one had actually seen a single panther in these woods in the last thirty years. Or that the person who’d kept the panther rumor alive these past few decades was probably the same crook who’d sold Penny-Pincher the mirror. Thorn grabbed more salt from the jar, ignoring her uninvited guest. “One pinch of salt.”

“It’s an emergency!” Penny-Pincher shouted.

Thorn stormed past the wall of drawers toward the wall of shelves. She passed over the flasks, jars, and vials filled with colorful potions and stopped at the right corner. On a shelf at her eye level was a wicker basket containing a few tiny balls of twine.

“Not a hex ball. I need whatever potion you fed to the blacksmith. You must have used magic to bewitch him.”

Thorn stormed two steps to the left and reached for a vial containing a dark red concoction. She hadn’t planned on selling her True Love for a Day potion, but she really needed to get back to her cauldron. Besides, this was the weak version that had failed to capture the blacksmith’s heart for more than a few hours.

“Thank you so much! You’re a lifesaver.” The girl smiled. “And since I’ve made the arduous trip through Thimble Woods to find you, would you mind taking off a penny?”

Thorn’s fingers froze a hair’s breadth away from the vial with the dark red potion. Then they dipped down toward the bottom shelf and snatched up a flask filled with a neon-green brew.

“That looks absolutely potent,” Penny-Pincher said. “Does it taste vile? How long before the man I love loves me back? And how much does it cost? How about two pennies off?”

“For you, it’s free of charge. But this isn’t a True Love potion. This is Croak.” Thorn uncapped the flask and splashed it at Penny-Pincher. The young woman was cut off mid-scream by a POOF! of green smoke. When the last of the green tendrils cleared, there was no one at the window.

Thorn leaned out and looked down. The oil lamp had toppled and extinguished itself. Nestled within the folds of a dress on top of the mirror stood—or rather, squatted—a frog. “Ribbit.”

The potion had worked perfectly. But Thorn had no time to bask in her own success. She reached down, her ribs digging into the window frame, and scooped up the mirror, the dress, and the slimy green creature. Penny-Pincher croaked loudly as Thorn scurried around the room looking for something to put the frog in. In a rush, she dropped her into the water jug. The tall, narrow spout would be a challenge to escape. “Don’t worry. The potion wears off in about ninety days, and you’ll return to your true form. The only downside is, you’ll retain the memories of your fly-eating days.”

With the frog safely sequestered and Penny-Pincher’s dress and mirror stashed in the wardrobe, Thorn returned to her potion. Stirring, she added the last ingredient: one feather of vampire parrot.

“Seek your true love,” she whispered, and willed the words to sink into the brew.

The concoction bubbled up orange, then blue, then purple, and finally red.

This was it. Thorn could feel it in her bones. This New-and-Improved True Love potion would help her find her husband and her happily ever after. To be honest, she’d felt this confident after brewing the previous True Love potion, too, so her intuition wasn’t always right. But one of the prerequisites for successful witchery was an almost grandiose belief in one’s own skills. It was often the only thing that kept a witch going when dealing with the nebulous nature of magic.

She heaved the cauldron off the fire and hung it on a tripod stand to cool. She lined up several empty vials on the table and got ready to portion out the potion. Each vial should hold the eligible bachelor’s affections steady for a month, and as long as he was fed a monthly dose, surely Thorn could eventually get him to utter those three words. Then his love for her would last forever.

But before that, she’d fill a basket with flasks of No Sweat and Bouffant Hair, and tomorrow morning, she’d pay Madam Maude a visit. She’d get on her knees and beg Madam Maude to pair her with another suitable man. The matchmaker might have to look into prospects in the next town.

“Two bribery baskets might be needed. And maybe a goat from the butcher,” Thorn murmured. “What do you think, Bandit?”

But the cat was no longer at his spot on the mantel. She looked around. He was on the table, standing on his rear legs, a paw deep inside the water jug. She was only mildly annoyed about having to drink fuzzy water until she remembered what the jug contained.

“Stop! That’s—” Thorn shouted at the same time an awful ribbit echoed out of the jug. The earthenware then leaped sideways off the table, taking with it Bandit, who couldn’t get his paw out in time. It smashed into smithereens.

The damage that came next was worse than if Thorn had flown around on her broom indoors blindfolded. Ten empty vials, several vials of Liar Liar potion, six flasks of Bouffant Hair and two of No Sweat, and a few flasks of Hiccup Stop potion, all broken. And Thorn’s favorite teacup was next in line.

She lunged. Both feet off the ground, arms out, body parallel to the floor. The cup landed softly in her palms. She, on the ground with a thud and a cuss. While she was fit for stirring and casual broom flying, this sort of athletic leaping was not in her repertoire. She would pay dearly for it later. But what mattered was that her favorite cup was safe.

“Bandit, stop chasing that frog—er—woman!”

The cat paid no attention to his witch and yowled excitedly as he darted around after his prey. Croak, frog!

The frog replied, “Ribbit!”

Thorn didn’t speak frog, but that “Ribbit!” probably meant, Witch, I’ll make you suffer for turning me into a hideous amphibian and setting your vicious cat on me! because the frog bounced off the cauldron’s tripod, tipping it to balance on two legs. The red brew sloshed up and over the mouth of the cauldron.

Once again, Thorn attempted another extraordinary feat of athleticism. But she landed short of the cauldron. It was a bloodbath. Red was everywhere, dousing Thorn’s outstretched arms, splashing all over her face, and spreading across the floor.

Lucky that potion wasn’t scalding, Bandit said from his safe and dry perch atop the back of the chair. At least he had the decency to pause his hunt to make sure his witch wasn’t cooked. Then off he went again. Die, frog!

As Thorn watched her hard work seep into the timber, she cursed the spirits of the woods, the earth, the oceans. All of them. But then she saw that they had saved her a bit of hope. At the end of her outstretched arms, her favorite cup was half filled with her freshly brewed New-and-Improved True Love potion.

With a care usually reserved for highly volatile potions, she set the cup down on the stool next to the armchair. Then she marched, broken glass crunching under her feet, to the wall of hundreds of drawers, slid one open, and reached in. She turned around and scattered a fistful of dried crickets onto the floor.

It wasn’t long before Penny-Pincher’s escape path crossed with the sacrificial cricket ground. She couldn’t help but stop to slurp up some of the bugs, despite her human mind screaming a bloody no. Just as Bandit was about to sink his claws into his prey, Thorn scooped her up.

Hand over the frog.

Thorn plopped Penny-Pincher into her pocket. “I told you, she’s not really a frog. She’s a woman.”

Witch.

Thorn’s back creaked, her muscles seized, and her tongue swore. She was even more out of shape than she’d realized. Typically, aches from unusual physical movements only set in after a day or two. Clearly, thirty-nine years old was when the human body started to disintegrate.

She flopped back into her favorite armchair and was a little horrified by what she heard come out of her throat. She wondered how long this sighing-when-sitting-down had escaped her own notice. She was pretty sure that five years ago, sighing was only an emotional response, not a physical one.

She reached for her long-awaited cup of tea sitting on the stool and took a long sip. How vile. The tea was lukewarm.

Only it wasn’t tea.

She spat and spat and coughed and coughed.

Do you have a hair ball? Bandit sauntered toward her, but then he saw the bright-red splatters around her feet and skittered away. Consumption!

“That’s just the New-and-Improved True Love potion. I forgot I hadn’t made tea and picked up the cup out of habit.” She put the cup back down on the stool. There were barely more than a few drops of potion left in it. She would have to whip up a second batch before she begged Madam Maude to arrange her another date. But first, she had to brew the antidote, or she’d fall in love with the next man she saw. Not that it was raining men around these parts, but she didn’t want to take the chance. After all, Penny-Pincher had come a-knocking.

As she pushed herself out of the armchair, the frog croaked out a muffled ribbit, and Bandit pounced. “Bandit, no!”

The big tomcat crashed into her lap. She thought she heard her back snap. Witch, cat, and frog toppled backward into the armchair.

Except, instead, Thorn’s butt hit the floor.

She groaned in pain. “Who took my chair?”

Inexplicably, Bandit abandoned his frog hunt and scampered under the bed. Witch, what did you do?

“I stopped you from murdering a human…” Thorn trailed off, realizing Bandit wasn’t referring to the frog. Her armchair had completely vanished.

So had the mess of broken glass and porcelain, and the spilled potion. In fact, her house looked the cleanest it had ever been. And neater. Her cauldron was once more hanging in the fireplace, but the fire was out. Her favorite cup had been moved from the stool to the table, sitting together with her kettle. Next to the kettle was a mortar and pestle, but not her wooden set. A marble one. Her hat was still perched on her broom next to the front door, but there was a kink in its pointy tip.

Large furniture like a couch and a low cabinet had also suddenly materialized inside her cottage. And there was a series of strange golden poles arranged in two lines, with thick red velvet ropes hanging from them, creating a narrow hallway that cut the cottage into two halves.

All the peculiar changes to her cottage were plain for her to see because it was now light, when it had been night just a second ago. And the sun streaming through the windows was brighter than it normally was even in the middle of a summer’s day.

Then she heard noises. Footsteps. Voices. Multiple!

People were trampling everywhere.

“There’s a plague on my house!”
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