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      Silence. I love silence, and the silence that rested on my store in the few minutes before opening was my favorite type. It was a heavy quiet, resting on the shelves of books that filled the small space. The books seemed to like the peace too. It’s what they were made for. Just like me.

      I wasn’t in the best mood and didn’t feel like dealing with customers. I wrapped one hand around my warm coffee cup, looking at the clock, the other hand absentmindedly stroking the silver snake charm that I’d worn around my neck since I was sixteen. With one minute to opening, I wondered if there was some kind of spell I could do to pause time so I could bask in the quiet for another few moments. A time-looping charm—there probably was one, but that was beyond any of my skills of witchcraft, and if I tried, I would probably just end up exploding the clock, or myself.

      It was another chilly morning in Blackthorn Springs, the only type I had experienced in the months since I’d moved from Loreton. Though summer was just around the corner, cold clung tight to the quiet mountain village, and I could think of nothing I’d rather do than hide away, alone with my coffee, my books, and my cat, Hemlock, for the rest of the day. Especially after the argument I’d just come away from with my neighbor, Kenny Langdel.

      Kenny Langdel ran BrewHaHa, the coffee shop next door to my bookstore. BrewHaHa made the most incredible coffee I had ever tasted and wholesome comfort food that would leave any five-star city restaurant to shame. The freshly roasted coffee was so special, I often wondered if it might have actually been magical. Kenny Langdel himself, however, was another matter entirely.

      Kenny was gruff to put it politely, I guessed not much older than my thirty-six, but with an arrogance that made him act like the wise town elder. He always wore black pants and checked shirts, which, together with his ridiculous little soul patch beard, I assumed was his attempt at joining the hipster brigade. He wasn’t married and didn’t have a partner.

      I was in there first thing to get a coffee to go before work, a tradition I’d started when I’d first taken over Blackthorn Book Nook. I was supposed to be saving money these days, my accounts not looking as healthy as I had dreamed they would, and only drinking coffee from home. And I was doing that, but there was something about the ritual of going out to buy a real coffee that I just couldn’t let go of.

      Kenny shoved my reusable travel cup across the counter and slammed my change down next to it.

      “Do me a favor, Belinda. Move your trash cans to where I can’t see them,” he said.

      “I did it two weeks ago, just like you asked me to,” I said, trying my best not to swear.

      Two weeks before, he’d jumped down my throat about where I kept my trash cans, and not wanting to cause any trouble, I’d done as he’d asked.

      “Well, now I can see them from my back window,” he snarled. “I don’t like looking onto a vista of garbage every morning when I’m trying to have my breakfast.”

      “Sorry, Kenny. I didn’t realize. I’ll put them on the other side of the house after work this afternoon.”

      “And can you do something about that cat of yours? I know it’s been prowling my yard. I can smell piss all over the place.”

      “Sure.” I smiled through gritted teeth, clutching my cup with white-knuckled tension. I knew for a fact it couldn’t be Hemlock spraying. He had higher standards than that.

      Kenny pressed his hands to his hips and rolled his eyes. “Maybe next week will be the week where you don’t do anything to annoy me,” he said.

      I left the cafe, my mouth shut tight in case what I really wanted to say slipped out. Something like a spell to turn my jackass neighbor into a stinking pile of trash. If only.

      If I’d known what kind of jerk I was going to end up living next door to, I might have thought twice, three times or more before moving to Blackthorn when I did and taking over the bookshop. But then again, all of that was out of my control too.

      Overall, I liked living in Blackthorn Springs. It was a tourist town trading in quaint, cute, and artsy, so Main street was lined with boutiques, galleries, cafes, and curios—sugar and spice and everything nice. But that was just the surface. I didn’t know if it was a gut instinct about the place and the locals I’d met so far, or something I could pick up being a witch and all (though a not very good one), but there was something weird about Blackthorn Springs. I hadn’t quite figured out if it was a good weird or a bad weird.

      I had bought the store when I still lived in the city, having seen the place only once before, on my first and only visit, which was only supposed to have been a Sunday hiking trip. I’d fallen in love with the village and the shop, and when I’d seen the business and the two-bedroom apartment above it for sale, I’d known it was destiny.

      I’d quit my job without notice—walking away from a night job at the 24-7 QuixMart wasn’t difficult—loaded what was left of my life into my lime-green 1974 Mini, and moved up into the mountains, looking back only to make sure I wasn’t being followed.

      My new home was nestled underneath a great oak tree, so close it was as if the building were a part of its trunk. With a view to the whole of Main Street and the depths of the woods surrounding the town, the place was instant home for Hemlock and me. It was when I started going through the store’s inventory and saw how many books on the occult and magic I now owned that I suspected there might be something more to the town I’d simply thought would be a nice, quaint place to live, away from the city and the big pile of crap my life had turned into there.

      So here I was, running a new and used bookstore without knowing the first thing about owning a business, but not doing a terrible job of it. I even had an online store. Still, I could have stood to earn a bit more lately (what store owner couldn’t?), but I wasn’t in the red yet, so I didn’t think I needed to worry.

      Hemlock, who was more gray than black these days, nestled into his favorite spot behind the counter, purring himself to sleep. He hadn’t spoken since just before we’d moved from Loreton, after everything that happened. I was hoping once we settled in properly, once all of the darkness was far behind us, he would find his voice again. He was still a good listener, even if our conversations were one-sided these days.

      The clock ticked over to nine a.m., and I drained the last of my coffee and moved to open the door.

      Lila was supposed to be at work by now, but she was late, as usual. I didn’t really mind, I enjoyed the extra bit of alone time. Besides, my assistant would likely arrive in a fluster, apologizing profusely for her lateness, as she had done most mornings since I had taken over the shop.

      As predicted, Lilavati Silva, Lila for short, met me at the door in a flurry of loose black hair and flapping colorful knitted scarves. Lila was stunning, with her brown skin and blue eyes so vivid they looked like they were set with gems, and yet the girl seemed to have no idea of her beauty.

      I didn’t really need an assistant. The store was slow, especially during the months before the summer tourist boom. Lila had worked for the former owners, Susan and Brian Irving, and I had planned to let her go. But at first I had found it too awkward and avoided bringing it up, and after a few weeks, I hadn’t had the heart to tell her “thanks but no thanks.”

      “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” Lila gasped. “Here.” She shoved a small white box into my hand, the gold insignia of April’s Chocolate shining like an alluring talisman on the top. “To make up for being late. I got stuck in a conversation with Sean, that’s why it took longer.”

      I smiled, and not only because she had a fresh box of April’s sweets. “So, you’re late because you stopped to buy me chocolates to say sorry for being late?”

      “Yep.” Lila beamed.

      I opened the gold ribbon, offering the box to Lila and sticking a cashew praline quickly into my mouth. April Bryn’s chocolates, handmade right there in Blackthorn Springs, were another thing I’d fallen in love with in this little town. Hey, there are a lot worse things to be addicted to.

      “And Sean Bryn had nothing to do with your early-morning stop?” I said.

      Lila looked everywhere except for at me, tugging at her ear in her habitual tell of embarrassment. It was no secret that Lila and Sean, April’s son and apprentice, were an item, or at least they would be if either of them could get it together to actually take the next step past their mutual moon eyes. Like April’s chocolates, Lila and Sean were deliciously sweet in a sickly kind of way, and I enjoyed teasing Lila about her crush whenever it came up.

      Lila perched on the tall wooden stool behind the counter and took out her knitting. She was always knitting or crocheting.

      “What are you making now?” I asked.

      “A scarf,” she said. I smirked. Almost everyone in town, myself included, had been gifted one or ten of Lila’s scarves or a throw, and in the tourist season, she made a decent side income from selling them.

      “So, I finally met Iain Richter when I was coming out of April’s,” Lila said.

      I looked at her blankly, not knowing who she was talking about.

      “Henry hired him a few weeks ago. I wouldn’t have thought the classical music business would be going so well that he would need an assistant.”

      “Maybe it’s like the book business,” I added with a sly smile. Lila didn’t seem to catch my joke.

      “You should totally get up there and meet him. He’s super nice and even nicer to look at. About your age too.”

      “Lila, can we go maybe one day without you trying to set me up with someone in town?”

      “Sorry, but this is the first time in ages anyone has popped up on my radar. Though there’s a chance he’s gay.”

      I sighed and shook my head. It was perfectly fine for me to tease Lila about her not-quite-lover, but it was a different game when the tables turned on me. “And what about John or James or whatever his name was? Your dad’s gardener you couldn’t stop talking about last week?”

      “Oh, him? Yeah, don’t bother about him. I found out he’s married.”

      “What a shame,” I said flatly.

      “Don’t worry, we’ll find someone for you soon,” she said.

      “Can you just concentrate on your own romance and leave my lack thereof alone? I can be unlucky in love just fine without any interference, thank you.”

      I was resigned to being alone. Even if there were any eligible bachelors in Blackthorn Springs, there was no way a nice small-town guy would ever be interested in someone like me. It didn’t matter. I was doing fine with my cat and books. Yes, I know full well how that makes me sound.

      The front doorbell chimed, blessedly bringing the conversation about my absent love life to an abrupt end.

      Abbi Flannagan shuffled into the shop, her fingers fidgeting in front of her.

      “Good morning, Abbi,” I said, doing my best “I like to talk to people” smile even though Abbi Flannagan was one of my least favorite people.

      Abbi smiled back, peering at Lila and me through thick glasses that made her look like a bug-eyed lizard.

      “I’ve already read this one,” she said, slamming a paperback mystery down on the counter.

      Here we go again, I thought.

      “Maybe you should keep a customer log of some kind so you know who buys what and stop them from doubling up. I can’t keep up with all these books, the new covers they’re always coming out with. Authors don’t even keep the same name half the time,” Abbi said.

      “Not really part of the service, Abbi. Though it would be easy for you to do yourself,” I said.

      Abbi squinted at me as if she was trying to figure out if I was being rude, which I sort of was.

      “Well, I need something else to read.”

      Abbi was another part of Blackthorn Book Nook that had come with the transaction. One of only a handful of the shop’s regular walk-in customers, Abbi was always looking for new mystery novels, the more complicated the better. Her constant quest for books might have been infuriating if I myself wasn’t a hopeless mystery geek, just like Abbi. It was a shame Abbi was an infuriating malcontent. Otherwise, we might have gotten along.

      “I think I have just what you’re after in back,” I said.

      I closed the door of the cramped storage room in the back of the shop. It was really just a large closet where I kept surplus stock, and also where I sometimes went when I needed a few minutes of peace.

      I took a box from the shelf and pulled out a book at random. It was some cheap thriller I’d never heard of with a sexy-looking woman wielding a gun and wearing ridiculous heeled boots that would surely prove deadlier than the pistol. Totally not the kind of thing Abbi Flannagan, or I, would read in a million years.

      Lila and Abbi made small talk out in front, and when I was certain they were occupied, I took a deep breath. I’d had this idea the week before and couldn’t believe I was actually going to try it out. My stomach fluttered with what could have been butterflies, or maybe I was about to spew. It was stupid even thinking of doing a spell with other people so close, especially when I was so bad at magic. I put the book down again. No, I couldn’t. A witch as untrained as me had no right to magic. But, maybe, if I just tried it…

      I picked up the book again. Chocolate wasn’t the only thing I lacked willpower over these days.

      “Love me,” I said. I waved my hand, clicking my fingers three times over the book. A simple charm, though it wasn’t beyond my skills to screw up even the easiest of spells. I wasn’t even sure if it was a real spell, but when the tingle of power slipped through the tips of my fingers and the blank space parted my thoughts, I knew something was happening.

      I had always been able to do a few tiny tricks. I didn’t think of it as magic, merely little things I could do, like reheat a cup of coffee with my finger. I knew I would never be a real witch without the bonds of a coven to learn within, and since that wasn’t happening anytime soon, I was resigned to fiddle around with the occasional fun little trick like this one. The weird thing was, since I had arrived in Blackthorn, my little tricks came all the more easily and worked more often than they didn’t.

      I looked down at the book. This impromptu spell would either do nothing or make this the best book Abbi had ever read. Or make it burst into flames in her hands.

      I handed the book to Abbi, tentatively watching for any signs of smoldering.

      Abbi looked at it skeptically.

      “Trust me,” I said. “It’s one of my all-time favorites.”

      “I assume I can swap this for the other I purchased,” Abbi said. I pointed to the sign reading No Refunds. Partial Credit for Exchange Only.

      Abbi didn’t hide her annoyance as she pushed her money across the counter. I rang up the transaction with a hint of guilt about the lies and chicanery I had just pulled over the older woman, but it wasn’t enough to make me believe I wouldn’t do it again if it ended up working out in my favor.

      “So, when are you going to come to one of my board game nights, Belinda? You keep saying you will, but you never do. The Irvings used to come to every one,” Abbi said.

      “Oh, I’m just swamped. You know how it is. I promise I’ll come soon.”

      “I know you play chess and Scrabble with Henry Walton from time to time. Josie told me.”

      “Well, yes, Henry invited me to a few rounds,” I said, embarrassed I’d been caught out. “But, it’s hardly ever and⁠—”

      “You’ve got a bit of a reputation already, you know, so I’m really not surprised,” Abbi said.

      “A reputation? As what?”

      “Standoffish, they say. Antisocial. Neville says that’s why you never show up to any maze committee meetings.”

      “I see,” I said dryly. It was true enough, but I didn’t want people to be actually saying it about me.

      “I’m hosting a small shuffleboard tournament next Saturday,” Abbi said as if she were announcing a solution to my apparently already marred local reputation.

      “Sounds great!” I lied. My chest gripped in anxiety just thinking about so much socialization. I was running out of excuses not to go, though, and maybe it wouldn’t be too bad to play for a short while.

      “So you’ll come, then?”

      “Of course,” I said, already trying to conjure a plausible excuse. Perhaps I could figure out some kind of spell for a harmless rash or something to make it look convincing.

      Abbi left, and I hoped I wouldn’t see the woman for at least another week, when she would probably return the book as the piece of trash it looked like, or, if the spell worked, come back looking for its sequel.

      I plucked a ten-dollar bill from the register. The magic had drained me and that third cup of coffee couldn’t wait any longer, even if Kenny Langdel was the last person I wanted to see.

      “Do you want anything from BrewHaHa?” I asked Lila.

      “Half-caf soy turmeric latte with whipped cream and caramel drizzle, one and a half sugars,” Lila said. “Please.”

      “Oh, I’m sure Kenny will love making that. I doubt he’d even put such a concoction on the menu.”

      “Ask him anyway,” Lila said with a sly grin. “Just to mess with him. Not like he doesn’t deserve it. Ask him to dust some cinnamon on top too.”

      It wasn’t only me. As far as I knew, in Kenny’s five years of business, he’d managed to annoy a large percentage of Blackthorn Springs’s twelve hundred residents.

      I’d once heard Abbi complain about the time he’d banned her from the cafe for a week because she said the coffee was too hot and the milk burned. I had listened to Elsie Norton, who ran the craft store up the road, tell of his rage when she’d asked him to mix half and half decaf and regular into the same cup. Lila, who I thought had never said more than five harsh words about anyone in her life, complained about how he had screamed at her for leaning her bicycle up against the side of his shop.

      “Next to a sign that said bike parking,” Lila had added in furious disbelief.

      Kenny Langdel was not a likeable person at all, but since his coffee and food was something close to manna from heaven, he’d earned a steady business from most of the town.

      I opened my door and had only taken one step before a scream tore through Main Street.

      Abbi stood at the top of the cobbled thoroughfare running between my place and BrewHaHa. She screamed again.

      I raced out of the store, my long skirt flapping around my ankles. When I reached Abbi, I saw what was so upsetting.

      Kenny Langdel lay on the ground, twisted and still.

      “He’s dead!” Abbi wailed.

      I knelt down and placed two fingers on Kenny’s neck.

      He certainly was dead.
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      It didn’t take long for a small crowd of shocked onlookers to gather around Kenny’s body. Lila and I were among them, Lila sniffing soft, quiet tears. A few in the group gasped, covering their mouths with their hands. Others cried, though I wondered, given that Kenny was a man the whole town loved to hate, if that was more the effect of a dead body in the street than whose body it actually was. Most people just stood there staring. Like I did.

      Kenny was faceup, his back bent into a wooden arch. His arms were twisted, his hands curled into hooks, his legs sprawled. His eyes were open, frozen and terror-filled, with a stream of red flowing from each as though he were crying blood. His mouth was agape, locked as tight as the rest of him. His skin was mottled with dark purple splotches.

      My throat constricted and I wrung my hands, unable to look away from the ghoulish vision. Those marks, the bloody eyes, the stiff bends in his body—I recognized what this was. I knew how Kenny had died, and I knew he had been murdered.

      A dark shadow of the life I’d thought I had left behind enveloped me like a death shroud, and I stroked my snake pendant.

      “What a terrible business.”

      I cleared my throat, blinking quickly to bat away the sting of tears I hadn’t expected. I turned to see Henry Walton beside me. Even with half of his face covered in his thick grey beard, my friend looked pale.

      “Hi, Henry.” I couldn’t think of anything else to say.

      Did anyone else in the crowd realize what they were witnessing? Everyone looked shocked, but was it the shock of seeing a corpse or seeing a murder victim?

      A coldness gripped my soul. What if I was the only person who could see this heinous scene for the crime it actually was? The only person besides the killer, that was.

      As if sensing the turmoil twisting around my insides, Henry put his arm around me. I tensed. I appreciated the gesture, but the closeness made me uncomfortable. I wanted to step away, but I also didn’t want to be rude to him when he was only trying to help.

      “Kenny wasn’t sick or anything, was he?” Henry said.

      “I have no idea,” I said. It wouldn’t matter if Kenny had been sick. This was a Mortis curse, and there was only one end once the victim had been targeted.

      The officials arrived. Sheriff Dalton Bonney—a small man who always reminded me of a boy playing dress-up in a sheriff’s uniform—shifted his hat back off his brow, surveying the scene with the same grim look everyone else wore. Deputy Margie Garon, was making notes in a flip-top pad and ordering people to move away.

      In the short time I had lived in Blackthorn Springs, the only crimes I had heard about were the occasional traffic violations, a bit of teenage graffiti, and an ownership argument about a ram who liked to wander between houses on the other side of town.

      Had either Bonney or Garon ever come up against an actual first-degree crime? Would they even know what they were seeing? I doubted it, but at least that morning, they looked like they were trying to play the part of serious law enforcement.

      Blackthorn Springs’ only ambulance, an old box-like truck leftover from the 1970s, pulled up to the curb, its lights flashing but its sirens silent.

      Abbi Flannagan stood toward the front of the crowd, still shaking, talking to Garon. She was wrapped in a blanket given to her by one of the two EMTs. Tom Jenkins approached Abbi and placed a tentative arm over her shoulders in an attempt at comfort her.

      Tom Jenkins had opened the new Blackthorn Springs diner not long before I had moved in. I had only been there a couple of times, preferring BrewHaHa even with its questionable service, but it was good to have another place in town to eat besides Kenny’s and the local bar, Bar Armadillo. I had seen Tom’s wife, Helen, and Abbi together often. Tom stared with a look equaling the horror on the face of the woman who had found the body.

      I pulled my coat around me tighter against the cold bite of the morning that had just been made all the more chilling.

      Henry removed his arm from my shoulders. “I can’t watch this,” he said. “I’m sorry, Belinda, I have to go.”

      “Are you alright?” I said. If Henry ever smiled or frowned, it was hidden in the depths of his beard, but his silver eyes, lined with crow’s-feet, expressed in the most honest way. His eyes that morning betrayed a deep worry.

      “Come see me at the shop later?” he said, trying and failing to put a chipper tone on his voice. “I haven’t forgotten about the Scrabble rematch we said we’d have later this week, either.”

      “Sure,” I said. I couldn’t blame him for wanting to get out of there. I turned back to the scene.

      A man, tall and broad with serious eyes, chestnut hair, and a short shaggy beard of the same color, moved through the crowd near me. He carried the same BrewHaHa travel coffee mug that I owned. He glanced at the body as if it were nothing more than an idle curiosity, stood for a few seconds and then moved away quickly. I watched him get into an old white truck and rattle off down the road.

      “Who was that? He was certainly in a hurry to leave,” I whispered to Lila. She’d been too caught up in the commotion to have noticed who I was talking about.

      “Maybe he just didn’t want to gawk,” she said.

      It was a reasonable assumption.

      “Looks like a heart attack,” Elsie Norton said from behind me.

      “Or a stroke,” Elsie’s husband, Neville, replied. I knew it was neither.

      The ambulance officers loaded the body, now covered in a white sheet, into the back of the ambulance.

      Margie Garon looked my way and nodded, jotting something down in her notebook before walking over to me. My heart leaped into a tumble. Was I about to be questioned? Did they see this for what this was? Did they know I was a witch?

      “Morning, Ms. Drake,” the deputy said. She was all business.

      “What an awful thing, Margie… I mean, Deputy Garon.”

      “It’s okay, Belinda. Let’s skip the formalities. It’s easy to slip into that mode when faced with something like this, right?”

      “Can I help you with something?” I prompted, not wanting to waste any more time on idle chitchat if I was about to be called out as a witch, responsible for the most heinous spell known to witchkind.

      “I just wanted to ask you if you’d noticed anything off about Kenny this morning, or in the last few days. You lived next door to him, probably saw him more than most since he didn’t have any family in town.”

      “I didn’t,” I said. “I mean, I bought a coffee from him this morning, like always, but we hardly said anything. We’re not really on speaking terms.” I thought it best to leave out the fact he’d abused me only hours before his death.

      “You didn’t like each other?” Margie said, her interest piqued. I swallowed hard. I had made myself look like an enemy of a murder victim without even trying.

      “No, no. I mean, I didn’t know him. We didn’t know each other, it was just a normal business transaction. I like to keep to myself and haven’t made friends with many people yet,” I said. Was I talking too fast? Did she think I was a weird loner?

      “Fair enough,” Margie said. She smiled, and I relaxed.

      “We’re likely calling this natural causes for now. We just want to know if he seemed unwell or anything. Do you know if he was on anything? Any health conditions?”

      I shook my head and shrugged. “I’m sorry. I don’t know much about anyone.”

      Margie smiled. “Well, that’ll change. Live in this place for long enough, you get to know just about everything about just about everyone. And they do the same to you.”

      Great. Precisely what I needed.

      What remained of the lingering crowd disappeared as the sheriff packed away and drove off. Abbi stayed, Tom still beside her. Abbi had stopped shaking and sobbing, but her face was still ashen.

      “Would you like to come back to the shop?” Lila offered. “A cup of tea and something sweet, maybe? Sweets are good for shock.”

      Abbi shook her head, and I was secretly relieved. “No, no, I’m fine. Did I hear them say it was a heart attack? I never knew a heart attack could do that to a person.”

      “Hearts attacks can do all sorts of things to a body,” Jenkins offered quickly. “Or so I’ve read.”

      I turned to leave the scene but stopped. Neville Norton was hurrying over toward me. Damn, I was too late to slip away. If only I hadn’t hesitated.

      “Belinda, don’t forget there’s a committee meeting tomorrow,” he said.

      Was he seriously bringing up the hedge maze committee to me when someone had just died in the street?

      “I haven’t forgotten, Neville,” I said.

      Like anyone, I’d made a few mistakes in my life. Agreeing to join the Blackthorn Springs Tourist Board Hedge Maze Committee on a whim was one of the most recent. That’s what I got for being such a sucker for anything even resembling a puzzle. Mazes were one of my favorites.

      “You’ve missed every meeting, and we’re getting close to⁠—”

      “I’ll be there, Neville,” I said sharply.

      Neville looked at me over the top of his old man spectacles, pressing his lips into a thin, hard line. “Very well, then. No excuses this time.”

      

      “What a tragedy,” Lila said as we came back inside the shop. She had stopped crying but still looked like she had lost her closest friend. Death has a way of leveling people’s niggles in life.

      I opened the box of chocolates that I wasn’t supposed to be eating any more of. Not even gooey nut caramel could sweeten this moment, but it wouldn’t hurt to try.

      It was terrible enough that someone had died right there in the street, but this whole thing would be concluded by the end of the week, ruled a medical tragedy, natural causes. Unfortunate, but not uncommon.

      It was absolutely not natural causes.

      Kenny had been killed by a Mortis curse.

      There had to be another witch in Blackthorn, and whoever that other witch was, they were about to get away with murder.

      My hand went again to my pendant, stroking the smooth silver back of the twisted serpent. My twin brother, Quentin, had given it to me on our sixteenth birthday. He had a matching one, and when the two were pressed together, they made a serpentine figure eight. In times like this, when I was reminded of him, I sometimes wondered if he still had his necklace. I wondered if he was still alive.
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      Here’s the thing. Magic is real. Witches are real. Spirits, demons, fae, vampires, shapeshifters—a lot of stuff people dismiss as fairy-tale nonsense is real. That doesn’t mean we talk about it a lot, though. Well, some of us don’t. It’s easier that way. Besides, since I wasn’t much of a witch, I never really thought there was any point in being open about it.

      Loreton is a big city, and just about every kind of life happens there, including the supernatural kind. I hadn’t known any other witches growing up, except Quentin, and we’d kept our magic a secret from all of our foster families. Whenever any of them suspected, it meant a new foster home was always just around the corner.

      As we got older, and Quentin started reaching out to other witches, I was honestly surprised how many supernaturals there were living in the open, and that was only in our corner of the city.

      By the time we were old enough to live on our own, Quentin was out and proud, supernaturally speaking, but his skills were always a lot better than mine.

      “You keep doing those fun little tricks of yours, Bella. No point in looking for a real coven to practice with when you don’t have any real magic,” Quentin had said to me more than once.

      When Quentin left, I locked my magic down deep. But in the first few weeks of being in Blackthorn Springs, the magic had started coming through me more strongly.

      At first, I hadn’t thought much of it. Maybe it was the clean mountain air. Who cared, really? Whatever was happening, no one needed to know about that side of me. And given what had happened with Quentin, it was something I myself wanted to ignore. But as the weeks passed, it was harder to tune out. It was like my powers wanted to be used. There was no harm in the little tricks I would try now and then, but as for the rest of the supernatural world and everything I’d experienced in Loreton, I refused to think about it. Seeing a death curse in high-res gory detail right outside my home was something I couldn’t ignore, though.

      It was almost lunchtime, and there hadn’t been a single walk-in customer since Abbi. Business online was okay, though I couldn’t focus on orders and shipping with the thought that there was a supernatural killer in town whirling through my mind. My days of pretending that world didn’t exist were apparently over.

      “I think we should take the rest of the day off,” I said. It would be a totally acceptable cover to close the store for the day, given my next-door neighbor had just died.

      Lila sat on the stool, stroking Hemlock’s back and staring at an empty space in front of her. She shrugged.

      “I don’t mind staying if you want to leave early. I can lock up at closing.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’ll just mope at home. At least I can feel useful if I’m here. If anyone comes for you, I’ll explain. They’ll understand.”

      “Thanks, though I can’t imagine anyone would come looking for me. But if you do need me, I won’t be far away.”

      “Right upstairs.”

      I nodded. I would be upstairs later that afternoon, but there was something I needed to take care of first.

      

      The Blackthorn Springs sheriff’s office was a log building two blocks behind Main Street. With the rows of potted daisies along the front of the building, it looked more like a child’s playhouse than the center of law enforcement for the town.

      Once upon a time, the young me would have never voluntarily gone near a police station of any kind. Growing up as Quentin and I had done, with no money, no one to watch and no one to care, I admit, the occasional petty crime had come my way. Light-fingered shoplifting, mostly. A few times I’d broken into neighborhood houses just to see if I could. It was never anything serious—I just liked to snoop around, look in drawers, closets, and attics, explore the hidden corners of people’s lives where they thought no one could see. I never stole anything of real value, and no one ever got hurt. And then there was the time I was caught trying to break into a former foster house to retrieve the snake pendant Quentin thought he might have accidentally left there. Our former foster parents had pressed charges, and no one had listened to my side of the story.

      Even though I’d closed the book on that life a long time ago, willingly entering a sheriff’s office still put me on edge.

      Standing tall and trying my best to look like an upstanding citizen, I tapped the bell on the deserted front desk and waited.

      Margie came through the swinging door, eating a granola bar.

      “Belinda, nice to see you again,” she said, her mouth still half-full. “What can I do for you?”

      I cleared my throat. “Is there somewhere private we can talk, Margie? It’s about Kenny Langdel.”

      Margie swallowed her mouthful. She placed the granola bar down on the desk, straightened her tie and motioned for me to follow her through the back door.

      We went into a small room empty of anything but a table, two chairs, and a security camera mounted on the wall. It was the kind of place I imagined would be used for suspect interrogation, if such a thing had ever happened in the sleepy little town.

      “Would you like some tea? Coffee? Dalt had some soda yesterday. I can see if there’s still a can in the fridge.”

      “Thanks, but I’m fine,” I said, sitting.

      Margie sat down at the table opposite and pulled out her notepad and a freshly sharpened pencil. “We’re on the record,” she said. “What’s up?”

      “Actually, I’m not sure what I’m about to say should be on the record.”

      Margie looked at me keenly, one eyebrow raised. She placed her pencil slowly down on the table.

      “Why’s that?”

      “Because I’m not sure anyone will believe me.”

      She smiled warmly, a face I might be able to trust just enough to say what I needed to. Maybe.

      “It might not seem like it, Blackthorn being such a small place and all, but I’ve seen a lot, Belinda. Why don’t you try me and then I’ll decide whether to believe you or not?”

      I cleared my throat. I didn’t have to give myself away. I only had to tell them what I knew: that there had been a crime. It wasn’t like I had done anything wrong. Not recently, at least.

      “I think…” I paused. I had to spit it out. I took a breath. “Kenny Langdel was killed. Murdered.”

      Margie steepled her fingers, her elbows on the table. I’m not sure what reaction I expected, but it wasn’t one this calm.

      “I see,” she said. “That’s a serious allegation, Belinda. What makes you think this?”

      “I just know it. Even if the autopsy does show natural causes. I just wanted to give you a heads-up about what you’re dealing with here if you don’t already know.”

      “What sort of thing do you think we’re dealing with?” Margie didn’t meet my eyes when she spoke.

      I inhaled slowly, deeply.

      “Witchcraft,” I said as I released my breath. “Specifically, a Mortis curse.”

      Margie picked up the pencil again, tapping it to her notepad but still not writing any of the exchange down. I couldn’t tell if that was a good thing or a bad thing.

      At last, she spoke, still not looking at me. “Some people like to talk about strange things in these parts, get up to some strange hobbies. And that’s fine. I’m not one to tell anyone how to live if there ain’t no laws being broken. But you’re talking about a man’s life here. Obviously, the examinations will be conducted in Loreton, ruling out any foul play—of which I’m sure there’s none—and that will be the end of it. Natural causes. I know it looked real weird, but you’d be surprised what a heart attack or stroke or the like can do to a body. That’s all. A man’s death isn’t the time to be spreading rumors about fairy tales and ghost stories.”

      “It’s not a rumor. I’m just telling you what I know,” I said. My heart raced as heat crept into my cheeks.

      Margie’s eyes flicked about the room. She scratched her nose. When I’d first started running the Book Nook, I had helped the deputy pick out a birthday present for her son. It was a book about medieval knights, and every time I’d seen her since, she’d beamed, telling me how much her boy had loved his gift. Her eyes went too wide, her voice rising up into a nervous high pitch. She always touched her nose. Anyone could see Margie was not a good liar, and she was proving it to me again.

      “And how do you know about these things?” the deputy continued. “What does the nice lady from the book shop know about death curses and murders?”

      “I didn’t have anything to do with Kenny’s death, Margie. I swear it here and I’ll swear it in any court under any oath and on any polygraph test. As I’ll also swear that Kenny was killed by a curse. I’ll stake my own life on it.”

      Margie took her pencil and wrote a few lines I couldn’t read.

      “I’ve noted your input,” she said. “Leaving out the weirder details to protect your reputation. I’m telling you now, the Blackthorn Springs Sheriff Department will not be investigating any claims of…” She swallowed noticeably. “Witchcraft.”

      Margie closed the pad and stood, offering her hand to shake. I shook it reluctantly. The deputy’s palms were hot and moist.

      “There are a few people in town I might have expected to hear this kind of hooey from, Belinda. You’re not one of them.”

      

      I cursed myself on the walk back home.

      What had I expected? For the sheriff and the whole team of deputies to rush out of the station, sirens blaring, calling a public witch hunt? Of course, a witch hunt was not at all what I wanted. I only wanted justice for an obvious crime. Margie was clearly lying when she said she didn’t believe in this stuff? What did that mean?

      I walked down Main Street. I was lightheaded, my entire body quivering from the inside. I passed by the little arcade leading to Henry’s music shop, Tones. Henry had a symphony blaring, which usually meant the shop was empty.

      He had been so upset that morning, and he did tell me to come and see him. It was either that or go back to work, or worse, sit at home alone, fretting over the darkness that had fallen over the sleepy little town—a darkness only I seemed to be aware of.

      Tones used records and CDs was right next door to Josie Dawn’s Dawn Flames candle shop. A few weeks after I had moved in, I’d learned Josie and Henry were a couple.

      I had never made friends easily, or even willingly, but from our first conversation, I’d liked Henry, and we had become close, even with a twenty-year age gap between us.

      “Henry?” I called out, my voice straining over the music. I pushed open the door to Henry’s office and poked my head through. “Henry? Are you in here?”

      Henry was leaning over the back of another man, seated in a high stool, holding what looked like a small guitar. The other man was much younger, darkly handsome. Henry bent over his broad shoulders, his face close to the younger man’s neck. It looked like he was teaching the other man to play the instrument, and it looked a whole lot more intimate than that too.

      “Belinda,” Henry said. “I didn’t hear you come in.” He stepped away from the man in a hurry.

      Neither of them met my eyes, and I too looked down to the worn carpet.

      “I’m not surprised with this music playing so loudly,” I said, trying to sound casual.

      “I was just giving Iain here a quick lute lesson,” Henry said, smiling awkwardly.

      If that’s what they were calling it. It was none of my business, but I couldn’t help but think of Josie right next door.

      “I should introduce you. Belinda, meet Iain, my new helper.”

      Iain’s smile matched my own awkwardness as we shook hands quickly. So, this was Lila’s famous Iain. He was in his late twenties, closely shaved head and a neat business shirt and pressed slacks. If I hadn’t just walked in on what I was sure was infidelity, I would’ve thought everything about his look said harmless nice guy.

      Henry turned the music down to a conversational volume. Iain smiled sheepishly and set down the instrument on the bench beside me. “I turned the music up so no one could hear my terrible practice,” he said.

      I nodded, not knowing what to say. I looked at the lute, a delicate wooden thing. A strange feeling radiated from the instrument.

      “I should get back to work,” Iain said and left Henry and me alone in the backroom.

      “How are you feeling?” I said, trying to clear what I’d witnessed from my mind. “You looked terrible earlier.”

      “It was a terrible thing to see,” he said. “I guess I was shocked. Are you alright? You look a little off.”

      “Shocked too, I suppose,” I said.

      Henry’s eyes flickered to my pendant.

      The first day we had met, Henry had commented on the necklace with obvious interest.

      “That’s a curious amulet,” he had said. “Where did you come by it?”

      “I can’t remember. It’s just a trinket,” I had said, not wanting to mention my brother or anything about my life to a stranger. “I’ve had it since forever.”

      “Some people believe snakes to be guardians of the spirit world,” Henry had said.

      “Do they?” I smiled. Quentin had said that exact thing when he had given it to me.

      With Henry still looking at my neck, my hand went automatically to the charm.

      “I think we all could use some spiritual guidance after this morning,” Henry said.

      I nodded. I wasn’t imagining the intensity coming from the lute next to me on the table. Was there magic in this room? Could I tell Henry of my suspicions about Kenny’s death? Or was I picking up on a different kind of tension?

      “You look like there’s something on your mind,” he said.

      “Do you believe in things, Henry?”

      “Things?” He leaned against a shelf containing box sets of opera recordings and crossed his arms.

      “Unexplained things. Things you can’t see.”

      “Do I believe in magic?” he asked.

      The door opened, and Josie came in holding two steaming mugs of peppermint tea.

      “Hello, Belinda,” she beamed. “If I’d known you were stopping in, I would have brought a fourth cup. I’ve just given Iain his. Let me nip back next door, and I’ll brew one up. Or here”—she offered one mug to me—“you can have mine.”

      I would’ve preferred a stiff whiskey at this point, but I was still touched by the gesture.

      “Thanks, Josie, but I’ve gotta get going.”

      “You’ve only just arrived,” Henry said.

      I was honestly grateful the interruption had given me a chance to get out of there, and not only because I felt instantly embarrassed and unfaithful to Josie after seeing the two men embracing.

      “Thanks, Josie, but I have to go,” I said. “I’ll see you both soon.”

      “How about next Monday evening for our Scrabble rematch?” Henry said.

      “Sounds great. I’ll call you before.” I hurried out of the room.

      “If there’s—” Henry started.

      I had already closed the door before he finished his sentence.

      What was I thinking, asking Henry about magic? I couldn’t reveal my truth to anyone, especially someone I liked and respected. He would think I was crazy. Or worse, dangerous. Still, there was something in that room, something about that instrument, and it was another layer of a mystery I was falling facefirst into.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      I barely slept. Hemlock eventually grew irritated by my tossing and turning and went to sleep in the armchair in the living room, leaving me alone, staring at the ceiling in the dark.

      The Bloodfire Mortis Curse. That wasn’t what it was actually called, but that’s the way I thought of it since it was Quentin’s own coven that had made him use it. But that was in Loreton. The Bloodfire coven couldn’t be in Blackthorn, could they? If it wasn’t Bloodfire, then it had to be someone equally evil. Both possibilities turned my blood to ice.

      Of course, the authorities wouldn’t believe me. The cops were the same in Loreton too, though I knew well enough they at least acknowledged the reality of magic, even if they chose or were otherwise convinced to look the other way whenever it got anyone into trouble. Could the same thing be happening with the Blackthorn sheriff’s department? But if they knew there was even a possibility Kenny was murdered, how could they not investigate? Where was the justice? The basic morality?

      I lay on my back, scrunching my eyes tight. Evil curses, trouble with the law—this was the type of life I had run from, and it would be stupid to turn around and step right back into it now.

      I rolled onto my right side. It wasn’t my business, had never been my business.

      I rolled onto my left side. I had to ignore it and get back to my peaceful, ordinary, safe world. It was a meaningless coincidence. Nothing to do with me.

      I rolled onto my back again. Coincidences had never sat well with me. If the Bloodfire was in town, did they know I was too? Was Jackfort after me again?

      When I finally did fall into a light sleep, hours later in the predawn gray, I dreamt of Quentin and twisted corpses and falling through deep dark tunnels filled with my own screams.

      

      It was a blessedly slow morning. I sat behind the counter, petting Hemlock on my lap, resting my eyes.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” Lila asked me for about the three hundredth time.

      “I told you, I’m fine,” I said. “I’m just shaken by what happened yesterday, and I didn’t sleep very well.”

      At around ten o’clock, a delivery driver, not our usual local man, entered holding a flower arrangement half as tall as I was.

      “Belinda Drake?” the man said. I nodded. Who on earth would be sending me flowers?

      I signed the electronic pad, and the man hefted the massive bouquet into my arms. It was done up with pink and red star lilies and white calla lilies, a flower that always reminded me of funerals.

      “Wow!” Lila said. “Who’s your secret admirer?”

      “I have no idea.”

      I set it down on the counter, plucking the card and tearing open the envelope while Hemlock sniffed at the flowers curiously, climbing in and out of the greenery as if he thought he was a jungle cat on the prowl.

      My chest tightened as if an invisible force had locked around me. I swallowed, suddenly faint.

      The note was written in the loopy scrawl of a young woman’s handwriting, someone who worked at the florist and not the person who had sent the bouquet or the dark message it contained.

      Greetings, my Belladonna,

      I hope the mountain air is treating you well.

      See you soon.

      R.J.

      “Well? Who’s it from?” Lila said.

      I scrunched up the note in my fist, so tight as if I could squeeze the terrifying words off the card.

      “Someone from my past,” I said, not looking at Lila. “Someone I don’t want to see again. Ever.”

      “Ex-boyfriend?” Lila said.

      “Not in a million years.” I lifted Hemlock out of the flowers, bundled them up and took them to the trash can outside.

      Slamming down the lid, my hands trembled, my stomach lurched and I might have thrown up at any second.

      The Bloodfire coven was in Blackthorn Springs, and its high witch, Rowan Jackfort, knew I was too.

      I’d kept a low profile. I avoided all social media stuff, not wanting to broadcast where I was or what I was doing, but I wasn’t officially in hiding. I had taken over a business, obviously left a paper trail. Was that how Jackfort had tracked me?

      Should I have changed my name? But then Quentin would have had no chance of finding out where I was if he ever came back for me.

      I should have been more careful. How stupid to think I could run away. Maybe I should have taken a page out of Quentin’s book and disappeared, out of the world without a trace. A ghost.

      I looked over to Kenny’s place, quiet and closed up tight. This message had turned up the day after someone in town, who lived right next door to me, had been murdered by a Bloodfire curse. Like I said, I’ve never believed in coincidences. But what did Kenny have to do with the whole mess?

      Back inside, Hemlock rubbed against my legs as I sat behind the counter trying to breathe away the anxiety wrenching at my every cell.

      “I know I keep asking you this, but are you alright?” Lila said.

      “Yes!” I lied. “You can stop asking me that anytime now.”

      “Geez, sorry.”

      I felt guilty for snapping, and Lila’s worried frown told me she could see right through my lies. I stared at the two now-empty chocolate boxes as if they held some kind of answer as to what I should do. The cat sank to his belly and rolled into sleep. Lila knitted at a furious speed, her needles clicking together as they spun out another scarf, lengthening by the second.

      “I’m going to need some more yarn,” Lila said. “Do you mind if I dash up to Elsie’s, just for a sec?”

      “I’ll come with you,” I said. “I could use the walk and fresh air to clear my head.”

      Hemlock meowed, curling closer to my feet, unusually affectionate for my cantankerous old familiar.

      “It’s alright, darling,” I said, scratching him behind the ear. “I won’t be long.”

      He gave me a look suggesting he would drag in a dead mouse as punishment for my leaving. With a quiet, slightly croaky meow, he closed his eyes.

      We headed up the street in silence. Some days, it seemed as if Lila could talk until my ears might bleed, but the girl also knew when a moment didn’t need words.

      Walking up Main Street as I had done a hundred times before, it was like I was being watched by unseen eyes. I pushed my hands into my pockets and walked closer to Lila.

      Jackfort wouldn’t try anything on a crowded street. Not even he was that brazen. But what did he want from me? I’d told him a dozen times already I didn’t know where Quentin was. I guess he still didn’t believe me.

      I waited outside Bobbins and Ribbons while Lila went inside. I tried to look casual and inconspicuous, picking idly through a box of offcuts and sale items. I brushed my fingers over a blue cloth woven with a raised white diamond checkered pattern.

      I took a cautious look up and down the street, looking for any signs of Jackfort or anyone else I had to hide from. Standing out in front of Neville Norton’s wife’s shop was probably not a great idea, for more than a few reasons. The street seemed safe from everything that was chasing me, though. For now, at least.

      “All done,” Lila said, bounding out of the craft shop with a bag bulging with colorful yarn. The retail therapy had certainly perked her up, but I was going to need more than a little shopping to lift the darkness around me.

      

      Back in the shop, Lila resumed her knitting. She buzzed with an anxious intensity I put down to post-traumatic nerves after seeing Kenny. People do all sorts of strange things under stress. Hemlock was still sleeping on the floor where I had left him.

      I leaned against the counter, cupping a mug of tea, trying to warm the cold place in my core. I should be doing something productive, like updating the website, dusting the shelves, reading—anything to get me busy and keep my mind off murder and curses and evil witches. But I just stared.

      “Can I tell you something?” Lila asked. Her knitting didn’t skip a beat, and the sound of the needles was hypnotizing.

      I nodded without saying anything.

      “I don’t want you to be offended or anything.”

      “Okay,” I said, interested now.

      “I know.”

      “Know what?” I took a sip of tea.

      “I know you’re a witch.”

      I had to force myself to stop spitting tea all over the counter. “Pardon me?”

      Lila put down her knitting. “I know. That’s all. I’m not trying to pry into your private life. I get not wanting to talk about it. But I just thought, after yesterday, you might want someone to talk about it with. You keep saying you’re okay, but you’re obviously not really. Is it because of Kenny, the way he was killed?”

      “You know?” I was flabbergasted. “How?”

      Lila nodded and smiled sweetly. A dark thought crossed my mind. Was Lila a witch? Could she be responsible for the death curse?

      Don’t be ridiculous, Belinda, I thought. Lila might be a bit odd sometimes, but she’s not a murderer.

      “I don’t know much about medicine or science or anything, but I’m sure whatever killed Kenny had more to do with spells and curses than plain old heart failure or whatever else they’re going to say it was.”

      I nodded, still waiting for my mind to catch up with what Lila was saying.

      “How did you know about me? I’ve never told…”

      “I’ve noticed you do a couple of spells here and there when you thought I couldn’t see. Plus”—she gave the sleeping cat an affectionate nudge with her shoe—“Hemlock told me.”

      “He spoke?” I gasped. Was I really jealous at the thought that the little familiar I had owned since he was a kitten had chosen to have a chat with Lila and not me? Yes.

      “Not exactly, but I can read him. We talk all the time, through our thoughts.”

      I was astounded. “You’re a w⁠—”

      “I’m a fairy,” Lila said.

      I looked at her blankly.

      “Fairy,” Lila repeated. “Well, not fully. But I have fae blood, and it lets me see things about people’s minds. And some cats’ too, apparently. Maybe that’s normal for all fairies, I’m not sure, but I do seem to be getting better at it these last few months.”

      “Fairy,” I said slowly as if I was trying to taste the word.

      I placed my mug on the counter. Yes, I knew fairies were real. No, I had never met one and didn’t know the first thing about them except that they were nothing like Tinkerbell.

      “I actually thought you knew,” Lila continued casually, as if she’d just told me she was a Gemini or something equally weightless. “I thought that’s why you let me keep working here when you obviously don’t need an assistant. Brian and Susan, they were witches too. You knew that, right?”

      I shook my head, rubbing my neck, dumbfounded.

      “Anyway,” she continued, “that was what I think it was, wasn’t it? With Kenny? A hex?”

      “I think so.” I suddenly needed to lie down.

      I had started yesterday morning regular as anything. Too much coffee, my usual debates with myself about the amount of chocolate I was eating, fluking a simple little secret spell to keep a customer satisfied. A day later, here I was talking about Bloodfire death curses and getting messages from Rowan Jackfort. Not to mention finding out one of the few friends I had was actually a fairy and had known my secret for who knew how long. Plus she had a psychic link to my cat. My head had every right to spin at this point.

      “They can’t get away with it, can they?” Lila continued. “I mean, the sheriff isn’t going to do anything about it. The law never does when anything magical is involved. But something needs to happen.”

      “Anything magical is involved?” I said. “You mean other stuff like this happens here?”

      “Well, no one has ever been killed by magic here before. Not that I know of, at least. But stuff happens, and when it does, the sheriff’s department and a lot of other folk in town are always conveniently looking the other way.”

      I nodded. I filled Lila in on my brief meeting with Deputy Margie the day before.

      “Figures. I like Margie well enough, but when it comes to us supernaturals, she’s as bad as the rest of them.”

      “How many other witches are there here?” I said, still amazed, but starting to understand why this town felt like it did.

      “A few,” Lila said. “And there are others too. Not all supernaturals are witches, obviously.” She pointed to herself.

      “Who else?”

      “I don’t know them all, and I’m sure some are keeping their supernatural side a secret—some people in town aren’t exactly accepting of alternative lifestyles of any kind. But I do know Phil Yarrow, the guy who sells the honey at the markets on Sundays. He and his wife, Molly, are witches.”

      I didn’t know who she was referring to, but that wasn’t surprising since I hardly knew anyone. I thought back to the encounter I’d had with Henry the day before.

      “What about Henry Walton?” I said.

      Lila shrugged. “No idea. He’s odd, so maybe.”

      “Anyone else?”

      “There’s Becca White and the women on the school PTA. I don’t know them personally, but you hear things about those awesome bake sales they pull together so quickly. And then there’s Adela Kristos, the librarian,” Lila continued.

      I knew the librarian by sight, though we had never spoken. “She’s a witch?”

      “Naarin,” Lila said as if it explained everything.

      I shook my head and shrugged.

      “You’ve never heard of a Naarin before?”

      I hadn’t.

      “When I say demon, don’t freak out. Not all demons are fire and brimstone. But you probably knew that already.”

      I knew as much about demons as I did about fairies. And, if I was honest, witches too.

      “I should totally introduce you to Adela,” Lila said. “You’ll love her.”

      Prospective supernatural friends, random boyfriends—was there anyone in town Lila wasn’t trying to set me up with on some level?

      “Anyone you know capable of murder?” I said, trying to get the conversation back on track.

      Lila shook her head. “That’s what this is, isn’t it? I mean, death curses don’t just happen by accident. Do they?”

      I had asked myself that same question on so many long nights, haunted by the memory of Quentin, standing above that body in that park. I was never even sure who the victim was. Quentin had left before he’d given me any real explanation, breaking my heart into a thousand irreparable fragments in the process.

      I had been sure Quentin was under a puppet spell—his body and soul in Jackfort’s complete control. I’d researched puppet spells, trying to learn as much as possible to prove my brother’s innocence, but found very little, or at least very little I could understand.

      “And is there only one death curse?” Lila continued. “Or can different curses kill people in different ways?”

      “I have no idea,” I said, totally lying. After I’d tried and failed to piece together exactly what had happened with Quentin, death curses were the only spell I did have any kind of good knowledge about. There were different kinds with different physical effects depending on who put it all together. The bleeding eyes of the Mortis Curse seemed to be a Bloodfire signature.

      “I don’t know much about spells,” I said. “I’ve never really studied, just made stuff up as I went along.” That last part was the truth.

      Lila nodded. “That explains a lot.”

      I flushed, instantly embarrassed at my novice status, which was weird since I really didn’t want to get any more powerful than I was.

      I was about to ask the fairy if she knew any spells and start fishing for local links to the Bloodfire coven, but something in Lila’s expression stopped me. She put down her knitting and stared down at Hemlock.

      “I don’t think your cat is very well,” Lila said.

      He looked perfectly normal to me, sleeping belly-sprawled and quiet.

      “He’s trying to tell me something,” Lila said. She hopped off her stool and knelt beside the cat, stroking his side. I noticed then that he was breathing very fast.

      “Hemlock? Darling, what’s wrong?” I said.

      Lila looked up at me, her eyes wide. “He says he’s dying.”
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      The waiting room of the new Blackthorn Springs Veterinary Clinic was empty save for a cranky-looking receptionist—Maureen, according to the nameplate in front of her—and a young guy holding a shoe box with holes poked through the lid and something scratching around inside. I sat, my knees bouncing, my fingers twisting over one another.

      Hemlock lay in the cat crate at my feet, looking at me with one eye open and panting quick, shallow breaths. I knew what that glare meant. A vet. How degrading. Hemlock might have liked to think he was a person, and he had even told me on more than one occasion of his elaborate theory of being a Plantagenet reincarnate, but there was little choice to take him anywhere else. I couldn’t exactly carry him into the hospital emergency room, even if that’s what he would have thought he deserved.

      Guilt knotted my insides. How had I not noticed he was so sick? I knew he hadn’t been his old self in a while, but he was an old cat, and with everything that had happened, it was little wonder he was out of sorts. But dying? I hoped this was him being his usual melodramatic self, or maybe Lila hadn’t understood him correctly.

      The door of the vet’s consulting room burst open, and a large woman rushed out, red in the face and snorting like an angry bull. She held an obese pug dog under her arm
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