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 “Beautifully written, quizzical, and sharp, Don Martin’s Verity brings the whimsy of witches to the vibrant tapestry of real American history. The gift of a brand-new American tall tale, in this urgent time when we need it most.”
—K. Ancrum, author of Icarus and The Corruption of
Hollis Brown
“Verity Vox and the Curse of Foxfire is quite simply magical! A book that can stand beside (or fly by broomstick next to) the classics and will be included as one in no time.”
—Jason June, New York Times bestselling author of
Out of the Blue and The Spells We Cast



 TO THE PEOPLE
AND PLACES
I’VE CALLED HOME.







PROLOGUE
A MAN COMES TO TOWN
In the heart of a valley, at the base of a mountain, there is a town you can only access by an old swinging bridge made of wood and rope. The town was built up by a coal mining company drawn to the area by the riches they thought they’d find underneath the soil. Once they’d extracted everything they could grab and then some, they moved on to other mines and other hills, leaving this one and its people behind.
But they were not alone.
For you see, the mining company had not been the only thing drawn to that mountain and the marvels lying in wait underneath. These mountains were old. Very old. They were formed before all the oceans had settled into their places. They erupted from the ground before life took its first steps. They gazed up at the stars for eons before the first plant took root. All that age and time held something. Or, possibly, held something back.
All that digging around in the dirt drew attention to what had been locked away and the power it held. Many strange visitors came from lands far beyond the horizon to make a new home in those Appalachian hills. Some had big teeth. Some had big eyes. Some called your name in the dark hoping to gobble you up.
One of those things looked like a salesman wearing a slick, striped suit driving a red wagon. The salesman had been to many towns in many lands and called many names. Here he called himself Earl. He sold many practical things that brought a kind of ease and prosperity to the abandoned town. He only charged a penny each. Had the people been wiser, they would have asked how he could sell such fine things for so little, but when you have nothing to begin with, you don’t ask inconvenient questions.
Soon, though, the salesman offered other deals. Fair weather in exchange for your ability to see the color blue. A full head of hair for the lyrics to your favorite song. Your child’s middle name might get you a healthy cow. He didn’t just heal your livestock, he could heal you, too. Your aching back and burning lungs from years toiling in the mine might be soothed by your ability to dive underwater or feel the heat of the sun in winter.
This was all fine until winter came and a girl got sick and her father begged for a miracle. The cost was steep but the man agreed to it. When the girl died anyway and Earl still came to collect, well, that didn’t sit right with folks. They ran him out of town. He escaped into the hills searching for the power held under the mountain to claim for himself, vowing revenge for their broken contracts.
Revenge he got.
One day not long after the salesman’s departure, their bridge was destroyed, trapping them in their valley. Any attempts to rebuild it found the wood crumbling to rot. Food spoiled. Animals got sick. The very land itself was cursed. Nothing much grew, and what did was scarcely enough to keep people alive.
Eventually, desperate souls ventured off into the mountain in search of food or freedom. The few who returned whispered that among the horrors living in the hills, they’d met Earl, who looked less and less like the salesman that had arrived in the red wagon. He called himself king of the mountain and still offered deals. Stale bread for your health. Withered vegetables for your vitality. You wouldn’t starve, but you wouldn’t live either.
This became the life of the people in the valley. No way in. No way out. A monster watching their every move, lying in wait to bargain away what little joy they had left. Days became weeks became seasons, until those who’d been small children when the salesman arrived were now adults who had never known anything other than the purgatory in which they found themselves. It seemed things would never change for the better.
Until a girl asked for help.
And a witch came to town.











CHAPTER 1
A CAT GETS A MESSAGE
Jack-Be-Nimble was lying on his back in the afternoon sun, thoroughly enjoying being a kitten. He was currently small and black with large eyes that from the right angle seemed to contain a sky full of stars, and he had the kind of fluff that made you want to rub your nose on his belly. There was a soft song on the breeze and the smell of sweet rolls wafting from a nearby oven. Soon, a leaf floated down and came to rest on his tummy, stirring him from his slumber. This was a very important leaf, a fact that was immediately obvious to Jack, though why it was important he could not say. He gingerly picked it up in his mouth all the same to hold for safekeeping.
“Jack? Jack!” Verity Vox called from the doorway to the bakery where they were currently living. She stood there for a moment, her tidy black dress rippling in the breeze. “There you are. Silly cat. Lying out in the road like this, you could get trampled.”
Jack was very interested in seeing the horse or wagon big enough to run him over. The kitten held the leaf in his mouth and looked up at the girl.
Verity tightened her lips and narrowed her eyes in mock frustration. “Put those eyes of yours away, mister. We have to finish packing. We leave tonight.”
The girl looked around the street, her brow furrowed and lips pursed as though intently searching for something. The kitten realized he had lost this tiny battle of the sunshine and warm brick. He made a big show of fluffing his fur and arching his back. As Jack gave a great big stretch, his body kept stretching and returned to his usual form as an adult black cat with short, sleek fur and a long, whip-like tail. He followed Verity back inside, still holding the leaf in his mouth. He didn’t want the wind to carry it off.
“I promised Edna we’d give the place a good spit shine before she comes back,” Verity said, gesturing towards a broom in the corner. It lifted from its place and flew to her hand. “I’m going to finish up down here. Could you please go upstairs and make sure I haven’t forgotten to pack anything?”
Jack did as he was asked and bounded out of the room and up the back stairs. You’ve probably figured out by now that Verity is a witch. The black dress. The black cat. The broom. The fact that at this very moment an entire bakery had come to life. Pans washed and put themselves away. Countertops were scrubbed. A cake that had been ordered haughtily decorated itself in the corner. Scraps gathered themselves together in a neat pile and carried themselves outside to the compost heap. All of this happened in sync with the melody Verity sang as she and her broom swept the floor.
All the other stuff people associate with witches comes to each of them differently. Some are fantastic prognosticators that read the patterns found in bones or sticks or curiously designed cards to foretell the future. Others, like Verity’s mother and her father before her, were great healers who could do anything from smoothing out a few unwanted wrinkles to calling a spirit back to its body before its time. Witches are trained by their families and covens until the age of thirteen, at which point they are sent out into the world to hone their skills. Then, they settle down in all sorts of places. By the seaside to watch over ships or in bustling cities to help bring a little order to the chaos that arises when many people live on top of one another.
You’ve probably met one or two of them, though I don’t think they advertise much anymore.
Even amongst witches Verity was unique. She’d always had a way of ordering the world about with her voice. It came as naturally to her as a young deer realizing that it can leap over a tall hedge or a cardinal learning to fly. Poems, nursery rhymes, folk songs, she could harness each. There was a power in words and that power grew the more those words found a life outside of the writer. When she sang, she could wield that power like a blacksmith wields a hammer, forcing the uneven edges of the world to re-form themselves according to her will. She liked older songs, as fewer people were using them these days, and all that forgotten power was sitting there waiting.
Despite their differences, all witches share one very important, very powerful characteristic that sets them apart from other magic users: They are not bound to this world.
This allows them to do small things such as make a broom fly, and, at the very height of their power, allows them to part the veil separating the various planes of existence and move between worlds in the blink of an eye. Verity Vox, being a witch in training, was not at the height of her power, nor was she particularly interested in parting any veils since she’d yet to face a situation that couldn’t be solved with a song and her wits. Though she did very much enjoy the flying bit. Who wouldn’t?
“We’re back!” Edna, the bakery’s owner, called out, tumbling through the front door accompanied by the sounds of tinkling bells. Her husband, Bruce, followed closely behind carrying a number of packages. “Oh good, we haven’t missed seeing you off.”
Verity looked up from where she’d been absentmindedly sweeping the same square of floor for the last several minutes. Smiling, she replied, “Nope! We wanted to clean up good and proper before we left, and I needed some time for an enchantment to set.”
“You silly witch, now I’ve told you time and again you don’t need to go around bespelling the place,” Edna chided good-naturedly.
“Bewitching,” Verity corrected automatically, then blushed and tightened her lips. She had promised herself she wouldn’t correct people unless asked.
“Bewitching,” Edna echoed, rolling her eyes. Thankfully, she was used to Verity’s mind outrunning her mouth from time to time and knew it was never meant with meanness. “In any case, we brought you and Jack a few things before you set off.”
“Mostly Jack,” Bruce said, laying the packages down on the counter and cutting a knowing look to his wife.
“You hush,” Edna said, playfully shoving her husband’s broad shoulders. Then, she looked around curiously. “But, since you brought him up, where is that sweet boy?”
Right on cue, Jack bounded into the room, a bit larger and fluffier than he had been when he went upstairs. He stood there, looking up at Verity for a long moment, leaf hanging from his mouth. The witch didn’t notice the meaning in the look and assumed her familiar was simply being odd. Edna and Bruce—especially Edna—had taken quite a liking to the cat. So much so that Verity often wondered if in their mind they were letting her use the room above the bakery or if she was simply a guest of their real tenant. The woman began unwrapping balls of string, a cushion intended to be a bed in whatever new location the witch and her familiar found themselves, and finally a beautiful christening dress that most definitely was not meant for a cat, but that didn’t stop Edna Brunson.
“Come now, Jackie,” she said, lifting the hefty cat up into her arms, who got heavier by the moment in protest. He enjoyed attention. He did not enjoy being dressed up. “Let’s see you in it once before you leave. There’s a bit of dried fish for you if you do.”
With that, Edna unwrapped another package that could only have been the dried fish. The smell caused both Verity and Bruce to suddenly find the back kitchen very interesting.
“You all set, kiddo?” Bruce asked as they mindlessly checked to make sure all the pans were in the right place.
“I think so,” Verity replied, an unmistakable note of worry in her voice. “It’s just …”
Her mind wandered to a page in a book she had not seen in years.
A witch must walk their path alone, read her coven’s grimoire, until the witch’s skills are honed.
It had been a fairly easy year in this spare room above the bakery.
Verity helped around the shop and made deliveries from time to time, but beyond that, there hadn’t been much need for her skills, except for a monthslong search to track down and relocate a hoard of hodags that had taken to eating every cat, dog, or other furry creature that ventured a bit too far from their home. It hadn’t taken much when it came down to it. She’d simply convinced them that living in a bustling city like this would eventually get them all caught and persuaded them to move to a more rural area up north.
While no one had ever been able to tell her for certain what would happen to her if she should stay longer than a year in one place, it had been strongly hinted at that she risked losing her magic. Though, she had never heard of that actually happening to anyone, at least not anyone her family knew. There was some gossip that a boy far away had lost his magic after getting a bit too comfortable living in a candy shop, but Verity had decided that was the kind of story parents told their children to make them do as they were told.
What might happen to other people if she tarried too long was another matter entirely. While a witch is in training, there is a kind of magic worked upon the memories of all the people a witch encounters while in their place of residence for that year. Let’s call it a speeding up of time and an expansion of the human capacity to forget. You likely do not remember the face of every person you pass on the sidewalk, what you ordered the twelfth time you went to your second favorite restaurant, or even what your mother wore on her birthday ten years ago. It is a gift to forget, as remembering would drive one mad.
If that forgetting includes the origin of your favorite mug or exactly when you learned to bake banana bread, your mind, instead, makes a series of assumptions. You can’t remember exactly, but it must have happened, so we stitch together a new story to tell ourselves. We fold in what we know over what we don’t so the gaps in time and space feel less empty. Less noticeable.
That is where the memory of witches lives. These gaps. These folded over places in our past. Instead of this process happening naturally over months or decades, it takes moments. Within the span of a day after the witch’s year in a place ends, all memory of them will have been folded up and tucked away in the recesses of our brains. Any lingering magic found will be assumed to have always been there, to be a product of a shop you can’t quite remember the name of or the gift of a relative on a holiday you can’t quite name.
Should Verity stay too long, should she push against that boundary, that forgetting might turn to madness as the people she met would find themselves looking at a person their minds are actively telling them does not exist.
Thankfully, at the end of each year there had been a clear sign it was time to depart and an indication of where she should go next. However, that’s what was troubling Verity. She’d been diligently keeping track of the days, and while today would be their last, there hadn’t been any sign of where she ought to go next.
A few candles lay in a basket nearby, and the place had plenty of eggs to choose from. She thought about dripping some wax or dropping an egg in a glass of water to see if she could divine her next steps. Except she wasn’t very good at prognostication and was just as likely to get waxy eggs as any sense of the future. Verity had searched high and low all day, but a sign had yet to reveal itself. She needed to depart no later than midnight tonight or else—well, she didn’t want to think about a what else, but she hadn’t been raised to be careless.
Verity began undoing all of her careful cleaning and organization by removing every item she could grab in hopes of finding the sign. She examined the underside of pots, stuck her nose in corners, and patted around shelves that were very high and very low.
“What’re you looking for?” Bruce asked, then quieter and more nervous, “Are the critters back?”
He meant the hodags. One of them had eaten the Brunsons’ old cat, which explained Edna’s immediate attachment to Jack. It should be noted that the use of old isn’t solely meant to indicate the cat they owned in the past. Here, it also means that their cat had been very, very old—living out at least eleven out of its allotted nine lives—and likely the hodag did it a favor by putting it out of its misery.
“Nothing like that,” Verity replied distantly, holding up a lid with a suspicious-looking spot. It turned out to simply be a bit of tarnish without a hint of magic.
“A sign,” the witch said, brushing her hands across a cutting board with an angsty huff. “There’s always a sign of where we’re supposed to go next, but so far, one hasn’t appeared. I’m getting—”
“Come on, Jackie, get that thing out of your mouth!” Edna’s voice carried through loud and clear from the front of the bakery.
The witch hurried back into the room to find Jack all dressed up in the clean white gown looking simultaneously miserable and very pleased, which was an interesting combination. If you ever wonder how a person can look both miserable and pleased at the same time, show up unannounced to their home while surprising them with their favorite flavor of ice cream. The expression on their face will be the one Jack was currently wearing. What he wasn’t wearing, at least not all the way, was the matching bonnet that paired with the dress. Edna was trying to put it on him, but he wouldn’t let her get anywhere near his head.
“Who’re yo—oh! Oh Verity, thank heavens!” Edna cried, though it took a moment for her to recognize the girl who had lived in her home for a year. If Verity didn’t know any better, she could swear she’d felt the tiniest zip of magic coming from her hostess. The earliest tendrils of the memory spell were already wrapping themselves around reality. “He’s got this thing in his mouth. He won’t drop it, and he won’t let me put the hat on him either.”
“What is this?” Verity asked, reaching out to take the leaf.
Another tingle zipped up her fingertips and down her spine.
This was magic, or, rather, had been brought by magic.
Suddenly, Verity wished she were better with candle wax or eggs in water because she needed to know where this had come from, especially after she realized it contained a note.
“We’re cursed,” it read. “Send help!”
She read the note aloud, showing it to Edna and Bruce. In the past, the signs had been a bit more direct. Her first year she’d found a pamphlet advertising that a traveling circus was seeking to hire a witch. She’d thought she would spend her time flying around a tent, casting spells for the amusement of the crowd. Instead, her year was spent doing magical upkeep on the wagons and spinning cotton candy out of thin air. A great learning experience for sure, as she used skills she otherwise wouldn’t. The same was true in the following years; each sign practically told her exactly which doorstep she should show up to and gave her a clue what she’d be doing while she was there.
She had no idea where she was going, but it appeared she’d be breaking a curse.
Verity excused herself and carried the leaf gently upstairs. Witches are blessed with many skills. Their most important skill, however, is never letting anyone see them flummoxed.
Flummoxed is a good word for what Verity felt at that moment. Lost is, too, despite knowing exactly where she was and exactly where she needed to go next. Sort of. We’re cursed. Send help! the note had read. That could mean anything, at least that’s what she was going to tell herself for the time being, so she could focus on the other bit. She needed to get to wherever this leaf called home. In years past, she’d become pretty good at minor repairs and spells that helped her and those around her with daily chores.
Never had she been asked to find a missing tree.
That’s not it, Verity thought. The tree isn’t missing. Nor is the leaf. I know where the leaf is, and the tree knows where it is. Leaves are also meant to depart from their trees, so asking the leaf to take me where it ought to be won’t suit.
She wished for a sign to help her figure out what her other sign meant. Verity had no reference book, no access to the coven’s grimoire while on her travels, meant to test both her creativity and resourcefulness. Usually she excelled in both regards, but this was tricky. Too broad and she might end up in any old forest that happened to be close by and contain a similar tree. Too specific and she could end up in a lumber mill or a paper factory.
Jack slinked into the room, mewing low and sweet as he did, shaking off the embarrassment of wearing the dress. He leapt up on the bed and looked up into her concerned face, the galaxies behind his eyes glittering.
“What do you think it means, Jack?” Verity asked, tickling his nose with the leaf. “Cursed. Do you think it’s an actual curse, or was someone playing a joke and it blew our way?”
The cat’s eyelids fell softly into an expression that belied how very silly that question was. She was a witch. He was an otherworldly familiar currently occupying the form of a cat. Of course it was a curse.
“I’m overthinking this, aren’t I?” Verity laughed. The witch leaned down to scratch the cat behind his ears. “Let’s you and I go give our hosts a proper goodbye, and then let’s go break ourselves a curse.”
When Verity returned downstairs, there was a scream of fright and a loud banging of pots and pans as Edna and Bruce thought an intruder had broken in only to remember, moments later, that she was not a stranger here to steal their baked goods. The urgency to say her farewells increased, contrasting with the desire to linger longer, if only to spend more time with these genuinely kind people. Tearful wishes for the future were shared, and Verity revealed she’d bewitched their oven with a pat-a-cake spell that baked whatever you put into it to perfection by the time you finished the song. The couple were thrilled with all the extra time they were going to have.
The couple would spend the years after the witch’s departure gently debating where their magical oven had come from, with Edna insisting Bruce had won it at a traveling carnival and Bruce believing it was left to them by Edna’s aunt who had been an enthusiastic collector of oddities. In any case, they wouldn’t care too much as the magic never failed and it never stopped being fun to sing the little song.
The couple watched as Verity carried her broom out into the street. There’s something about a parting of ways that contains its own kind of magic. Witches understand this. It is what is known as a liminal space, or in this case, a liminal time. A time or place in between. A more poetic wording that some have used is a time out of time and place out of place. A bubble of possibility exists in moments when two people are about to go in separate directions, and all sorts of wild magic exist in liminal spaces.
Verity gave the bakery a long last look. Jack trailed after, still in the form of an adult shorthair, snaking his way through Edna’s legs begging for one last scratch. What belongings the witch owned she’d stowed away in a little pocket of magical space she kept in her hat. The other benefits to being detached from this world Verity enjoyed: flying and the ability to travel light. The hat was, naturally, large and black and had been her mother’s, given to her on her thirteenth birthday, the day she left home and traveled to her first town.
It was tempting to want to stay here, as Edna and Bruce had been so kind, though kindness is often a sweet-smelling trap that keeps you from doing what must be done. But a curse awaited and the moon had risen, and the longer she looked at them, the more she could see the struggle to remember fighting the growing magic to forget at the corners of their eyes. As though they’d all been friends over a summer decades prior but hadn’t seen nor heard from one another since, until this night when they were struggling to put a name to her face and place it next to the feelings of warmth they had in their chests.
“V-Verity?” Edna asked slowly, already struggling to pull the name out of her memory.
Tears formed at the edge of the witch’s eyes, which were fought down as she beamed and flung her arms open. “Edna. Bruce,” she said, hugging each in turn one last time. “It was so good to see you. Thank you for having me.”
“You’re very welcome,” the woman replied quickly, baked-in politeness winning out over confusion.
“Anytime,” Bruce echoed simply.
The pair walked inside already muttering to themselves as to whether the girl in black was their niece come to visit or maybe a neighbor’s daughter they hadn’t seen in a while. Settling back into what life used to be like before a witch moved in upstairs. Time would fold in upon itself so that it would feel as though she’d never really been there at all. Memory is a fuzzy, finicky thing. There are lots of theories about why people forget witches. Perhaps it’s to cover up the blame for any spells gone awry or to protect young witches until they’re fully able to defend themselves or simply a side effect of witches being ever so slightly out of sync with the rest of the world.
Adventure and obligation lay ahead, and thus, it was time to go.
Holding the leaf up to eye level, the witch took a moment to focus on her goal, on finding the place this leaf called home. That was as good a start as any.
Verity sang. Her voice had a soft fullness to it when it was working magic, as though she were standing center stage in a concert hall with unparalleled acoustics. It rang out full and clear, each syllable leaving behind the gentlest air of possibility in the reverberation. It sounded like a silver knife cutting neatly through the air of reality and stitching together something new.
 Ladybird, ladybird, fly away home.
The leaf jerked to life, standing upright, pulling itself out of Verity’s hand. It waited in midair. The spell continued.
Your house is on fire and your children are gone.
The words written on the leaf were in full view and they began to glow. No, not glow. Ignite. The leaf caught on fire from the inside out, and as each bit turned to ash it flew off into the sky. A glowing trail of embers formed that all moved in one direction, beckoning the witch to follow. Her broom lifted off the ground following after the specks flying swiftly into the evening sky.
After a moment Jack joined her, having taken the form of a horned nightjar flying so swiftly that Verity had to urge her broom on to keep up. Nightjars aren’t known to many people, as they only come out at night, but witches know them well.
Like most things we don’t see during the day, people make up all kinds of stories about them. Nightjars prey on mother goats and steal the milk from their bellies. Nightjars foretell doom, and to catch sight of one is to know the day and hour of your death. Nightjars contain souls that have been lost, thus their name. Verity had met many an animal and monster alike that had similar rumors about the things they did after the sun had set and found almost none of the rumors to be true.
Except for the hodags. They really, really liked to eat people’s pets. It was like a sport.
The embers from the leaf remained hot and red, as though they had only just caught fire, traveling on a wind that the witch could neither see nor feel. The air whipped past the pair as the night went on. The world sped by underneath in a blur of trees and rivers and, soon, mountains.
Many people dream of flying. You have probably thought often about how nice it might be to simply take off into the sky while riding a broom or some other similar household cleaning implement. Those dreams are likely focused on how fun it would be to float above the world looking down and, as you get older, how quickly you could get from one place to another. What few take into account is how uncomfortable a broomstick is to sit on for an extended period of time, and it turned out this was not going to be a quick trip. Verity Vox, however, did know exactly how uncomfortable riding on a broom could be because she was experiencing it at this very moment.
Miles turned into hours and with each new tree line or twist in a river below, Verity’s hips and back ached with the strain of holding her in place. She never faltered for a moment, though, keeping her eyes trained on the wind-borne constellation of embers. The farther she flew, the more she realized there was no way that the leaf had ended up at the bakery doorstep by any other means than magic, which was something that would need to be investigated thoroughly.
Verity tucked the thought away in the back of her mind, using every ounce of her will to keep up with the glowing trail.
Her forearms ached with the task of keeping the handle straight lest she go off course, which, at the speed she was flying, might mean disaster even for a witch.
Mountains rose up below them and around them. The night became quieter as dense forests overtook the landscape, and the sounds of people and the cities in which they lived were long gone. Verity saw Jack keeping pace alongside her from the corner of her vision, though he now looked less like a bird you’d find in nature and more like a great flying beast of smoke and teeth. More like himself.
Below her stretched a river. In fact, it seemed the embers had been following that river for quite a while, then suddenly—blessedly—they began to descend.
“Finally,” Verity whispered to herself, letting out a breath of relief.
She closed the distance between herself and the little trail of floating ash, now softly falling, losing their glow bit by bit. Jack came to rest on her broom handle, now in the form of a tiny owl. Suddenly, the ashes were simply ash, their fire burnt out, all the magic in them gone, fluttering and disintegrating into the water of the rushing river below.
The witch and her familiar looked around. No one could be seen. No houses. No lights. No sounds or smells of homes or businesses beginning their day in the pre-dawn hours. She’d gotten used to this time of late night—or early morning, depending on your perspective—being accompanied by the smell of breads and cakes, and its absence made her uneasy.
The only thing she could see was that on one side of the ravine were the remains of an old bridge that had clearly collapsed years ago hanging loosely on the stark mountain edge. She turned her broomstick in that direction in hopes that bridge meant people and, more importantly, the person who sent her the note. She loosened her posture only for her exhaustion to catch up with her. Verity was confused and tired and more concerned than ever that her spell had misfired, that she’d done exactly as she feared and ended up in a random forest somewhere.
Her feet touched the ground and for the first time all night her body relaxed, nearly falling over from the exhaustion of holding herself in place for hours on end. Jack hopped down, resuming his usual feline form. The moment of respite didn’t last long. No sooner did Verity take her first steps on the dirt road than a terrible sound erupted from within the trees. Seconds later she found herself falling toward the river below.
A great rush of wind had shot out from within the trees of the mountain forest before her, sending her sailing backwards and over the edge of the cliff face. Jack resumed his bird form and took flight, crying loudly. Verity righted herself on her broom as a tingling sensation zipped down her spine. This was magic.
The witch gripped her broomstick tightly, the bark pressing into her palms, and aimed it directly at the opening in the trees where she could see the dirt road stretching off into the forest from the edge of the broken bridge. However, the wind picked up, howling now, meeting her every attempt to break through. There was something else as well. Amidst the gale, there was a sense of someone watching her. She could not see it, but off in the darkness of the mountainside were lips muttering a spell to keep the witch away.
Now, Verity had seen many interesting things and met many interesting people in the preceding years of her traveling tutelage, but the one thing she hadn’t come up against was someone else’s magical skill aimed at her. She rather liked it. Finally, a challenge. It was one thing to be faced with a bit of trouble and have all the time in the world to plan and fix it. It was another to have to react, to grab hold of a gut instinct and hope it was the right one, with the wrong one meaning not just failure but destruction.
If you were seated on the edge of that mountain, perhaps where the bridge used to begin, and were watching this scene unfold, you might notice that a smirk had crept up on Verity’s face in the moments after the enchanted wind had blown her off her feet and sent her running for the skies.
“Well, we made it to the right place,” Verity called to Jack, who screeched back in agreement amidst the rushing gale. Defiantly, the witch called out to the darkness, “Is that all? Wind? What is wind to one who is born to it?”
Then she sang, and with each word, a pulse of magic emanated from her, creating a bubble of force that pushed against the wind and, slowly, turned it back on its sender.
The wind blows high,
the wind blows low,
hither and thither,
to and fro
I followed a leaf
from a broad branching tree,
the wild winds blow softly
and settle for me.
Verity sang, line by line, until the gale became a soft breeze and, shortly, died out completely. The witch landed, pleased with herself. A smile returned to her face as she and Jack triumphantly continued down the dirt road on foot. Off in the distance, unseen to witch or familiar, or indeed anyone with eyes, the lips that had spelled the wind smiled as well.







CHAPTER 2
A GIRL GETS A ROOM
Verity and Jack made camp in the forest, her exhaustion getting the better of her. She’d made a little fire, using the tiniest spark of her magic, some downed limbs, and nearby grasses that are said to have protective qualities to them in case whatever had tried to keep her out of the forest came back to try again. In the light of the morning, the two rose, put out the fire, and continued on down the dirt road.
Despite it being late spring and an otherwise sunny day, it was surprisingly cool and dark on the mountainside. Light seemed to have a bit of trouble penetrating the canopy. There was also the unmistakable feeling of being watched, though whether it was a single entity or simply the gaze of the mountain itself Verity could not say. Jack sensed the same and had increased significantly in size so that he favored more a jet-black jaguar than a house cat. While she had not visited the mountains before, she’d heard other witches in the coven talk about them.
“I don’t fool with things that old,” Mother Downey had said. “Never know what it wants.”
“Mountains are only mountains,” Verity’s mother had replied. She was never one to shy away from a challenge, nor did she quail easily. Verity might have favored her father’s dark, understated features, but her attitude was all her mother’s. “Mountains don’t have wants.”
“And here you call yourself a witch,” Mother Downey had cackled. “Everything wants.”
Eventually, the road took a steep dive as the mountain opened up into a deep valley. The witch blinked as the sun was finally able to shine down on her unobstructed. Verity took a deep breath. Even the open air seemed sweeter than the dank musk of the forest. She peered down, following the road with her eyes as the trees grew sparse and, to her great delight, the road ended at what appeared to be a small town at the bottom.
“Let’s go introduce ourselves, Jack,” Verity said, hopping back on her broom and taking to the air so that the remaining descent went quickly. Her familiar stayed on her broom this time, though back in his usual shorthair form, resting on the broad spray of bristles at the back.
Moments later, the pair stood at the edge of the town, which wasn’t anything like the places she’d visited before. The buildings hadn’t seen a coat of paint since they’d been built. Wooden homes, sheds, and other buildings that had an almost gray appearance from years of wet, windy winters and humid, stagnant summers. The other thing that Verity noticed was how low everything seemed, exacerbated by the fact that the place was surrounded by hills and mountains in every direction. Having hopped mostly from city to city in the last few years, it was a stark contrast. As the witch walked down what appeared to be the town’s Main Street, she realized she’d been so caught up with what the place looked like she hadn’t noticed the complete lack of people.
“Think we scared ‘em off?” Verity whispered to Jack, who mewed lowly in reply.
Eventually, she decided to take matters into her own hands and stopped at the only building that looked remotely like a business. Faded lettering painted on the side read GREEN‘S GENERAL GOODS. In the absence of a glowing trail of magical lights telling her where to go, a giant sign that said Good felt like, well, a giant sign. A decidedly unmusical bell rang out a muted, metallic note when she entered, as a screen door slammed shut behind her.
“Be right out,” a woman’s voice called from somewhere in the back of the shop.
Shop was being charitable. While there were shelves and barrels and hooks where dry goods or new clothing or tools might otherwise have been, there was a lot of empty space. A few baskets with slightly withered spring vegetables. Bagged seeds. Some flour that was clearly past its shelf life. Eggs. Except for one of the walls, which had the strangest assortment of items Verity had ever seen. Beautiful dishes that had a chip or crack in them. Stained fabrics. Dolls that looked as though they had been loved a bit too hard by several children. Everywhere she looked on the wall there were items on offer that were in desperate need of repair or, perhaps, a trip to the rubbish pile.
“Coming!” the voice sang out again from the back. “Sorry, sor—oh!”
The owner of the voice rounded the doorway that led off to some unseen back room and threw up her hands the moment she laid eyes on Verity. She was about five years older than the witch with short chin-length auburn hair, wearing on her soft frame a faded dress that might have at one time had a rather pretty floral print. The dress was cut well. Either this had once been a very expensive hand-me-down, or someone in this town held a good deal of skill with a needle and thread.
More importantly, Verity immediately sensed a warmth radiating from her. While the witch could not read minds or predict the future, she had a generally keen ability to pick a decent person out of a crowd. Whether that was witchcraft or just good common sense and years of people watching, Verity couldn’t say, nor did it matter.
Silence fell in the empty shop as the young woman looked Verity up and down.
“You a witch or something?” the woman finally said, a hint of annoyance in her voice.
“I—yes, actually,” Verity replied. “How’d you know?”
The woman folded her arms and cocked an eyebrow, very pointedly looking from Verity, to Verity’s broom, to Verity’s hat, to Verity’s black dress, and, lastly, Verity’s black cat.
“Ah,” the witch laughed nervously. “Right.”
Verity stepped forward and stretched out her hand to introduce herself, hoping that formality might cut the apparent tension. The woman tightened her posture and stepped back.
“We don’t brook with witches ‘round here,” she clipped.
Verity reeled a bit, never having run into a person who wasn’t glad to have a witch around. “But why?”
The woman sucked air through her teeth in a way that felt like an insult. “Nothing good ever came from mucking about with magic.”
“But … but …” Verity was, for the second time in less than a day, flummoxed. This was a new experience for her. In years past when she’d touched down in a new city, the very least reaction was mild indifference while most people eagerly began showing her around to all their broken things asking her to fix them.
“Let me start over. My name is Verity. Verity Vox.”
The witch stood there, a smile fixed on her face, waiting for a reply. The woman, realizing that the girl wasn’t going to leave without engaging, rolled her eyes and said, “Gillian Green. My friends call me Gilly.”
She pronounced the name with a hard G, which Verity liked very much. It sounded firm. Sure.
“Nice to meet you, Gilly.”
“You can call me Miss Green.”
“Ah,” Verity said, chastened. “Well, Miss Green, you see, I received a message from someone in this town asking for my help. Actually, come to think of it, which town is this?”
Gilly laughed. “You mean to convince me that someone here asked for your help, but you don’t even know the name of our town? Who was it that sent for you, then?”
Verity’s cheeks puffed out as a breath caught in her mouth. “I don’t know that either.”
“Can I see this letter, then?”
“It was a leaf, actually, and I don’t have it anymore.”
Gilly’s eyes widened in a knowing way as though she’d caught Verity in the lie she’d assumed she’d been telling all along. “So an unnamed person wrote you a letter—I mean a leaf—that told you to come to a place whose name you don’t even know. As I said, we don’t brook with witches ‘round these parts. I suggest you get back on that broomstick of yours and leave us be. Nobody here is gonna pay you a penny.”
Verity’s eyebrows furrowed. “Pay me? I don’t want any payment. I’m here to help as part of my witch’s training.”
“Help … how?”
“However you need!” Verity replied brightly. “I can grow things or conjure up a bit of wind to dry your clothes. Once, there were all these pets that went missing, and I had to chase down these—”
“Can you mend things?” Gilly interrupted. She stood there rather seriously, hand on her hip, her eyes daggers.
“Of course!” Verity squealed, a tension releasing from her stomach. “That’s the easiest thing in the world. I’ve fixed shoes and tents and … Gi—er—Miss Green?”
Gilly had turned wordlessly and disappeared into the depths of the back room. Verity was at a loss. This was easily the worst first impression she had ever made, and the most upsetting thing about it was that she didn’t know what she had done. She also began to wonder why the shopkeeper hated witches so much, why she intimated that the entire community seemed to share the same disdain. Surely, she didn’t think Verity was here to hurt their cattle or sit on their chests to suck the dreams out of sleeping children or whatever other nonsense people made up about witches to scare folks around a campfire.
Verity looked around the shop, gripping her broom thoughtfully. Normally, she would have made herself useful, even shown off a bit, and cleaned the place up with a touch of magic, but for all its empty space—excepting the odd collection of forgotten or useless things on the far wall—it was practically spotless. Care was not something that was lacking in this place.
After a period of time passed in which the witch thought it was quite possible Gilly had either forgotten about her or was actively ignoring her in hopes she would go away, the shopkeeper reappeared in the doorway carrying a large wooden crate. She stood there for a moment, looking down at the contents, and took a deep breath. Then, she walked forward and sat the crate down on the counter.
“Can you mend this?” Gilly asked, looking Verity directly in the eyes. There was something distinctly forlorn in the shopkeeper’s expression, a hope that had been broken along with whatever was in the box.
The witch stepped forward tenderly and peered at the contents. It was a mixture of bent, tarnished metal implements, dilapidated wood, and a large bell. A gramophone, or what used to be a gramophone. It looked as though it had been dragged out of a body of water after being thoroughly ruined. Nevertheless, Verity was determined to win over the woman in front of her, and this seemed to be the only way to do it.
“Absolutely,” Verity said, hoping her tone sounded more confident than she felt. Repairing something broken was one thing, but so much of this was destroyed she would need to conjure the missing pieces new. That wasn’t something she had done much before, and there was a lot that could go wrong when summoning things into existence. “Is this yours?”
Gilly took a beat before answering, internally weighing something. Whatever it was she was deciding, she seemed to have decided it, as her eyes softened ever so slightly as to transform her expression from one that neared accusation to one that was weary.
“It was a gift from my brother,” Gilly said. “How much?”
“How much for what?” Verity replied, confused, as she thought she had clearly covered her lack of payment requirements.
“How much to fix it? I don’t have much, but maybe I can barter—”
“No charge. Really. I truly just want to help. Here.”
Verity reached inside the crate and began tenderly removing the items, placing them on the empty counter space. Gilly watched every move closely, sometimes making little sounds of minor protest as a better-preserved part was picked up, but these were quieted as she saw how gently the witch treated each item. Jack hopped up on the counter, causing Gilly to gasp.
“This is Jack!” Verity said quickly, petting the cat and smiling broadly. “Jack-Be-Nimble if we’re being formal. He’s very helpful. Say hello, Jack.”
The cat purred loudly and mewed sweetly, stepping forward to nudge his nose against Gilly’s hands. She threw a sour look at him until the cat gave up and turned to sit and stare at the pile alongside Verity. He mewed long and low and loud gazing at the bits of soft wood. They wouldn’t hold up even if pieced back together with magic. Repairing and reviving and conjuring a complicated piece of machinery all in the same spell would be tricky. Then Verity had an idea.
“Do you have any wood?” the witch asked. When Gilly looked at the bits of wood that were lying out on the counter, Verity clarified. “New wood, I mean. This wood is—well, I mean, look at it. But if I had some new wood that I could use to fill in some of the gaps, I think I could make it like new!”
“Aren’t you a witch?” Gilly snorted.
The witch sputtered, unsure exactly which rules of magic she should try to explain. She was about to launch into the rationale behind nothing can be created or destroyed, but then Gilly waved a finger and led her into the back room.
Verity’s eyes went wide as she entered the back. There was no way to gauge how large or small the room actually was because, unlike the fairly sparse storefront, it was packed to overflowing. Piles of fabric scraps. Bits of rusted and discolored metal that might have, at one time, been tools and farming implements. Hard hats. Broken kitchen items. Nothing seemed to be usable in its current condition. There had been space made for a small table on which sat some of the fabric scraps along with scissors, needle, and thread. The dressmaker had been found.
There was a smell in the air, an indistinct odor you may have run face-first into before if you’ve ever had a grandparent or other equally elderly family member who liked to collect things and kept them all in a shed or unused bedroom. It’s the cloud of scent created from a pile of borrowed lives. Children’s sweat. Faded cologne. Sawdust. Horse manure. Fresh cut grass. Not stale. Not sweet. Not pungent.
Reminiscent was the only word Verity could think of. The scent was reminiscent of everything she’d experienced, every room she’d ever been in, every person she’d ever met, and none of them all at the same time.
But there was something else. Floating just above, or perhaps between, the scent was the unmistakable lingering tingle of magic. The room was filled with it. Not new magic or recent magic, but magic nonetheless.
The question was struggling to make its way off Verity’s tongue, but before she could ask what all of this was—for surely it couldn’t all have belonged to Gilly or even Gilly’s extended family—the woman’s faded floral dress had zipped through a small door that had gone unnoticed upon first entering the room. The witch followed behind with the cat leaping out behind her.
“Will this do?” Gilly asked, stopping next to a pile of what appeared to be old barn wood. Some boards had chipped or peeling paint in various shades, meaning these probably—like the rest of the items in the back room—had all come from different sources. But it was good wood. Sturdy.
“I think so,” Verity said through the forced grin she’d kept plastered on her face for the last few minutes. “Do you have any favorites?”
“Favorite what?”
“Boards. Do you like any of these more than the others?”
Something about the question made Gilly pause, and for the briefest of moments the stern, judgmental expression she’d been wearing softened. Silently she chose two pieces of wood. They came from lower in the pile and were bare of paint.
Verity took them and thanked her and made her way back inside, gingerly worming her way through the overstuffed back room and back up to the front of the store.
Gently she laid the boards out alongside the other pieces of the gramophone, stepping back to survey everything and ensure there wasn’t anything missing. Between you and me, Verity wouldn’t have a clue whether there was a missing piece or ten missing pieces. She’s a witch, not an engineer. However, everything appeared as fine as it was going to be, so she closed her eyes and took a moment to reach into that core of herself where her magic resided. It wasn’t a specific organ or anything, mostly it was a feeling, like remembering something you used to do all the time but haven’t in years.
The part of her that remembered being a breeze, a shellfish, a cloud, a star.
Then, Verity sang.
Cobbler, Cob—
“What are you doing?” Gilly interrupted.
Verity’s eyes flew open as she had the distinct feeling of being disconnected abruptly. It left her ever so slightly out of body, as though a bit of herself wasn’t quite in sync with her shoulders.
“I’m mending your gramophone,” Verity said quietly.
“With a nursery rhyme?” Gilly asked incredulously. “Next are you going to bake me a cake with a game of hopscotch?”
“Actually …” Verity started to explain that she actually could bake her a cake with magic but thought better of it. Instead, she said simply, “I sing my spells.”
Gilly sat back on her hip, crossed her arms, and wore an expression of amusement. The witch took it as a sign to continue.
Cobbler, cobbler, make this new,
Yes, good lady, just for you,
Here’s my bell and spring and wood,
And now, my lady, it is good.
Verity sang the lines a few times through, taking a few liberties to make the words more specific to the task at hand. As she repeated the song, the metal bent itself back into shape, rising into the air as the tarnish disappeared. The wood carved and polished itself, returning to its rightful place with the replacement boards filling in for missing or unworthy pieces.
Gilly, for her part, stood there with her jaw falling ever lower, her eyes bulging ever farther. There had not been a single, solitary part of her that thought this would work. As the final pieces secured themselves and the completed object floated back down to the counter, the shopkeeper’s eyes leaked silent rivulets of tears.
The witch stood there for a moment, not noticing Gilly’s reaction so much as poring over her own spellwork. When she finally looked up, she was confused.
“Is this right?” Verity asked. “Is this how you remember it?”
It took another beat, but Gilly uncrossed her arms and whispered, “It’s like the day he brought it home.”
“Oh!” Verity replied, relieved but still lost at the sadness in Gilly’s face. “That’s good. That’s good, right? I’m glad I could help, which is actually why I’m here. You see—”
Gilly interrupted again, “How much?”
Her words were surprisingly harsh this time. Her eyebrows raised on their outer edges as she pinched her face together. It seemed almost accusatory, but that had to be wrong. Verity understood, to an extent, a bit of suspicion, but she had just shown that she was the real deal. That should have been that.
“You keep asking,” Verity said, hoping to keep her voice from sounding offended, as she still needed the woman’s help. “I keep telling you I am not going to charge you money. I would never charge money for magic. I haven’t ever heard of a witch that did.”
“Gifts like this always come with a price, though, and I’d rather know about it up front than be surprised on the back end.”
“Who told you that?” Verity asked, but then, thinking about the air of magic emanating from the objects in the back room, she pressed more specifically. “Do you mean whoever is responsible for the stuff in the back? Is that the same as the curse? That’s why I came here. To help. To break it, I suppose, or … something.”
Gilly stood there clearly weighing things. She looked from Verity to the gramophone to the wall filled with odds and ends and back again. It might sound silly to you, perhaps, not to immediately trust in the young witch who eagerly showcased that she had arrived in good faith. If so, congratulations. You have never felt betrayal or the consequences of other people deciding your fate for you.
Gilly, however, had grown up in a different kind of town with different rules that governed her every waking moment.
Jack, who had been quietly watching Verity cast her spell and Gilly’s reaction, stood and attempted again to nuzzle Gilly’s hand. This time the young woman relented and scratched him behind the ear and under the chin.
“You asked earlier the name of this town,” Gilly said while making ever sweeter faces at Jack. “Why? You really don’t know where you are?”
“I really don’t,” Verity said. “I’m a witch in training. I am sent to a different place every year to hone my skills and help the community however I can. Then, at the end of the year, I’m sent off somewhere else until it comes time for me to settle in a community permanently.”
“So you were assigned to here? There some kind of witch government telling you where to go?”
“No, though I wish for that sometimes. It’s more vague and surprising than that. At the end of your year, you’re sent a sign of where to go next.”
“What was the sign to come here?”
“A leaf.”
“A leaf?”
“A leaf. Only yesterday, as a matter of fact. Jack found it and brought it to me. There was writing on it, too, like someone had made a wish and given it to the wind to come true. I have a suspicion that’s how it got to me. You see, everyone has a little magic in—”
“What did the leaf say?” Gilly asked.
“It said ‘We’re cursed. Send help,’“ Verity recited.
Gilly’s face cracked. She began to chuckle lowly, quickly building into all-out laughter. She actually slapped her knee. Verity simply stood there wondering for the umptyleventh time whether she had gotten the spell right and if she had ended up in the right place.
Wiping a tear from her eyes, Gilly said, “Well, honey. You’ve found yourself in Foxfire. You’re the first outside person to set foot in this town in twenty years. And whoever wrote you that leaf letter was right. We are cursed. I just hope you know what you’re getting yourself into.”
Then, Gilly told Verity a story. It was about how, when she was still a girl, the town of Foxfire used to be connected to the rest of the world by a bridge. She relayed the tale of Earl and his deals. How in the ensuing years food scarcity became rampant. How people engaged in reckless behavior trying to escape. How many people died from malnutrition or want of a doctor, and how many more vanished up into the hills. How they were trapped and terrified and yet, somehow, still called this place home.
Verity stood listening quietly until Gilly completed her version of events. After a moment of consideration she asked, “The things in the back room? The wall over there?”
“They’re what people bought from Earl or bargained in a deal with him,” Gilly replied. “Everything broke down almost immediately after he left. It all had to go somewhere. My family had the shop already, but it was mostly empty on account of us being unable to get away to restock. So, when I grew up and decided to take over, I took to rounding up what people didn’t want—which was dang near all of it—and putting it all here. At first, I thought maybe we could fix the broken things or make something new out of them, but nobody wanted to fool with any of it. And anyway, the stuff simply doesn’t seem to want to be fixed. You piece something back together, it falls apart in a new way. You make clothes out of the fabric, and it fades or wears through almost immediately.”
“But you still kept it all?”
“Had to go somewhere. Not like I’m going to haul it all back out to throw it in the nearest creek bed.”
“Has anyone seen this Earl since he left? Has he ever come back?” Verity asked.
Gilly laughed darkly. “Back? No, but yes, we’ve seen him. He’s off in the hills calling himself king of the mountain, still making deals with anyone who is plum crazy enough to go after him.”
“King?” Verity replied, a flicker of recognition passing through the back of her mind. She didn’t pursue it further and instead asked, “What kind of deals?”
“Food, mostly. People trying to feed their families, trying not to starve. Medicine sometimes, though after what happened with that little girl, most won’t trust any cure they get from Earl. But the cost ain’t worth it. Your health. Your joy. He’ll ask a steep price. Think it’s his way of getting back at all of us for running him out.”
Verity considered this for a moment. There was one other thing Gilly had mentioned. “You said people vanished in the hills. Is that also because of Earl?”
“No way of knowing for certain, but I’d bet my left leg it is. Lot of good folks lost up in the hills, mostly men. Bunch of the former miners trying to keep bellies full, or as full as possible. Poor Theresa Tarry lost nearly her whole family. First her husband and son a few years back to sickness and then her daughter only a few days ago. Either they reneged on a deal or—”
“A few days ago?” Verity interjected. “So people are still going up there? Why?”
“You mean why would anyone leave a little town where the only hobbies are hunger and wondering what the world outside is like?” Gilly shot back, but there wasn’t a bite to the words. They came out languid, casual, a truth long since reckoned with and swallowed. After a moment she relented, throwing one hand up dismissively. “She was the first in a long time to try. Who knows. Maybe if you ask him the right way, he’ll let you pass through to the other side of the mountain. That’s what some people have thought. There’s an old coal mine down in the south hills. The one the coal company built this town around. People swear it’s the start of a cave system that’ll take you across the river, just nobody’s found it.”
A set of priorities clicked into place in Verity’s mind. She was here to get rid of whatever hold this Earl fellow had over the town of Foxfire, but first she had a whole lot of work to do to get these folks back on their feet. However, other than the strange bit of energy left over from the discarded things, she hadn’t felt any other lingering spellwork about the town upon her arrival. Which meant that whatever was causing the food shortages and other maladies was some other kind of magic she hadn’t encountered before.
Verity announced, injecting a brightness back into her voice, “Well, Miss Green—”
“Call me Gilly,” said Gilly, a tiny bit of the wall between them crumbling.
“Gilly,” Verity replied, accepting the precious offering of her name. “I’m here to help. First, though, I was hoping you could help me with something? I’m going to need a place to stay.”
“Tell you what. You help me get rid of all that mess in the back, and you can have that room for the time being.”
“Sounds fair to me!” Verity said, her mind already brewing up plans for the space. “Oh, Gilly?”
“Hm?” the shopkeeper replied as she made her way to the overstuffed wall to begin the disassembly.
“Where is everyone?” Verity asked, looking out the front door to the shop and realizing she still hadn’t seen anyone walk by.
Gilly laughed again. “They all took inside when we saw you coming down.”
“The whole town? How did everyone know I was coming?”
“Honey, we might be cursed, but we aren’t dumb. We all saw you flying down from the top of the mountain. You were out full view in the sky this morning. You aren’t exactly subtle.”
And that was the truest thing anyone had ever said about Verity Vox.







CHAPTER 3
A BIT Of GARDENING IS DONE
What would you do with a massive pile of cursed objects?
That was the immediate puzzle befuddling Gilly and Verity once it was agreed she could stay. In addition to the door leading out back, the room had a single window through which late afternoon light shone onto the piles made of the town’s discarded things. To Gilly’s credit, there had been an attempt to organize them. Clothing, bedding, and other soft goods took up the two largest piles which lay on either side of the table, where Gilly made attempts to cut and sew them into new garments or somewhat useful things like curtains or, in a pinch, wash rags.
Another pile was mostly metal, which consisted of anything from utensils to garden tools. A few teetering piles had been made of delicate things such as glass and pottery. There was a smaller, sadder collection of toys.
Gilly tried to explain that it had always been the intention to gather up what people didn’t want and make it available to others who might need it. However, there seemed to be a lot of interest in the town for the giving away part and none for the taking back or passing around part.
Several half-hearted but sweaty attempts were made to move things around before it was decided that the best thing to do would be to take everything out and start fresh. Verity took care of most of this. It had been a fairly minor thing for the witch to move the unwanted broken objects from the back room of the Greens’ general store and send them floating off of their own accord. While a minor bit of animation spellcraft for Verity, it nonetheless stunned Gilly, who had never so much as seen a fork stand up on its own, let alone an entire room of items come to life, march themselves outside, and arrange themselves in small, manageable piles.
Jack helped, or tried to. He was very interested in the pile of toys and dolls, picking each one up tenderly as though it were a kitten and carrying it off outside.
If you have never lived in a small town, you may not be aware that there exists something that is very like magic, while not being magic at all. Gossip. An event happening or tall tale told in one part of the town—even something as small and ostensibly private as the back room of a general store—might somehow, inexplicably, become known by anyone within a few miles’ radius with nary a word said about it.
Something in the air seems to share people’s private business almost as though the air itself is so bored by blowing through such a small town that it takes it upon itself to stir things up.
Which is why it didn’t take long before a few heads began poking themselves out from behind curtains or opening doors to peer across the street to see what was happening at the Greens’ general store. Folks began walking in pairs up and down the street, though their path was conspicuously small and seemed to be centered on the storefront. One young man walked out of the house across the street from the store and leaned against his front door, making quite a show of pretending he was suddenly overcome with the need to whittle.
As the work came to a quick end, the two young women noticed that they had drawn quite a bit of attention. Gilly caught sight of the young man across the street and smirked at Verity. “That’s Earnest. Think I’ll marry him one day, if he ever gets his head out of the clouds and figures out I’m the love of his life.”
It was at that moment a stern woman wearing an austere, faded dress stepped out and sat down next to Earnest. She did not look at Verity and Gilly in the purposeful way in which someone who wants you to know they know you are there but are not looking at you doesn’t look at someone.
“And that’s his momma, Theny,” Gilly said in a quieter tone. The distaste was, apparently, a two-way street. “His family used to own a little place that sold sandwiches and other things. They weren’t good, but beggars and choosers and anyway he was always so sweet. Almost too handsome. Don’t you think he’s handsome?”
Gilly whispered in a way that increasingly sounded more like she thought Verity should find him handsome. With a quick turn and a wave, she called out, “Hey, Earnest! This is Verity. She don’t bite! She’s a good one!”
Earnest, eyes bulging from being quite caught, seemed unable to decide whether to pretend he hadn’t heard and continue to whittle or give in to his instincts and return the polite hello. He did a combination of both and gave a kind of half wave until his mother could no longer ignore the situation and nearly dragged him back inside while glaring daggers at the witch. Gilly and Verity shared a laugh. Their first of many.
Everything looked smaller somehow now that it lay in the full afternoon light. Smaller, older, yet the sheer volume of items begged an obvious question.
“What if we just burn it?” Gilly asked, clapping her hands as the idea hit her. She reached down and picked up a desiccated spade, scrunching her face into an expression that asked who in their right mind would want this, and, perhaps, asking herself why she’d thought it was a good idea to hold on to it all this time.
Verity had considered the burning option. Quick. Clean.
There were all sorts of remedies you could make with the ashes from objects that had been enchanted. But no. Not these.
“Can’t,” Verity said simply. “All these things have the stink of a curse on them making them rot and rust and fall to ruin. If we burn them without dispelling the curse, we risk that magic simply finding something new in the area to inhabit. Even if the magic is small and faded, that’s still not something I want to release onto the town all at once.”
“Witch comes to town and suddenly things stop working right,” Gilly mused. “I see. Probably not the best first impression.”
“Probably not,” Verity echoed.
“Wait, but then what happened to the gramophone you fixed? Is something else of mine gonna break now?”
“No, because I transmuted it.”
You can probably understand why Gilly stood there, moonfaced, awaiting any additional words of explanation, as for most people, what the witch had said was not an explanation at all. Verity, for her part, did not pick up the nonverbal cue that additional information was needed. So, the two ended up staring at one another with an increasing awkwardness as both kept waiting for the other to speak.
Finally, Gilly, who had more social graces, said, “That doesn’t tell me anything. What happened to the curse on my gramophone?”
Verity thought how best to explain. “Well, all magic is a kind of energy that someone somewhere told what to do. It has a job, and it does that job until it either runs out of power or, in this case, you give it a new job.”
“So what was the new job?”
“The repair itself. I think it might have been part of what helped the raw lumber to fit itself into the right shape, but really once the magic gets going, it all kind of mushes together.”
Gilly’s brow furrowed as she considered this, then she pointed to the pile that was in front of them. “Why don’t you just do that to the rest of it?”
“All at once?” Verity scoffed good-naturedly, but she gave a considerate glance at the rather large pile of rather disparate items. Wood. Metal. Cloth. Pottery. Glass. “To use all of this all at once I’d have to turn it into a—I don’t know—a house. Or something. Something very large. And I don’t think I have that in me. Maybe with another witch, or another three witches …”
This was a new and seemingly uncomfortable confession for the witch, admitting there was something outside of her ability. Any other person might not have thought the idea one was unable to magically build an entire house—complete with plumbing, electric, and rat-proof walls—was some kind of moral failing, but those people aren’t Verity. Since most people she’d met assumed witches should be able to do anything with a flick of a wand and a magic word or three, she had done her level best to meet those expectations. She considered it an aspect of her training. It wasn’t, but if extra credit had been applicable to witchcraft, Verity Vox would have been first in line.
“Don’t do it all at once then,” Gilly said, sensing the tension in Verity’s words. “Do what you did for me. Fix one thing at a time.”
This, the witch realized, was an excellent plan. It not only was a good way to begin removing a tiny bit of the curse, but if she brought the items back to their original owners all fixed up, it served as a fantastic way to introduce herself to the rest of Foxfire. However, that would have to be saved for tomorrow. It was late in the day, and they needed to get her new room ready to be usable.
“I’m sorry there isn’t a bathroom or anything,” Gilly said as they stood in the now empty room. It was much larger than it had appeared when the mountain range of detritus was tucked into every square inch of space. “And there’s nowhere to put your things. You know, I think I saw some wood we could use to make shelving if you want. Though, come to think of it, where are your things?”
Gilly looked around for some luggage or a bag that she must have missed, even wondering if perhaps it had gotten lumped in with what had been thrown out. Then she noticed the witch standing in the middle of the room with a mischievous twinkle in her eye.
“Being a witch has its perks,” Verity said. “I can travel light when necessary.”
She removed her hat and sat it on the floor upside down.
Then, she clicked her tongue, signaling Jack, who bounded lightly across the floor. He rubbed his head against her hands then sat back and peered inside the hat. The cat stared for a long time, seeming to grow ever so slightly longer with each passing moment. After a time, his eyes widened, locking on to something unseen in the depths of the tiny void. Then, in one fluid movement, he dove into the hat.
Fluid here is the operative word, as parts of him seemed to liquify, to become tendrils of loosely defined blackness that never settled on a form. He was a torrent of inky black sky, an infinite horizon filled with stars. He was as real as smoke. Then he was gone, down into the depths of whatever was at the bottom of the hat.
Gilly had never seen a cat that not only changed its shape but changed into whatever the opposite of a shape is, and, while she had already witnessed a number of things that day that she would have sworn were impossible this morning, a bottomless hat was something she couldn’t help but be curious about. What did it look like inside, she wondered? If she looked inside, would she see something like a closet, another room, or would it simply look like a hat? Compelled, she began to step forward, but Verity put up her hand to stop her.
“That’s not a very good idea,” Verity said, standing and walking across the room to gently guide Gilly back to the corner by her elbow. “If you get too close, you might fall in, and without Jack to see where you went, we might never find you.”
The shopkeeper would have liked an explanation for this, but she couldn’t quite find the words for what that question might sound like. She had no concept of pocket dimensions or sideways realities or the secret lives of cats. It didn’t matter because right as she was beginning to measure her confusion, something started to change about the hat. It got wider. That’s not right. It got darker, and so did the area around it. The more accurate way of describing it is that the blackness of the fabric stopped reflecting light, which gave it the effect of looking like a small hole had opened up in the middle of the room.
The darkness spread. It wasn’t that the hard lines of the hat expanded, rather that light simply couldn’t find its way into or out of an ever-expanding area in the room. Then, it was as though the darkness had tendrils, like a beast from the depths. Or perhaps it pooled out on the floor like liquid. Or perhaps it was smoke.
The human mind likes to find patterns. If you look long enough at leaves on the forest floor or a whorl of wood grain, or lie on your back and stare at clouds, your mind will eventually try to make the chaotic nonsense look like something familiar. A face. A rabbit. A cat. It’s a phenomenon called pareidolia. Gilly had never heard of pareidolia. Nor did she know that her mind could not comprehend the formless endlessness of what she was looking at. What she did know was she was beginning to get a bit of a headache, which caused her to wince in pain.
Then it was gone. She blinked, and the massive, empty, inky void that had consumed the entire room was gone. In its place was a lovely bed with a metal frame that had been painted white, covered in linen bedding and overstuffed pillows. There was a small nightstand, and, at the foot of the bed, a trunk. In the corner was a black wooden coat stand, on which hung Verity’s hat. And there on the center of the bed staring back at them was Jack, who looked very much like any other cat.
“You have to show me that one,” Gilly said with a giggle, slapping Verity’s arm playfully.

The next day when Gilly walked the short distance from her house to the shop, she found Verity out back looking over the piles. She was holding the remains of a rocking chair.
“Morning,” Gilly called out.
“I think we should start with this one,” Verity replied, looking intently at the soft wood.
“Why’s that?” Gilly replied.
“We have to start somewhere,” Verity said, looking up now and smiling. “And I’m thinking giving someone back a nice place to rest is as good as any other starting point.”
One song and a few spare pieces of lumber to fill in the gaps later, the two stood staring at a simple, sturdy rocking chair. Gilly, wanting to feel like she contributed, took a bit of scrap fabric and some of the better stuffing from dolls that had long ago succumbed to age and wear and sewed a cushion for it.
“Where to?” Verity asked.
“If I remember correctly, this one belonged to old Mrs. Mason out on the ridge,” Gilly replied, tilting her head back as though she were fishing the memory out of a literal corner of her mind.
“To old Mrs. Mason’s house, then!” Verity cheered. Then, “Wait, do we need to close up the shop or something?”
Gilly laughed. “No need. Nobody stops by anyway on account of nobody has any money anymore. I mostly come by out of habit.”
“Okay then.” Verity whistled and a moment later her broom came flying out the back door with Jack holding on for dear life. “Climb on.”
The witch sat astride her broomstick, inching her way towards the front to allow Gilly to sit on the back. For his part, her familiar took the form of a small crow and perched at the front. Witch and familiar looked at Gilly, waiting for her to follow. Nothing happened. Her eyebrows had begun a race to see which could get to her hairline first and her mouth was in an ever-widening grimace.
“Something wrong?” Verity asked.
“Yeah,” Gilly said, her lower eyelids pinching up as though she were about to sneeze. “I’m not getting on that. I don’t … I don’t think I can get on that.”
“Why? I use it every day. It’s perfectly safe, and we’ll be there in no time.”
“Right, see, you use it every day. I don’t. What’s more is I just realized right now that apparently, I have an immense and very specific fear of falling off of a broom while it is hundreds of feet in the air and plummeting to my doom.”
Verity opened her mouth to reassure Gilly that she would be safe as houses, but Gilly cut her off. “Furthermore, how do you expect us to carry a whole rocking chair while we’re flying? Is that going in your hat, too?”
“No way. It had a curse on it,” Verity said reflexively, with the same tenor as though she were recoiling from a bit of food that had fallen onto a very dirty floor.
“I thought you said you got rid of the curse when you trasmollified whatever it is.”
“Transmuted,” Verity corrected, immediately remembering she wasn’t supposed to do that. “I … did. I mean, it’s gone. It’s definitely gone. But it was there all the same, and I don’t want to take any chances.”
Gilly raised her hand, pointing her finger as though she were about to lay down a very angry stream of words, but stopped herself at the last minute. “We’re going to come back to that later, but either way we should get going because she does not live close by, and this is going to get heavy.”
The two carried the chair between them through the small town, with Gilly waving at a few people here and there as they went. From the various reactions, it was clear that there was a lot of work ahead before the people of Foxfire would trust anyone promising a little magical assistance. The fact that Verity insisted on carrying her broom in her free hand while a black cat trailed behind her did not help.
It took a while, and the chair did indeed get heavier with each passing step. At one point, Verity thought to use her broom to act as a magical third arm to lighten the load, but Gilly dissuaded her, saying that it probably didn’t hurt for people to see her carrying something and working up a sweat. Might help in the trust department. The heels of Verity’s boots made her feet sore while Gilly continued on genially chattering about the town, mostly about how it used to be when she had been a child. The witch grew silent, not used to walking such a distance on foot nor carrying a heavy load while doing so.
Eventually, though, the buildings and homes faded. The formal roads such as they existed in Foxfire transformed into subtle dirt paths trailing up into the hills that were marked less by cart or horse or donkey and more by footfall. Even that, however, had clearly not happened in some time. The dirt had begun losing its war with the grass, which meant that whoever lived up the path didn’t go to town very often.
There was a moment, briefer than a flash of lightning, where Verity could have sworn she felt the familiar tingle of magic zipping its way up from her toes through her spine as they started ascending the hill. It came and went so fast, however, that she assumed it must have been something else.
“Someone walking over my grave,” the witch muttered to herself with a short, dry chuckle.
Gilly, who had been talking for the last several minutes about how she wished she’d been able to use more of the leftover fabric to make new dresses, stopped mid-sentence and asked, “What was that?”
“Nothing,” Verity wheezed.
Sweat dripped into her eyes and she instinctively made to wipe it off, forgetting she had a broom in her other hand and smacking herself in the forehead with the business end.
There was a truncated laugh that turned into a cough from Gilly’s direction.
“Lookee there!” Gilly shouted. “Mrs. Mason’s house.”
The house that stood before them was smaller than the Greens’ general store. The boards that formed the sides of the square home looked like they had grown out of the ground itself, a product of the mountain. It had a simple door with a window above it that on hot days could be opened to cool the interior. The roof was rusted metal, but a stone chimney could be seen poking up out of the back. There were no shrubs or flowers or any other decoration that had not been put there by nature. Verity imagined it could be either the most wonderful place to live if you didn’t like people or the most lonely if you did.
“Mrs. Mason!” Gilly called out, stopping a good distance from the door. There was no immediate answer, and they could hear no sound coming from inside. Gilly tried again. “Mrs. Mason, you ‘round? It’s Gilly Green. Here to see ‘bout returning this chair.”
Now there was rustling from inside the house, and a moment later the door opened to reveal a small, old woman who poked her head out. She wore a faded patchwork dress and a shawl and tilted her head up to squint down at the pair.
Verity let Gilly do the talking.
“What’s that now?” Mrs. Mason said by way of reply.
“This is my friend Verity,” Gilly said, lifting the arm carrying the chair and sort of gesturing to Verity with her shoulder. “She’s new in these parts. She’s helping me fix up the things that broke a while back, so we could return ‘em to folks. She fixed your rocker, and we thought you might like it back.”
The old woman took note of the large wooden rocking chair being carried between the two and seemed to flinch slightly at the sight.
“Don’t want it,” she said simply. “Don’t fool with curses.”
Gilly shot Verity a look that had told you so written all over it.
Mrs. Mason disappeared back into the house, shutting the door quickly behind her. At that, Gilly marched right up to the door, nearly dragging Verity behind her. Blessedly, she sat the rocking chair down beside the front door, which sent waves of relief through both of their bodies as their shoulders finally got some rest. Gilly began knocking.
“Mrs. Mason,” she called. “Come on now. We came all this way to bring this back to you. Won’t you take it?”
“I told you I don’t want nothing to do with curses,” Mrs. Mason called out from inside the house. “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll get away from that witch before she puts a curse on you, too.”
Gilly quickly panned up and down the witch’s all-black outfit.
“What?” Verity whispered.
“I mean,” Gilly whispered back, her eyebrows seeming to juggle what she wanted to say, “do you have to look so … conspicuous?”
“I have to!” Verity replied, a bit too loudly, gripping the sides of her black skirt and holding it out as though it were proof. “Witches in training have to wear black.”
“Why?” Gilly asked, knocking again.
“Because,” Verity started, but then couldn’t actually remember if she’d ever been told. There had to be a good reason. “It’s a witch thing. You wouldn’t understand. We just have to, okay?”
Gilly shrugged and knocked again. “Mrs. Mason, if you don’t open up, we’re just gonna leave the chair right here where anything could happen to it. It’s such a lovely chair, I’d hate to see it get bird mess on it.”
There was no response. Seconds passed. What had seemed like a very good idea earlier began to seem more like an exercise in futility now. Sweaty, stinky futility. Of course people wouldn’t want these things back. They had the stench of bad memories and, worse, magic all over them, whether the magic was still there or not.
“The curse is gone,” Verity said, surprising herself with how small her voice sounded. Gilly stopped knocking and looked at her with cautious encouragement. “I removed it. It’s just a chair now. A lovely chair. Whoever gave it to you must’ve cared about you a lot, but it’s just a chair. I promise.”
The two paused, looking at each other, and waited. It took another moment and then the door quietly, slowly opened. The old woman stayed inside, only poking her head through.
“How am I supposed to trust a witch?” Mrs. Mason asked, eyes boring holes in Verity.
Strangely enough, neither Verity nor Gilly had thought of this. They both assumed that people would simply be glad to have their things back good as new and take their word on the rest. Gilly shrugged and screwed up her face in a quizzical expression.
Verity replied hesitantly, “I … I understand that you, all of you, have had some unpleasant experiences with magic in the past. I promise, though, I was sent here to help. That’s all. If I can undo any of the harm that’s been done to the good people of this town, I’d like to try.”
“She fixed my gramophone,” Gilly piped in quickly. “And she’s helped to get the shop all clean and ready. She’s a good one, Mrs. Mason. I think we can trust her.”
The old woman’s deep gray eyes looked back and forth from witch to shopkeeper, weighing what had been said. Then she looked at the rocker, and a small part of her stony expression cracked.
“Mae Miller got that for me years ago,” she said. “It was the anniversary of my George’s passing. She thought it’d be nice to sit out front where George used to sit and watch the town. George loved to do that.”
“Where would you like us to put it?” Gilly asked, sensing an opening.
Mrs. Mason considered the question, coming out of the house and down the single step to touch the chair. She smiled beatifically at Gilly. Something you must always keep in mind when dealing with the elderly, especially those who live in the mountains, is they have the sharpest of minds and the keenest sense of measuring opportunity. That is why the faintest hint of a smile inched its way into the corner of the woman’s mouth.
“The chair is nice, but I don’t need a chair,” Mrs. Mason said, turning to look at Verity. “You can fix curses? Is that right? You’re a good witch here to help?”
Jack curled behind Verity’s ankles. Even he was intimidated by an old woman who was visibly brewing up a scheme.
“Yes, ma’am,” Verity replied with a gulp.
“Can you fix my garden, then? It won’t grow nothin’. I could really do with some good tomatoes and snap peas and lettuce and beans.”
Verity brightened. “I can do that! I’m happy to help. Where is your garden?”
Mrs. Mason wasn’t listening. She had already turned and begun leading them back behind her house. There was a patch of ground where, perhaps, a garden had at one time grown. It was difficult to say as the dirt was hard, rocky, and unforgiving.
“George always found a way to grow such a lovely garden for us,” Mrs. Mason said, standing at the corner of the patch and staring into it, seeing years gone by.
The witch took a step as Jack leapt forward and began circling the patch. She picked up a bit of the dirt and was immediately confused. Not a tingle. Not a spark. Not a solitary iota of magic to be felt. She grabbed another handful from a different spot. Same thing. She went around grabbing patches of dirt, not caring that she looked like a madwoman suddenly obsessed with the ground. Nothing. If this ground couldn’t—or wouldn’t—grow anything, it wasn’t because of a curse. Well, if a curse wasn’t here, then it wouldn’t fight her if she worked a little magic of her own.
She stood in the middle of the dirt patch and extended her hands, trying one last time to feel for any hint of existing magic. When none was felt, she took a deep breath in, closed her eyes, and sang.
Mistress Mary, Quite contrary, How does your garden grow?
With tomato vines and spinach leaves and so my garden grows.
As she sang, the words lifted her ever so slightly into the air. Jack began running up and down where rows of vegetables would have been planted, wispy trails of midnight sky flowing behind him. Where he bounded, a green bud appeared, and with each verse, they grew to full size. Verity changed the plants she named. First tomatoes and spinach, then asparagus, squash, peppers, onions, potatoes. Dirt is surprisingly pliable with a bit of magic. It contains remains of all that has ever been and all the potential of what can be. Giving it a bit of direction looks impressive, but growing something from not much at all is one of the first things a witch masters. Her song created a garden that expanded beyond the original patch of ground and reached out and around the house, growing tall stalks of corn and small strawberry plants.
Eventually, Verity’s dangling feet touched back down. When she opened her eyes, she saw Gilly and Mrs. Mason, who was now staring in awe, wide-eyed and gasping at the Eden surrounding her. There was enough food here not just for her, but for several families if needed. The woman whipped her shawl around, turning it into a kind of satchel, then ran around grabbing produce and stuffing it into her impromptu bag. She stopped at a particularly large vine to pluck a fist-sized, ruby-red tomato and eat it.
“Mmm,” she moaned with pleasure, a small tear leaking down her face. “It tastes like sunshine.”
Verity looked to Gilly, whose face was incredulous.
“You …” she started, but trailed off.
“Me?” Verity replied softly.
After another long moment where Gilly took in the verdant garden that stretched around the old house, she said, “My gramophone, the moving things around, pulling a bedroom out of a hat. All of that was truly something. But this. Verity. You really don’t know what this could mean for us. We’ve been so cut off, not just from towns and shops, but from our own land. People have died hungry. This. This is truly a gift. Thank you.”
Verity didn’t quite know what to say. She’d always been glad to feel useful to those around her, to fix things or find things or help ease an aching muscle or two, but she’d never received a response like this. She didn’t know what to say, which was why when she replied “I’m just glad to help,” it felt hollow. She meant it, truly, but nothing had ever meant as much to her as this act of magic seemed to mean to Gilly or Mrs. Mason. She didn’t grasp the weight of the act.
The young women spent some time helping Mrs. Mason gather up all the vegetables she wanted, with Gilly promising to look around her store for any jars that might be good enough for canning. Verity, for her part, helped clean and spruce up the interior of the home, and even rewound the rust on the roof, so the metal was new and shining again. The rocking chair was placed lovingly next to some newly blooming flowers by the front door so that whoever sat in it had a beautiful view of Foxfire and the hills beyond.
The two made their way back to town with the broom floating between them, carrying several baskets magically woven together with some nearby fallen sticks. The baskets were nearly overflowing with vegetables and berries. No words passed between them until Gilly, who had clearly been thinking through some things, burst out, “Tomatoes aren’t even in season!”
“What?” Verity replied, confused.
“None of that was in season,” Gilly said, now laughing. “You really are a witch.”
“Oh, I didn’t know. I just grew what I thought she might want. I don’t know much about gardening.”
“This. This is what we have to do, what you have to do, for Foxfire,” Gilly said, gesturing towards the bushels of produce. “We need this.”
So it went in the coming days. Verity repaired items, taking them back to their owners, and ended up finding ways to improve people’s lives in a more substantial way. People didn’t want shiny reminders of the past back so much as they wanted the ability to regain control of their present. More gardens were grown. Farm equipment was mended. Wells were fixed and water returned to them. Leaking roofs were patched. Sickly horses were fattened up. Some welcomed the witch’s gifts with open arms while many were hesitant, even downright resistant, but as proof got around the town of Foxfire, it didn’t take long for a former “no” to turn into a “yes.”
Beggars and choosers and all that.
As much as the town rejoiced at this run of magically produced good luck, Verity became troubled. This was all a bit too easy, and more than a few things weren’t adding up. She’d learned that for all the claims of the town being cursed, the only baneful magic she could find was the residue left on a conman’s broken goods. There was no explanation for why the land itself had seemed to turn on the people in recent years. What was more, she couldn’t stop feeling as though she were being watched from somewhere just out of reach, somewhere in mountains. The day she’d arrived there had been a presence trying to keep her away from Foxfire. Who was it, and where were they now?
Perhaps her most pressing question: Who had sent for her, and why hadn’t they shown themselves?
“Pile’s getting pretty lean,” Gilly said, surveying the smattering of cursed objects that had dwindled in the weeks since their project began.
Once word got around that Verity was able to fix old things, and that she was working out of the Greens’ general store, people began showing up instead of waiting for her to find them. This was rather helpful, as Gilly’s memory for which old, broken thing belonged to which townsperson was getting spotty fast. Most everything that anyone actually wanted had been claimed pretty quickly in the days following Verity’s arrival. That was when people began to bring their problems to the witch directly, and a new rhythm was slowly found.
“What do you want to do with the store?” Verity asked Gilly as they walked back inside carrying the remainder of the dolls. They’d decided today was the day to fix them up. Gilly thought she could sew new dresses and keep them on hand to give away.
“What do you mean?” Gilly replied, setting her small pile down on the counter in the front of the store.
Except, she knew what Verity meant. Green’s General Goods seemed even emptier than ever on account of the fact that when people began coming in to seek Verity’s services, they’d cleaned out what few staples had been on the shelves. Without any way to leave the valley and restock, the general goods store lay barren of general goods.
“I have always dreamt of a dress shop,” Gilly said wistfully. “Maybe nothing too fancy like you’d find in Paris or New York, but something nice. Even folks in small towns like ours deserve nice things. Could have tailoring for the men, too.”
“What would the rest of the Green family think?” Verity asked, realizing she had somehow gone all this time without having met any of the other members of Gilly’s family, which seemed odd for a family-owned store.
“I doubt they’d mind much,” Gilly said with a hint of darkness.
As Gilly began describing the dress shop of her dreams, a different kind of magic took hold in Verity’s mind. The shelves and tables of the general goods store melted away and were replaced with simple, long runners filled with scarves and handkerchiefs and crisp, folded shirts. There were mannequins showing off the latest designs with hats to match. Baskets of the most exquisite fabric littered the walls for those who still wanted to cut and sew their own creations themselves. The dark, drab interior gave way to light as walls transformed into windows featuring a new painted sign up front right on the glass.
It was nice.
Then it was gone, and the general store came back into focus as the rusty bell clanged.
Verity made a mental note to fix that, too. A woman walked in. She was timid, skittish, with limp hair that most would call mousy. Her hand gripped the door as though if she weren’t careful, she would get dragged off by some vile creature. As if on cue, Jack, who was currently in the form that most pleased Gilly and anyone else with a pulse—a small, fluffy kitten with large, starry black eyes—mewed sweetly from atop an empty table. The woman startled at the sound, stared meekly at him, then up into the eyes of the witch and shopkeeper.
“Welcome!” Gilly chimed. She had been sorting the few remaining dolls and choosing which scraps of fabric would become the clothing for each. “Hope you’re here to see the witch because we’re plum out of everything else!”
The woman opened her mouth, closed it, gulped, then opened it again. “Yes, actually,” she said. “Is that you?”
Gilly’s eyebrows knitted together, lifting up into the recesses of her forehead. While it can be stated, charitably, that nobody in the town of Foxfire got out much—owing to the very real and simple fact that their one way to get out had been destroyed by an evil magical salesman years before—this woman must get out less than most.
“That’s me,” Verity said sweetly, lifting her hand as though she were in school. “I’m the witch.”
“Oh,” the woman said, then seemed to wrestle with herself while examining Verity’s all-black getup. “I suppose that makes sense.”
“Can we help you?” Gilly encouraged.
The woman caught sight of the doll in Gilly’s hand and her expression shifted. There was a spark of recognition. “That doll,” she said. “That’s my daughter’s doll.”
“This one?” Gilly asked, surprised, lifting the doll that had been in her hands. “Well that’s lucky. If you’ll give her a minute, Verity can fix it right—”
“No, that’s … no,” the woman said, cutting her off. “It was my daughter’s, but she wouldn’t want it anymore. She’s too old for dolls. Was too old for dolls.”
She said this last part quietly, to herself more than anything. The room fell silent as an air of seriousness filled up every crevice. Verity and Gilly exchanged a look between them, waiting.
“Who’s your daughter?” Verity asked, breaking the silence but not the weight.
“Tacita,” the woman said. “Tacita Tarry. I’m Theresa, her mother.”
An impression of floating embers summoned up from the back of the witch’s mind, disappearing as quickly as it had come.
Gilly’s expression instantly melted into one of pity. She took a step forward and placed her hand on the woman’s shoulder. “I’m so sorry,” she said, looking at her full in the face, meaning it.
Verity stood there confused, Jack twining between her legs. Nobody decided they needed to fill her in on why Gilly was sorry at the mention of Tacita, though from context clues the witch assumed the worst.
“So how does this work?” Theresa asked, turning to face Verity. “You give me back the doll, and then I get a wish or something?”
“Come again?” Verity replied.
“Well, everyone you visit gets a lost item returned to them, then something miraculous happens. By the time you leave they have full pantries or whatnot. When you never came by my place, I reckon I owed it to Tacita to come by myself, or you might never show up.”
The woman had seemed calm, but each word seemed to be building on the last, gathering momentum. She was working up to something, and Verity got the distinct impression she wasn’t going to like it.
Gilly jumped in first. “That might be my fault. You see, I have a terrible memory. After a while, I didn’t know who went with what. There was a lot to—”
“So Tacita wasn’t important?” Theresa’s small voice said, cutting Gilly off. The statement was quiet, aimed at her stomach. Like a punch.
While it wasn’t a tingle of magic, the weight of the room certainly grew heavier. This woman carried things with her. Verity had been in enough places, met enough people, and witnessed enough in her short years of traveling that she could see it all over this woman. She was haunted, maybe not by ghosts but by memories, which were often the same thing.
Verity stepped forward and the woman ever so slightly flinched. Like testing the fight or flight of a wild animal, the witch reached out, moving closer until she was able to gently take the trembling hands that were twisting into one another at the woman’s waist.
“What was the miracle you were hoping for?” Verity asked softly.
The bereaved mother looked into the witch’s eyes as tears streamed down her face. “Bring her back.”
Verity let out a gasp, and she looked over to Gilly in shock, another unspoken question. Was this woman asking her to raise the dead?
“I thought she was—” Verity began, but Gilly cut her off.
“She’s dead.”
“No, she ain’t!” Theresa hollered, throwing the witch’s hands off of her. “She’s missing is all. She ain’t dead. A mother knows. I would know. Listen, if you can fix all the other broken, cursed mess around here, you can find a lost girl and bring her home to her momma.”
“Mrs. Tarry,” Gilly began, a beneficent look on her face.
“Theresa’ll do,” the woman spat. “My husband’s long dead, and I ain’t remarried.”
“Theresa,” Gilly echoed. “Your daughter disappeared weeks ago, off into the mountains to look for—”
The woman shot her a look that dared her to finish that sentence and include the name “Earl.” Gilly veered at the last moment.
“—for a way out,” she said instead. “We all know what happens when people go off into the hills. It’s only a matter of time.”
“What happens?” Verity asked slowly. The question was met with silence, which confused the witch as it seemed like the most obvious thing to ask. When nobody said anything, Verity pressed further. “Come to think of it, it’s a little odd that nobody has talked about a missing girl since I arrived, and I’ve met most of the town. Has anyone gone into the hills to look for her?”
There was a combined sound akin to a grunt and a hiss that escaped Theresa. The woman looked away with what Verity mistook as fear but was actually a very specific kind of annoyance that comes with having to explain things that are universally known in your small town to outsiders.
“We don’t go into the hills anymore,” Gilly said plainly. “We haven’t gone up there since Earl came through.”
“But why?” Verity replied. “His magic is in deals, right? Just avoid him. It was quiet when Jack and I came through, apart from some magical wind. Let’s go find her.”
But Gilly continued as though she hadn’t heard the witch. “We used to. I remember going up into the hills with my brother when I was little. I think. I was real little, but they’d go hunting and sometimes we’d go berry picking. Folks always talk about what’s in these old hills and tell you how to keep safe from ‘em.”
“Don’t look in the trees,” Theresa chimed in, her voice like an echo in a log. A response said automatically, as though it had been written in her genetic code.
“Don’t look in the trees,” Gilly affirmed. “Don’t go whistling at night. Don’t answer if you hear your name called. Used to be the kind of thing you heard around a campfire, but folks said once Earl showed up so did the rest of ‘em.”
“Rest of … what?” Verity asked.
“There’s deer that ain’t deer,” Theresa said, her voice biting. Hard. “Goats that get up on their hind legs and walk like men. Haints that’ll call you out and have you follow them up a holler ‘til you can’t find your way back. And if you look too long at the eyes in the trees …”
Nobody said anything, but there was a low growl that made everyone in the room jump a bit, then immediately feel silly when they realized it was Jack expressing either his great displeasure at the stories being told or possibly upset that he could not, right now, tussle with something that was a deer that ain’t a deer. As a cat who was not a cat, he felt uniquely qualified.
“Used to be when people went missing folks would try and find them,” Gilly explained. “Occasionally they’d bring back a body. Sometimes they’d go missing, too. Most times they’d run back to town with wild stories. Least that’s what I was told. Those of us that were kids back then learned to trust that the hills aren’t a place we go.”
“That’s the thing! There ain’t no body!” Theresa blurted out. “And until I see my girl’s corpse with my own two eyes, I’m trusting my gut that she’s still breathing. And you!” Now she poked an aggressive finger at Verity. “You can find her.”
Gilly started to respond, but Verity held up her hand and looked into the woman’s eyes. “Theresa, if she’s out there to find, I will do everything in my power to bring her back home safe and sound where she belongs.”
For want of something to do, some way to make the awkward moment better, Verity did what she did best. She fixed Tacita’s old doll and gave it to her grieving mother. Gilly, meanwhile, went to the back and filled up a large sack of vegetables and berries. Mrs. Mason’s garden as well as several others were so bountiful and everyone was so grateful and generous; they had more food than they needed.
There are several spells a witch can use to find someone. The first thing you have to determine is if you’re finding a person who is alive or a person who is dead or, sometimes, though blessedly rarely, a person who is neither alive nor dead but has been fixed as a reanimated corpse walking the earth, wreaking havoc on behalf of some unknown actor. Verity hadn’t had to do that last part. She hadn’t actually had to do any of these save for her year at the circus where she would occasionally have to reunite a lost child with their parent, but in those cases, she usually took to her broom and circled the grounds a few times looking for a very wet child holding a red balloon. Why are children always wet?
Since she was new to this type of magic, she reckoned more details were better than few. Verity asked a number of questions about Tacita. Height. Hair color. Then about Tacita as a person, things that made someone’s spirit a bit more recognizable and possibly easier to find. Favorite song. Usual sleeping position. Worst sickness when she was a child. Easiest way to make her angry and fastest way to bring her joy. Verity also asked her to recount the last day she’d seen her daughter. She made her do it several times, each time asking for more details.
According to Theresa Tarry, the morning of Tacita’s disappearance, she was supposed to go visit her fiancé’s home, which just so happened to be the Miller family who owned a dairy farm a bit south of the town towards the edge of the valley. In better times, it had been somewhat prosperous. Not rivaling the coal company by any means, but the Millers had been the wealthiest people in town. Their son, Del, had been rather smitten with Tacita since they were children, and in a town this small that was as good a match as you could hope to find.
Theresa wasn’t clear whether Tacita showed up that final day at the Millers’ home or not, as their family had suddenly become quite cold to her following Tacita’s disappearance. The best she knew, either her daughter showed up in person to break off their engagement or simply left behind a note before trying her luck in the mountains.
Nothing else jumped out to the woman as being out of the ordinary in the days leading up to Tacita’s disappearance, nor was there anything different about their morning routine.
“She was going to get married,” Theresa said emphatically, a light in her face as she went on to describe her daughter’s impending nuptials. “We lost her daddy a few years back and then her brother last year. When we found out Del wanted to marry her, it’s like we had a second chance at happiness, at a family.”
Gilly rubbed the woman’s back as she finished recounting her story. “Y’all have been through so much. It’s a genuine miracle you’ve made it through.”
When it was just the two of them again and Theresa had left, Gilly turned to see that the witch was sitting in a chair at the front of the store near the still open doorway, absentmindedly petting Jack, who was currently in the form of a small fluffy kitten that was softly purring through an afternoon nap. She was looking off into the distance, somewhere vaguely in the crest of the far mountainside.
Wherever she was internally, it wasn’t on the front porch of the former general store in Foxfire.
“Now what are you going to do?” Gilly asked.
Verity roused from her deep contemplation, a bit startled. The truth of the matter was that for the first time in her short life, she didn’t know her next steps. There is a difference in combating the ills of the everyday and combating evil. Whether it was true or not, and given her experience on that first day she was inclined to believe it was, the town believed a dark presence named Earl was off in the mountain somewhere. Watching. Waiting. Enacting little vengeances however he could and on whomever dared seek him out. Not to mention the mystery of the mountain itself, but that would have to wait.
The witch stood up. Jack fell to the ground, melting into his adult shorthair form. Verity held out her hand, and her broom flew into it from the depths of her bedroom in the back of the building.
Stretching a wide smile onto her face, Verity said, “I guess I’m going to visit a dairy farm.”
“You’re not going to do a spell?” Gilly asked, a bit shocked. Then, mimicking Verity’s singing voice, “Sing a song of sixpence, a pocketful of Tacita or something?”
Verity laughed. “Then what?”
“I don’t know. Then you hover for a few seconds and a girl falls out of thin air?” Verity let out a donkey laugh. “Or something.”
“While I greatly appreciate your faith in me, I think this will require a bit more legwork,” Verity replied, still laughing. Then, tossing her broom to float in the air and resting on it sidesaddle, said, “Or broom work.”
Gilly groaned.







CHAPTER 4
A GIRL PETS A COW
The world fell away underneath Verity as she soared up and over the valley. Jack joined her in the sky as a crow. She giggled at the head rush as the world quickly disappeared beneath her. She kept forgetting how flat and small the town was in comparison with the bustling cities of her past residencies.
Unlike her first day in Foxfire, however, now there were people out on the street or sticking their heads out of windows to wave at her. Smiling. Happy to see their resident witch out on duty. Amazing how quickly the tide of belonging and friendship turns when you can sing tomatoes out of the ground. Verity wondered how that tide might turn once again if ever she couldn’t give them what they wanted. Lucky for her, that had never been an issue.
The Millers’ dairy farm was on a stretch of softly rolling hills out past the edge of town. Its back fields butted right up against the south hills, where the densest part of the forest began. While Verity had never visited properly, she had passed by its white wood fence with its pattern of crossing beams a few times. And, of course, she had seen it from above while flying. When the sun hit its fields just right, the grass took on an almost gold hue. It had a large red barn with an angular design painted above its main door. The cows roamed the fields during the day and, unless the weather was foul, slept under the stars at night.
In the middle of the open beauty was a patch of beech trees where a white house stood. It was distinct from the other family homes in Foxfire in that it had two floors, and, while it had certainly seen better days, it was in much nicer condition than the other homes in town.
Verity flew down to the wide porch that wrapped around the entirety of the first floor of the home. Jack landed softly next to her, melting into his usual feline form as he touched down. Immediately, he spotted a mouse and ran off to chase it. Or possibly to turn into a mouse himself and make a new friend. Upon closer inspection, there was a griminess to the home that suggested somewhere along the way they’d given up on the concept of upkeep and tidiness. Although, in the middle of a forgotten coal mining town in the mountains, who really cares about appearances? It was clear that, at one time, the Miller family had.
“You the witch?” a voice called from within the depths of the house.
Verity squinted, so her eyes could adjust from the bright sun of the open sky to the shade of the porch, and saw that the front door itself was open behind a screen door allowing the afternoon breeze to blow through. She couldn’t see who was speaking.
“Yes,” the witch replied, an uneasy curiosity in the edges of her voice at having a conversation with no one. “My name is Verity. Verity Vox. I was hoping to ask some questions if you don’t mind?”
A few moments later a shape appeared at the end of what appeared to be a hallway. As it drew closer, she saw through the screen door that it was a woman, drying her hands on a towel she kept tucked into the band of her apron. She was pretty in the way the mountain itself was pretty, in the way a gently flowing creek is pretty. Lines flew away from her eyes, creating an effect that looked like wings, while her skin was somehow still quite smooth.
Conspicuously, she did not open the screen door or invite the witch inside. Instead, she leaned against the inside of the door frame and looked her up and down.
“A bit warm for all that black, don’t you think?” the woman said.
Verity liked her immediately. She appreciated caution and strength, and this woman exuded both.
“I’m quite comfortable, thank you,” Verity replied, then tipping the bristle end of her broom said, “the breeze keeps me nice and cool.”
“Hmph,” the woman snorted, her eyes flitting to the mountain and back. “Must be nice.”
“You’re Mrs. Miller?” Verity asked.
The woman gave a half smile and nodded in reply. The woman didn’t give her first name, though, which made Verity appreciate her even more. Names are powerful, even if you’re not a witch. They’re currency. Information. The invitation to personal intimacy. Holding that out of arm’s reach, especially of a witch, was smart. Whatever lessons Earl had taught this town, Mrs. Miller had been a good student. The woman looked down at Verity’s hands, and, when she didn’t find anything, looked behind her.
“So where is it?” Mrs. Miller asked.
Verity’s eyes widened with confusion as she followed the woman’s gaze, first down to her hands that only held a broomstick and then around her to the empty space of the porch and the rather large yard beyond.
“Where is what?” the witch replied.
“Whatever it is you’ve gone and fixed up for us, so we don’t run you out of town like we did Earl,” she said, keeping direct eye contact.
Verity’s stomach dropped an inch or so. She hadn’t brought anything. Should she have brought something? Was there something to bring? The thought hadn’t even crossed her mind to check with Gilly before she rushed off on her broomstick, and her mother certainly would have had words with her about coming to a stranger’s home empty-handed.
Your mother probably has a box somewhere in her home. Perhaps it’s a cupboard or a drawer or a shelf tucked in the back of a closet where seasonal items like coats are kept. The box contains candles, bags of sweet-smelling dried flowers, or possibly books of treasured verses. Your mother may not be a witch, but she is nevertheless participating in a deep, ancient magic that predates almost every organized religion, several animal species, and even a few gods whose names have long since been erased from history.
Hospitality.
One must always be prepared with a small gift for a surprise guest or, in Verity’s case, if one becomes a surprise guest. And if one violates these unspoken rules of human interaction, you could get on the wrong end of some bad luck or even draw the ire of the gods. Not that witches brooked much with gods, but they respected power and there was a lot of power in traditions. Which is why, instead of asking the questions she came to ask about a missing girl, Verity changed tactics immediately.
She smiled brightly, gripped her broom to subtly convey that she was a witch with magical powers, and said, “No, no, no. I mean yes. I came here to see what I can do for you, but I didn’t bring some kind of bribe. I’m a witch in training, you see, and while I’m training, I offer my services completely free, so I can learn. You’d be helping me out, honestly.”
Mrs. Miller’s bottom lip pursed in consideration. She turned behind her to look into the depths of the house.
Verity peered around her but saw only the shadows of other rooms and what appeared to be a kitchen at the back part of the house. Whatever she saw or didn’t see apparently satisfied her.
“Know anything about cows?” Mrs. Miller asked, turning back to Verity just in time to catch the witch’s eyes flitting back to her.
Verity beamed. “Cows are my specialty!”
Before you ask, no. Verity didn’t know why she said that either. Cows were not now, nor had they ever been, her specialty. If she had a specialty, it was “making things up as she went along.”
Mrs. Miller opened the door and walked out, wordlessly indicating that Verity should follow her. The witch took one last peek through the screen but saw nothing and no one. Jack was nowhere to be seen, in all likelihood having made friends with some mouse or rabbit somewhere while exploring the secret inner workings of the walls or tree roots in the form of a vole.
Skipping to catch up, the witch followed Mrs. Miller off the porch and through the yard. The woman made no attempt at conversation, polite or otherwise, and Verity got the impression that if she tried, she might be met with an even icier silence. Or worse, she might be asked to leave.
Eventually, it was clear they were heading for the barn. The building was even larger than the house, which made sense as it held very large creatures and houses only hold people that are, on the whole, far smaller than livestock.
The barn had a red roof whose color had faded over the years, but the wood of the remaining structure had never been painted or stained. Rather, it aged like upright driftwood. The witch thought it was rather pretty. As they approached, Verity could see the barn walls hadn’t been quite as bare as she originally thought.
A large white square had been painted above the main entrance. Inside the white square were multicolored triangles arranged in a pattern that reminded Verity of a kind of sunburst or star if you squinted. A lovely quilt square made of paint on wood instead of fabric and thread. It was all angles and color, more color than on any other home she’d seen yet. What was more, when she looked at it, there was the distinct, unmistakable tingle of magic.
Just as she was about to step into the barn, Mrs. Miller, who had been walking two or three steps ahead, paused and regarded the painted square as well. Then she looked back to the witch with a sly expression.
“Know what that is?” the woman asked, cocking her head in the upward direction of the square.
“It’s lovely,” Verity said by way of response.
A smirk swept across the woman’s face. Her eyes narrowed slightly. “It’s trouble for you if you do me or mine any harm, you know.”
She said it matter-of-factly. It was the same tone as if she were relaying that a storm was coming or that you were about to step into a briar patch. Verity didn’t know quite how to respond. Was Mrs. Miller a witch? Was her husband? Curiosity got the better of her.
“May I take a closer look?” Verity asked.
Intrigued, Mrs. Miller nodded in assent. The witch was in the air and floating towards the painted square instantly. As she approached, the slight tingle intensified. It wasn’t a vibrant crackling of energy, nothing like a lightning storm or a coven gathering or even the same as when Verity sang a broken thing back together. Still, it vibrated quietly with its own kind of power. Strong. Old. Touching the paint, she realized it wasn’t a spell that had been cast, necessarily, but rather the kind of magic one can craft through cunning.
Everyone has a bit of magic in them after all.
“My daddy used to paint ‘em,” Mrs. Miller said when Verity touched back down, a bit brighter than she’d been a few moments before. “Protects the place. Protects the family. I didn’t … uh … I didn’t think there was much to it. After Earl, though, I figured …”
She trailed off without finishing her sentence, turning to lead the way into the cool shadows of the barn’s interior. Passing the threshold, Verity understood why it had been painted. Had the witch meant to come inside and work any kind of harm or hex, she might have still been able to do it, but she’d have had to fight through a world of pain first. Mrs. Miller gave a quick glance over her shoulder as Verity stepped through, seeming satisfied that the witch had no ill will.
“This here’s Barbara,” the woman said.
Verity looked around only to realize the woman wasn’t pointing to another person, but rather a spotted dairy cow in a large stall towards the back of the barn.
“Well hello Barbara,” Verity said. “Very nice to make your acquaintance.”
The cow for her part stared with her wide, deep eyes unblinking back at the pair. She was thinner than she should have been, and she leaned as though her legs were tired.
“Barbara was the queen around these parts, or used to be,” Mrs. Miller explained. “She hasn’t produced much milk in quite a while, nor have any of the others. In point of fact, after Earl did what he done, there have been days when they somehow produce spoiled milk. Not sure what we’re supposed to do with that. But Miss Barbara here, she was always pretty reliable. ‘Til she wasn’t.”
“That’s awful,” Verity said.
The woman reached out and stroked the cow’s head gently, whose ears flicked at the touch. “They’re a lot to feed and care for when you can’t leave, you know. There were times when there were too many cows and … well …”
“I can help,” Verity offered softly. “I think. I mean, I’m sure. I can try.”
Her year at the circus had been an unfortunate education in what happens when an animal outlives its usefulness, or, worse, when it’s a choice between feeding the animals and feeding yourself. She knew whatever the Millers had done, they’d done to survive, though that was probably small comfort. While circumstances still prevented the witch from giving the family back their livelihood, she could give them peace of mind and, at least in part, their way of life.
Verity laid her broom down, hiked up her skirt, and ducked through the boards to enter the stall. The floor was laid with soft straw bedding with hay and water in a corner. It smelled like warm earth. Her fingers reached down to rifle through the prickly layer of hay, grabbed a handful, and offered it to the animal, who sniffed at it but refused. Dropping the hay, she patted the cow tentatively, as Barbara turned up her head to look at her.
Unlike looking into Jack’s eyes, the dark saucers of the cow’s gave nothing away. Her fingers traced across the side of the cow, delicately finding the slight indentations where the ribs had begun to show through. She hadn’t specifically been around many cows previously, but she’d been around enough animals to know when one looked healthy. She hadn’t done much healing up ‘til now, but her mother and grandfather had both been talented with healing magic, and she was hoping a little bit of that resided in her.
Keeping her palms on the cow, the witch closed her eyes and took a moment to find the spark of magic inside herself that connected her to all things. To the ground beneath her that fed roots that became trees which were cut and formed into lumber and made into this barn. To the air that nourished the soil which became grass that was eaten by these cows on this land that went on to produce milk that fed children for miles around. Or used to. She formed a message of reminder, reversal, to allow the cow to remember a time when she had produced milk as easily as she breathed. Then, she sang.
Cushy cow, bonny, let down thy milk
And I will give thee a gown of silk
A gown of silk and a silver tee
If thou wilt let down thy milk to me
A breeze picked up, softly rustling the bedding. Verity kept her eyes focused, her intention trained on the cow. Mrs. Miller watched as the straw began to float up into the tiny breeze created by the witch’s magic, encircling them. As the song was repeated, the cow’s eyes fluttered shut, yet there was a slight correction in her posture. She no longer leaned on tired legs. In fact, her body seemed to, ever so slightly, fill out. The witch felt the tendrils of invisible magic from her song, from the source of her own power, reach out and begin their work. But it was a complicated thing, enchanting a living being.
Then she felt it. Amongst the bits of energy that bound the cow into being, the sparks that keep our heart pumping and our cells sticking together, was the curse that had been laid on her. This was the first time Verity had encountered it, much more vibrant than in any of the objects she’d repaired. Those had been the echoes of curses, fading with time and the decay of the object itself. Barbara the cow was alive, she was loved and cared for by the Miller family. This alone had kept the curse at bay.
No, it wasn’t alone. There was something else there.
Some magic very like the curse was impelling it, corralling it, keeping it from growing too far. Some other secondary magic had been worked here. Whatever it was, Verity had enough skill and power to dispel it, to take it and re-form it, and make it become a part of a new spell of healing.
That’s when the change happened. It wasn’t as though the cow inflated like a balloon, but there was a similar returning of vitality that one sees on a person when a fever breaks and the color returns to their cheeks.
When the spell was over, and the crackles of energy that held the straw aloft ceased, the spirals of power around Verity and Barbara fell in a shower of straw. For the briefest of moments, the falling dried grass sounded like rain. A great moo was let out by the cow as she flicked her tail. She seemed to be almost giddy, or as giddy and lively as a cow can be which, if you’ve ever been around livestock for any extended period of time, is surprisingly giddy.
Most folks are shocked at a display of witchcraft. Since most of us don’t see objects hop up into the air and spin around of their own accord every day, a display like the one that had just happened in the Millers’ barn would give most people pause. They’d stand mouth agape. They’d gasp. They might ask very silly questions. In rare circumstances, they might ask very good questions. Mrs. Miller did none of those things. She didn’t seem fazed in any direction—positively or negatively. Rather, she seemed to be eager to get back to work. Immediately, Mrs. Miller made a bucket appear in one hand and a stool in the other.
“Alright, Miss Barbara, let’s get to it,” she said, hitching her hip to the top board of the stall and gracefully stepping over in a practiced half step, half hinge.
Mrs. Miller didn’t say thank you. She didn’t weep with joy. She didn’t so much as pat Verity on the back. If you’d asked Verity if she wanted to be thanked, she would have said no. She would have said she was here to help, and the cow’s health was thanks enough. Still, the fact that Mrs. Miller brushed right by her stung.
“That’s right. You remember this,” the woman muttered as she positioned herself and warmed her hands.
She spoke words of reassurance and patted the side of the cow, who was looking fuller and healthier by the second. Then there it was. Light splashing: the sound of milk coming out of the cow’s udders. The woman worked for a while longer, then she stopped and laid her head against the cow’s stomach, reaching her hand up to slowly pet her rear leg. Verity could hear her drawing deep breaths, though one or two seemed to choke slightly in her throat.
“Is … everything …” Verity began, drawing each word out, “alright?”
Another deep breath, and Mrs. Miller turned to her with the sternest version of a smile Verity had ever seen someone attempt. It was a tight axe wound of an expression. Verity grimaced reflexively.
“You did good,” Mrs. Miller said. The words were a slow staccato. Verity saw a faint hint of redness in her eyelids, but that was all.
Before Verity could respond, the woman was up and moving. She cleared the stall in one graceful, practiced move and headed for a small doorway to the side. The witch grabbed her broom and had to speed walk to keep up. They made their way back into the sunlight, which made the witch suddenly quite grateful for her hat.
“You don’t seem to have a lot of help around here,” Verity said as they traversed the pasture. She’d been wondering why she hadn’t caught sight of the woman’s husband or son. It was understandable that they wouldn’t have staff these days, farmhands or the like, but where was everyone else? “So much land and so many cows. Where is Mr. Miller? His name is Matthew, right?”
The woman stopped walking and spun around. “Normally, I wouldn’t take help from your kind. We’ve had more than enough mucking about with witching and deals and whatever other mess you people conjure up. Now, I accepted your assistance, and I’m grateful for what you did, but you don’t get to go asking questions on things you’re not entitled to know.”
Verity stood mouth agape. She was mortified, confused, unsure what she’d just said that was such a problem. Had Mr. Miller died? No, Gilly would have said so. This was a small town. Everyone knew everything about everyone in a place like this. What was it then, and did it have anything to do with the missing Tarry girl?
The witch was about to stammer out an apology, but Mrs. Miller continued. “If you’re gonna keep prying, you might as well hop on that broom and get on back to where you came from. It’s not polite to go imposing.”
“N-no,” Verity started, and she’d planned to continue, but Mrs. Miller heard what she needed to hear.
With a small, guttural hmph, the woman turned and continued in the direction she’d been heading as though Verity had never said anything. In retrospect, the witch was grateful that she wasn’t the type to dwell or send her away, but still, she loathed the idea that she had offended her host, hospitality being a deep magic and all that.
They continued on through the field, the only sounds being the breeze and the brushing of their feet through the grass. Eventually, they came to the spot where most of the cows had decided to graze that day.
“You do for them what you did for Barbara?” Mrs. Miller asked in a way that was only technically a question.
The ask was cautious. Pointed. Something had risen around Mrs. Miller, another layer added to her wall. Verity tried to hide a gulp. Healing a living thing was complicated enough, but she’d made it through. Many cows was something else entirely. However, a witch never lets anyone see them sweat. She was about to rise into the air to get a better view and determine if, possibly, she could cast the spell over the entire herd at once when Mrs. Miller hollered.
“What in the living hell is that?” She gesticulated wildly towards the group of cows farthest from them. Then, wheeling around on the witch, “This your doing? Some price? Some wheelin’ and dealin’ you—”
A chuckle rose from inside Verity’s chest as she caught sight of what Mae Miller was pointing at. She didn’t mean to laugh, really she didn’t. Normally, she was a very composed person even in the toughest of circumstances. She might have continued in this fashion except that she caught sight of Mrs. Miller’s face.
Mrs. Miller’s face did not understand the joke.
There amidst the admittedly scrawny white and spotted dairy cows was a solid black bull who was quietly licking the face of a member of the herd. Like a cat might. The cow on the receiving end of the tongue bath seemed confused, but not confused enough to make it stop. Realizing it had been caught, the black bull stopped its licking and looked at the witch and the red-faced matriarch of the Miller clan.
“Mew,” purred the bull. “Mrs. Miller,” Verity said, stepping forward to gesture a bit dramatically towards the bull. “This is Jack. My cat.”
“Your …” Whatever incredulous thing Mrs. Miller was about to say disappeared quicker than it had formed in her mind as she looked back to find that in the spot where the black bull had stood, there was now an incredibly tiny, incredibly fluffy black kitten tottering its tiny body through the field grass. It was as though a bit of dyed-black dandelion fluff had come to life and made a beeline towards her.
Animals can sense when we need them. So can familiars. Jack-Be-Nimble knew that Verity needed a bit more than help. She needed comic relief. Not a single soul on this green globe can withstand the charms of a kitten crawling its fuzzy body up your pant leg to give you the tiniest, softest kiss on your cheek. Try as she might to stave off Jack’s charms, Mrs. Miller’s eyes melted into two mirrored puddles of sparkling stars.
Verity thought she ought not to press her luck, instead mounting her broom and rising into the air. She took a moment to circle the Millers’ property. It was larger than anyone else’s in the town by many a mile, but it still had to bow down to the natural border with the mountainside. The witch imagined that, at one time, there might have been dozens more, perhaps even hundreds, of cows crowding the various fields and pastures. It seemed that most of the land was empty, though, and the few dozen cows that had been rounded up by Jack represented the remainder of the Miller herd.
She flew back to the field where, below, Mrs. Miller stood regarding the cows. Verity flew lower, keeping her circle tighter, picking up speed so that the wind current created whipped her hair and made her giggle slightly. She used that energy, that excitement, that rush of joy and funneled it into her voice.
The song rang out clear and bold, trails of magic living in the soft echoes that landed gently on the grass below her and the trees beyond. She made first the field then the valley itself her choir chamber, tapping into the bits of nature she could. The wind, yes, but the brightness of the sun, the squirrels that lived in the trees and the possibility living within the nuts they hoarded, the nightcrawlers and beetles and other things that took the bodies of flora and fauna alike and turned them back into soil to start it all over again. She was tempted to draw on the mountain itself, as working this kind of magic on one living thing was taxing enough, but a herd—even a small one—might be too much for her skills.
It was there for her. She could feel it. Neither a pulling nor a pushing, rather the sense that you were walking in a forest where you knew a bear had been spotted only hours before.
Verity decided against it, though she was nervous the spell would not take, bolstered solely by the bit of sparse nature around them. Transformation, rejuvenation, required a large amount of power. Witches are skilled at drawing on multiple wells. Roots of certain plants, the rush of energy released as lightning strikes in a thunderstorm. This land had lain barren for so long that there wasn’t enough around her to draw upon, and thus she pulled more from her own spark of power. No need to get greedy. She would prove herself capable one way or another.
What this looked like to Mrs. Miller was rather spectacular in the way that a roiling thunderstorm is spectacular when you are safe under a porch. First it had been a breeze, then dirt and grass were picked up into a small cyclone that gradually took on a purple tint as the same song she’d heard in the barn rang out. This time, somehow, it was as though the sound was coming from beneath her feet, from the trees, from the sky above. It was rather terrifying, but, like the witch, Mrs. Miller never let anyone see her flinch. Not in a long time and certainly not today in front of a teenage girl who thought she was fancy because she had an admittedly nice voice.
The amethyst-tinged cone of power crackled as the air was filled with the song. Despite the unease felt by the Miller matriarch, the cows themselves seemed completely unbothered by the churning happening around them. Like Barbara had been, their eyes were closed, their legs straightened, and they seemed completely at peace. All at once, the witch descended, a slight sound of air rushing into a vacuum following. Magic came down with her, wrapping itself around each and every cow.
Mrs. Miller shielded her eyes thinking that the tufts of purple that wafted away would feel like sand or burn like smoke, but there was only the lightest, barely extant scent of wildflowers. It faded so fast she didn’t have time to decide whether it had been real or imagined. Her fingers found themselves reaching protectively for the black kitten that was currently nestling itself in the crook of her neck.
“This …” Mrs. Miller gasped. “They’re … they … you …”
Verity smiled, though if you looked closely, you’d see that she was breathing quite heavily, sweat on her brow. The witch leaned against the staff of her broom, positioned to appear triumphant. She was exhausted.
Mrs. Miller saw none of this. She was too busy running around to each cow, touching, petting, cooing, and, finally, breaking down into joyful tears.
“You have no idea … This means … You could never … What you’ve done …” The woman struggled to create complete sentences, but the meaning was quite clear. In lieu of further conversation, Mae Miller composed herself and began walking back across the field in the direction of her house with the witch walking behind wishing for a bit more of a break.
“I’m just so happy to help,” Verity wheezed, catching her breath between her grinning teeth, careful to keep her words measured so as not to sound as worn out as she was.
“We can get our …” Mrs. Miller mumbled to herself, then, she stopped to repeat what she’d just said quietly. Deciding it was important, she turned to Verity and asked, “But how will we sell it?”
“Sell what?”
“The milk, the butter, the cheese. Not much business to be had in Foxfire. We’d have to start going to Tug Hollow or farther out again, but the bridge …”
Verity hadn’t forgotten about the bridge. She was getting around to it. There had been so much else to do, so many small problems that had turned out to be bigger problems to solve for the town. Add to that nobody had really asked her to fix the bridge. It needed to be done, of course, but it wasn’t top of mind for anyone.
Between you and me, that was more of an excuse on Verity’s part. It could’ve easily been her first act in Foxfire. She could’ve climbed up that mountain road and sung a little ditty about, well, whatever witches would sing to repair a broken bridge, but she didn’t. She was scared.
Something was up there in the hills—Earl, most likely—and it hadn’t wanted her near that bridge. At least that’s what she assumed, since whatever had worked against her on that first night hadn’t shown back up while she’d been living in the town proper.
It watched from the mountain.
Verity followed Mrs. Miller’s eyeline far off past the town to the winding dirt road that twisted up and disappeared into the trees. Once upon a time, the only safe way into or out of the valley.
“Right,” Verity said. “Of course.”
She left it at that, and the woman didn’t press her. Not about that at least. “You sure I don’t owe you anything? I feel like if there’s some contract or deal or loophole you’d probably have to be up-front about the conditions and such for it to mean something.”
“That’s actually spot on. If magic is involved, terms do have to be laid out, though the tricky folks keep things vague enough to trap you in a web of mirrored meanings and half-truths.” Verity didn’t speak from direct experience, though she’d run into a fortune teller or similar who spoke in riddles because they thought it was funny. It wasn’t the same, but if you could defy gravity and bend the course of fate to your will, you have to get your kicks where you can.
“So, nothing,” Mrs. Miller said. “No money or promises or …”
She trailed off and looked forward, petting the kitten in her hands.
“No, but people around here seem to have a hard time believing me. That Earl fellow must’ve done quite the number around here.”
Mrs. Miller walked in silence. The energy Verity would have expended in determining whether she had just offended her hostess somehow and therefore violated the rules of hospitality was instead aimed at keeping her moving through her exhaustion. After a time, the field was crossed and the woman indicated two old white painted rocking chairs on the front porch. Verity plopped down without regard to decorum, tossing her broom to the side, which floated off in the direction of Jack, who busied himself chasing whatever he found most interesting in the grass. Mrs. Miller joined her in the opposite chair.
Where the matriarch’s jaw had been set, her brow furrowed, now her face was open. A hint of pleading and welcoming and some other curious unnamed thing replaced her previously imperious expression. Pity too, perhaps, though Verity was sure that couldn’t be it.
“It’s like a hammer,” Mrs. Miller said. “If you ask me for a hammer, and I give it to you, you have the hammer now. You could do anything you want with it. You could go off and fix a fence or pry out a rusty nail. Or you could hit me over the head with it when I’m not looking. It’s your call. Your hammer. But if you ask Earl for a hammer, it’s gonna swing at you eventually. It’s always his hammer. My husband found that out the hard way.”
The woman’s eyes flicked toward the screen door leading into the house.
“We all found that out the hard way,” the woman repeated, sadder this time.
“Mrs. Miller, wh—” the witch began, but the woman interjected.
“It’s Mae,” Mrs. Miller said. “You can call me Mae.”
“Mae,” Verity echoed, nodding in appreciation at the gift of her name. She resumed her question. “Where is your husband? You have a lot of work around he—”
“Matthew’s resting,” Mae said kindly but firmly. “Too many trips to the woods over the years. It took a lot out of him.”
The admission tweaked at Verity’s desire to help. “If you’d like, maybe I could help hi—”
“We’re good there,” Mae replied in a tone that wasn’t stern, exactly, but a bit harder than firm.
“How many …?” Verity started to ask how many times Mr. Miller had been to see Earl but relented. Mae gave her an answer anyway.
“Not sure,” she said, which surprised the witch. “I didn’t know about it all until, well, until things became what they became. Didn’t want to know, perhaps.”
Tension threatened to interrupt the tenuous nature of their newfound acquaintanceship, so Verity let the statement lie. Thankfully, her hostess allowed it.
“So, miss witch,” Mae asked, her tone becoming lighter. “Not that I’m not—we’re not—incredibly grateful to you, but I get the distinct impression you didn’t hop on that broom of yours over there to come pet some cows.”
She indicated Verity’s broom, which was at this very moment zipping around the front yard playing a game of chase with Jack. It wasn’t clear whether the familiar was the one being chased or the one doing the chasing. Either way he was rapidly transforming from crow to rabbit to cat to field mouse all as the broom dodged and parried through the grass.
“No, ma’am, you’re right about that,” Verity replied.
She’d only known the woman a brief while, but she’d learned quite quickly that there had never been a bush one could beat around Mae Miller. “Theresa Tarry came to see me at the Greens’ shop early this morning. She’s asked me to find her daughter, and she suggested you might know something.”
Mae let out a single short, dry huh, which sounded like a laugh in a minor key, then immediately collected herself with a furtive glance at the witch, who was wondering what kind of person laughs at a missing girl. She sank further into her rocking chair and stared out at the sun that was getting ready to dip below the hills in the distance. “Poor girl. Went missing a few weeks ago, ‘round about the time you showed up. Day or so before, I think. Her mother must be worried sick.”
“Yes, I got the distinct impression she was,” Verity replied, quizzically. “Worried sick, that is.”
“Theresa’s lost a lot.”
“I’ve heard that, too.”
“Town this size, near about everyone has some story of someone gone too soon or lost to the mountain. I get why she’d want a witch on the trail. Of course, it’d be my boy that would know more than me.”
“They were childhood sweethearts, right?” Verity asked.
There it was again. This time not in a minor key, but a full major chord of laughter. An octave of giggling. Mae let out a real laugh, full and throaty. She actually slapped her knee. Verity was more than taken aback. Jack stopped mid-stride, startled by the sound. Right as he turned his head to locate the guffaw, the broom smacked him in his face mid-transformation, which meant that both fur and feather went flying.
“I suppose you could call it that if you were looking at the whole thing from one very particular perspective,” Mae said.
“Whose perspective is that?” Verity asked.
“Theresa Tarry’s.”
Mae elaborated. Apparently, yes, her son Delbert—Del, for short—had a lifelong crush on Tacita. It started when they were kids. One day, Del had come home smitten with a girl he’d met. It was nice, sweet even, to see young love while the valley was still getting used to their new way of life. From then on, there wasn’t anyone else. He’d pick her wildflowers and leave them at her door. He became friends with her brother just to be around her. Before he really knew what the word marriage meant, he would say he wanted to be with Tacita forever.
“When Tacita’s daddy died a while back, Del tried to help out the Tarry family as much as possible,” Mae explained. “By then there wasn’t much to go around, but he’d give them a bit of what we had to get by. He didn’t know—couldn’t know—that we only had what we had because of his daddy.”
Mae paused. Verity got the distinct impression she and the woman were not as alone as it had seemed, but she dared not pry when the woman had only begun to let her in. She focused on the matter at hand instead.
“Sounds like Tacita and Del were meant to be, right? Were the Tarrys not enthusiastic about the pair? I know how protective some people get over their daughters,” Verity said, though not from personal experience.
Verity’s parents had practically thrown a broom at her on her thirteenth birthday and said Good luck! as the door shut behind her. That’s not exactly true, but witches raise their children to be self-sufficient and resourceful should trouble arise. Overprotective isn’t in their vocabulary. Who is going to mess with someone who can literally turn you into a frog, then saddle that frog, and make it carry mice around as though it were a horse?
“Mr. Tarry was long gone before anyone would’ve thought about ‘meant to be.’ He’d gotten that look in his eye folks get when they’re working themselves up to thinking they could take on Earl or try their luck with whatever other nonsense is crawling these hills. Then poof,” Mae gestured as though the man had turned to smoke and blown into the tree line. “Probably why Mrs. Tarry, Theresa, was thrilled at the prospect, more and more each day.” Mae said this with an expression that was clearly trying to imply … something.
“That makes sense,” Verity said. “She’s got two growing children, and in all the mess that happened here, she wanted to see one of them happy.”
“That would be true if Tacita were also happy about it all,” Mae replied. Then, she did the thing Verity least expected her to do. Despite nobody else on the porch, and nobody in eyesight, Mae Miller leaned across the arm of her rocker and lowered her voice. “Now, I love my son. I’d fight the mountain for him and damn near have, but I’d bet Earl that the only reason that girl’s been coming around him these last few years is on account of her momma.”
“Why do you say that?”
“She’s sweet and all, really a nice girl when she comes to visit. Polite. Helpful. I like her, and I’ve told her as much, but she’s never shown so much as a whiff of interest in Del. She’s been eyeballing that horizon since she came into this world. She don’t want nothing to do with anyone or anything in this town. He’s too blinded by all that puppy love of his to see it. I do, though. See it, that is.”
“How so?”
“Oh, come on. I keep an eye out when they think they’re alone. At first, I wanted to make sure there weren’t no funny business going on under my roof, but then it got entertaining. He’d try to kiss her or hold her hand, and she’d always find something very interesting to look at about the nearest tree or the wallpaper she’d seen darn near a thousand times.”
“Maybe she’s shy? Or she’s waiting until they’re older?”
“Could be. Thought that myself for a time, but it’s the way all this changes when her momma comes around. The nearer Tacita gets to her momma’s line of sight the more cozy she suddenly gets. Her momma’s been talking marriage a lot these last few years. First, after her husband passed, then it really ramped up when her son …”
Mae didn’t finish the sentence, but she didn’t lean back either. That’s when the witch realized that this was an invitation to a front porch gossip session, and Verity knew there was no better way to learn what one needed to know than in a front porch gossip session. However, this was a one-sided conversation, as while the witch had many gifts at her disposal, intimate knowledge of the town, specifically the players of this particular story, did not number among them. Yet, still, she was being invited in despite Mae clearly knowing she didn’t have anything to offer.
As with all areas of society, a front porch gossip session had rules.
They were subtle, unspoken, but no less real. The first and most important rule is that once the lean-in has occurred, you must engage with the gossip until its climax lest you risk the spell breaking and everyone involved suddenly getting self-conscious about participating in an unsavory act such as this. That is why instead of asking any clarifying questions or taking a moment to honor the memory of the dead that had been mentioned, Verity said the two most magical words one can say in a front porch gossip session.
“Go on.”
“Well,” Mae gasped. “I’m not one to speak out of turn, but I have always gotten the distinct impression that her momma—Theresa—thought her little girl a kind of princess waiting on her prince. That prince being my son.”
“That’s romantic,” Verity offered.
“Oh, sure, if you’re up for fairy tales and all that, but I mean something a lot more practical.” Verity said nothing, as she clearly did not understand, so Mae laid it out straight. “Theresa wanted Tacita to marry Del because she thought Del was rich and only going to get richer later in life. Of course, it wouldn’t hurt if maybe they built a big house with room for a mother-in-law either.”
“So you think Tacita was only going along with her mother’s plan in front of her because she was pressured?”
“Pressured? I don’t think so. Theresa doesn’t strike me as particularly malicious, but I wouldn’t put it past her to give that girl one heck of a guilt trip without meaning to.”
“Maybe Tacita thought it was up to her to save her only family since her brother and daddy were gone?”
“Except there ain’t no saving anyone around here,” Mae said, finally leaning back and breaking the spell of the front porch gossip session. “Least, not until you, miss witch.”
Verity blushed and looked away. She’d been so intent on the story Mae was telling that she’d completely forgotten to mind the broom. Turns out all that intense concentration had made her spin it around and begin chasing Jack all over the yard attempting to swat him with the bristles. What’s more, he seemed to be having the time of his life.
“Mrs.—Mae,” Verity caught herself. “When Mrs. Tarry came to us, she said she’d come by asking after her daughter, and you’d been rather, well, less than forthcoming with information.”
“Oh, Verity,” she said, a sad gleam in her eye. “I’m no gossip. It wasn’t my business to tell, and as sorry as I am that her girl is gone, Theresa and I aren’t friends. I’ve got enough here to be getting on with myself. It’s one thing to offer condolences, but she has been coming around almost daily. Sometimes twice a day. Asking all the same questions. Eventually, I found myself rather busy in the barn. Besides, I won’t be the one to tell her.”
“Tell her what?” Verity asked.
“I couldn’t have stopped her,” Mae replied, then seemed to become temporarily uncomfortable. She chewed at the corner of her mouth for a moment then finally said, “She’d had that look in her eyes, same as her daddy, for weeks. I couldn’t rightly tell you when because she about came into this world wanting to leave this place. She came by here that morning. Met with Del for a bit. Next thing I know when I come out from the barn, I see Del heading off on his own, but when I looked around, I’d have sworn I saw Miss Tacita’s head bobbing off into the woods.”
An impression of embers flashed in the witch’s mind.
“Listen, miss witch,” Mae said quietly, urgently, going so far as to lean over and touch the witch’s knee. “Verity. Don’t go looking for her. You don’t right know what can happen to a person out there. You seem nice. Go on back to town and keep helping folks how you’re doing. What’s waiting in those hills isn’t something to go messing with.”
If the first rule of being a witch is never letting people see you flinch, then the second rule is to always be the scariest thing in the woods. Even if you had no idea what was in the woods. Even if what was in the woods could swallow you whole, bones and all. Which is why Verity thanked her hostess, gathered up her familiar and her broom, and aimed for the mountain.







CHAPTER 5
A CHIMNEY IS CLEANED
Verity knew this was a bad decision. If you are currently thinking to yourself that a witch who is already exhausted, whose reserves of power have nearly been spent, should probably not be aiming herself at a part of the mountain locals don’t venture into—especially at night—if they want to come back out again, then you and Verity are right now having the same thought. And yet, despite all reason, something about Mae Miller’s recounting of Tacita’s disappearance made her want to take a look.
Just a peek, Verity thought.
She’d take a look at the forest. Get a lay of the land, literally and figuratively, and then head home. The sun was already beginning its evening descent, and while she felt confident she could take care of herself, that morning’s warnings of wandering the hills at night had gotten under her skin. Thankfully, she had Jack soaring next to her, if a bit ahead, given that she was flying slower than usual due to tiredness. Looming ahead of her was the mountain and its forest.
It looked different up close. From her vantage point outside the shop, it was a plush carpet of green—vibrant, rich, and rolling with the geological tide underneath. Here, now, as she landed at the place where the valley becomes the mountain, she saw a different forest. Bark and sticks and boulders that had at one time bounded down from some higher place after being set loose by a storm or the movement of the earth deep below. Stepping forward sent a shock up her leg, through her spine, and out through the crown of her head. This part of the mountain held much stronger, much older energy than anything she’d felt before. The ambient energy on the ridge near Mrs. Mason’s home was nothing compared to this.
Verity breathed, taking a moment to let it flow through her before continuing cautiously. She was wary of the mountain. This energy was strong, but something in her gut told her the magic of these hills was not for her. Clearly Jack felt the shift as well as he swelled to the size of a jaguar, a long tongue lolling out lazily, revealing a mouthful of dagger-like teeth. His tail elongated and split, with each end now a wicked point. Jack fixed his gaze on something up ahead, hissing while whipping his tails in warning. The witch followed his line of sight and peered into the height of the mountainside trees, hoping to suss out what had Jack so worked up. Something rustled and, just as the witch’s vision began to focus, a voice screamed from her memory.
Don’t look in the trees!
Immediately Verity cast her gaze back down to her feet, pulling her hat low. She had the distinct feeling that just as her eyes looked down, something else had looked back at her. Hungrily.
The pair walked on.
Verity had no idea what she was looking for, but the farther they walked into the ever-darkening woods, the more sure she became that something was here waiting for her to find. A girl, yes, but did she dare hope that this runaway had simply made camp for a few weeks in the hills and was waiting by a campfire to be rescued? Honestly, yes, a little bit. That is exactly what Verity was hoping for.
“Miss Tarry,” Verity called out into the forest meekly. Her voice cracked a bit from nerves. She gathered herself and tried again, this time bolder. “Tacita! My name is Verity. I’m a witch sent by your mom to find you. Tacita!”
Her voice echoed across the mountainside calling back Verity … Verity … Verity.
Turning, the witch checked to ensure she wasn’t too far from the open fields of the valley, only to find she was being watched. A nightjar flitted down onto a branch, looking between the witch and the large black cat with the whiplike tails.
… Verity. A late echo sounded in the distance as another nightjar landed a little higher in the next tree over.
“That’s odd,” she said to Jack, who gave a low growl in response. Here Verity did not mean odd as in strange. She meant odd as in ominous, foreboding, or I am starting to believe that is not an echo and perhaps I should begin to worry.
They moved a little farther through the dead growth of seasons past and eventually came across the ruins of an old house. Grateful for a place to rest before flying back to town, Verity slumped onto a bit of mouldering brick that had at one time been a wall. The place seemed so similar to Mrs. Mason’s, a rustic thing whose walls and roof had long fallen.
Something of the old home remained, however. The chimney, which had clearly been made with care.
A memory bubbled up of she and her parents sitting around a fire. She would sing as her mother worked on some bit of cross-stitch or weaving and her father carved. Verity thought it was funny in a bitter sort of way how in the beginning of her training she’d had to forcibly not think of home, how those thoughts had eventually become background noise, echoes, then a kind of dull pain she lived with. She supposed that was the fate of the witch, to belong neither to a home of family nor a home of community until she could prove herself. Her worth and belonging were all tied up in the value she provided others.
… Verity. Another late echo.
She could not stay long, but the dilapidated site combined with thoughts of her parents made her think of a song, which had been one of her father’s favorites. Verity began to sing.
The twelve months and the day being gone
A voice spoke from the deep
Who is it sits all on my grave
And will not let me sleep
Her voice reverberated throughout the trees and bounced off the stones of the chimney ruin. There was still plenty of ambient energy coursing through her. Normally, she’d have not filled her voice with magic unless she meant to cast a spell, but nobody was around, and the mountain was vibrating with so much energy she could not help but allow it to bolster her own working. Besides, it felt good to use this much power. Natural. A light extended from her, out into a circle of protection as Jack hopped down to begin pacing its border, staring off into the distance. His form became less catlike and more like the edges of nightfall first touching down on a sunlit field. Soon the bubble of power shut out the echoes and created a sense of safety inside. She could rest a while.
She continued.
‘Tis I, ‘tis I, Thine own true love
Who sits upon your grave
For I crave one kiss
From your sweet lips
And that is all I seek
Suddenly, there was a loud sound like a crack of lightning and the unsealing of a jar all at once. Verity stood, raising her hands in defense. For a moment, there was absolute silence, then the forest twilight was broken by a loud, anguished scream. Fearing some mountainside monstrosity had come for her, she riffled through her mind, trying to think of a spell to defend herself or attack if necessary. But then, there was a great tumbling sound, and a girl fell out of the chimney.
Verity dropped her hands and fell to the ground beside the girl. She was gasping for breath while clawing at her face to rid it of chimney ash. When her eyes blinked open, she flinched at the sight of the witch. The two looked at one another, one pair of eyes weighing the threat of the other. Verity hummed a small tune of healing, and the girl’s breathing slowly returned to normal. The witch checked for wounds but found none. The girl had to have been Verity’s age. She had russet hair that fell only to her shoulders and about her face. Her clothes looked clean, except for old chimney soot stains, but aged as though they had stayed in the back of a closet for years, fighting a war with moths.
After a time, she was able to sit up and brush the leaves and dirt from her face.
“Th-thank you,” the girl said, her voice forced and dry as though it hadn’t been used in a long time. She’d decided that, whoever the witch was, she wasn’t a threat.
“I’m glad I was here,” Verity replied, searching the girl more closely for injury. “What’s your name?”
“T-Tacita,” the girl said, her voice finding its footing. “Tacita Tarry.”
“The missing girl!” Verity exclaimed.
A wry smile crossed Tacita’s lips. “Oh, am I missing? Funny, I’ve known right where I’ve been this whole time.”
Humor was unexpected. It caught Verity off guard.
Tacita looked into the witch’s face and reached up to pluck some leaves out of her own hair. Her eyes were a warm, golden hazel. Verdant honey. Freckles created constellations across her face. The witch regarded the girl for a moment, then returned the smile and wiped a bit of soot from her shoulder.
The moment did not last long. Tacita’s eyes went from squinting and curious to wide and terrified. “Wait … you can see me?!” she gasped, scrambling to throw her back against the inside of the chimney as if to hide.
The mood had shifted so suddenly Verity laughed at first, thinking this was another dry joke. Realizing she was very much mistaken, her hands shot up automatically to show they were empty, and she meant no harm.
“Yes, I can see you,” said Verity slowly, staying put so as not to cause further fright. “Should I not be able to see you?”
A confusing series of emotions passed over Tacita’s face. There was relief. There was joy. But, overlaying all of it, was fear. Her mouth gaped in a wordless expression with sounds of sobbing fading in and out as warm, wet tears welled in her eyes. The witch had no idea how to respond, so she did the only thing that felt natural to do in that moment. She reached her arms out and wrapped the girl in a tight hug.
“I’m here … I found you … You’re safe,” Verity repeated softly.
It was dark and cramped inside the chimney. Once Tacita calmed a bit, she whispered into Verity’s shoulder, “If you can see me, so can he.”
Verity leaned back, squinting with confusion. “He? Who is he?”
Tacita peered over Verity’s shoulder, scanning as far into the forest as she could see, looking past the shimmer of the protective bubble formed by the witch’s spell. She said nothing for a long time. When she was satisfied that whatever she was looking for wasn’t there, she said soberly, “The King.”
Something Gilly had said weeks ago came to mind about how the deal-making magician had chosen an honorific. “Do you mean Earl?”
“Y-yes? You know him? You know who that is?” Tacita pulled back farther.
“I do,” the witch replied. “I’m here to make sure he won’t be a bother to you or anyone else anymore. My name’s Verity. I’m a witch who was brought to Foxfire to end the curse and send Earl on his way. You’re safe. Everyone’s safe. I promise.”
“Sorry, but did you just say you’re a witch?”
“I did.”
“As in potions and magic and all that?”
“And all that, yes.”
“Foxfire has a witch now?”
Verity laughed. “Yes, I suppose they do. For the year, at least. I’m a witch in training. I’m sent to a new place each year to learn and grow and help people however I can.”
“A witch in training decided to take a stroll through King Earl’s forest?”
Verity nodded, a proud, thin smile stretching across her lips.
“Are you a stupid witch? Did they kick you out of your witch palace and send you here as punishment?” Tacita asked plainly, a judgmental grimace twisting itself onto her face.
“Can you stand?” Verity asked, ignoring the question, though her proud smile disappeared. Rising and offering her hand, she said, “We should get going if we don’t want to get caught out here for the night. I’m sure your mother is going to be thrilled to see you.”
Tacita took her hand and stood as a shadow crossed her face. “Oh, about that. I … I can’t go back.”
“Sure you can!” Verity exclaimed brightly. “We can ride my—”
“I’m not going back.” It was a declarative sentence said with finality.
Verity paused. Tacita wrapped her arms around her body, pressing in upon her torso like she was trying to hold something in or hold herself back. Instead of looking ahead, she was focused on the ground near her feet with an intensity that belied an internal world overflowing with unsaid things.
You may have heard the maxim that if you are not moving forward, you’re moving backwards, which implies that there are only ever two directions. That every cause either compels one forward or repels one away. That there is no in-between, but that is not true. There is a third option. Abiding. When one comes to a fork in the road, it is presented as though the only options are left or right, but to stay is also a choice.
The thought of going back to Foxfire in that moment was so clearly distressing that it could not be the correct choice. So, the witch decided to abide.
“Alright then,” Verity said warmly while looking upwards and noticing that the moon had risen. “Well, we should at least settle down for the night. We can tackle whatever you want to do with fresh eyes once you’ve had a good sleep.”
“Not here, though,” Tacita said quickly, looking at the chimney.
The witch was also not keen on staying in the ruins of this home either. It had not escaped her notice that Jack had widened his protective prowling, blending in so well with the coming dark Tacita had not yet seen him. It also had not escaped her notice that the limbs of the trees at the edges of her protective circle were slowly filling with birds. Nightjars. This was no longer coincidence. They were being watched.
“Jack! We’re gonna get moving,” Verity called out. “Come say hi to Tacita.”
Tacita looked confused for half a second and then shocked as suddenly a spot of black she hadn’t noticed a moment ago pooled itself together and pounced over the low broken wall to land at the girl’s feet in the form of a very handsome adult shorthair.
“You really are a witch!” the girl squealed in delight, bending down to scratch the cat-who-was-not-a-cat under his chin.
Verity laughed. “Did you think all this black was my traipsing through the forest outfit?”
“Hi there,” Tacita cooed at the cat, then to Verity she asked, “That’s your …?”
“Tacita, this is Jack. Jack-Be-Nimble if you’re being formal. He’s my familiar and lifelong companion. Jack, this is my new friend Tacita. I found her in a chimney,” Verity said, as though nothing about any part of the sentence were unusual in any way. “Let’s get going. We’ve already lost the light, but we can at least put a bit of distance between ourselves and whatever this used to be.”
The witch, still very spent from the day’s events, was grateful for her upturned broomstick, which acted now to offset her tired body and keep her from tripping over brush. Very little starlight could break through the dense forest in this part of the mountain, and it seemed moonlight struggled as well. Enough to see outlines of one another. Slowly they found a place downhill that was flat enough and open enough to make a campsite. It helped that Jack did not need light to see, and the pair could follow behind him.
The witch began to sing up another protection circle, creating an iridescent shimmer in the air. She wouldn’t even consider staying overnight if her familiar were not by her side. Verity thought of herself as a pragmatic person. Between she, a mighty witch whose voice can heal sick cows and call forth gardens from nothing, and her familiar Jack, who could probably gobble up any kind of goat—whether it could stand on two legs or not—she felt confident that one night in the woods wouldn’t kill them. And if this Earl fellow came along, well, his magic took the form of dealmaking. She simply wouldn’t make a deal with him. Simple as that.
… Verity. The witch flinched ever so slightly at the sound of a faint echo from somewhere up the mountain. Perhaps she was not as sure of herself as she thought.
The movement was noticed by Tacita, who said, “Don’t answer.”
Tacita’s voice was quiet, quick, sure. The same automatic tone as the warnings given by Gilly and Mrs. Tarry.
“I’ve seen them, you know,” Tacita said, sitting down on the forest floor.
“Seen what?” Verity asked, resuming her spell.
“The stuff they say is in the woods.” The statement hung there for a bit.
Suddenly Verity was highly invested. “The goats that aren’t goats and—”
“And the deer that aren’t deer. I saw a snallygaster, or what I thought was a snallygaster,” Tacita finished.
“The flying snake things? Jack loves those!” Verity replied brightly. “He made friends with one a couple of years ago that had lost its pack or herd or whatever you call a group of flying snakes.”
“Weren’t you scared he’d get eaten?” Tacita asked, horrified at the idea of a house cat getting cozy with something that could scoop cows out of a field whole with its mouth. She stared with wonder and fear at the cat in front of her, who was currently in a very immodest display of leaning back with a hind leg in the air licking himself clean.
The witch laughed a bit too loudly then, realizing they should probably keep the noise down in the monster-infested forest, said quietly, “I’m not entirely sure the snallygaster presented the most danger in that scenario.” Verity did not need to see Tacita’s confused expression to feel it in the air. “He can be quite formidable when necessary.”
After a time of letting the idea settle, Tacita continued. “Well, at least I think it was a snallygaster. I saw its tail through the trees once. I even saw the things in the trees! They come out when nobody is around, though of everything I saw, I would swear those things could almost see me, too. Their eyes’re … scary.”
Verity was overflowing with questions, but noticing that Tacita was holding herself in the dead leaves while sitting on the forest floor shivering from springtime chill, she instead asked, “Hey, are you hungry?”
“Starving!” Tacita exclaimed, once again too loud for the setting. “I haven’t eaten since—anyways it all caught up with me. Have anything on you?”
The witch grinned as she flopped on the ground and took off her hat to begin rummaging around in its depths. Moments later she’d pulled out a picnic basket containing two very large sandwiches loaded up with fresh vegetables from Mrs. Mason’s garden and a glass bottle of clear water.
“You really are a witch!” Tacita exclaimed in a breathy whisper.
“You do keep saying that,” Verity replied as she dug a bit farther down, leaning up to her shoulder, to pull out two bedrolls that had been enchanted with a warming spell. She tossed one to Tacita, who did not reach to catch it, as she was devouring the food.
“So you can just conjure whatever you want out of a hat? Could you make a pie? Could you make two pies? I don’t want to share.”
“Not conjure, exactly,” Verity said through a square grin. “My hat has a portal in it when I want it to that connects to a little pocket where I keep a lot of essentials. Things I might need in my travels.”
“It … what?” Tacita said, trying to figure out how that worked and how, if she was understanding correctly, one’s head didn’t get sucked up into it.
Verity demonstrated by reaching first one hand, then the other, then leaning almost half her body inside the upturned hat, which grew to accommodate her. Sounds of banging and slurping and several unseen items breaking came out muffled until eventually the witch emerged. She was holding a small orb that looked like a purple-tinted crystal ball overlaid with complicated gilded scrollwork that rested on a dark wood stand. The witch pressed a spot in the scrollwork and the orb opened to reveal a tiny porcelain figure of a young witch flying on a broom with a black cat asleep on the bristles. The inside of the orb was painted like a starlit night sky and softly glowed to match. Tinkling music began to play.
“See?” Verity said, gazing lovingly at the tiny figure. “I can keep a little bit of home with me wherever I go. Jack is better at navigating it than I am, but I can manage in a pinch. No need for luggage.”
Tacita stared in wonder. “That’s beautiful.”
The witch gazed wistfully at the music box. “My mother and father gave it to me as a going-away gift on my thirteenth birthday.”
“Did you run away, too?” Tacita asked. The question was quiet, gentle, commiserating.
“Is that what you were doing?” Verity asked cautiously, sensing an opening. “Is that why you don’t want to go back?”
“I’m …” Tacita tried to answer, but her voice trailed off. Instead, she tucked herself into her bedroll and began picking at it, loosening a thread which she worried between her fingers until she finally spoke up again. “I’m not very good at anything.”
“Nonsense,” Verity said immediately, reflexively, tucking herself in as well. “I’m sure you’re plenty good—”
“I got myself locked in a chimney for a month,” Tacita said with a dry laugh.
Tacita returned to her thread. “Daddy was a carpenter before he … before he passed. My brother was good at it but didn’t want to be. He kept saying he wanted to be a doctor off in some big city, but you have to be smart to be a doctor. Have a lot of school. We don’t have that around here. But me? I wanted to be a carpenter like my daddy. He and Momma had pretty strict rules about what girls should do, though. She kept trying to teach me mending and laundry, but I always ripped the stitches and ruined all the clothes.”
“Oh my!” Verity exclaimed breathily, clutching her hand daintily to her chest. “You must be cursed!”
Tacita’s red hair flew as her face shot up to stare at the witch. “Could that be it? Do you really think so? Can you fix it?”
Verity laughed. “You’re not cursed! I just mean the way some folks treat girls, you’d think it were some great tragedy not to be a world-class darner of men’s socks. The truth is, everyone is good at different things. You should do what you love.”
The girl’s eyes narrowed slightly as though trying to see something in the moonlight. “Easy to say when you can pull a house out of your hat or fly away from your problems when they try to marry you off to the dairy farmer’s son.”
This caused Verity to pause, to sit back, to consider. She hadn’t considered herself in relation to other people’s lives, not like this. Things could be a little tough or dull or boring, but she always knew that a new town and new adventure was on the next horizon. Of course, magic made dealing with the tough bits far easier. So well, in fact, that she rarely, if ever, remembered them.
“Fair,” Verity replied. “So, you really didn’t want to marry Del?”
Tacita let out a barking laugh, which she immediately covered with her hands. “Good gracious no!” she squealed when she finally settled down. “Don’t know how much you know about the place, but it’s not the easiest town to grow up in. Not much here. No way out. In her defense, I think my momma was just trying to protect me, but if it helped her, too, that probably didn’t hurt. I kept saying I was too young to get married, made up all sorts of excuses, but the truth of it is I’d rather eat Barbara the cow’s dung than marry the man who milked her.”
They giggled.
“How did you end up out here?” Verity asked as she began divvying up the wrapped sandwiches from the picnic basket.
Tacita took a big bite and chewed for a moment before answering. “Del asked me again or my momma asked him to ask me again. I don’t know, and it doesn’t matter, but it got to the point where I wasn’t gonna avoid it anymore. I wanted a way out, maybe see if I could make it to a city somewhere. Start over. Get lost among all those people, you know? My brother did it. Told me he was going to leave here and be a doctor. He didn’t come back, so I figured it must’ve worked.”
Tacita said that last part in a way that sounded like the kind of comforting lie it was. A blanket on cold nights. A shelter in a rainstorm. A temporary covering from the truth.
“He went to Earl,” Verity said darkly.
“He went to Earl,” Tacita echoed.
There was a knowing that passed between the girls.
Tacita knew what had likely happened to her brother but didn’t want to say. Verity knew but wouldn’t.
“What did he take from you?” Verity asked, thinking back to Gilly’s tale of stolen songs and missing middle names.
Tacita reached up and touched a spot in the middle of her chest. “I told him it was my heart’s deepest wish to have a home away from Foxfire. That I didn’t want to ever go back there. I just wanted some place I could disappear into.”
She didn’t say any more. Verity understood and was angry about it. “So, he took your heart and bound you to a home that was technically outside of … that sneaky, rotten garbage person.”
The witch mulled this information over for a while, lost for a bit in the mechanics of the spell. Her racing mind staving off the sleep her body wanted. After a time, she asked quietly, “What was it like?”
“Sorry?” Tacita replied, a bit confused.
“When you were—before I found you. What was it like? Where were you?” Verity’s voice was tired. The instant she’d climbed into the enchanted fabric and felt its warmth, she’d begun drifting off. “I only ask because it could help me identify the kind of spell he used on you. I’m not trying to … I don’t want to … I know you’re …”
Tacita laughed. “Breathe, witch. It’s okay. I think I get it, though I’m not sure how I feel about being used for research purposes.”
“I’m here to learn!” Verity yawned in defense. “It’s just that I know you don’t really know me, not yet anyway, and I get not wanting to talk about something so soon with someone you don’t know.”
“It’s okay,” Tacita said. “I don’t think you’re the enemy.”
It could have been Jack curling up on her chest as he gazed his ever-watchful eyes out into the distance, or it could have been the bespelled cloth, but Verity’s chest warmed at the sentiment. Both girls began to speak but were silenced when a third voice called out from the darkness.
“Is that what I am?” The voice sounded like bones, like acid breaking down a corpse. It hissed and burbled and seemed to come from everywhere.
Everyone moved at once. Tacita shot up out of her bedroll, frantically looking around, squeezing herself tightly as though her arms could ward off danger. Verity was roused from her half-slumber, immediately alert. She reached out a hand and her broom flew into it instantly, the staff end held out like a weapon. Jack launched himself from Verity’s chest, growing rapidly in the air back into the form of a jaguar with several razor-sharp tails whipping about. He roared in warning from the edge of the shimmering circle of protection.
“He can do that?” Tacita squeaked to Verity.
“Told you he can handle himself,” the witch replied with a smirk.
“Am I the enemy, Miss Tarry?” the voice asked again, buffeted by a rush of wind. “I only did what you asked.”
Far off in the place where the moonlight could not shine and the dark swallowed up the details of the world around them, two mismatched pinpricks of light formed.
“It’s the King,” Tacita muttered, trembling. She tried to make herself small, but she could not leave the small circle of protection, and there was nowhere inside it to hide.
“Earl?” Verity called out. “Is that you?”
There was a chattering in the trees, but the dim light made it hard to see the source. Verity intoned a note and the light shimmer of the protection circle brightened, casting a golden light that revealed dozens upon dozens of restless nightjars looking down at them.
“Those are his,” breathed Tacita, indicating the birds. “They belong to him.”
Little rotten spies, Verity thought.
“As do you, Miss Tarry,” Earl’s voice shot out, and with it came a fiercer wind. “Didn’t I tuck you away somewhere nice and cozy?”
Verity did not let him goad her. Instead, she said to Tacita, “Don’t worry. I’m here. What’s the worst he can do? Make a deal?”
“Who’s your friend, Miss Tarry? She’s interesting.” Earl’s voice became louder as the wind picked up and, in the distance, the two pinpricks of light became small orbs. Jack lashed at the wind in warning. He was getting closer.
“W-we have to go,” Tacita stammered, grabbing up her skirts and preparing to run. “Now. We have to go now.”
For the first time in her life, Verity Vox wanted to do a very stupid thing. That is not true. It was not the first time in her life she wanted to do a stupid thing, but it was the first time in her life that she acknowledged to herself that the thing she wanted to do was stupid. The witch understood that the smart thing to do would be to take Tacita, get on her broom, and get as far away from the forest as she could. But there was something inside her that had awakened that first night when she’d touched down in Foxfire. A small part of her wanted a chance to test her mettle against the thing that held this town in its grip. Right here. Right now.
Luckily, for everyone involved, Tacita shared no such predilection for self-destruction, which is why she yanked on Verity’s sleeve and nearly dragged her in the direction of the valley. As much as she did not want to go home, it was made abundantly clear they could not stay here. She’d decided between home and facing a monster before and lost. She wouldn’t make that mistake again now.
“Hop on,” Verity said, swinging her broom around while hooking her leg over it. Tacita jumped on the back and the two rocketed off down the rest of the mountain, careful to avoid low-hanging limbs and the occasional boulder.
There was an angry shout behind them and another burst of wind, but this one only served to help the pair escape faster. Verity smirked as the trees opened up and the valley came into view. They’d be back home in minutes. As the last branches were cleared, Verity aimed her broomstick up into the sky and heard a loud crack followed quickly by a scream and a sudden bucking of her broom.
She wheeled around to find that Tacita had fallen off and landed hard. They’d been fairly low to the ground, but still she’d fallen from eight or nine feet in the air. Verity wheeled around as Jack came up behind them, his chimera form now having sprouted massive obsidian wings. Tacita reached a hand up and touched her face, then pulled it away to find it covered in blood.
“What happened?” Verity said, breathless.
“I—I don’t know,” Tacita said. Her nose was bleeding. She searched around in the night air for a cause. “It’s like I hit a wall headfirst or something.”
“A wall?” Verity followed Tacita’s gaze up into the sky. She neither saw nor felt anything. “Let’s try again.”
The two boarded the broomstick as the wind became a gale behind them, followed by the anguished cries of the nightjars. Verity kicked off and, slower this time, made for the town, but a moment later Tacita cried out, “Stop!”
The witch looked over her shoulder to find the girl appeared to be pressing up against something, like a pane of thick glass. Verity could not feel it or sense it, which unnerved her. There were a few vain attempts at walking into the field, but each time Tacita was rebuffed by the invisible field.
“It must be your deal,” Verity said. “He still has your heart.”
She racked her brain, mentally flying through the pages of her coven’s grimoire, her mother’s own magical recipe books, every single bit of lore she’d ever read, but she came up empty. Contract magic, binding magic, is unbreakable unless there is some clause in the binding that would allow for the ending of the spell, one of the people involved dies, or the object used as the bind is destroyed. Verity said none of this, however, as she did not feel like that exact moment was the best time to bring up the idea that the only way Tacita could be freed from her deal was to die or have her heart destroyed, which amounted to the same end result.
The voice of Earl boomed from behind, “That’s mine! You little thief!”
Verity glimpsed the top of a scar on Tacita’s chest where Earl had removed her heart. She thought of cows and gramophones and gardens and got yet another terrible idea.
Grabbing Tacita’s hand, she said, “Do you trust me?”
“More than him!” the girl yelled over the wind.
That would have to do. Immediately the witch took off running, dragging the girl behind her, while practically screaming out a string of words with every step.
 Gray goose and gander
Waft your wings together,
Tacita did her best to keep up as Verity filled her voice with so much power that it caused ripples in the air.
And carry the good king’s daughters
Over the one strand river
The pair cleared the tree line the moment Verity finished the spell. She took one mighty step and leapt into the air, which, against all odds and appearances, was strong enough to lift Tacita too. Except she wasn’t lifting Tacita.
That would have required hands or arms, which she didn’t have anymore. For that matter, neither did Tacita. Instead, a pair of geese flew up and into the sky. One who was mostly black and one who was mostly gray followed by an intrepid, riderless broom and a crow that had moments ago been a snarling, howling creature of fangs and tails. The goose who was mostly black flew straight ahead, beating its wings fervently in an attempt to put distance between it and the dying wind below. The gray goose, for its part, seemed to be struggling with the concept of flight. Its wings did not always beat in concert with one another, but after a while its instincts must have taken over because it got the hang of it and caught up with its leader.
Soon enough a town came into view and two geese plummeted downward. The goose that was mostly black landed first on the porch of a store, followed quickly but clumsily by the goose that was mostly gray. Upon touching down, feathers fell away as two human forms rolled out of the fowl shapes. Verity found herself on her hands and knees, coughing and sputtering as though she’d been holding her breath the entire time.
Tacita, however, was already standing, ignoring her bloody nose completely. She examined her hands, moving her arms up and down as though there were a small chance she’d retained the power of flight.
“You okay?” Verity asked, looking a bit worse for wear.
“Oh heck yeah!” Tacita squealed, pumping both arms in celebration. “Why don’t you do that all the time instead of the broom?”
Verity, who had apparently not understood that transforming into a goose was the most fun thing a person could do, got to her feet and stumbled around for a reply. “Because there’s a fairly decent chance you get stuck in an animal’s body if you stay in it too long.”
The witch patted down her dress and began looking around to see if their arrival had disturbed anyone. Faint blue was appearing in the east, which meant dawn would be coming soon. It had been the longest day of her life, and she desperately needed sleep. Tacita, who had been processing this new information, held a finger in the air and asked, “Sorry, stuck? What do you mean stuck?”
“So you know how it took you a second to figure out how to fly?”
“Yeah, but my body kind of figured it out.”
“Right. That part, where you let the animal take over, is how people end up being stuck. The temptation to let the animal do what it knows how to do best is hard to resist.”
“But … but …”
“Apparently I have a great-aunt that spent twenty-seven years as a tortoise.”
“Twenty—How did she figure out how to turn herself back?”
“She didn’t. She was eaten by a fox, I think. That’s why I never met her.”
Tacita was incensed. “And you turned me into a goose?! I could have been stuck as a goose forever?”
“Beats a chimney?” Verity smiled grimly, hoping they were at a place where they could make jokes. “Hey, you said you trusted me.”
Tacita mumbled to herself something that sounded a lot like “I don’t remember saying I trusted you. I just remember being dragged down a mountain and turned into a goose.”
“You said part of your deal was never to come back here, right? Well, technically you didn’t. A goose did,” Verity explained proudly. “When dealing with a trickster, you have to outsmart them.”
“And that … worked?” Tacita said incredulously, patting her body as though checking that she was indeed back home and not somehow still stuck in a chimney on a hill.
“You’re here, aren’t you?” Verity said with a small smile. “Just don’t go wandering in the hills anymore. You promise?”
Tacita nodded, but then went quiet. “So what now?”
“I guess we take you home,” Verity offered.
The pair walked quietly down the old roads of Foxfire. The Tarry house was very small and square in the middle of a short row of similar small, square homes. It did not take long to arrive, but it took a long time to say goodbye. However, the decision to part was taken from them when the door swung open and out stepped Theresa Tarry.
“Miss Vox, I saw your hat in the window and—oh my heavens!” the woman opened the door, blinking sleep out of her eyes, then erupted in a fit of tears when she saw her daughter.
Back from the dead.
Kind hands pawed at the girl’s face and hair, tugging at her dress while both pulling her in for an embrace and holding her out to be examined.
“Oh, sugar. Oh.” Theresa kept starting and stopping sentences, unsure of what to say. Then, to Verity, she beamed, “Thank you so much for bringing my little girl home. You really are a miracle worker, Miss Vox.”
“Momma,” Tacita groaned, taking her mother’s hands off of her face and holding them. “I’m really tired. Can we please go to bed?”
“Yes, honey. Yes, of course. Let’s get you in bed,” Theresa said, opening the door wide behind her to guide her daughter inside. “Del is going to be so happy to see you.”
From behind, Verity could see Tacita’s body go slightly limp. Slumped. It was late, though, or early depending on how you measure these things. The Tarry door closed, its interior filled with a family once again. Smaller than it had once held but large enough that it counted. However, on the way back to her own bed, Verity was overcome with the strange feeling that she’d somehow done the wrong thing.
“But she’s back, right?” the witch thought aloud while scratching the neck of the tiny blackbird sitting on her shoulder. “Everyone has what they wanted. That’s good, right?”
Jack did not respond, because Jack cannot talk. Though he did chirrup softly, which Verity took as agreement. The witch finally snuggled up in her bed for some much-earned rest.
A short time later, however, the town woke to a change in their conditions. One by one each person noticed a garden that had withered, a well that had dried up, or a cow that gave no milk. It took no time at all for the news to spread that the lost girl had returned the very morning that all of the witchcraft that had so quickly improved their lives had been undone. Gossip is a magic all its own after all. And that is why, when Gilly Green took her late morning stroll down to her store, she was greeted by a group of people waiting to see the witch.











CHAPTER 6
A MAP IS DRAWN
The tea would not brew any faster. Many witches have tried, of course, to speed up certain methods of food and beverage production. Several very amusing types of spells had come out of that search for convenience, such as popping corn with the husk still on or turning gemstones into carrots, though that one was an accident of semantics which you only made once because there was no reversing it. Tea, however, eluded even the most powerful of witches. It simply could not be rushed and every attempt to do so resulted in a brew that was bitter, bland, or box turtles.
What was worse is that there was no honey for the tea, as bees had long since left the valley in which Foxfire rested, given that all their natural food sources had withered. Honey would have been nice. Soothing on Verity’s tired vocal cords. She reached out and touched the teapot gently, then a bit more forcefully, telling herself that she was checking to see if it was warm enough, but really she was hoping if she willed the tiniest bit of magical energy out through her finger, she could coax the tea via poking it.
“Stop doing that, you weirdo, or you’ll make it pour out ice like you did last time,” Gilly chided as she entered the witch’s bedroom in the back of the general store.
To be honest, it hadn’t been Green’s General Goods in a long time, despite Gilly’s efforts, and it looked less like a general store every day that had passed since Verity’s arrival. In fact, it looked more like a waiting room in recent days.
Verity was exhausted. Her throat was sore. No sooner had she returned Tacita to her mother, which, by now, she’d convinced herself had been a good thing, than she’d found out that the spells she’d sung had begun to break. Certain in her abilities, she’d initially been a bit too defensive. Whether a product of exhaustion or hubris, she wanted it to be clear to the people who came to her complaining of withered vegetables and limping horses that her spells didn’t break that easily. This couldn’t be her fault.
That had not gone over well, as you can imagine.
“It’s my well, Miss Verity,” Martha Monroe had said. “It’s plum dry. Went out this mornin’ and nothing but an echo down there.”
Gilly had been greeted by a dozen or so citizens of the town of Foxfire lining up in front of her shop’s door, but when she went to find Verity, the witch was knocked out cold in the back, having only just fallen asleep. The shopkeeper did her best to assure everyone that the moment Verity woke up she would visit each of them personally, which sent some on their way, but others, like Martha, stayed to wait.
“We came outside and poor old Casey is worse than before!” said Edward Gray, referring to his twenty-seven-year-old horse that had gone blind and a bit lame at a young age. Mr. Gray had made exactly one deal with Earl before he was run out of town—for his horse to be healthy—which had cost him the hearing out of his left ear. That price had been enough for him since he could never enjoy his wife’s singing quite the same. He swore he’d never go dealing with Earl again and, thus, he’d survived. “I didn’t want to fool with this witching stuff in the first place, but y’all convinced my poor Alley she weren’t gonna mess with us like Earl did.”
His wife, Alley, stood there wearing the expression of a woman who would both like everyone to stop being mad while also being very glad someone else is being mad so that she doesn’t have to be.
“Mister Gray, I’m sure Verity is going to fix your horse right up just as soon as she’s able,” Gilly said, her hands raised in a calming manner, though whether that was for his benefit or hers was unclear.
“It true that people are coming back?” The harsh bite of Theny Hazlett’s voice shot across the street.
“I—I don’t …” Gilly trailed off.
“The Tarry girl is back,” Alley Gray said, her timid voice sounding like a small girl instead of a woman of her advanced years.
“Tacita’s back?” Gilly asked, though it sounded less like a question and more like the confused statement it was.
“Mmhmm.” Theny grunted sharply, cocking an eyebrow. “She comes back and everything goes upside down again. Funny that.”
Gilly had begged them all off and gone inside to wake the witch.
The town of Foxfire had been through this before. Small gifts of convenient magic had suddenly been taken from them and used as a bartering chip to exact a higher price, a steeper price. They had to wonder: Was that what she was doing? Was she actually here to help people, or was she playing a different version of the same game Earl had played with them years before? And why had one person been brought back and no one else?
When Verity awoke to Gilly’s frantic whispering that was not so much whispering as breathy yelling, she was both mortified and confused. Nothing she’d done in the last day should have caused her spells to fall apart, though she’d never performed this many spells of such complexity in a short period of time, so perhaps, she thought, this was part of her training. Understanding that certain types of spells need upkeep.
She was running on only a few hours of sleep, but after a pot of tea she and Jack set out to call the water back to Martha Monroe’s well and heal the Grays’ horse. She also sang up a strawberry plant for Alley as a way of saying sorry for the trouble.
The next day more people had come by the shop complaining of similar maladies. Verity took to her broom and immediately handled each and every one. There were apologies and attempts to make additional improvements where she could. The third morning brought Del, Mae, and Mrs. Mason to her door. The old woman’s garden had shriveled up and the cows had returned to their skinny, sickly state.
After promises that Verity would fly out to set it all right, Del asked in his slow, kind voice, “Miss witch? We heard Tacita is back, but her momma’s been keeping her cooped up in her house.”
“Tacita!” Verity exclaimed, hitting the palm of her hand to her forehead. How had she not checked on her in the last two days? She’d been so busy and focused on everyone’s problems, she’d forgotten to find out how Tacita had been adjusting to being back. Though, the girl hadn’t been by the shop either, so in the witch’s defense, a part of her assumed she’d simply been occupied with family.
“That’s a mighty big thing you did,” Mae said, leaning her head forward. The matriarch could see how hard the witch was working, and she was giving Verity permission to go easy on herself.
“If you see her,” Del resumed, “could you just tell her that I’m real glad she’s back? I know she’s not … she doesn’t … Just tell her I’m glad she’s safe and all that? And maybe if it’s okay, I could come by and just check on them?”
Mae and Verity shared a look. Clearly some hearts were either harder to break or faster to mend, and whichever kind Del had, he was a precious soul.
“Come on now, young man,” Mrs. Mason said, patting his hand. “You won’t have time to think about all that. You’ve got to dig out all those rotten stalks in my yard because Miss Verity here’s gonna grow us some nice new produce later.”
A full week passed since Tacita’s return. Verity checked in on Mrs. Mason only to find that everything she’d regrown was already wilting, brown, and withered. Anything that hadn’t already been picked was rotten on the vine or branch. She could sing it back to life, but she’d have to do it all over again in a few days. The story repeated itself all over the valley, a choir echoing calls of need and fear. It was becoming clear that her magic, for whatever reason, simply wasn’t sticking.
Each new day and each new spell brought with it more questions about Tacita. How did Verity save her? Did she see anyone else? Had she tried to save anyone else? What was her plan to bring everyone else back? For her part, Theresa was keeping her daughter at home, which spared her experiencing the jealousy of her neighbors.
All of this is how Verity came to drink tea by the gallon. She’d never spent this much time singing so many spells, each time the spell requiring more from her. Each time she had to find new sources of power to assist her, and while the mountain was still there quietly humming with all the magical energy she’d ever need, she never dared touch it. She feared it like the south forest, like her name being called in the night, like those glowing eyes and that witch wind.
The sun, the breeze, the few patches of living things growing in the valley, those would have to do for borrowed power, but they weren’t enough, especially given how everything had become more barren in recent days. So she had to draw more and more on her own personal well of magic. It was harder each time because she couldn’t rest. Neither her voice nor her spirit.
There was a patch of peppermint growing along the edge of Gilly’s property because not even a curse can kill mint once it’s taken root. She’d begun bringing in bushels of it to the shop to make tea. It helped, as much as plain old, non-magical tea can help.
“Who is it this morning? The Blosses? The Fergusons?” Gilly asked, shoving some slices of fresh baked salt bread with a dab of strawberry jam on each under Verity’s nose to coax her into waking.
“Burnablabuhchickies,” Verity mumbled hoarsely in reply while poking at the teapot again.
“Come again?” Gilly asked, setting the plate down and lightly slapping Verity’s hand. “Cut that out. I’m serious. I don’t want to have to drink pond scum or a pot of worms or whatever else you and your finger there accidentally conjure up. Either do a proper spell or wait like everyone else has to.”
“You can’t spell tea.” The words were rote, almost as though being read directly from her coven’s grimoire for the first time.
“Sure you can. T-E-A.”
“Ha.” Verity rolled her tired, dry eyes. “And it’s Bertha Blackburn’s chickens this morning.”
Bertha Blackburn’s chickens had stopped laying eggs again. That wasn’t exactly true. She had one rooster who had begun laying eggs, much to the rooster’s shock, but when you cracked them, they were filled with ashes. If these had been different circumstances, she’d have been impressed at the skill required to pull off such a curse. These were not those circumstances, however.
“Already? Weren’t you just there four or five days ago?”
“Two.”
Gilly went quiet. There had been an odd shift in their dynamic. Fast friendships can be quickly broken, after all. It wasn’t exactly that Gilly was avoiding eye contact with Verity, but there was a general feeling that she made it a point to become very focused on whatever was in her hands while they were in the same room. The witch had to remember that Gilly had grown up in Foxfire, too. She’d been hungry, too. She’d been afraid of leaving, too. A town this small meant that others’ losses were her losses. Telling her to trust carried a weight that grew heavier by the day.
The situation was untenable. Verity knew it. Gilly knew it. The entire town knew it, and as quickly as the oasis of sustenance and a semblance of normalcy had come, it appeared to be slipping away even faster. Verity couldn’t possibly keep up with this, not only magically, but in a very real, very physical way. Yesterday she was barely able to croak out a charm by sundown before her voice gave out.
The tea was finally ready. Gilly poured and breathed a small sigh of relief that it was only tea.
“You know Earnest keeps inquiring on behalf of his momma,” Gilly said. It wasn’t a question. It was many questions wrapped up in a statement of fact.
Verity took an offered cup and said the thing a part of her mind had been turning over for days. “This isn’t because of Tacita.”
“Oh?” Gilly replied, her voice a little too high. She took a deep sip of the warm beverage and allowed the thought to sink in. “Then what’s going on?”
“It’s Earl,” Verity said plainly. “It has to be. It’s his deals. He’s doing … something … to them.”
Gilly held her cup but didn’t drink. Instead she squinted in the middle distance over its rim, working some kind of calculation in her head. After a beat she said, “Well, that’s probably true. So what do we do about it?”
Verity took a sip of her tea, relishing its warmth even in the absence of honey or lemon. She chewed on the inside corner of her lip as the beginnings of an idea began flickering into existence. “I’m curious if anyone knows where he lives, or if he lives in any one place.”
“Oh. Well, I’ve never actually made a deal with him, and anyone in my family …” But Gilly didn’t finish that thought. Instead, she turned to face Verity, back in helpful, tactical friend mode. “The last person to go missing was Tacita. You two were out there together. Did she tell you where she found him?”
“Not exactly, no,” Verity replied. “I didn’t think to ask, and even still I didn’t actually see him. Not all the way. For all I know he could live in the trees with those other things.”
Gilly thought for a bit longer before continuing. “Before her, it’s actually been a long time since someone disappeared. Most of the folks that disappeared up the hill did it in the early years after Earl.”
“Right, but you’ve told me loads of people still met with him and returned. Matthew Miller did it, remember? Lots of times. Edward Gray did.”
“Mr. Gray was before all of this, remember? As for everyone after? People don’t talk about it. If you go, and you make a deal, it isn’t something to be proud of. I know everyone knows everything about everyone in this town, but sometimes people don’t know things because they don’t wanna know. Remember, Matthew also didn’t tell his wife for years what was going on ‘til it was too late.”
Verity muttered an agreeing sound and continued to drink her tea.
Quietly, slowly, Gilly asked, “Why do you want to know?”
This was the part Verity was still mulling over. Selfishly, she was tired of feeling as though she were losing. The trust of the town. This weird war of attrition being waged by a foe in the hills she still hadn’t technically seen. The faith of her friend. Her own sense of self-worth, which had been defined for the longest time by her ease of success. All of it. She was tired of feeling like she was playing at a disadvantage.
“I’m of two minds,” Verity said at some length as Jack came bounding into the room. “The first option I’m considering is venturing back up the mountain and trying to repair the bridge.”
“People would like that!” Gilly said enthusiastically.
“I agree. That would solve a lot of problems.”
“But didn’t you say something happened when you first arrived?”
“Exactly, and after my encounter with him in the woods, I’m pretty sure that was Earl’s welcome message to me, though how he’s able to do everything he’s doing I’m still figuring out,” Verity said, getting on a roll. “I haven’t done it yet because I didn’t want to attract Earl’s attention until we’d gotten things handled here in Foxfire. I thought if I knew where he stayed or about which parts of the mountain he typically traveled, I could fix it without him knowing I’d done it. That gives us options. We can get food and medicine and other resources in over the bridge. More than that, we could get everybody out. I’m sure I could even fly some of the older—”
“Why would we leave?” Gilly asked plainly.
The question took Verity by surprise. “Why? Why … wouldn’t you want to?”
“Verity, this is our home. We want to live here, or most of us anyway. We shouldn’t have to leave.”
“I—” Verity started, but Gilly interrupted her again, changing subjects.
“What’s the other option?”
Jack hopped into the witch’s lap and nosed his way towards a spare teacup Gilly had filled with cool water for him. Verity roughed his fur absentmindedly as she considered what she was about to say.
“The other option is we go to Earl,” Verity said, then, amending her word choice, “I go to Earl.”
A strange reaction flooded Gilly’s face as she drank her own cup of warm peppermint tea. It was a kind of relieved fear, fearful relief. It’s difficult to describe. Have you ever seen someone watch you make the correct choice but known the decision was the more harrowing of all the options laid before you? That is what Gilly experienced all in the passing of a moment. Earl was the problem. All the problems. Every death, every hungry belly, every barren patch of ground, and every missing neighbor all led back to Earl. Sending a witch after the king of the mountain sounded every inch like the correct decision.
But nothing good had ever come from someone searching him out, and recent wavering of faith aside, Gilly did not want to see her new friend hurt.
“There’s this place,” Gilly said, a distance in her voice. “A part of the mountain way south of here where the old mine used to be. The trees there are so thick and so tall that they blot out the sun. I haven’t ever been, but I’ve heard about it from some of the old miners and their families. It’s where … my daddy went looking in the caves, thinking for sure that one would lead out the other end to safety, maybe even out to Tug Hollow. He didn’t come back. If Earl’s anywhere, I’d bet it’s there.”
This was new information to Verity. There is a quietude that invades spaces where deeply personal secrets have been recently divulged. To tie it to a feeling, to say it is sad, or it is awkward, or it is worrying, is to try and tie up the wind with a handkerchief. It is insufficient. The feeling is more accurately stated in terms of sensation. Thick. Humid. Encroaching. Proverbial walls closing in that won’t allow you to sit comfortably and process this information—they urge you to respond, knowing that no response will be enough.
“Your mother? Brother?” Verity asked softly.
In all the time she’d been in Foxfire, Gilly had never invited her back to her home. Nor had any members of the Green family shown up in their own general goods store. As friendly as they’d become, Gilly never offered, so Verity never asked. Hospitality is a deep magic, after all, and she was still a guest.
Gilly let out a small sigh and fidgeted with the teacup in her hand. A contented smile formed on her face. “My aunt was having a baby in another state. Her husband was also a miner. My mother wanted to go help, and my daddy insisted my brother, Mutt should accompany her. Mutt bought the gramophone for me right before they left. Daddy saw them down to Tug Hollow and came back, and right after that … They were gone before things went south.”
Verity didn’t know how to respond. Gilly continued, “Daddy wasn’t ever the same. He’d go up to where the bridge had been and cry. He became real obsessed with the hills and thinking he could get to his wife, to my mother. Then when I was about eight, it all got to him finally and he went off and left me here.”
“You were so young,” Verity said quietly.
Gilly, eyes still down, mouth still in a fixed, forced smile, raised her eyebrows and said, “Thankfully the Hazletts and Mrs. Mason and a few others watched out for me until I could take care of myself. I took over this place to keep my family’s memory alive. When I’m here, sometimes I can hear Daddy’s voice or smell Mother’s hair. I’m hoping wherever they are they’re doing fine. Hoping one day they’ll come home.”
One way out also meant one way in, which felt obvious, and the obviousness made Verity feel very silly for not having thought of it before.
“They’re still out there, though,” Verity said. “Safe. Probably with your family. Together.”
Gilly gave a tight-lipped resigned smile, practiced, forcing her eyes to squint with the effort. “That’s what I tell myself every day.”
The witch felt uncomfortable. Disquieted. Her friend had opened up to her and told her a very real, very sobering, very honest thing. It was a sad thing. Verity did not know how to respond to sad things, at least not with words. Saying something comforting felt futile, and witches didn’t dabble in futile. They were creatures of action and change. That was when the rest of her idea fell firmly into place, its jagged edges almost giving her a headache as they shoved their way fully into the front of her mind.
“Well, that settles it,” the witch said, hopping up from her bed and upsetting the cat, who briefly turned into a swarm of flies before settling onto the floor. Jack groaned with annoyance. “I’m reuniting the Green family if it’s the last thing I do, which means I need to send Earl packing.”
“Is that something you can do?” Gilly asked, stooping down to scoop Jack up into her arms.
It was a reasonable question, and none of the answers were good. If she could do it, why hadn’t she? If she couldn’t, why pretend? The truth was that Verity didn’t actually know if she could, which meant she didn’t know if she was lying. The idea of failure never entered her mind, however. She would succeed because she believed she could. What was magic after all but having the gall to believe you could tell the world around you how it ought to be and then watching as it did as it was told?
“Yes, but first we’re going to need some fat.”
That day and the following day were busy. Verity was never more grateful to have the ability to fly, even if it did come at the cost of having to sit astride the rough, unyielding bark of her broomstick for hours. She called water, healed chickens, regrew gardens, checked on Barbara and her pals at the Millers’ farm. At each and every home, she inquired if they had any leftover meat scraps, fatty bits they weren’t going to eat anyway.
Every home, that is, except the Miller farm. Something about the look in the cows’ eyes made her feel very odd about discussing meat around them.
During her daily route, she finally worked up the nerve to visit the Tarry home, since she’d seen nothing of either Theresa or her daughter.
“She’s out with Del taking a walk,” Theresa said through the barely cracked door. The woman looked as though she hadn’t seen sunlight in ages.
“Oh … okay,” Verity said, taking a peek into the room behind but seeing nothing. “That’s great! I knew she’d stayed in since her return but—”
“She missed her momma and her bed,” Theresa interrupted. “I don’t know if witches understand such things. Do y’all have mothers or are you more like a giwoggle and get birthed from a swamp on the full moon or what have you?”
Verity was taken aback by this sudden backhanded accusation. She searched for something, anything to say in return, but all she came up with was, “I’m so glad she’s safe at home. If you need anything, please—”
“We’re all full up on witching around here, thanks.” And with that, Theresa shut the door.
Slowly, Verity turned around, feeling off-kilter. Jack looked up at her, poised and silent with an expression that could easily and correctly have been read as Well, what in the world did you expect?
“Not that,” Verity said in reply to the assumed comment from her familiar. Taking off back into the sky, she muttered, “After all, it was witching that brought her daughter back.”
She continued in her quest to collect any tidbits of meat anyone might have to spare, keeping an eye out for a head of russet-colored hair. The answer at most doorways had been no. There hadn’t been a lot of meat to go around in Foxfire in years, what with the curse making the cows sick and the land not being suitable for most other animals you might raise and the woods too inhospitable to hunt. Sometimes people got lucky and found squirrels, rabbits, or the rare migratory fowl, but none of those were exactly high in the kind of fat content you keep around the kitchen. In a few cases, there had been some rather concerned looks.
Bertha Blackburn had offered her some cornbread and a fresh jar of raspberry jam, thinking that the witch was unable to fend for herself and begging for leftovers. In each case, she tried to quickly explain that everything was completely fine, and then mumbled something about this being for a very particular bit of witchcraft. She said it in a way that was spooky and mysterious, mostly because when she leaned into the vagueness of being a witch, people tended to ask fewer questions. Though she still took Bertha Blackburn’s bread and jam. It smelled heavenly and the woman had correctly pegged the witch’s cooking skills as rather lacking.

Verity was in the middle of laying out a small but necessary part of the first phase of her plan. She’d found an old slate and some chalk and was trying to draw out all the parts of the valley she could from memory. Jack, in his usual adult shorthair form, leaned over to watch. It helped that she was used to having an aerial view. The single, dull clang of the doorbell sounded as Gilly walked in carrying a jar covered in a bit of cloth.
“Any luck?” Gilly asked.
Her dress fluttered a bit in the breeze. It was new and rather pretty, though Verity had no idea where she could be getting all the fabric to make it. Gilly had moved her sewing station back to her house and had been quietly resuming her work in between helping the witch keep track of her schedule. Verity thought a talented dressmaker like her should be opening a shop in New York, being summoned to the sides of old and new money alike to make gowns for important affairs or beautiful, crisp designs to be seen in while walking down trendy avenues.
“Not a thing,” Verity replied. “What about you?”
Gilly beamed and held up the jar as though it were a rare treasure stolen from pride of place in a museum. “I never thought I’d see the day when I worked magic even Verity Vox couldn’t.”
She walked over and set the jar down on the large countertop, roughing Jack’s ears as she did. He purred in gratitude. “About a week ago, Haskell Adams wanted to do something nice for his wife, Lucy, since it was their anniversary. He made a big dinner for his family, and that dinner included …” She grabbed the towel and threw it up in the air dramatically. “GOAT!”
Verity peered inside the jar. Fat. Meat fat. Good, fresh meat fat, and plenty of it.
“Will this do?” Gilly asked, her tone of voice both implying that she knew the answer was yes while leaving just enough of an edge that it sounded like the answer better be yes.
Satisfied, the witch squealed and threw her arms around her for a hug. “Yes! This will do. This will do plenty!”
“Thank goodness because I’m here to tell you pickings are slim, and I don’t know that we were going to get any better than this.” Gilly, noticing the slate, jutted her chin in the direction of Verity’s illustration. “What’s that?”
The witch smiled. “It’s Foxfire! The valley, the surrounding hills, and the mountains beyond.”
Gilly’s eyebrows shot up into her hairline as her fingers flitted up to lightly cover her mouth. “This … this is Foxfire? This picture is our town?”
“Yes! Can’t you tell? See? There’s the shop, and there’s the Hazletts’ place across the street. Up here is the dairy farm.” As the witch continued to point out locations, the chalk squeaked and squealed across the board. “This little bit here is Mrs. Mason’s house, but it’s mostly obscured by the tree line, so you can’t really tell it’s a house.”
“Oh, that’s why I can’t tell it’s a house.” Gilly smirked. “Because of the trees. What’s this even for?”
Verity narrowed her eyes briefly, trying to decide if her handiwork had been insulted, and, if so, whether she would respond. She decided against it. “I need to figure out exactly how far from here that cave is you told me about. Given what happened in the woods last time, I don’t want to give Earl the chance to know I’m coming, which is what the candle is for. There’s a spell I can use to travel there instantly, but the length has to mirror the exact measurement.”
“That’s a very handy trick,” Gilly said, genuinely interested. “The broom flying isn’t for me but traveling somewhere immediately? Sign me up twice. Why don’t you use this all the time?”
“It’s a tricky bit of magic. It involves math and precision, and I’m not so good with all that. Candlelight can only take one person at a time. I can’t carry my broom. I can’t even take Jack with me, which does not exactly excite me. Plus, if you did it all the time, you’d have to have a very large amount of candle-making supplies on hand, and I don’t know anyone with that kind of supply.” A haunted, squeamish look came over Verity’s face. “Honestly, it makes my stomach a bit ill, thinking of that much animal fat on hand. All the rendering.”
“Why animal fat? Why not paraffin or some other wax?”
“Has to be from an animal. Fresh as you can get it. Something about the power in living things. That’s another part of why witches don’t do it more often. There’s a lovely workaround where you can use beeswax. When my grandmother taught me the spell, that’s what she liked to use. She always kept a candle in her coat for an emergency. She said the energy from the bees helped her find home faster and better than anything else, but—”
“No bees in the valley. Right.” Gilly scratched at the slate with her fingernail, making tiny squeaking sounds as she examined the image. “Now, you said it had to be exact. How exact? When I’m sewing, I can have a bit of extra fabric to give myself wiggle room or so I can alter it later if necessary. Isn’t there any room for error with this?”
“Nope. If the candle is too big, I’ll overshoot and end up who knows where. Too small, and I might not even make it to the trees.”
“Well then.” Gilly took the chalk from the witch’s hand and bumped her aside with her hip. She took the towel that had been used to cover the jar of fat and began wiping away Verity’s drawing. “Why don’t you go make yourself useful and start rendering that down for tallow out back? I’ll redraw this.”
The witch huffed. “Something wrong with my drawing?”
Gilly’s eyebrows cocked crookedly as she shot a look at Jack, who was still looking at the slate. “What do you think?” she asked. The cat let out a long, low cry of disapproval, which made Gilly laugh and Verity huff with betrayal. “Miss Vox, you are my friend. And you continue to surprise me with your seemingly endless array of talents, all quite magical indeed, but one of us can sing tomatoes out of the ground and one of us can eyeball an inseam. Leave this one to me.”
The witch took the jar of fat and pointedly left the room without looking at either of them. Next time Gilly wanted the shop to sweep itself, perhaps she wouldn’t be able to find her broom. That would show her.
Verity had set up a little kitchen out behind the shop complete with a small table and two chairs. It wasn’t quite a covered porch, but there was an awning made of tarp held up by wooden posts. She didn’t do much cooking, but she’d picked up some tips from Edna and Bruce in the bakery. From time to time, she would make a simple loaf of bread in a dutch oven over a fire that she shared with Gilly. It helped that she’d enchanted the aforementioned dutch oven with a similar quick bake spell as the one she’d laid on the bakery’s commercial oven.
Yes, it was cheating, but that was the entire perk of being a witch. You got to cheat a little.
She poured the fat into the dutch oven, lit the fire, and began the long, slow, tedious process of waiting for the fat to render. This process could not be rushed, much like tea. Magic like this, of blood and bone and the energy connecting living things to living things, must be shown the proper respect. Trying to speed it up or cut corners would not only result in a lack of effective magic but could perhaps blow back on the witch if the spirit of the animal felt mistreated in the process. However, she did still sing over the fat as it slowly boiled and pooled itself in the dark cast iron. She sang of goats and their agility over unsure surfaces. She sang of swiftness and of finding one’s way and most of all of gratitude to the goat for aiding her in her work.
As her songs filled the space, tiny flecks of energy began to float about her, reflecting the light of the sun on its downward afternoon journey. They grew in number and slowly rearranged themselves into the form of a goat, which walked over and sniffed at the bubbling fat. Its glinting, spectral eyes with their wide, rectangular pupils looked up at the witch for a long while as she sang her spells and stirred. Verity winked at the goat as she sang, reaching a free hand down to scratch it under its chin. It felt like dipping your hand in a bowl of water where freshly boiled eggs had just been placed to cool, the differing sensations mixed with the magical energy tingling the tips of her fingers. The goat made a sound of gratitude and went off to find something to eat.
Eventually, Gilly and Jack came outside. The young woman watched from a seated position in the doorway, silently busying herself with some sewing. The cat turned himself into a large black goat and followed the spectral being around the yard, munching on grass or curiously nosing at the kitchen equipment. After several hours, the sun began to fade once more, and Verity announced that the tallow was ready.
The witch put the lid on the dutch oven and announced, “I’m going to let this cool for a bit. Have you figured out how far away the cave is?”
Gilly perked up at her cue and put aside her sewing. The two went inside, through the bedroom, and back up to the front counter where the slate still lay, except now it had been transformed. The inky grayness now contained a very realistic image of the valley. Tiny, intricate squiggles outlined the edges of the forest on the hill. Homes dotted the interior. There were even small representations of cows out in the Millers’ fields. Verity’s mouth went wide as she took it all in. A scale had even been drawn in the lower righthand corner where Gilly had traced her knuckle and used it to measure the distance between everything.
“This …” Verity said, trying to find the right words. “Great job.”
A tight, proud smile filled Gilly’s face, but when she spoke, she fell into polite excuses. “Dressmaking is a lot of measuring, is all. Keeping the proportions. That kind of thing.”
“You win,” Verity said with an eye roll. “Okay, so where am I going?”
“I’m not entirely sure,” Gilly started, her sureness relenting. “But given where you said you were when you found Tacita—”
“It’s here,” said a voice, as another hand reached in to point at a space nearly off the slate. Verity and Gilly looked up to find Tacita standing there, smiling weakly.
Verity squealed in delight, her arms reaching up to hug Tacita, but then she stopped herself and instead made as though she were adjusting her hat.
“Hi!” Verity said, wanting to say more but not knowing what those words would sound like.
“Hi,” replied Tacita.
Gilly gave the girl a polite hug. “We’re all sure glad you’re back safe and sound.”
“Thanks,” Tacita said, her voice more timid than Verity remembered. After a beat, she held up an old doll that looked to have seen far better days. “This fell apart. Momma said you fixed it.”
“I did,” Verity said, taking the fragile object from her. “I stopped by.
I could’ve fixed it then, but she didn’t mention. She said you were out … with Del?”
Tacita rolled her eyes, a part of her that Verity recognized coming to the surface. “She kept me in the house for days, barely letting me even go out to the backyard. So afraid I was gonna be snatched or, I dunno, snatch myself and run away again. I told her I wasn’t a flight risk, because I’d only turned into a goose the one time.”
“You turned her into a goose?” Gilly said jealously.
“We had to get away from Earl!” Verity defended. “The deal she made kept her from flying home on my broom. I had to get creative!”
“You’ve never turned me into a goose.” Gilly laughed. Then, to Tacita, “Was it fun? I bet it was fun. She always wants me to ride on that broom, which I have no intention of doing, but if she could give me some wings I’d—”
“So fun,” Tacita broke in, seemingly enjoying her first bits of friendly chatting. “At first, I had no idea what I was doing, but then I got a hang of it, and it was great! Except for the part where I could’ve been trapped as a goose forever.”
“Oh, then that isn’t for me,” Gilly said soberly, looking back to Verity. “I shall be sticking to something I can saddle. Or maybe a nice buggy. You know if you could enchant one of those—”
“You said you knew where the mine was?” Verity interrupted, returning the conversation to the important task at hand.
Tacita’s smile faded but only a little bit. She pointed back at the spot on the slate. “That’s where the old mine is and where you can pretty much always find him. When I was bound to that chimney, after a while I could kind of walk around. That’s how I saw all those other monsters.
I’d check on Earl from time to time just to hear someone talking. He couldn’t see me. Anyways, he is pretty much always around the entrance to the old mine. It’s like he’s guarding it or talking to it or experimenting on it. What was weird is that all those monsters stayed far away from it, too.”
“That’s helpful of them,” Verity muttered.
Tacita continued, “The forest around the mine is the darkest and thickest, too. It’s not so small that if you’re a bit off in either direction you’ll miss it, either.”
A length of string was produced from within Gilly’s dress, which she used to begin measuring the exact distance from the shop to the cave. She took the chalk from Verity’s hand and drew a squiggly outline of the mine with ominous-looking hatch marks.
“Good,” Verity said, examining the updated illustration. “Great. We just have to hope he’s actually there. For whatever reason, it doesn’t seem like he can directly enter the town. If he could, I would assume he would have done so by now, especially with me around. But he will definitely know the minute I cross over into the hills, and if I’m not careful, he could get the jump on me. This way, I retain the element of surprise. If he isn’t here …”
“If he isn’t, Jack will be speeding his way to you with the broom, and you’ll be out of there in no time,” Gilly finished, though that wasn’t what Verity was going to say.
Verity took the string from Gilly, marked it so she knew how high to make the candle, and quickly attached it to the bottom of the mould they’d scrounged up and repaired from the remaining bits of unwanted things. Out back, Gilly held the tube as Verity poured the cooled tallow, keeping an eye on the mark. She tied the wick to a small twig that was laid across the top of the mould and left it to sit.
“Well, that part’s finished. Why don’t we have a good meal and let’s get you to bed early? You have a big day tomorrow,” Gilly announced with a smile. Then she turned to the girl who’d so recently returned to town and, compelled by the unspoken power of hospitality, offered, “Tacita, you’re welcome to stay.”
A grin flashed across the girl’s face and disappeared as quickly, but joy squeaked into her voice as she said, “I would really like that. Honestly, but the only way Momma would let me out of her sight was if I promised I’d be back quick like. I need to get home. But thank you. Another time.”
“No problem,” Gilly said, squeezing the girl’s shoulder. “Anytime. I’ll go inside and fetch plates.”
When the shopkeeper disappeared through the doorway, the girl and the witch stared at one another.
“Everything okay since you’ve been back?” Verity asked.
Tacita half smiled and rubbed at the space where the witch knew a scar stitched her skin together. “Some weird chest pains here and there, but I guess that’s what living without a heart feels like.”
“Pains?” Verity asked, concerned, moving to lean in and inspect.
“It’s fine,” Tacita said, taking a step back. “Really. I’m sure it’s something I’m gonna have to get used to is all.”
There was another long pause as the witch struggled with her urge to fix and the girl with her struggle to trust.
Finally, Tacita said, “Send him packing, Verity.”
Tacita was gone by the time Gilly came back outside. The weather was clear, the night warm without being muggy, and Gilly had prepared a hearty vegetable stew in which she’d added the tiny bits of goat meat that had been cut from the fat. They ate it outside as day turned to night. It was good and warm and comforting, and it gave them something else to talk about other than the impending confrontation with the monster on the mountain who called himself King.
That night, however, after Gilly had gone home and Verity had swept up the shop, cracked a window, and tucked herself in bed, the witch lay awake. She stared at the ceiling while the anticipation of the next day slowly formed itself into a snowball in her mind, then set about picking up speed across the peaks and valleys of her wild imagination.
She didn’t know why her brain was suddenly so restless. She was ready. She knew she was ready. She’d never in her life faced a challenge where she wasn’t ready, and even if things got weird or strange or tough, she was able to figure it out. Then why couldn’t she sleep? Eventually, Jack leapt onto the bed, curled himself into the form of a small, fluffy kitten, and lay over her chest. A small, gentle hum of magic emanated from him and soon the witch’s eyes fluttered closed.
Her dreams were filled with echoes and trees with eyes and wind that chased her and, worst of all, two mismatched glowing orbs lurking in the dark.







CHAPTER 7
A DOOR IS OPENED
“Do they always glow like that?” Gilly stared at the candle sitting on the counter.
Verity had woken early to remove the candle from the mould and ensure it had settled into the correct length. Freshly rendered tallow that has been carefully strained and boiled is much whiter than you’d think. It is the buttery softness of a late summer full moon; however, when you spend hours weaving enchantments into it, the effect is a bit more stunning. She could see the soft rays of light emanating from the mould even before it was opened, and what came out looked like a ray of moonlight plucked from the air.
“I think so,” Verity replied confidently.
“Think so?” Gilly shot back, darting her eyes to catch the witch’s expression. “I thought you’d made one of these before?”
“Not exactly. My grandmother used to make them, and she taught me.”
“So you made them with her?”
Verity squinted her eyes and found something very interesting to stare at in the ceiling. “Um … no? She died before I was old enough to know her, but her recipe was in the family grimoire, which I basically had to memorize before I turned thirteen. That’s where I learned it.”
“So when you say she taught you …?” Gilly’s face melted into an inscrutable expression of exhaustion and fear. Eventually, she asked nervously, “How sure are you that this will work? Should we make another plan?”
“Of course it’ll work! Look, it’s glowing! See? Magic. We’ll be fine. I’ll be fine.”
The concerned look on Gilly’s face indicated that she did not think things would be fine, but since she was not a witch with magical singing powers, she kept all her various opinions to herself. Jack, however, sniffed at the candle and let out a long, thin whine.
“Oh, don’t you start,” Verity chastised.
“Mmrraoowwwrrrr,” Jack replied.
The three of them went over the plan. Verity would use the candle to transport herself to Earl’s spot, which Gilly had now turned into a chalk castle with a tiny crown floating above it on the map. Right before she did so, Jack would take the broom and head in the same direction, so he could arrive soon enough to render aid if she needed it but not so fast that it would alert Earl or make him think he was being ambushed. Verity would, hopefully, deal with Mr. King of the Mountain—though, if we’re being honest, this part of the plan was pretty hazy, as the witch hadn’t actually figured out what that meant—and she’d be home in time for lunch. Easy peasy, pudding and pie.
They walked out back once again, as Verity was unsure whether the spell was safe to perform indoors, what with the candle already humming with magic and all. The witch drew a circle in the dirt with the staff of her broomstick and checked the position of the sun to orient herself. Carefully, she mapped out the four cardinal directions. Gilly held the slate in her hands while Verity checked and rechecked and checked again where she was in relation to where she wanted to go. Satisfied, finally she took the candle, handed over her broom, patted Jack’s ears, and faced the direction of the dark forest on the edge of the distant hills.
Verity sang. Her powerful voice filled the space, a reverberation slightly rounding out the end of each word as though the words themselves trudged through the air in a syrupy echo. Closing her eyes and reaching within, she found the spark of power within her, the part of her that was a star, a candle flame, a dark forest. Then she reached out her will to touch the energy lying in ready wait within the candle.
How many miles to Babylon?
The candle’s glow intensified ever so slightly.
Threescore miles and ten.
Can I get there by candlelight?
A flame flickered to life on the wick.
Yes—and back again!
If your heels are nimble and light,
The spectral image of the goat burst forward from the candle flame and turned to face the witch, then regarded Gilly and Jack, to whom it nodded in recognition.
You may get there by candlelight.
Verity continued to sing, repeating the verse as the goat trotted around the circle of dirt at her feet, its hooves leaving tiny sparks of energy behind which made the grooves and curves in the earth emit light. The verse repeated again, and a breeze picked up around the witch while the candle’s flame only grew brighter, hotter, turning from orange to white. Gilly had to shield her eyes against the glow, but Jack looked on unblinking, seeing through the curtain of light as the witch was lifted into the air by the wind. Finally, the flecks of energy that made up the spectral form of the goat dissipated to become sparks that drifted up and settled on the witch who was in the throes of concentration.
Everywhere they touched caught fire. The hem of her dress, the brim of her hat, her hair. Almost immediately the distinct scent of burning hair could be smelled, yet still, she did not stop casting her spell as the sparks became embers became fire that began to consume Verity. She winced in pain but still did not stop singing the spell. Jack’s eyes widened, but he didn’t have time to react as the fire spread too quickly. Wind whipped the witch’s hair as it became tendrils of flame and ash.
Something was wrong. Horribly wrong. Why hadn’t the witch gone with a different spell? A spell she’d done before? A spell she could trust?
Her eyelashes caught fire as her flesh began to sizzle.
The familiar readied himself to leap into the air and wrap himself around the witch when the world became a supernova. An expanse of white-hot fire combined with magical energy exploded out from the point where Verity had been floating, knocking Gilly back into the wall of the building, breaking the slate in her hands. The light shrank back all at once, forming a tiny point of blinding light that shot out in the direction of King Earl’s domain.
If the cat hadn’t been mistaken, just before the explosion, he’d seen Verity open her mouth to scream.
When Gilly opened her eyes, Jack and the broom were barely a dot in the sky.

Burning alive is an interesting experience. When Verity Vox first learned the spell to travel by candlelight, she, like Gilly, wondered why her mother, her covenmates, her grandfather, nobody in her family traveled like this all the time. She also wondered why nobody had ever allowed her to practice the spell on her own. Why was it so different than any other spell? She’d been allowed to learn the incantation to revive a corpse for a minute to ask a question, and that involved not only digging up a grave but sticking needles in places where needles should never go. She’d done it three times! Twice with adult supervision and once when she wanted to know whether her great-aunt Rachael had really run off with a man named Moses carrying the family jewels or whether that was something her mother had made up to explain why the only heirloom the family had was the old, dusty grimoire.
Wouldn’t it be more convenient than a broom? Wouldn’t it be more comfortable than a broom? Most of her questions had revolved around not needing her broom, as she didn’t like sitting on it for long periods of time. When her flesh boiled, her eyes melted, and her feet turned to ash, she figured out rather immediately why nobody traveled this way. The experience was singularly excruciating and seemed to go on for hours, as pain often does, though the entire process had in reality only taken a few seconds.
Then, the world went white. She no longer had a body.
Every bit of her that had been a person, every cell that fought hard to spark new life within her—her fingernails, her lips, her liver—all consumed. There was a notion of weightlessness, except that wasn’t a concept wherever she was. There was no body to weigh her down. There was no down.
Then there was.
A great susurrus rushing, becoming a gale force wind in a place without air, summoning all those bits back into being. Embers materialized, coalesced, and re-formed the witch in an act that was somehow equally painful to the incineration that had consumed her. It was a thousand open burns, fresh and raw and healing, and then it was nothing. Then she was out of that white-hot place. Her body, which had been hovering in midair when it had been eaten by the flames, now fell to the ground. Her knees buckled as her freshly re-formed wrists pounded into the rustling leaves of the dark forest floor beneath her.
Verity gasped for breath, her empty revived lungs screaming as oxygen rushed in to fill them. She vomited, but whatever had been in her stomach had been devoured by the flames, so the only thing that came up was bile and blood. It burned. Slowly, she convinced her body to regain its composure, to be a body again. There was a job to do and lying on the ground wasn’t going to get it done.
When she stood, she had to blink, a sensation that felt really, really good after having recently had her eyelids burned off her face. You may have heard fairy tales about deep, dark woods, trees so close together, so tall, so dense that they seem to blot out the sun. You may have thought that the writer of those stories was making something up, something whimsical and spooky to scare small children, to set a scene. You would be mistaken.
As Verity’s eyes adjusted to the sudden morning twilight, two things happened. The first was that a telltale tingling sensation rocketed up her fingertips and down her spine. Were there any question whether she’d ended up in the right place, it was answered. Usually in the presence of ambient magical energy or while holding an object that contained an enchantment, she could feel it as though touching a very low-voltage live wire. If she maintained control, she could sometimes borrow the energy, even manipulate it to a certain extent. But this … this was something else. This was like grabbing on to a lightning rod with both hands at the top of a mountain in a thunderstorm. Instead of attempting to control or store the energy, she let it pour from her back into the earth below, feeling the electric current gather in her stomach then trail down her legs to its release. Once she found a rhythm of energetic catch and release, she looked up to see the second thing.
Nightjars. The trees were filled with nightjars. Small, squat birds whose long, mottled wings trailed behind them stared at her through their piercing black eyes. They looked like arrows that had been drawn, ready to be shot. Some had what appeared to be small horns on their heads, others looked like marble that had decided to take flight. Still others could barely be seen as they blended in so perfectly with the forest. With every moment that passed, more gathered, weighing the branches down.
“H-hello?” she croaked, her throat still dry. She coughed and swallowed a few times, attempting to return moisture to her voice.
Silence was all that met her except for the soft flitting of more birds joining the others in the trees above. She was about to call again but thought better of it. That’s not exactly accurate. She thought better and worse of it. She thought many things, actually. That being here in this spot for the few minutes she had likely already alerted Earl to her presence. Perhaps they had been wrong. Perhaps Earl didn’t make a home in this part of the mountain. Perhaps he wasn’t here at all. Maybe everything that had happened to the people of Foxfire was because they thought he was in the hills making it happen in a kind of self-fulfilling prophecy.
Besides, the place stank, a smell of something dead and rotting. As her vision adjusted, she noticed it was not as dark here as she’d previously believed. There was a faint, eerie green glow coming from the trees. It mounded in clumps. She squinted only to realize it was a fungus. It was foxfire. Verity stepped forward to take a closer look when she felt a sharp crack. Looking down, she realized why the place smelled like death. Her shoe had gone straight through a skull. In fact, as her eyes took in more of the low light, she realized she was standing in the middle of a graveyard. All the missing people. They were all here. Or, they had been.
The sureness of her plan and the confidence it had given her that morning vanished. Deciding she would head back and meet Jack a bit closer to the tree line, the witch turned and ran face-first into a massive, rotting sack of meat.
“Now aren’t you a cunning little thing,” King Earl cooed, his voice a breathy, hissing sound like noxious gas rushing through piles of jagged rocks. His voice sounded like it was supported by bones, not a diaphragm. Yet, there was an amused tenor to it.
Verity let out a small shriek of shock and leapt back, falling into a pile of broken limbs that had at one time belonged to both tree and person. She stood, patting her dress down, attempting to regain her composure and catch her breath. Never let them see you flinch, after all. Whoever the townspeople had described, this could not possibly be the same person. The witch had been told of a traveling salesman, a flimflam artist. She’d pictured a scrubbed face, a bowler hat, a striped suit with too many vests, and a fancy cravat. What stood before her could never have been that.
Earl was tall, taller than any man Verity had ever met. He could easily have been seven feet. The creature that stood before her held itself up on two mismatched legs, one of a man and the other of a goat. Because of their difference in size, he used a gnarled root as a staff. His torso was as much a tree trunk as it was anything else, bark and flesh and moss and bone creating a hulking mass that stooped over. The arms were withered with some of the flesh rotting to reveal white bone underneath. His hands, however, were large with bulbous knuckles and bright, sharp fingernails.
Earl’s head had a crown of sorts growing out of it made of antlers and branches and thorns. The goats that weren’t goats. The deer that weren’t deer. The land itself. The … other things in the woods. It was like he had grafted pieces of each of them to his body.
He wore a rough-hewn wooden mask over his face through which two glowing points of light shone. One red. One white. They reminded Verity of what she’d seen, briefly, in the trees. Around him, he wore a cloak, a tattered thing that might have at one time been a robe, covered within and without with threadbare pockets, many of which bulged with tiny bits of fabric or feather or bone jutting from the top. Moss hung about his limbs, his head, and poked through his robe, all of it crawling with insects. But the smell. A horror of putrid, rotting flesh wafted over Verity, making her have to force down a gag.
“So you’re Earl?” Verity hoped the question sounded scathing, unimpressed. It didn’t.
The mask tilted to one side while the body lowered its weight onto the staff. While there was no expression to read, the physicality read as amused.
“King Earl,” he corrected. “I am king here, and may I have your name …?”
An echo of memory awakened in the back of her mind, instruction her father had provided when she was young. “No, but you may call me Verity. Verity Vox. What are you king of, exactly?”
“A true voice, indeed,” King Earl replied after a considered pause, his white eye trailing up and down the witch as his red eye gazed directly into her face. Satisfied, he relaxed a bit, leaning even further on his staff and gesturing with his free hand, sending bugs flitting and flying as he did. “These woods! This mountain. The valley below.”
The last part was said conspiratorially, pointedly. “Not many kings make it a habit of ruining their kingdom,” the witch said, putting her hands behind her back and tilting her chin to return his gaze. “Why don’t you let those nice people be?”
“Nice people,” he mocked, drawing out the sibilant sound in the words. “I gave those people everything they ever asked for, everything they needed, everything they wanted, and never asked for more in return than what was owed. And for that, I was run out of town, sent to find refuge in the mountain. People want, they beg even, then are unprepared for the getting of it. That isn’t my fault.”
“A girl died,” Verity replied, unmoving. She let the statement hang in the air, and for a moment King Earl did as well.
“Tragic,” he said, eventually, with another wave of his hand as though to indicate that these things happen. Then he said in a dark, bitter tone, “That was out of my hands, but people die all the time.”
A withered hand flicked itself casually to indicate the bodies lying around them.
The witch didn’t take the bait, but she did note it for later. “You can have your mountain, you can even have your woods if you want, but you cannot have the town. Neither can you keep them from rebuilding and maintaining the bridge or the road that leads to it.”
Her terms were as clear as she could make them. She hadn’t dealt with antagonistic magical practitioners yet, but it seemed whatever Earl was now was something beyond a person, perhaps even beyond the bounds of mortality. Though, now that she was in front of him, she couldn’t imagine he’d ever been a man. If he was playing with a rulebook written outside humanity, she had to be careful with what was said and how it was stated.
Another sidelong stare from the deep, glowing eyes behind the mask.
“That’s a rather large ask from a very tiny girl.” His voice was acid. The nightjars overhead became restless on their branches, but they didn’t fly away.
“A witch, in point of fact. From a long line, too. My mother’s a witch, my father a cunning man,” Verity shot back, finding the steel in her spine finally. “And I’m not asking. These people, they’re my friends, and the valley’s under my protection now. So, you go on, then, and keep to your mountain and leave them be.”
King Earl moved, stepping around her, causing his hoof to strike a skull in the undergrowth. Revulsion rippled up Verity’s spine at the sound of splintering bone, but she kept her face composed. “Well, now, Miss Vox, that you might be able to help me with. You see, when I was unceremoniously run out of town, left to fend for myself in the depths of winter—can you imagine it? Me? A lone salesman who thought he’d found a home, a community, suddenly thrown out like so much trash—I took to the mountain and, as luck would have it, I found a place I’d like to call home, but I can’t get there.”
Verity turned to follow, her eyes briefly searching upward for any sign of Jack, who she thought might have been there by now. Perhaps it was farther than she’d realized. She couldn’t see the sky clearly due to the thickness of the canopy; all she saw were the nightjars staring down from above as she walked next to the desiccated mountain king and the glowing green of the foxfire. He led her farther up the steep incline of the hillside, deeper into the dark.
“What place?” Verity inquired.
The path ahead became dim as even the moss disappeared, which made King Earl’s glowing eyes seem all the brighter, as they were soon the only thing illuminating the path ahead.
He ignored the question. “There are all sorts of legends about these mountains. That’s why I came here in the first place. For them. They’re old, you know? Older than all the drops of water in the oceans and all the trees that ever lived. There are stars in the heavens younger than these hills.”
The creature paused for effect. Verity wasn’t sure whether any of that was true, but she didn’t feel as though arguing with him was going to go her way.
After a few seconds of silence, he coaxed, “You’re a mighty witch. You have all the powers of nature at your disposal, right? I’m sure you’ve felt it.”
She’d be kidding herself if she pretended there wasn’t something there underneath their feet, surrounding them for miles around. Something powerful, tempting, but it was powerful in the way a rushing river is powerful. One can never really control the kind of energy you would get from tapping into something like that, at least that’s what she’d been told during her training. It could carry her away or bury her or, worse, turn her into whatever it was King Earl had become.
Verity asked an obvious question. “Did you find it? The place. Did you find it?”
A dark chuckle lifted from the wooden innards of the creature’s belly. “Why yes. Yes, I did. A bit, at least. Some. Ah, here we are.”
King Earl stopped walking. Verity peered ahead, but in the gloom, it was difficult to make out much. There was a general sense that the darkness ahead pooled together, nothing more. Though the amount of ambient magical energy she now had coursing through her was more than she’d ever felt in a single spot. She was tempted to call for light, to summon fire, but a small feeling in the back of her mind told her not to. Energy is not owned by a witch except that which is held inside. Energy is merely borrowed, manipulated, and whatever she called forward Earl might use in some way against her, and she dared not touch her own spark around him.
“Can you not see?” he patronized. “Poor thing. Here, let me help.”
Earl raised his gnarled root staff and spoke.
My word is a lamp for my feet,
a light on my path
The monster’s words shook with power, and Verity flinched with the amount of energy he pulled into himself when speaking. The last syllable had barely been uttered when a light shone from the top of the gnarled root. Things that had been hiding in the dark of the leaves in the forest floor scattered and scurried away as the light spread. Something ran over the witch’s feet.
Before them lay the mouth of a cave, the mine Gilly had mentioned. Only it had clearly collapsed years ago. That part she hadn’t known. She knew the company that had built the mine abandoned it when they’d moved on but didn’t know it had fallen into disrepair. Or perhaps they destroyed it when they left to prevent anyone else from obtaining its resources?
There was something else, though. Energy poured from the mine, more than Verity had ever felt in any one place.
“What is this?” the witch asked.
“Now Miss Vox,” King Earl hissed. “I thought you were a mighty witch? A cunning woman? You have eyes. You have senses. Why are you asking obvious questions?”
Annoyed, Verity pivoted. “Clearly this is the old mine, but why are we here?”
There was no way to read an expression on the featureless wooden mask King Earl wore, but something about the flicker of his eyes betrayed an increasing irritation. However, after a moment he launched into a melodramatic explanation that reminded Verity of the ringmaster’s affectation the moment the spotlight hit.
“When I first sought relief in the mountain, to find the old gods under the hills, I was despondent, bereaved. Yes, there were beings here, old spirits with a bit of power who didn’t want to share the space they’d clung to for so long, but no gods. Eyes that never blink who stared at me from the trees. A roving winged creature with a curious preoccupation for natural disasters. All sorts of marvels, but everything wants something, Miss Vox. That’s a great truth of the world. Everything yearns, and that’s where I come in. Some of them made deals with me, and while they cost me dearly”—he raised his free, withered hand and stroked whatever it was that passed for his chin under the mask—”it cost them more in return. But in those trades, I gained the power to reign over the mountain. It bolstered my own considerable gifts, turning them into something else. Something worthy of a king.”
His eyes blinked individually. There was a pulling at the threads of energy that ran throughout the place, a swelling of magic, but it was only a show, an intimidation tactic. Strangely enough, it did not bother the witch.
Talking about all the dragons you’ve slain and all the cave monsters you’ve managed to swindle wasn’t exactly impressive to a girl who could sing a thunderstorm or grow an orchard in the time it takes to hum a few lines. Though, in retrospect, perhaps it should have been.
“That’s all well and good for you if you don’t mind hobbling around on a goat leg for the rest of your life, but I still don’t know what that has to do with me, this old mine, or why you’re messing with the people of Foxfire.” Verity felt rather pleased with herself, talking sternly to the monster that had left everyone so terrified. “If you hate them so badly, why don’t you just leave?”
“Deals work two ways,” he seethed. King Earl stepped towards the mine, stroking one of the collapsed beams. “To the point. I like that. You’re not easily fooled, and I respect that, little witch. I believe this is the gateway to the gods, Miss Vox. You’re powerful. You sense. You feel. When these imbeciles opened up this cave and mined the worthless coal from its depths, they had not the foggiest clue that they were digging a portal directly to the ancient ones. I know it’s there. I feel it in my marrow, or I would if I had any left.”
The creature let out a dry, stony laugh at his own joke before continuing. Verity heard a note of pining in his voice, which made her almost pity him. Almost. He rambled in a way that her great-aunt called liking the sound of his own voice, but it sounded to her as though it had simply been a long time since he’d spoken to anyone and he was excited to have a reason to use words again. Let alone someone who could be his equal.
“I’ve been trying to leave this place, to go there to the world of the gods below, but this is as close as I can get. Siphoning off bits of their power through this one small channel.”
Verity stepped forward to examine the collapsed mine next to the creature. Wood. Rock. Small crevices where the stale air of the cave below came through, carrying bits of energy from the mountain beneath. Nothing particularly magical about the materials themselves.
“Move it, then,” she said, though it almost sounded like a question.
“Ah.” King Earl sighed wistfully, if the sounds he made could be described as such. He lifted his withered arms to indicate they were not much good for digging out collapsed mineshafts. “There’s the rub. I cannot.”
“Some magician you are. Here you have an entire valley—hundreds of people—terrified, wheeling and dealing your cursed food and toys and what have you, yet you expect me to believe with all that power at your disposal you can’t move a few rocks?”
There was a chattering in the branches above. The nightjars were restless, clambering over one another on their perch. Several somethings rustled in the darkness beyond the aura of light from the creature’s staff.
“All magic has limits,” he relented. It was cold, small, a reluctant statement of fact spoken without any dramatic inflection. “I work in deals. Contracts. Trades. Once that exchange happens, I have complete authority to give and take how I will as long as I abide by the terms.”
“I know that magic,” Verity interjected. “Bindings. ‘Never brook with bindings,’ Mother Downey always said. Powerful stuff. Can be used for all kinds of things. Create a contract between a sick person and a young tree and keep them young and healthy for years beyond what they might have had. Dangerous, though, if you’re not careful. You’re using it for tricks and schemes.”
“We all have to have our little fun where we can, Miss Vox. Yet there is no deal for me to make with boulders or the ruins of human hands. A deal with the company who created the mine and blew it up when they left? That I could have done something with, but there is no owner of this place to bargain with save the mountain itself, and the mountain makes no deals. Only borrowed power bent and twisted a little here and there.” King Earl walked with his arms outstretched, ever the center of the ring in a spotlight of his own making. Then he stopped, gazed into the trees for a moment, and turned to her as though an idea had lit in his mind. “My little birdies, however, told me an interesting fact about you. There doesn’t seem to be much limit to the things you can do.”
Verity blushed. She didn’t want to, not for him, but when one’s ego is tied to one’s ability, it’s difficult not to fall for the lowest of flattery. Though she did force herself to mimic maturity and echo, “All magic has limits.”
King Earl’s glowing gaze conveyed amusement at this. He turned back to the fallen debris and rested his hand on the rubble. When he spoke, his voice, already a breeze moving through a broken bottle, sounded melancholic and pleading. “I don’t want to be here. I want to travel the road below, to meet the gods, to see the underground sky. I want to learn the secrets and ways of those who were old when our kind first crawled out of the sea. I cannot open this on my own, but I believe you can, Miss Vox. Verity. Help me leave this place.”
The familiarity hit her in a strange way. Not bad. Strange. The way it hits you when one of your parents’ friends asks you a real question while making eye contact and actually waits for your answer. There was a prickle down her neck, but it wasn’t magic. It was excitement. She could be useful. She was his equal.
“All you want is to leave?” she said, again echoing his own words. “I help you repair this mine, and you’ll go? You won’t bother the people of Foxfire anymore? No tricks.”
King Earl leaned in, both hands cradling his diminutive staff. His masked face came right up to Verity’s nose, which forced the rotten stench up her nostrils, but she refused to let her revulsion show. Maggots, roaches, and other insects crawled and fluttered around him, through him, glittering sickly in the glow.
“If you repair this threshold for me, I will consider all terms of my deals with the people of Foxfire who held up their end of the bargain met. They can have their gardens and their milk cows and their … gramophones. Irrevocably.”
The witch liked this but paused to think. This sounded good. This was fair. He wanted to leave. She wanted to prevent him from abusing the people’s goodwill and gullibility, what they’d bartered out of necessity. Yes, necessity created by him, but he seemed to want to go off and play with the dirt, and where else would you want a monster than deep underground where he can’t bother anyone? Besides, if he ever came back, his kind of magic would only work if new deals were struck, which wouldn’t happen. This could work. The language was clear enough, and she wasn’t about to come back to town empty-handed.
“Deal,” said Verity, sticking out her hand.
Monstrous fingers wrapped themselves around her hand, completely enclosing it. “Deal,” hissed King Earl.
Verity felt a rush of magic as the binding was forged.
The witch turned to set about holding up her end of the bargain. She figured the sooner she was rid of the monster the better. The spell was easy enough. She’d sung a repair hundreds of times before at this point, even more after doing it all over Foxfire these last couple of months. This time, there was plenty of energy coursing through her. There was never any consideration at all that she might have to pull from her own spark. With this much ambient magic to borrow she could have built a bridge with barely a verse. She could rebuild the town if she needed. Probably.
For his part, King Earl stood back, allowing the witch to work. Again, there was no expression to read, and Verity was too consumed in her work to have noticed one either way. If she had seen it though, really seen it, seen the hanging, rotted flesh hidden beneath the rough-hewn wooden blankness, she’d have seen a long-dead tongue licking the remains of lips salivating with hunger. The King’s fingers twitched excitedly as the beams reasserted themselves and the stones found their place within and above.
When it was done, he said nothing. A rush of magic, imperceptible to most but palpable to the witch, blew out once the cave had been fully reopened. Power waited down there, but it wasn’t anything she wanted, especially not after seeing what Earl had become to get the smallest share of it. There was a slight nod from the king with something that might have been a grunt, perhaps a word of gratitude, or perhaps the groan of a body that was more forest than man.
Off he went, the glow of his eyes lighting the way, disappearing into the distance.
“Well,” Verity announced to nobody in particular, though she decided she was speaking to the birds so as not to feel like she was someone who talked to herself. “That wasn’t hard.”
She peered up, realizing suddenly that she was still missing Jack. Where was he, and why hadn’t he made it to her yet? The thought would have given her more pause, but she’d just sent the enemy away. Maybe she’d misjudged how long it would take him to meet her. Besides, she’d won, hadn’t she? She was now the most dangerous thing in these woods, she told herself, and that is exactly what a witch ought to be.
Verity did a quick assessment and headed off in the approximate direction of the town. It wasn’t hard. Where the mine was located was higher on the hill. The town was in the valley. All she had to do was go back down and meet up with her familiar. Her only company was a few nightjars that followed her, flying above and around as the green glow of foxfire in the darkest part of the woods opened up to the light.
And that was when the trees cracked open and a howling black beast plummeted to the forest floor.







CHAPTER 8
A CAT TELLS A STORY
“Jack!” Verity cried, running forward to scoop up her friend.
The witch fell to her knees, meaning to throw herself on top of him or scoop him up into her arms, but stopped. She didn’t know where to begin, as he didn’t exactly look like himself at the moment. Not any version of himself. What lay before her writhing on the forest floor was a heaving pool of living black smoke that was forming and re-forming itself into fang and feather and fur. It would have terrified anyone else, and the witch was ashamed at the brief sense of revulsion that came and went in her stomach, but all she saw was her friend.
“Jack!” Verity sobbed, reaching her hands out, trying to grab on while at the same time afraid to touch him.
The witch instantly blamed herself, assuming this must have been some kind of blowback from the candle spell. It had gotten out of hand so fast that she had to see it through, otherwise she risked being burned up permanently. Had it taken her constant companion with her somehow?
No, that wasn’t right. Had it caught him up in the flames in such a way that he was injured? That must have been it. This was her fault.
Verity searched her memory for a spell, anything that might be useful in that moment, but her mind was suddenly blank. Her recent triumph gave way immediately to guilt and shame. Black feathers and gleaming claws and knee joints and eyes and countless mouths of various shapes and arrangements of teeth tried to slowly sink in on themselves but struggled. Not knowing what else to do, the witch held out her hands and intoned a series of notes to channel her own spark of power into her familiar.
She ran up and down scales as she formed an image in her mind of Jack-Be-Nimble the kitten, the cat, and her fierce protector. Jack the raven and Jack the beetle and Jack the cow in the middle of Mae Miller’s field. The mass began pulling itself inward, slowly, laboriously resuming its typical shape of an adult shorthair cat. As the last of the black nothingness found its feline form, a long wooden stick emerged from within. The broom wriggled itself free and set about looping around in midair before coming to rest at Verity’s side.
After an eternity of seconds, smoke and wing and talon coalesced into the familiar form of Jack.
“There you are!” cried the witch, scooping up her friend and smothering him with kisses and affection. His fur felt rough as though it hadn’t quite stopped being scales or whatever it had been moments before.
Verity carefully placed Jack back down on the forest floor. The usually curious, friendly creature sat there staring at the witch, swaying slightly. He gave a half-hearted mew, then attempted to curl himself into a ball but fumbled and landed splayed across the leaves fast asleep, his body dissolving into ink and smoke as he did.
A new layer of guilt formed in Verity’s mind. Perhaps this was not her spell but still her doing, her deal. She thought of cows, of hungry bellies, of the very land itself which had turned on its people. These were the consequences of dealing with Earl, consequences she had not considered. Consequences she assumed if anyone would pay them, she would. But she was forgetting the connection that exists between witch and familiar. While a witch’s unique powers come from their nature as beings who are ever so slightly unbound from our world, their familiar is the embodiment of that space between the reality in which we exist and worlds beyond. She wondered if her own deal had an unintended consequence that interrupted Jack’s ability to manifest fully?
Or she would have wondered that if her mind had slowed down enough to put thoughts into distinct words and phrases.
She had to know one way or another and help him before it was too late. Jack was her home, or as close to a home as she’d had these last few years. He was constancy for her, which is oftentimes the same thing. Losing him meant losing a piece of herself in more ways than one.
The witch grabbed her broom, grateful to feel the familiar roughness of its bark. Verity scooped Jack up into her arms and threw herself into the air.
“Let’s get you home,” she whispered into what might have been Jack’s ear had it not turned into smoke, then a beak, then back again.
Verity shot up past the tree line into the open air. She spun around to orient herself, intending to aim for the shop, when she spotted a head of rust-colored hair bounding through the back of the Millers’ fields towards the forest.
“Tacita?” she said, a bit confused. Then, called out, “Tacita?!”
The hair stopped moving and looked up. Verity glanced down to the familiar curled up in her free arm then back down to the girl below. Why was Tacita running towards Earl’s forest? That couldn’t be anything good. She was torn for the fear that her new friend was doing something reckless and trying to run away again and the fear that if she didn’t do something soon her oldest friend might not survive.
Then she realized one problem could solve another.
Plummeting to the ground below, she was talking before her feet hit the grass. So was Tacita.
“What’re you doing out here?”
“Is he gone?”
“You’re not running away again, are you?”
“Did he hurt you?”
They spoke in unison. Both paused to catch their breath and look the other over for injury. Tacita spoke first.
“I remembered your plan,” said the girl hastily. “I barely slept. Woke up early with an eye out the window all day to see when you’d fly out. But then I only saw Jack going alone and got worried you’d left him behind. Earl’s trouble. I thought you’d need help, so I—”
“But your mom!” the witch interrupted. “Didn’t she—?”
“Couldn’t have stopped me if she tried. I’m done being cooped up and done being thrown at Del every other day like a bone. I came to help—oh no, is that Jack? What happened?”
Worry knitted itself across the witch’s forehead. She looked at Tacita, unable to keep the fear out of her voice. “I think … I think something’s wrong.”
“Was it Earl?” Tacita asked, clutching her chest and breathing heavily as though all the running through the fields had caused a stitch in her muscles.
“I don’t know,” Verity replied, staring back down into her arms. Jack had managed to pull himself mostly into the form of a cat, though it was a cat that appeared to have been drawn by a small child who’d only read about cats but never seen one. “He never came to meet me. It was long past when Earl left and I—”
“Wait, Earl left?”
“Yes. Yeah. He’s gone. I sent him packing.” The witch laughed weakly, echoing Tacita’s wish from the previous day. “I promise I’ll tell you all about it later, but right now …”
Tacita smiled reflexively, looking from Jack to Verity. Then, without any regard to the fact that she had no magical training of any kind and only recently found out there was such a thing as cats who are not cats, asked, “How can I help?”
Verity’s eyes welled with tears of gratitude. “I need to see what he saw, what happened before he found me. If he were awake and willing this would be easier, but I’m going to have to project into his mind a bit. I’m … well … I don’t like saying this, but I’m not very good at it. I can’t think of another time I’ve done it in exactly these circumstances, but I need to know.”
Verity sat down and Tacita joined her on the field grass, still rubbing at the stitch in her chest.
“Okay,” Tacita said, moving closer and sitting down cross-legged. “What’s going to happen? Is that … I mean … I’ve heard stories about witches. Is it dangerous? Are you turning into something or leaving your body? Do you need me to get you some kind of weird root or—”
“No, no,” Verity replied with a small, lilting half- laugh. “Nothing like that, but I do need you to be here. I’m not leaving my body exactly. That’s something a lot of witches can do, but I can’t. At least not yet. Not now. Anyways, it doesn’t matter. You know how I borrowed power from the goat when making the candle?”
“Yes, but wasn’t it pretty dead at the time?”
“Well, yes, but witches can borrow a bit of the spark that exists in everything. I can do something like that with Jack. It’s more like … communing? Instead of projecting? Listen, I’ll explain later, but what you need to know is it can leave me pretty vulnerable. I need you to help pull me back if I can’t find my way since this leaves me powerless. I know we don’t know each other very well, but could you just hold my hand maybe? That human connection can keep me grounded here.”
The slightest touch of rose bloomed on Tacita’s cheeks but went away immediately. “Of course.” She coughed. “Whatever you need.”
The witch placed one hand on Jack’s sleeping head, absentmindedly rubbing her thumb on the space between his ears as she began to hum. Tacita scooted closer and Verity took her offered hand. The witch began to sing.
I’ve seen you where you never were,
And where you ne’er will be, And yet you in that very same place, May still be seen by me.
Verity’s words were hushed, soft pillows of sound, not as loud as her normal singing voice. They were a lullaby, meant to soothe the hurting spirit of her oldest friend. When she repeated the verse, a small surge of magic was pulled into her, which created little tingles in the shared hands of the witch and the girl as the current ran through them both.
While the witch sang, her vision seemed to slowly split in two. There was the forest in front of her, which became hazy, and another forest overlaid on top of it coming more clearly into view. She found that as she leaned closer to her left, the side where Jack’s sleeping form lay, the image became clearer. She leaned closer and closer until suddenly, there was a feeling of falling upside down into the second landscape, falling into the sky above the forest.
Tacita saw none of this. What this looked like to her was Verity singing then slowly drooping her head towards her chest as she fell asleep sitting up. The girl waited patiently in the field, keeping lookout, unaware of the journey the witch was taking.
Meanwhile, Verity tumbled through the clouds below her feet and into the clear skyline overlooking the valley where Foxfire lay. It was still morning. She looked for signs of Jack but found none, then came to an abrupt stop above the dark part of the forest where she knew underneath there was a mine and a monster and, soon, another version of her making a deal. The town lay in the distance. They were so far from the valley that the Millers’ farm had ended quite a ways off.
A flash of light drew her attention, a pillar of white that shot up into the sky, turned, and headed directly for her. It penetrated the dark of the tree canopy and vanished. The candle spell had just been cast. The witch made a mental note not to ever perform that spell if subterfuge was necessary, though given how painful it had been, she made an addendum to that mental note that mostly said Never again! in bold lettering. Moments later, a dot appeared over the place where the light had been. Slowly, it became Jack, in the form of a small black snake wrapped tightly around the broom, hurrying to keep up.
A few minutes later and he’d closed the gap, but when the broom tilted down to descend through the trees, a force of wind rose up from within and forced Jack back into the air.
Verity watched as he steered the broom into a wide arch through the air, picked up speed and tried again. Once more a gale force wind picked up and blasted the broom out of the sky. On the next try, Jack changed form, becoming a great bird of prey that gripped the edge of the broom and hurtled towards the trees. He made it low enough that it seemed as though the wind would rip his feathers from his body, but he simply grew in size to compensate. In the end, however, he was blown back.
How had she not known this was happening directly above her? This was just like the wind that first night she landed, stronger still than the wind he’d summoned that night in the forest with Tacita. But this? How had Earl managed to conceal his summoning of this witch wind during their conversation? Clearly whatever boost the mountain’s energy gave him was greater than she’d imagined. The witch watched as again and again her dear friend tried desperately to come for her, each time falling short.
Familiars have certain magical abilities. They can transform themselves, carry messages, and even walk between our world and planes beyond. What they cannot do is overcome the elements of nature should they turn against you. Verity stared, helpless, as Jack became different animals, then different combinations of animals, changing so fast and so desperately that eventually he lost sense of a solid form completely. Then, there was something else. A feeling stretching itself across her mind.
He thought she’d died. She could feel it as sure and as presently as if it were her own because in this space where her mind met his, they might as well have been her thoughts. She felt him become increasingly convinced that Earl had killed her or would soon if he didn’t get to her. For a being whose very purpose is to protect his witch above everything, the agony of possible failure began to literally tear him apart.
Hours passed by in the theater of Jack’s mind. Verity tried to reach out, forgetting that this was a creation of memory. She tried casting spells. She tried grasping at him in the air. Nothing worked. His desperation became hers, and, in her singular focus, she did not notice a hole open up in the ground beneath her. It was a dark thing with tendrils that reached slowly up to wrap themselves around her leg and pull her down.
Lots of things enjoy the taste of witch, and a witch separated from her consciousness while fixated in another direction is an easy target for those creatures living in the twilit spaces between worlds. The thing made of tendrils and darkness pulled the witch gingerly out of the sky as she sobbed and grappled and begged and cast spell after spell to no avail. It was patient, taking her slowly, sure in its choice of prey. Now Jack was a chimera of wings and beaks and teeth and spiked tails crying out in a dozen different voices as Verity, helpless, began to be pulled into the depths of the darkness below.
“Verity?” called a small voice in the distance. At first, the witch mistook the sound for one of the cries coming from the many mouths of Jack, but then it came again. “Verity? Sorry … am I doing this right?”
Reality set in. She felt a pressure, a presence, in her right hand, as though someone somewhere were holding it.
Tacita. Verity remembered where she was, what she’d been doing, and why. The Jack above her was an echo, nothing more.
“Are you okay?” the voice asked again.
She was not okay. Looking down, she realized she’d been wrapped up in the clutches of something from beyond this world who thought she’d make an easy meal. She needed a way out.
“Verity?”
The voice. Her hand. That was enough. She was able to latch on to the place where the voice came through from her world, the real world, the place outside of this false memory palace. She clapped her hands together, one from the world of the mind connecting to the one in the world that was real.
Where they met, a flash of light exploded, and she was free of the awful tendrils, which were sent fleeing back to their dark dimension. Verity shot upwards into the sky, leaving the simulacrum of her familiar repeating itself beneath her.
Moments later, the witch’s real eyes fluttered open.
“There you are!” A mop of autumnal hair flung itself at Verity’s face. “That was really weird. Please don’t do that again!”
Tacita had thrown her arms around Verity’s neck, hugging her tightly. Reflexively, the witch returned the embrace. As her hand wrapped around the girl’s neck, it came back to rest near her own face, which was when she realized she’d apparently been crying. Her entire face was wet with tears.
“How long was I in there?” Verity asked, pulling away to wipe her cheeks.
“In where? In your mind … thing? I don’t know. Maybe a minute?”
“A minute?!” The witch’s face screwed up in disbelief.
“Maybe two?” Tacita replied with a square smile. “It hasn’t been very long. You sang your song, then your eyes closed and you kind of went quiet, and then you broke out into these horrible sobs.”
Verity reached up to touch her eyes.
“It was gross,” Tacita said, tearing off a scrap of fabric from the bottom of her skirt. She handed it over with a slight smirk, saying, “There was snot.”
Verity accepted the fabric and the joke and silently began to wipe her face only to realize there had, indeed, been quite a bit of snot. The two girls burst out laughing despite themselves at the embarrassing concept of bodies and how they betray us at the most inopportune times. The witch settled her attention back on her friend in her arms.
That wasn’t my fault, Verity wanted to say. She would have said it out loud, but she thought it sounded selfish and terrible. It was true, though. It hadn’t been her spell. It had, technically, been Earl, but it hadn’t been part of their deal. It could have been much worse. Blessedly, now that her conscious mind could more soberly piece together what she’d seen with what she knew, the witch knew he would be okay. In time.
Verity stared down at Jack, feeling a swelling of the dual feelings of sadness and gratitude, which is basically guilt with extra steps. “It scared me, but he’ll be alright. He needs rest.”
“What happened?” Tacita pulled her knees up to her chin and fussed uncomfortably with her now frayed skirt.
“When I confronted Earl, Jack was supposed to follow behind me, but something kept him out of the woods. I had no idea. I thought at the time, perhaps, I’d overshot or misjudged the distance between Foxfire and here.” Verity paused to take in the gentle rise and fall of the cat’s body. “He was up there the entire time, a force—that wind—keeping him away. He spent so much of himself trying to get to me, he nearly—well, he’ll be okay. He might need a few days.”
“Wind? Like that night we met?”
“Like the night we met.”
Tacita thought about this for a moment, then reached out to gently pet Jack’s fur, which was looking less like a child’s drawing and more like an adult shorthair cat again.
“What do you mean ‘spent so much of himself’?” she asked, wincing again at the pain in her chest.
Verity explained. “All things have power, and that power comes from the same place. It’s a kind of spark deep inside your heart, a fire that was at one time—long, long ago—part of a star. It exists in all things. Witches. Familiars. Snallygasters. Even Earl. Even you.”
“That’s hard to believe,” Tacita said, defeated. “Though, you know, when I was little, my granny told me if you write a wish on a leaf and send it off in the wind, it’ll bring it to you.”
The witch smiled as something she’d felt became something she knew for certain. “So you’re the one.”
“The one what?”
“The one who made the wish and brought me here.”
“I’m not following.”
“I got the leaf!” Verity exclaimed, then looked down at her familiar. “Well, actually, Jack got the leaf, and he gave it to me, but either way we got the leaf! I did a spell to track down where it came from, and it led me here! To the mountain! The forest, actually, right by the bridge.”
Tacita beamed at the thought that she had finally, actually, possibly for the first time, done something right. “I brought you here?”
“You brought me here.”
The girl’s whole face lit up with accomplishment, then immediately turned to wanderlust. “Still, it’s not the same, is it. If I had magic like you, I’d have flown away a long time ago.”
“You have it!” Verity said cheerfully, thinking once again of embers. “Sometimes certain people—like me—are born with a bit more of it than others, and we can tug at those connections. It allows us to work minor magics out in the world. Small things. Tiny changes that make our lives more convenient, like reading cards or flying on a broom. But if we want to do more than that—heal the sick or turn back a twister that’s dead set on upending a house—we need to borrow that power from something else. It could be anything. The grass. The wind. The moon. Another person. That gift of borrowing power is something only witches can do.”
“Is that what Earl’s doing?” Tacita traced the line of where her scar lay. “Borrowing from people?”
“No, his power takes the form of deals,” Verity said, a tinge of anger in her voice. She looked from Jack into Tacita’s eyes and noticed her confusion. Of course Earl worked with deals. That was well-known. “Contract magic. Binding magic. It’s something we don’t do. Too dangerous. Too many potential awful outcomes.”
“How’s that?”
“You make a deal with your neighbor, say. You’ve got chickens and they have goats. You’ll give them eggs if they’ll give you milk. Say one day you decide you want to keep your eggs for yourself, so you hide them, but you keep taking the milk. If a normal person caught you reneging on your end of the bargain, they’d just stop giving you milk. Maybe they’d tell everyone else you’re a bad person. But if the deal is a contract spell, if it’s binding magic, the moment you act outside the terms, the other person basically owns you. Or whatever it is you bargained with. If that person is a skilled magician who is being made even stronger by tapping into some greater energy, that’s—”
“That’s how you get Foxfire,” Tacita said bitterly. Then, after sitting on that realization for a moment, she asked, “Wait, but we didn’t do nothing wrong. We gave him whatever he asked for. How’s he doing all of this?”
“I … I don’t know,” Verity admitted. “What I mean is, I do know, but I don’t know.”
“Did that make sense in your head before you said it?” Tacita smiled.
Verity laughed a bit. “It’s this place. These mountains. There’s a lot of power here. It’s letting him twist his end of the deal more than he should. At least, I think. Like I said, my experience with binding magic is hypothetical. But he’s gone now, so things should be better from now on.”
“So Jack used too much of his own power?” Tacita asked, changing the subject. She ran her fingers absentmindedly over the frayed edges of her skirt.
“That’s right. And if you draw too much too quickly from the same well of power without allowing it time to replenish, that can be bad. It can go out, and if it goes out, so do you.”
Tacita’s lips formed an O. “It didn’t … He isn’t …”
“He’ll be fine,” Verity assured. “It was close, but he’ll be fine.”
Verity and Tacita sat there. Abiding. Evil had left the mountain. A job had been done well. Suddenly they had the gift of time. Or, at least, the gift of a moment when there wasn’t a meddling mother or the upkeep of a town filled with hostile land and broken things.
Tacita’s eyes found the skyline as they always did.
“I have a question!” Tacita said brightly. “Where do you want to go next?”
“That’s still months away,” Verity replied, curious that a strange feeling of loss crept into her stomach when she thought of leaving. “And, I don’t have any control over that. A witch must walk their path alone, until the witch’s skills are honed. Every year—”
“Right,” Tacita said, rolling her eyes. This was now the third time since meeting her that Verity had explained that there was some mystical force guiding the witch to a new town every year, supposedly judging her merit along the way until she was a great and mighty witch in her own right. “You’ve said all that. That’s not what I’m asking. Where would you want to go next? Or when you’re done with all this training. I can’t imagine you have much left to learn if you’ve already beaten someone like Earl.”
“Oh, well, I haven’t thought that far ahead,” Verity lied. She petted Jack, who was asleep in her arms. After thinking on it for a moment she fessed up. “There’s this town by the ocean. I think I’d like to go there. I’ve never been to the ocean. I keep hoping every year that somehow I’ll get called there, but it hasn’t happened yet.”
“A town by the ocean, huh?”
“Yeah, I’d move into the lighthouse. Set up a little shop in town where people could come if they needed my help. Fly over the water during my free time. Something about it just sounds nice.”
“It does sound nice,” Tacita affirmed, feeling a combination of dreamy longing and a twinge of jealousy. “I’ve never been outside of the valley. I wouldn’t know what to do if I looked out my window and instead of seeing mountains, all I saw was water and sky.”
They talked about other things, young people things. The time some of the adults had organized a dance in the summer and, due to a lack of something new to wear, Tacita had put on her father’s old suit he’d worn at her parents’ wedding when she accompanied Del. It went fine until her mother found out and pulled her home.
“Del’s mom always wears pants around their farm, and honestly, I think that makes her the smartest woman I’ve ever met,” Tacita explained. “Dresses? They get in the way. They’re hot. And Momma’s always fussing over how I should look in them when she’s throwing me at Del. The whole thing stinks. Dumbest. Idea. Ever. I want to meet the idiot that thought—”
“What about you? What do you want to do?” Verity interrupted. The question caught Tacita off guard. After a moment passed without a response, Verity added, “You know, I think Gilly could use some help. There’s been talk of turning the general goods store into a dress shop once the bridge gets sorted.”
Tacita laughed. “The last thing Gilly Green needs is me trying to help her sew a dress. I’d be as likely to set it on fire somehow as to actually make something a person could wear.”
Verity let out a bubbly giggle from the back of her throat. “Probably. I mean, no offense, but your general sense of style doesn’t exactly scream ‘in demand modiste servicing the nouveau riche of New York’s high society.’“
Tacita threw a hand to her chest, feigning hurt, then laughed so hard she did grab her chest as a twinge of pain shot through her scar. The witch’s eyebrows furrowed in brief concern.
She started to ask, “Do you want me to take a look—”
But Tacita shook it off and continued in an affectation that the witch took as the girl’s version of posh. “I’ll have you know all the wealthiest, most important families have been clamoring for a version of this for the grand ball with the Queen!”
“Yes, I hear brown is very in this season,” Verity replied, still uneasy but trying her best not to overstep and help when help wasn’t wanted. “But seriously think about it. A new clothing shop would need—I don’t know—shelves, cabinets, dress forms, tables. All sorts of things done, and she could probably make use of a good carpenter to do all the work.”
Tacita stopped laughing. Her mouth hung open slightly with her burnt umber hair sticking inside her lips, covering her eyes. She ran a hand to clear her face and take a better look at the witch.
“You think she’d want … I mean I’m not properly trained or anything, just picked up bits here and there, but I’d work real hard!”
“Well, good news, Gilly isn’t properly trained either! You’re a match!”
She was excited. This was promising. Faraway cities would always be there, now, once the bridge was rebuilt and Foxfire rejoined the world. If things went well, perhaps Gilly would want to open a storefront somewhere else, somewhere bigger. Which meant more work and travel and … options. Tacita was going to have options for the first time in her entire life.
“You girls alright?” a voice called out from across the field.
The girl and the witch turned to see Mae and Del Miller walking over. The woman waved. Tacita waved back. Verity sort of nodded in greeting as she had her hands full of Jack.
“Miss Verity,” Del said in his earnest, polite voice. “Tass.”
The witch caught Tacita’s nose wrinkling up at the nickname. Mae noticed the same, not that anybody noticed her noticing. Mothers see everything.
“Delbert,” Tacita replied in a tone that Del could not remember hearing before. Confidence would be the wrong descriptor here. Instead, the more correct understanding of Tacita’s tone would be I am letting you know I’ve found my confidence, which sounds like it is the same thing but it isn’t.
“Saw y’all out here when we were checking on things for the day,” Mae said, looking the two over before stealing a glimpse at her son’s face and smirking. “Everything alright? You usually say hi when you come around, Miss Verity.”
A shadow passed overhead as a few gray clouds rolled in. The witch gave a brief explanation of the day’s events, apologizing for not saying hello before technically trespassing. Del had questions about Earl’s departure. Mae had more. When Verity got to the part about what happened to Jack, the woman’s entire face changed into an expression of beneficence. Her usual tough exterior gave way to softness.
“Well, let’s get you inside,” she said, which is a maternal code phrase translating roughly to I will be examining every inch of you for injury. “Y’all can rest up and get a meal in you before you head home.”
“I’m not going home.” Tacita’s words came out seemingly unbidden. They even surprised her. She laid a splayed hand across her chest as though trying to find the source of the outburst.
Everyone paused as four minds processed four sets of questions, but the first to speak was Mae.
“We’ll sort all that out inside,” she said. Then, giving a dirty look to the sky, muttered, “I don’t like those clouds much.”
The group began walking to the house as what had been a beautiful afternoon sky was quickly obscured with a sudden summer storm. While Verity’s hat kept her fairly dry, thanks in no small part to a few enchantments within its fabric, everyone else was rather keen on not getting wet. They neared the house as a loud crack of thunder sounded overhead and, at that very moment, Tacita let out a howling scream and crumpled to the ground.
As the rain began to fall, Verity bent down quickly only to see that Tacita’s shirt was already wet; a carmine bloodstain was blooming directly over where her heart should be.







CHAPTER 9
A MAN TAKES A NAP
Verity handed Jack over to Del. As she did so, her familiar’s eyes seemed to crack open. He gave a noncommittal mmrreowr then went back to sleep. The small relief the witch felt at his revival was subsumed by her panic at what was happening to Tacita.
“Go!” Verity barked at Del. “Get him inside. He needs rest.”
Del did as he was told while Verity ripped off her hat and tossed it onto her broom, which she positioned over Tacita, creating a small dry space. The girl was breathing short and fast, moaning and writhing with each passing moment.
“What happened?” Mae asked, meeting the witch on the ground on the opposite side. “Did she … fall? Or …?”
Verity ignored the question, focusing solely on the fallen girl before her.
“I’m sorry,” whispered the witch, looking briefly in Tacita’s face, moving her hair out of the way. She continued to mutter. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”
Mae carefully unlaced the top of Tacita’s dress, glancing up briefly to ensure Del was long gone. Gingerly, the fabric was pulled back to reveal what Verity feared. The scar above the girl’s heart, the mark of her deal with the king of the mountain, had somehow begun to revert to an open wound. There were places where the flesh no longer looked like scar tissue, but freshly cut skin.
“What. Happened,” Mae demanded, though not in an unkind way. She needed Verity to focus.
The witch stammered around a bit before revealing, “It’s her deal. She … she gave up her heart so she wouldn’t return.”
“Her heart?” replied the woman, confusion, upset, and mild disgust coalescing. “Her actual heart? How is she still alive?”
“Magic,” Verity said, though it suddenly felt hollow. Like admitting that all the wonders of the witch’s craft were secretly cleverly disguised parlor tricks. It all felt like a trick. “Earl still has her heart. I wonder if … but he couldn’t.”
The witch plucked her hat out of the air, allowing the rain to fall on the girl who had blessedly passed out from the pain. She reached a hand inside it and began digging around.
“Wonder what? Verity, tell me now, is this girl dying?” Mae had lifted Tacita’s head and placed it in her lap, doing her best to keep her face dry.
“Not today.” The witch’s eyes lit up when she found what she was looking for in the depths of her hat. Triumphant, she pulled out a bundle of herbs, then swiftly reached up and plucked a pin from her hat.
A cursed chicken laying eggs of ashes is the stuff of magical craft. The Millers’ cows. Mrs. Mason’s garden. They have magical origins and magical solutions. A girl walking around without a heart beating in her chest may indeed have a magical origin, but there is a practical reality to the wound. One that, should the magic ever run its course, would prove immediately fatal. Unless, that is, a strong-willed witch with a family history of calling the dead back from the lands of eternal summer were present and capable of cheating death.
While Verity was indeed a strong-willed witch with such a family history, she, unfortunately, was not so skilled. She was, however, quite clever and unwilling to be beaten by an evil magician she’d already bested earlier that very same day.
Holding the herbs in one hand and the needle in the other, Verity sang.
Can you make me a cambric shirt,
Parsley, sage, rosemary, and thyme,
The bundle sparkled with imbued energy, lifting itself out of her hand and coming to rest over the wound in Tacita’s flesh.
Without any seam or needlework?
And you shall be a true friend of mine.
The needle lit up, separating itself into thin strands of golden magic, wrapping themselves around the bundle of herbs. The bundle glowed until it was consumed by light, then sunk into Tacita’s chest as the thin strands of energy stitched the wound closed. Verity smiled and grimaced at the same time, looking up into Mae’s face for … something. Gratitude? Awe? Instead she was met with a grave expression.
“She’s alright,” Verity gasped after an awkward silence.
The pair waited as the girl’s chest slowly rose and fell, the magic seeming to hold off calamity for the time being.
“Let’s get her inside,” Mae said, rising to her feet.
Through a joint effort of the woman, the witch, and the broom, they carried Tacita up to the Millers’ wide front porch. Mae quietly opened the screen door for Verity and led her inside. They placed the sleeping girl on a low, hard sofa that looked like it might have at one time been rather beautiful. The witch realized this had, somehow, been the first time she was invited inside. Every other visit had been polite conversation on the porch, in the field, at the barn, but there had always been a hesitancy about inviting her in which had gone unsaid and unfelt until the witch found herself standing in the house.
The broom hung itself on a hook next to some jackets by the door. The Miller home wasn’t the largest she’d ever been in, but it was the largest in Foxfire. Clearly it had been built and cared for by people who loved every nail and tile. The amber-colored faces of a man and woman stared out from their respective frames in the entry hallway. Mae’s parents who had lived far away and were sadly long passed. The woman herself seemed to be stewing on something, which made the witch feel both uneasy and, to her surprise, defensive.
Silence invaded the space as though a spirit had walked in and stolen everyone’s voice. If not for the rain outside, Verity might have suspected as much.
A squeak from a staircase beyond broke the moment as Del’s quiet voice asked, “Is she gonna be okay?”
“Del, go check on Barbara and make sure the barn is open so the cows can get in from the rain,” Mae said, her eyes fixed on the girl and the witch in her living room.
“But Ma, we already—”
“Delbert,” Mae snapped.
Chastened, the young man grabbed a hat and left. The moment the door was shut, Mae’s eyes hardened. She crossed her arms, adopting a strong, square stance.
“What did you do to that girl?” she asked firmly. Some type of accusation hid behind the words, but whatever it was Verity couldn’t suss out.
“I stopped the bleeding,” she said, not understanding the interrogation. “I healed her.”
“Forever?” Mae clipped back.
“No, probably not forever,” admitted the witch. “I’ll probably need to keep up the spell and then see if I can’t find an alternative for her heart.”
“Probably.” Mae’s voice sliced the air. “See if you can … An alternative for a heart?!”
Verity’s jaw hung open slightly, as though she’d been slapped. Had she done something wrong? She saved Tacita’s life. She said as much. “I saved her life!”
“What life?” Mae asked, forcing her voice not to shout, which caused it instead to shake and the tiniest, hottest tear to form in her eye. It hung there, turning her lower eyelid red. “This girl doesn’t have a heart. The thing that keeps you alive. She bargained it away, and the devil that took it is now gone. You didn’t think to secure it before you sent him away?”
“I …” Verity started, but she genuinely didn’t know what to say. Mae very well could have a point. It had occurred to her the moment she saw Tacita bleeding, the moment the girl had complained about a pain in her chest. Earl said he wanted to leave the valley. Did his leaving take the magic keeping her alive with him? Had him claiming the deals were fulfilled meant he no longer had to keep up his end? All things she hadn’t considered in the moment. “I saw an opportunity to get rid of him. I took it. I thought that would be better for everyone.”
“You might be able to fly, but you need to come back down to earth, Miss Verity. That girl isn’t going to get by very long on this spell and that. And even if she does, this place isn’t your home. You won’t be here forever. You’re leaving next spring, right? What happens to her then?”
Now Verity was the one who teared up. “What would you have me do? Let her die?”
“Yes,” said Mae, her expression softening again. Verity opened her mouth to speak, but Mae cut her off. “I’ve never introduced you to my husband, have I?”
With that Mae turned and left the room, gesturing for the witch to follow. Verity was led up a creaking staircase and down the short, narrow second floor hallway to a room.
“Miss Vox, this is why the people around here are so concerned about the price paid for all those spells of yours.”
The door opened and the witch bit the inside of her cheek hard enough to draw blood to keep from gasping or shrieking or reacting in any way.
“This is my husband. Matthew.”
Rain beat against the western-facing window, looking out at the pasture where Del could be seen rounding up cows and herding them inside the barn. The room was sparse. A modest bed with simple patchwork quilts covering it. A small table on one side with a water glass containing some of the precious few wildflowers that dotted the field. They appeared fresh, likely added this morning by Mae.
The man lying in the bed, Matthew Miller himself, looked like a corpse. If the witch did not spot the very slight rise and fall of his chest from time to time, she would have been concerned that the family’s patriarch was indeed being kept from his grave. His left arm was withered, riddled with sores. His fingers seemed to be rotting with bits of flesh hanging off here and there, though it was clear some old fabric had been recently wrapped around them acting in place of a bandage. His right arm was hidden in a mound under the blankets, though Verity guessed that if she were to remove those blankets, she would find most of it missing, probably a leg as well. Tricksters so loved literal language, and she expected Earl had charged him “an arm and a leg” at one point.
His face was thin as a skeleton, with cheekbones so sharp and protrusive it was a wonder they didn’t cut right through his skin. Stringy gray hair dotted his mostly bald scalp. His mouth lay open slightly, exposing a few broken, yellow teeth, though parts of his right jaw were missing. The man appeared to be asleep despite his open eyes, milky white and riddled with cataracts. Or, perhaps, if he was awake, he was too weak to notice he had visitors.
None of this was what had caused the witch to bite her cheek so hard she drew blood.
Above the man, around him, coiling through him like a snake, was layer upon layer of twisted, malefic energy. That it was not actively attaching itself to anyone or anything that got near him was a minor miracle. She could see it plain as day, as though it were an extension of his own body.
Because it was, in a way. The witch could also feel white hot tingles of residual magical energy coursing up and down her own spine.
“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Miller,” Verity said with all the cheer she could muster, her deference to the rules of hospitality kicking in. “Your wife has been very kind to me. You have a lovely home and even lovelier cows. I know how proud you must be to have created such a legacy.”
A smile twitched across Mae’s face, but her focus remained squarely on her husband. As Verity spoke, Mae leaned down and made small, precious adjustments to his clothes, his blankets, his hair. She touched him in a way people can be afraid to touch a sick person. She touched him with love, intention, purpose, using her whole hand, getting in close.
“This is what all those deals get you. See this here?” Mae pointed to the portion of Matthew’s face where the jawbone was clearly missing. “His jaw went a few years back in exchange for some good canned vegetables. That was when I knew for sure he’d been making deals. Up ‘til then it’d been little things. His memory was going. He used to whistle all the time, and he suddenly stopped one day. Eyesight started getting funny. Couldn’t see the color green, he told me, which broke my heart because he and I used to love sitting on the porch and watching the sunset turn these hills to green gold.”
“I’ve heard the stories, but I haven’t seen anything like this,” Verity said. “Other people came down with arthritis or colorblindness or went deaf. I’ve seen some walk with a bit of a limp. Nothing like this. If I can ask, how did things get this bad?”
“Pride will ruin a man, Miss Verity,” Mae mused. “It started not long after Earl was run off. Matthew here thought he was being clever. Didn’t tell me about it at first. Most of it he could keep hidden in those days. Later he would tell me that the first thing he asked for was the bridge to be repaired, but that wasn’t a deal Earl was willing to make. So he asked for what he thought were small things. Basic stuff, you know? Way to keep us fed, keep the house looking nice, that kind of thing. Personally, I think we could’ve done without the house paint and all that, but like I said: pride. That cost him something. Don’t know what, but given where everything ended up, it must have been small.
“Over the years, things got pretty bad around here, as I’m sure you figured by now. Folks got hungry. Didn’t take long before we thought maybe we could eat the cows, much as it would pain us, but they were sick and made people sick, too. My husband was convinced he could deal with Earl. ‘If I can get them folks in Tug to stock my cheese over the big city folks, I can work one guy in a wagon,’ he said. Keep us going, you know, until Earl got bored or tired or enough time passed that this could all get behind us. None of that ever happened, and there wasn’t much for him to bargain away after a while.
“So first it was his jaw. His mouth for food, you know? Earl likes his jokes. ‘Til then I never asked, and he never told, and we could both pretend we were just luckier than everyone else. But then it was his hands and health, and I think the last thing to go was his hearing. Or maybe just hearing me? Either way, that last time pretty much did him in. I’m not even really sure how he made it out to the mountain. Think Del took him.”
“Is that when …?” Verity looked down at Matthew’s form again. Her eyes noted how, shortly past his covered shoulder, the blankets were limp as though covering nothing. How one leg created a mound under the covers without a match on the other side.
“That’s when,” Mae said, confirming the witch’s suspicions about the final price paid by Matthew Miller.
Every word of this would have torn Verity to shreds were she the one to have to recount it, but the woman shed only a single tear at the mention that her husband had lost the ability to hear her voice. Ripping the beating heart from Tacita’s chest and letting her walk around all hollow and cold now seemed almost kind compared to the state of the man before her.
“So, Miss Verity, this is why you can’t go keeping people alive with a bunch of spells. They might be breathing, but they aren’t living.”
Verity was about to respond, but she was interrupted by the squeak of a small, fluffy black kitten that had walked into the room.
“Jack!” Verity exclaimed, reaching out to scoop him up and smother him with kisses. She looked him over. He still seemed not quite back to his usual self, but he was far and away better than he had been a short while ago. Perhaps she’d been wrong about him, too.
The kitten licked her cheek then leapt out from the crook of her arm. She tried to reach for him, terrified he’d hurt himself, but no sooner had he left her arms than he’d grown back to a full-size adult cat. Jack paced gingerly along the figure of Matthew Miller lying still, wrapped in quilts and curses, careful not to touch him. Like Verity, the coils of magic were as plain to him as the strings of leftover hair on Matthew’s head. He looked up into them and down through them. When the familiar had examined everything to his satisfaction, he sat back and looked at Verity. An idea presented itself.
“Mrs. Miller?” Verity looked up into her eyes, the formality in her voice purposeful, respectful. “I think we can help, but how we help is up to you.”
“What do you mean?” Mae asked, hope and desperation creeping into the edges of her voice.
Verity gulped. This would be rough. “He—your husband—has so many curses laid on him that he can’t … he won’t … ever rest.”
Mae’s face dropped. She put her hand to her mouth, gently worrying her fingers across her lower lip. There were tiny gasping noises as she searched for a response, for a way to feel about what the witch might be suggesting.
“This,” Verity gestured to the aura of malefic energy Mae couldn’t see, “is beyond my skills right now to fix. I’m not even sure my mother could fix this, and she’s the best healer in the coven. But Jack here might help … lead … Matthew to his rest. If that’s something you want.”
You might expect a person in Mae Miller’s position to balk at this kind of offer. You might expect a person in Mae Miller’s position to throw things, to throw the witch out of her house, to say she knew she’d been right all along not to trust the offers of those who dabbled in witchcraft. That is because you haven’t had to be the one to sit beside the bed of the person you love most in the world and watch them slowly slip away into a gray state of non-life. You haven’t had to grieve the loss of a person long before they’ve been put in the ground. You haven’t asked yourself if it might be better if they died in the night and then hated yourself for thinking it.
“Not yet,” Mae said, and Verity understood.
Still, Jack began to crawl up Matthew’s good leg, with each step shrinking back into the tiny kitten form.
“No, I said!” Mae’s voice was tense. She was about to grab at the kitten, unsure of what Jack was trying to do but unwilling to see it through when Verity stopped her.
“He’s not … not that,” the witch said calmly. “There may still be something we can do to help.”
Jack found his way up to Matthew’s chest, circled around, and curled up just above his heart. The sporadic, gentle rise and fall of his chest matched the coarse, barely audible breaths coming from his gaping mouth. Verity closed her eyes and reached out her mind, letting a tiny bit of her spirit follow the sound of Jack’s purring down into the nest of malefic energy coursing through the man on the bed. Her familiar acted as an anchor and a shield as she had the slightest look around, careful not to touch anything. Unlike the straightforward deal that bound Tacita or the residual energy found in the cursed objects throughout the town, the magic felt almost alive. It churned. One spell feeding another. She got the impression that she didn’t want to make the curse—curses—angry, which was a new sensation for her. This was too much to try and direct and too complex to unwind. A moment later her eyes fluttered open.
“He can’t sleep,” Verity announced. “The same curses that are keeping him from dying have other, smaller curses keeping him from sleeping. I’d wager that at some point, he bartered away his ability to rest for something. This, I think I can help with, if you want.”
A small, hopeful squint flashed across Mae’s eyes. Her gaze searched, though she seemed to be looking inside herself more than at anything in the room.
“But not the other thing, right?” she asked.
“No. Just sleep.”
Holding one hand on her husband’s forearm and one over her mouth, she nodded. Verity sang a lullaby, one her mother had sung to her. One your mother has likely sung to you. Her voice filled the room.
Nothing floated in the air. There was no great rush of wind, no mighty echoing of sound creating a cacophony of witchery or a cyclone of spellcraft. No, like all lullabies, this was a person being held by the one they love most in the world, being sung to and invited to sleep.
Mae was watching Matthew’s face quite intently, so she didn’t notice when Jack stopped being a fluffy kitten—indeed stopped being anything anymore. He was a bit of formless energy helping to cut with surgical precision into the knot of curses to find only the strand of baneful magic that was keeping the man from sleeping, then funneling that into Verity’s spell, so it could forget its purpose was to keep him awake and, instead, think its purpose was to give him rest. Really, it’s not all that complicated of a task.
Surely, you’ve been on the way somewhere, telling yourself you are not going to stop for food, and suddenly found a sandwich in your hand that hadn’t been there moments before. The difference between not doing something and doing that very thing is the same as the difference between the wind not blowing one moment and doing so the next.
It took a while, but eventually Matthew Miller slept.
Mae watched a while, still unsure if she could trust what had happened, but her face melted into relief when she saw that slight, sporadic rise and fall of his chest. After she thanked Verity numerous times, they watched as the man slept for the first time in ages.
The witch walked silently from the room, giving the couple their privacy. A grim smile settled on her face as she carefully walked down the hall, descended the stairs, and reentered the Millers’ living room to watch over Tacita. The place on her clothing where the blood had stained had begun to dry and stick to the girl’s skin. Verity fixed it with a quick spell, vanishing the blood as though it had never been there. But, of course, it had been. It might be again. She considered Mae’s warning as the storm picked up outside.
Satisfied that, for now at least, everyone in this house was as safe as she could make them, she walked outside to sit in one of the wooden rockers on the front porch. Opportunity. There had been blue horizons and faraway cities and opportunity only a short while ago. And now? The gentle summer rain had picked up into quite the thunderstorm. She could see the wind carrying the storm in with it from a distance as the field grass rippled. Del came in from the barn and Verity told him he might like to go upstairs. He did so.
“Thank you.” Mae Miller’s voice stirred the witch from her thoughts. The witch smiled but kept her eyes on the storm clouds. “Again. I don’t know how … well … thank you.”
“I’m sorry I couldn’t do more,” Verity replied soberly.
“That much mucking about with deals and fooling with what’s up in those hills,” Mae said, taking the chair next to Verity. “Doubt there’s much anyone can do. That’s why I said when it comes to Tacita—”
“No.” Verity shook her head.
“I don’t want to see her suffer is all,” Mae said. “You saw what happened to Matthew.”
“Yes, and that’s awful. It’s awful. But …” Verity paused for a moment. She did not want to be rude or disrespectful, but this was life and death they were discussing. It called for honesty. “You did not choose death for him when given the option.”
“Verity—” Mae began, while a sudden burst of wind made her voice sound like it stretched. Like it echoed.
No, not the wind.
A voice.
… Verityyyyyyy.
The witch and the woman paused as the storm blustered, the summer rain having turned into sheets. They listened. They waited. The wind called again.
Veeeeerityyyyyyy
“Don’t answer,” Mae said automatically. Then, after a moment, “But it isn’t night. We aren’t in the hills. What is that?”
“It’s Earl,” replied the witch. “He’s back.”
You would be forgiven if you thought you saw the briefest of smiles cut across the witch’s face as she rose quickly and went inside to grab her broom. The voice called to her from every direction, whispering through the screen door.
“You said he left,” Mae called out, following her inside.
“He did,” Verity replied, her broom flying to her hand.
“Then how is he back?”
“Don’t know.”
“What does he want?”
“Don’t care.”
“I don’t think you should—”
“Who’s back?” Tacita asked tiredly. She was propping herself up on her elbows, rubbing sleep from her eyes.
Mae looked at them both, hesitant to say anything. Verity spoke plainly. “It’s Earl. I think.”
Veeerrrrrrrity, called the wind.
“No!” Tacita yelped. “But he was gone. We were done.”
Jack came down the stairs and leapt onto the couch, with Del following behind him.
“We aren’t done,” replied Verity, her eyes alighting briefly on the place where Tacita’s dress was cleaner than the rest of it. “I’m not done. But I can finish this. I have to. There’s no one else.”
“Verity, this is too much,” Mae said, stepping farther into the room. “You might have all these powers, but you can’t run at the devil alone.”
Veriiiiiiiity
“What’s that?” Del asked, flinching at the name in the wind.
“Earl,” the three women replied in unison.
“I’m coming, too,” Tacita said, stumbling a bit as she tried to stand. Del ran over to help steady her, but she shook him off. “I can do it. I’m fine.”
“You’re not fine,” Verity said, seeing a look of hurt cross Tacita’s face. “And you’re not coming. None of you are coming.”
The room erupted in dissent, which Verity cut off. “I don’t know what else he’s capable of,” she said. “As long as I have to keep an eye on you, I won’t be able to focus on him.”
Three voices began to argue, the wind behind her beckoned, and Verity, quietly, sang to herself.
Sleep, baby, sleep,
Thy father guards the sheep
All at once, the room fell silent. Mae blinked a few times and slumped into a nearby chair. Del followed suit on the hard sofa.
Tacita fought against the charm, though, whispering, “Don’t leave me behind.”
Hot, angry tears formed in the witch’s eyes, but she turned so they could not be seen. Never let them see you flinch, though Tacita had already crossed that threshold. Still, it was Verity who was supposed to protect everyone. Verity who was summoned. Verity who was being called by the wind. The witch continued the spell and, behind her, Tacita succumbed to her enchanted slumber.
Thy mother shakes the dreamland tree
and from it fall sweet dreams for thee,
The front door closed behind her as she left the house of sleeping people.
Sleep, baby, sleep.
Jack, following her onto the porch, looked up expectantly. His ears twitched as the wind called again, howling now from several directions.
Verityyyyy … Vvvvvertity … Veeeeerity!
The witch hitched up her broom, allowing Jack to hop on.
Taking off, she said, “Let’s go depose a king.”







CHAPTER 10
A STORM BREAKS
Faster … faster …
Verityyyy!
The voices became louder the farther north she flew. They were not calling her back to the mine, but, rather, to the top of the valley. To where this began. To where it must end. The bridge.
Verity urged her broom on, singing spells that wrapped themselves around the broomstick which carried her hurtling over the valley. She gripped the rough bark so hard it felt as though it was cutting into her. It might have been. She couldn’t chance taking her hands off to check. Jack was still recuperating, so she cupped him in her lap as his claws dug through the fabric of her clothes to hold on. She couldn’t take him into battle, either. Not in this state. As the town came into view, she found herself aiming her broomstick not for the bridge, but for the shop.
If you’d asked her why she felt the need to seek out Gilly Green, she would have been hard-pressed to put into words the reason. Not because she didn’t know, but because there is a kind of magic that ties our tongues when the truth is inconvenient or embarrassing. She would have told you that the reason was to secure Jack’s safety, to warn her, to ensure she found shelter before whatever happened next happened. And that was true, but it was not all of it.
The truth, in this case, was that Verity was out of her depth and scared, and there was a feeling in the back of her mind she couldn’t shake. That she’d made a mistake. That she had missed something. That she couldn’t really set things as right as she was telling herself she could, as well as she’d promised Tacita she could. But if she could just keep flying, just keep running, just keep fixing tiny problems as they arose, she could ignore the looming pit in her stomach—that was also somehow in a cave in the mountain—that something was wrong. And when you’re in that state of mind, you immediately look for home.
Gilly’s shop had become a home for her as much as Jack. Home is an inkwell, and it can be scrawled across the hearts of people as much as places. She passed over the miles of open valley in minutes, picked up speed through the last acreage of the Millers’ farm, then descended low but did not slow down as she neared the town proper. The roofs of homes rattled at her approach.
“Gilly!” Verity called out, spotting the young woman standing in the middle of the road by the general store, being held by Earnest from across the street. She seemed to be upset. The witch landed hard on the compact dirt of the mountain road, calling again, “Gilly!”
Earnest pulled his hand away from a suspiciously low place on Gilly’s waist as she turned and strode over and grabbed the cat out of the witch’s hands. “Where on god’s green earth have you been? You had me sick with worry!”
“Worried?” Verity asked, in pointed confusion. She was the one with all the powers. How could Gilly be worried about her?
“Yes, worried, you silly, brash, cocksure witch! You blew up! Into flames! You screamed bloody murder! I thought you died! And now, in case you have not noticed, your name is being shouted by the wind.” Gilly’s face was beet red as her voice spat a staccato that increased in volume with every word. However, at the same time, her hands were gently and lovingly petting the fur of her favorite feline companion who was eating up the attention. She looked at Earnest as if for backup.
The young Mr. Hazlett, realizing he was being asked to intercede, twitched his shoulders, surprised that he was being brought into the conversation, and said, “She was real worried, Miss Vox.”
Verity looked from Gilly to Earnest and back again. “Sorry. Long story,” she said curtly. “I need you to watch Jack.”
Gilly’s face twisted in confusion as Jack’s face wheeled around, hissing in protest. “Watch Jack? Watch Jack why? Where are you going?”
“It’s Earl. Or, at least, I’m pretty sure it’s Earl.” Verity’s mouth suddenly overflowed with words and worry. “I thought I’d sent him away and then on the way back I found Jack and he was pretty beat up, though he’s a lot better now then I met up with Tacita, except Earl still has her heart and that became a very complicated, very bloody thing, and none of it matters because I think I can fix it, but I can’t do what I need to do if … if …?”
Gilly had turned and walked away at a pace that Verity felt was deliberately slow to the small awning that shaded the doorway to the Greens’
store and placed Jack on a chair. Then, she closed her eyes and held both hands palms-out in front of her as though she were settling a restless orchestra. After taking a breath, she opened her eyes, stared at Verity, and said, “You mean to tell me that you took a swing at Earl, lived to tell about it, but now he’s back and you think I’m just going to let you run at him again? Alone?!”
“This is my fight,” Verity clipped, anxiety creeping into her voice.
Gilly laughed sardonically. “Like hell it is! It’s not your fight. It’s ours. You’re just leading the charge.”
“But you can’t—” Verity began, but whatever Gilly couldn’t do, Gilly didn’t hear because she had ducked into the shop.
The witch looked from Earnest to Jack and back again but found no sympathy in either. Earnest seemed to think Verity was suddenly in a kind of trouble that he did not wish to partake in when it came to Gilly, and Jack was perturbed at the very notion he would be left behind. Overhead the wind called her name.
A moment later, the door to the shop opened and Gilly reappeared, brandishing her longest, shiniest, toughest pair of knitting needles as though she were dual-wielding rapiers.
“Alright,” she said with all the swarthiness of a pirate. “Let’s get on with it.”
“Gilly, you can’t—” Verity tried to say, but was interrupted.
“Now I’ve had about enough of you telling me what I can’t do. This is my home, and I have more of a right to fight for it than you do. I’m not going to break. My only question is …” Gilly looked at Verity, then the broom, then Jack, then back to the broom and whined, “Must it be on the broom?”
The place in Verity’s chest which had held the nest of guilt and responsibility and overconfidence shifted ever so slightly into gratitude. Tacita had been too much of a liability, and she’d left her in the care of people who would keep her safe. It had to be done. Tacita would probably hate her forever for doing it, but, if Verity was successful, at least she’d have a forever to hate her.
“It’s either this or candlelight,” Verity offered with a small smile. Gilly recoiled at the memory, the scent of burning flesh, the blinding flash of light.
MrreowrrROOOARR! Jack jumped between them, changing shape as he did. If one can grow from a cat into a massive beast indignantly, that’s what he did. He seemed to be showing the witch he wasn’t going to break either and would not be left behind. A chimera stood before them: a great black jaguar as large as a horse with massive obsidian wings extending from above his shoulders and many tails that ended in sharp spikes whipping behind him. He turned and nuzzled Gilly’s hand.
“Oh now this I can do,” said the shopkeeper, barely containing her glee.
Earnest gave Gilly a kiss on the cheek before she leapt onto Jack’s back. Moments later, they were in the air flying side by side.
“So, Earnest? When did that become a thing?” Verity asked over the downpour.
Gilly was squinting in an attempt to see, as she did not have a giant hat keeping the rain out of her eyes. “Been a thing. He just didn’t know it until I told him.”
“How’s that work?” Verity asked, trying to urge the broom on.
“When you didn’t come back, I went to his place. I didn’t know what to do, either,” Gilly replied, tense at first, keeping her eyes shut tight, but she kept talking and, as she did so, the tension in her voice eased. “He’s always been there for me. Easy to talk to, you know? We’ve had a flirtation for years, but he was always too polite to do anything about it. He didn’t understand why I was asking for his advice and comfort, and I told him it’s because he’s my favorite person and if he told me things were going to be okay, then I’d believe him. Then I kissed him.”
Verity very nearly fell off the broom. “You kissed him?”
“That I did.” And even though the witch could not see the young woman’s face, she could feel her smile.
Far below, the people of Foxfire were scrambling to secure their homes and livestock and food. The storm created flash flooding that had already begun to sweep away smaller, unsecured items. The few rabbits and squirrels that called the valley home now ran for their lives to evade drowning. Mrs. Mason shut her door and shoved an old blanket underneath it to keep her home dry. Bertha Blackburn and her husband were torn whether to keep their chickens locked in the coop or give them the chance to flee. Edward Gray stood beside his beloved horse, watching as the water began to seep in through the boards of his barn. Martha Monroe watched the hills from her window, wondering if she was far enough away in case of a landslide.
Thunder cracked overhead as the rain fell harder. The pair fell silent. They’d joked as a way to soothe their nerves, forget them for a moment, but now they needed to feel everything. Up the mountain they flew, and with each passing second, the voices became louder. Where the mountain path disappeared into the upper trees, the witch tipped her broomstick and landed quickly in the muddy road with Jack and Gilly touching down behind.
Together they trudged through the mud and muck. The sky was practically black by now, but the end of the road was approaching. That was when Verity noticed them. Nightjars. They filled the trees, chittering and flapping against one another as they strived both to watch and to stay dry. He was here. All at once, the bridge came into view—fully rebuilt—and along with it a sudden, sinking understanding of precisely how wrong Verity had been the entire time about everything. Behind her came the sound of Gilly stifling a shriek.
“Ahhh, Miss Vox,” King Earl cooed, his acidic voice rattling through his bony throat. One orb flicked up to notice Jack, and while no one noticed because of the rain, the mountain king took one very small step ever so slightly back. “Glad you could finally join us. I was wondering how long it would take for you to answer my call and meander your way here.”
Normally, it would be impossible to tear one’s eyes away from the two mismatched glowing orbs peering out through the featureless mask the mountain magician wore over his face, and yet Verity never looked at them once. Her gaze was fixed on his left hand, or, rather, what was in his left hand.
Whereas the creature had previously leaned heavily on a stumpy root, he now held a scepter. It was long and straight and strong, made of black iron ore and glittering with raw gemstones no doubt dug out from the mine below. The mine Verity had opened for him without a second thought. At the top of the scepter was a hook, as though he were some kind of twisted priest or dark shepherd.
“Earl, what have you done?” Verity said, hoping her voice sounded firm. She held her broom out in her right hand like a weapon.
“Miss Green, yes?” Earl hissed, ignoring Verity’s question. “So good of you to join us. I’ve never had the pleasure.”
Gilly, who had never seen a monster of any kind before, and certainly was unprepared for how different the magician had become compared to her childhood memories of the traveling man in the red wagon, spat at him. A good, solid spit from deep in her gut. “You ain’t got nothing I need.”
“Hmm,” Earl muttered, boring a hole through the air with his eyes. “I see your pet made it. Not as much turbulence this time?”
Jack roared, flapping his wings, which sent rain scattering. He lashed his tails angrily but stayed behind Verity, waiting for a signal.
Earl turned his attention back to Verity. “I may not have anything you need, Miss Green, but I think I have something you want, Miss Vox. Sorry, how inconsiderate of me. I should ask, how is Miss Tarry feeling?”
The monster opened a layer of his tattered cloak to reveal row after row of pockets. Some empty, some bulging with items that others had no doubt bargained away in years past. He reached within and revealed a small red flannel pouch sealed with a porcupine quill. It appeared to be coated in the rust of dried blood.
Gilly leaned into the witch and asked, “Is that … is that Tacita’s …?”
Glowing eyes peered out through Earl’s wooden mask, flitting back and forth between the girls before settling briefly on Verity’s broom. The witch followed his gaze, confused, but Earl quickly moved on.
“Might be,” Earl said coyly. “Might be willing to trade. Care to make a deal, miss witch?”
Verity squinted both against the rain and from the reflex of attempting to process his request. “What else could I give you? I did what you asked, Earl—”
“King,” the monster snapped, putting the pouch back and lunging forward, shoving his masked face into the witch’s. Then, he repeated in his low, bony voice, “King Earl. I am the ruler of these mountains. Never forget that.”
The witch ignored the bait but relished the minor thrill of getting under whatever passed for the would-be monarch’s skin. A bit of steel entered her voice. “You asked for my aid. I did what you could not do. I opened the path, so you could go be with your gods, so you could go to that other world of yours. Why was that not enough? What else could you possibly want?”
“Want,” Earl replied, seeming to chew the word. “That is nearly the right question. Everything wants. I am a creature of want, a king of want. People want, and I give it to them.”
“Yeah, but not what people need!” Gilly exclaimed. “You make it all twisted, adding all these strings you can pull.”
The wooden mask did not have an expression, and yet by the way the monster’s head twisted in Gilly’s direction, one could be forgiven for reading a smirk sliding across its featureless facade.
“Strings indeed,” he said dramatically, swaying his back and holding his hand to his wooden chest as though suddenly under a spotlight giving a grand speech. “Strings are tricky things. They have a fixed length, and a king must be able to come and go as he pleases. Now, while I was welcomed with open arms by the gods, they questioned whether I had a right to take my place among them since I had allowed my subjects to rule over me, to set the boundaries of my kingdom. Thus, I have returned to sort out this unfortunate business.”
Verity knew the former magician in front of her was not stupid. There was plainly something he wasn’t saying. The back of her mind was buzzing trying to figure out what it was. Meanwhile, she was curious, and curiosity made her bold.
“Still waiting to find out what any of this has to do with me.” Verity tipped her broom on its staff end and leaned on it, attempting to look casual and assertive even in the rain.
“See, I appreciate your forthright spirit, miss witch,” Earl replied, businesslike. “Candor. Wit. A rarity among your kind.”
“My … kind?” replied Verity, adding a new factor to the puzzle the back of her mind was attempting to solve. “What kind is that?”
“Witches!” Earl howled, gesticulating so fiercely the nightjars flapped wildly in the trees in response. “You all have such interesting gifts, you see, and I want them. I believe they might … serve as the right offering to the gods.”
The witch’s eyes nearly bulged out of her head as her hand flew to her mouth, stifling a laugh. “My magic? Is that it? You want me to give you my powers?”
Two rotten hands rested lightly on the scepter of ore as the monster seemed to settle into himself. They’d reached the truth of it, though Verity still didn’t completely understand why. “That’s the deal. You sign over your power, and I will take no action on the contracts I have with anyone who ever called Foxfire home. I’ll even throw in the bridge, so you and your friends can walk out of here anytime you wish.”
“No,” Verity said, rising into the air, still holding her broom like a staff. The witch summoned a bit of her power and let it crackle around her like an electric halo. “You are not a king, and these are not your people. If I add my power to whatever cesspit of magic you’ve swindled away from the creatures in the hills and the mountain below to become the monster you are now, and you find a way to slither through the language of that contract, there will be no one to stop you. These people might not have been able to defend themselves before, but I am here now. Give me Tacita’s heart and leave this valley, or else.”
“Tut tut tut,” Earl chided. “And here I thought you understood the situation.”
The glowing orbs that stood in for Earl’s eyes dimmed slightly as though in concentration. Purposefully, the monster raised the scepter and made a hooking motion to seemingly nothing in the air. Verity felt a shifting in the energy around them, then a slow, steady upswell of power from the mountain below that gained in intensity. Suddenly, in the hook of the staff, there were a number of shimmering gossamer threads whose ends faded off into nothingness.
Verity landed and stole a glance behind her to Gilly, who was staring daggers at the monster. Her hands were fists that seemed to be fighting back the urge to hurl themselves at the enemy in front of them. Jack paced in anticipation, forked tongue lolling from his mouth, dagger-like teeth dripping with venom. The witch readied herself, preparing to defend against whatever spell the false king was summoning. In a blaze, his eyes came back to life, glowing hotter and brighter than before. From behind the mask, he spoke, though his voice was different. No longer acid, no longer a rattling sack of bones, but the clear, strong voice of a man. The difference was jarring, mismatched. His voice seemed smaller than the hulking mass from which it emanated.
“Do you know how many deals have been made to give these people good weather?” he asked, bringing the translucent bundle of threads down while reaching up to pluck at them one by one. He continued but this time his voice was not his.
Each line seemed to be stolen from the throat of a different person. “Oh Earl, won’t you drive this rain away? This twister? Oh Earl, can’t you stop the flooding this season so we have a chance to grow something?”
Earl twitched the staff in his hands and selected a small number of threads. He twisted them in his hand. “Before, through the modicum of access I had to the mountain, the sacrifices I made to my very body, I could exercise some dominion over that wind, the lands I made fertile, the livestock. But with this … this … gift from below. My rule is absolute.”
Verity could sense something shifting in the energy that made up the threads, as well as an enormous amount of power being siphoned from beneath the mountain up through the scepter. Much as she might twist the curse residing in one of the items in Gilly’s shop to become a spell of repair, the tool of iron and gem was buffeting and transmuting Earl’s contractual magic into something else. Something terrifying.
“Behold,” Earl’s voice carried out over the valley, vibrating with power, “waters rise up out of the north, and shall be an overflowing flood, and shall overflow the land, and all that is therein; the city, and them that dwell therein: Then the people shall cry, and all the inhabitants of the land shall howl.“
Thunder cracked, a great loud booming that shook the valley. Lightning flashed, striking trees and homes alike. Wind whipped at the girls. Verity grabbed her hat while Gilly shielded her eyes and rubbed hair out of her face. King Earl then tilted the wicked hook towards Verity, but it was Gilly who spoke. She held her knitting needles out as though ready to stab the monster in his eyes. “So we run you out of town, and you can’t take no for an answer? What’re you gonna do, wipe us out? Flood Foxfire? Rule over a lake?”
“If need be,” Earl said, his voice more broken than it had been a moment before.
Both Earl and Gilly sounded as though they were about to speak, but Verity piped up. “How are you doing this Ea—King Earl?” she asked, catching herself and changing his name so as to not further upset the situation. “Deal magic is built on absolutes. You can’t change the terms or punish these people unless someone breaks their word.”
“True enough,” Earl replied, each syllable more acidic than the last. “But as folks around these parts might say, there’s more than one way to skin a cat. And I’ve been given a blade that will do the job nicely.”
The gems glinted in the fleeting moonlight. An image of Matthew Miller’s half-living corpse flashed through Verity’s mind.
Violating the contract was one way for Earl to get his way. Death was another.
“My cows won’t milk, Earl. My daddy’s lungs are black from the mine, Earl. My wife and son are far away, Earl. My daughter’s on her deathbed, Earl.” The self-appointed mountain king was more in conversation with himself at this point, each sentence a different voice, some of which the witch recognized. “Ungrateful, the lot of—”
Whatever self-congratulatory gloating King Earl was about to do was interrupted at that very moment when a fistful of mud landed squarely on his mask. There are actions that seem to stop time, or, at the very least, expand it, turning a moment into a space. And in that space, where the sound of the rain and thunder and general tumult fell away, two mismatched glowing orbs brightened briefly as if in surprise and then looked crossways to confirm that there was, indeed, a mound of wet earth currently streaming its way off of the wooden mask back to the ground below.
“That was my daddy’s voice, you cussed devil!” Gilly’s voice broke the moment, and the sound of the world resumed, raucous and wild. Mud dripped from her hands where moments before she had reached down to grab two fistfuls. Verity wheeled around, stunned, as Jack growled in a way that could only have meant pride.
Earl reached a withered hand up to primly wipe the mess away. Had his desiccated lips been visible, the party before him would have seen a mouth twisted into a grimace, an old tongue licking rotten teeth that bit down gently in an attempt to maintain his composure. His voice seethed, “Miss Green, that is not—”
“That’s about enough outta you!” Gilly cried as another lump of mud landed on his mask. “We’re people! After the coal company left, we thought we were done feeding bodies to the mountain until you came along. Y’all might be different kinds of monsters, but you treat us the same. You come in and you take and you talk about us like things. Like we’re too stupid to know we’re being used. We’re not stupid and we ain’t things. Not just bodies for the mines or souls for your messed up deals. You found a bunch of people that got forgotten about when some rich guys decided we couldn’t make ‘em rich anymore and you gave us hope and then used that hope against us. Against my daddy. That’s evil!”
“Miss Green,” Earl spat, his voice a blade of ice and false decorum. “I seek no one out. I only give people what they want.”
“My daddy didn’t want to die, you flea-ridden, gib-faced hornswoggler! You took my mother from him! His son. He just wanted them back!”
Gilly resumed berating him, spewing a string of insults and curse words Verity had never heard her use before. She might’ve been proud, except she was busy trying to make use of this moment while the king was distracted. She focused her mind on the flow of energy around them, beneath them, trying to gauge how far Earl was willing to take this, could take this. How much power could he siphon from the mountain, and did she have enough of her own to stop him before he killed every last person in Foxfire? Had he somehow made a deal with the mountain, or whatever was under it? The god or gods he kept referring to? Is that how he’d gotten the scepter? If so, they were doomed. She could not fight a god.
“What would you have me do?” Earl’s voice brought her back to the conversation. “I have upheld my end—”
“I’ll have you go back to the hell you crawled out of!” Gilly screamed, tears now running down her face, mixing with the rainwater. She had grabbed a fist-sized wet rock and was preparing to throw it.
Earl had had enough. Before Gilly could let fly her makeshift weapon, he took his scepter in both hands and swung it hard and fast like a sickle prepared to reap a blade of grass. Verity had no time to cast a spell, but it did not matter. Jack leapt between them, a great roar cracking the air. He grew in size, his sharp tails whipped wildly as he inched his face towards the monster’s wooden mask, starry eyes boring his gaze, daring Earl to give him an excuse. He would not touch the mountain king without Verity’s leave or unless the witch’s life were in danger, but he also would not let Earl harm their found family.
“Tick tock, miss witch.” The king flicked his scepter away, eyes darting between the familiar and the two young women. Behind the mask, a brutal sneer twisted itself across his rotten face. He spoke again, and his voice was filled with vigor and power once more. “By justice a king builds up the land, but he who exacts gifts tears it down.”
Earl quickly hooked his staff in the air, causing the gossamer threads to reappear. He grabbed at them and yanked, twisting them hard, and with this action came an immense wave of power that shot out through the trees, descending towards the valley below. There came a great, sickening sound of splintering trunks and cracking earth.
“Verity!” Gilly called out. The witch came to her senses as a tree limb nearly crashed on her head. Jack knocked it away with a swipe of his massive paw.
“Go,” the witch said, thinking quickly. “Take Jack. Help anyone you can. If there’s anyone who hasn’t taken shelter yet, get them inside. I’ll take care of Earl’s storm.”
The monster laughed. Gilly’s eyes drifted from the witch to the great rotting king before them and then back to the valley. Jack did not move.
“But why …?” Gilly questioned. “We’re here to help.”
Verity shouted, “They need your help more! He’s going to flood the town! His deals are keeping everyone here, but they’re also keeping him here. Bindings work both ways, remember? He’ll kill everyone if we don’t act now!”
Verity turned to Jack, saying, “I can fly. They can’t. Protect them as you would me.”
Jack growled a dissent but did as he was asked, his great wings beating against the rain to carry Gilly back to the valley. A great laugh burst from the monster, insects flying as his body shook, antlers and moss swaying.
“Oh, little witch, you are such fun. Truly, I wish you could work with me, to know that magic is a gift that creates queens and kings of those who wield it. Nevertheless, I will offer you this choice for the last time.” The bagged heart was shoved into the witch’s face. “You can have the poor girl’s heart, you can even have the town or what’s left of it. Look, I have even rebuilt their precious bridge, so they may come and go as they please, though I’d expect them to stay in their kennel like good pups. They wouldn’t know what to do in the wider world anymore. Just give me what I ask. You don’t even know what you have anyway.”
Verity sneered. “I am above your games.”
“Everyone has a deal they’re willing to make,” Earl spat, then growled, “and a price they’re willing to pay.”
Verity did not hear this. She had already taken to the air, leaping onto her broom, hugging it close, becoming a rocket through the sky. The witch aimed at the uppermost point, the middle of the sky overlooking the valley below, launching herself into the black storm clouds. It was here she came to a stop, once again holding her broom out to her side, keeping herself aloft under her own power as the world around her began to unravel. Then, she performed an ancient magical act that has been passed down from one keeper of power to the next: She swept.
Verity pointed the bristles of her broom into the clouds and began swinging the broom widdershins over her head, singing out in a loud voice as she did.
Rain, rain, go away,
A force shot out from the broom, each pass pushing at the clouds, urging them away from the valley.
Come again another day.
Space opened up in the middle of the whirling thunder.
Daylight shone through. But as Verity spoke the last words of her spell, the gap closed in around her again. The witch repeated the spell; this time the clouds allowed only a narrow shaft of light through before collapsing back upon themselves. Her magical voice tried in vain, now, to move the storm, but it would not budge, and the water began to rise rapidly. She tried other rhymes. She tried to form different images, a new latticework of intention in her mind, desperately trying to find the right combination of power and will that would turn back the storm.
“Nursery rhymes?” King Earl laughed, his voice riding the winds to hiss in her ear as though he were leaning over her shoulder. “I wield the power of the old gods under the mountain, and you think you can shoo it away with nursery rhymes? What’s next? Will you curse me with a bedtime story? Banish me by stirring your tea backwards? If you will not deal with me, my darling little witch, I will show you what true power can do.”
Fire sparked into life in the pooling water. The sky glowed the caustic green of lightning against darkness.
Verity hurled out spells of protection, her words flying faster than her mind could form intention. They were haphazard, clearly weaker than the magic taking over the valley, but some, at least, were effective. Where lightning was sent after Absalom Hazlett’s home, it was redirected at the last moment towards the ground. Here a wall that nearly buckled was supported. There a woman slipping off her roof was buffeted upwards. But these small salvations were not enough, not by miles. Jack and Gilly flew quickly to carry people to their roofs and shield against falling debris. Rising floodwaters had loosened a few boulders from high in the mountain that were now hurtling towards the town below.
Blow the wind southerly
Verity began to sing, but her throat caught. Catching sight of the danger, Jack flew up and over homes, growing in size even more to slam into one of the great tumbling rocks before it could devastate the houses below.
The witch reached out with her will, looking for any additional source of natural power to bolster her own, but King Earl’s claim over the mountain seemed absolute—every bit of energy extant in the rocks of the hills, the grass of the fields, the trees, even the sky above all seemed to be bent and funneled through his staff. Try as she might, there was nothing for Verity to pull from. No creek would lend its calm, no tree its strength, no stone its might. Her own spark of power was woefully insufficient.
If she were a different kind of witch with different gifts, she might have seen more clearly what was happening. She might have seen the vast network of knotted threads that seemed to stitch the town and its surrounding valley together coming undone. Earl was channeling power beyond power to twist years’ worth of pent-up spells. He was calling up weather patterns and pockets of things that could and should have happened but didn’t. She couldn’t see any of this. That was not her gift. But she could feel it, or the edges of it at least, and that was enough.
The witch felt suddenly small. A cricket fighting off a sandstorm. A dried leaf shouting down a forest fire. A girl telling the sky what to do. It all seemed suddenly ridiculous. Impossible. What would have made all of this worse, if she had seen them, were the eyes. From roofs and windows and the drier bits of fields, all eyes of the townsfolk of Foxfire were looking up. Watching a witch, alone in the sky, casting spells as the world came down around them.
Perhaps the witch had been wrong, she thought. Perhaps these people were worth more than her magic. Perhaps she was being selfish. Yes, she was being manipulated, and she knew that, but right now the town below her was being swallowed whole and what was her one spark of magic when compared to all those lives?
It almost worked.
Verity’s connection to the source of all witches’ power was quite large, indeed, but it was being exhausted. She needed rest or soon she would be overwhelmed and powerless. Verity looked towards the north of the valley, where she knew Earl still stood waiting. She was on the precipice of reaching out, of relenting, but suddenly something blocked her. A great mass of black rose up in the air, pushing the witch back into the sky. There was also a noise, a scream, but not one of fear. It was joy. It was Gilly.
Verity found her balance on her broom and saw Jack somehow enlivened by the rush of the fray.
“Am I a terrible person if I say part of this is fun?” Gilly called out, bold as brass.
“I thought you were afraid of flying!” Verity called back, a warmth returning to her stomach.
“Sure, but I’m not afraid of Jack. He’s got me.” Gilly looked below. “We got everyone we could find either indoors or on their roof. But this …”
The three of them floated for a brief moment, saying nothing.
“I didn’t think Earl could do all this,” Gilly said, breaking the silence.
“He can’t,” Verity replied absentmindedly, not even realizing she’d said it. That was when the back of her mind that had been trying to piece things together caught up with the front.
Something her father had once said floated up from her memory. I hold my breath over bridges and sing church songs for the same reason. He’d been explaining how, as a cunning man, there was power in all sorts of places. How, as a magical practitioner, she could draw from multiple wells when needed. All of it real, all of it working in concert to create and operate the world around us, none of it bowing to one another. All of it equal. She’d used that lesson to find power in nursery rhymes and folk songs alike, but she had indeed missed something.
“What do you mean he can’t?” Gilly asked, waving the knitting needles to indicate that he not only clearly could but had.
“He can’t!” Verity screamed, as though that were sufficient explanation.
A flash of iron and glittering gemstones flitted across her mind’s eye, and an idea formed. It was another in a string of terrible ideas, really, but at this point it was the only one she had.
“Do you think you two could keep Earl busy?” Verity shouted over the storm, a tone of confidence finding its way into the edges of her voice.
“Busy? Where are you going?” Gilly called back.
“To do something very stupid!” Verity said, flashing a grin.
Gilly made to respond, but Jack knew better than to stop Verity when she’d made up her mind to be reckless. The witch watched her oldest friend and familiar, teeth bared, claws and tails flashing, flapping his midnight wings to turn and dive in the direction of Earl. Gilly, abandoning her fear to join a fight she should never have had to know. Tacita, somewhere down below, hopefully still asleep. Verity had to fix this for her, for everyone. Then, without wasting another moment, she turned south.
A witch’s will is enough to keep a broom in flight, and the stronger their will, the faster they can fly when they must. This time Verity crossed the valley in seconds, miles of flooded land passing by in the blink of an eye. She hurtled straight for the dark woods, breaking through the trees, crashing through limbs as nightjars cried their terrible nocturnal song in offense. The witch landed hard on the ground, rolling and clutching at her knee that had hit a large rock on impact. Still, she used her broom as a crutch, lifted herself to her feet, and limped to the open mine.
This was it. Power poured out of the mine, more than she’d ever felt before. Its purpose was fixed. She could feel it. It was not wild, untamed natural energy, ready to be bent by cunning or will. It was pulled tight, funneling itself into Earl’s cause. She winced as she tried to let it pass through her, to not build up and cause her to seize or, worse, be tempted to its use. At least, not until she was ready. She trudged on towards the opening, holding one hand out, fingers flexed and extended, tapping into every bit of energy she could find. Then, she cried out to the very hills under her feet.
Master, the tempest is raging! The billows are tossing high!
The sky is o’ershadowed with blackness, No shelter or help is nigh;
Verity calmed herself with each word, focusing on connecting her inner spark to the power flowing from the mountain below her. She was attempting to strike up a kind of conversation with the power, to bend it, to offer it an alternative. Everything wants, including energy. It seeks use. It seeks purpose.
Verity merely offered it another way of existing.
Carest thou not that we perish?
How canst thou lie asleep,
There was a sense of murmuring as she sang. A sense of quiet in the raging spout of power. There was something she had not understood that was now forming as a response in her mind.
When each moment so madly is threat’ning
A grave in the angry deep?
Hers was a magic of living things. Of food that is made and passed around to nourish and sustain. Of thorns protecting a stem so that a flower can bloom and new buds can be pollinated. Of water and fire and rot that all work in harmony to reduce the old and write the new. But as she touched the edges of this force erupting from the earth below, she came to an understanding about why the mountain had intimidated her all this time. This was not life as she understood it. This was not creation.
This power came from something dormant, something sleeping. This borrowed energy was not given willingly. While hers was not the magic of contracts, she could at least tell that this was not bent of its own accord. The wind that had attacked her that first day, that had driven off Jack. The force that kept crops from growing, drove wild animals away and kept livestock sick. All of this was being siphoned off an unwilling host.
Master, with anguish of spirit
I bow in my grief today;
The depths of my sad heart are troubled,
Oh, waken and save, I pray.
She felt a twitch, if you could call it that, in the force of power flowing from the mine below. A nearly imperceptible tendril of energy beckoned her into the depths. There was a slumbering curiosity, a hazy set of images inviting her to see a cave of stars, to join a choir in a world underneath. To worship at the feet of gods whose names were old before the first crawling thing dared to reach out of the water for sand. It was not awareness. There was a dreamlike quality to the invitation, like a conversation you have while half-asleep that never reaches your conscious mind and fades upon waking. An ask for water or a blanket while your eyes are closed and your mind is off traveling planes beyond.
Verity knew at once that she could bend this power.
Maybe not all of it, but she could split it. Enough of it to fight Earl as equals. She could sing down comets with this power. She could command the slumbering things deep below the mountain with this power. She could wreck and ravage the land if she used this power. She saw it now. Two beings waging a war above a small town in the heart of a valley at the base of a mountain already covered in floodwaters. There would be nothing left, even if she won.
The witch reached out her hand, touching the offered power, then rejected it. She held up her palm to, instead, reflect it back upon the mine. Immediately the ground shook. The walls of the earth cracked and crumbled. Verity saw it clearly in her mind’s eye. It would not be enough to just collapse the mine. She would need to erase it from the earth so that no one could leech any part of its power again. She would need to ensure that Foxfire could return to being a home, that life could strive unencumbered by the will of the mad king. She could not break his contracts, but she could ensure at least he was reduced to his own parlor tricks and futile deals once more, unable to wriggle around them by stealing the magic of one greater than he.
Before her, the ground yielded. The opening in the mountainside collapsed, but then the cracks between the rubble stitched themselves together, sealing up the mine forever. Immediately the rain stopped. Immediately the thunder ceased. The wind died. The dark faded as the sun broke through.
Wasting no time, Verity lay her body over her broom and, once more, took to the air. She fought exhaustion and pain in her leg, gripping the bark of the staff as it hurtled into the sky. To her great shock, she found herself laughing.
Perhaps it was relief or simply her body needing to release nerves. In any case, it was short-lived. She caught her breath and soon enough descended upon a scene in which Gilly was leaning back as Jack rose up on his hind legs to swipe at Earl, who blocked the blow with his staff. Her familiar growled, lashing out with his barbed tail. Beyond them, the bridge had, once again, been destroyed in the gale.
“No,” King Earl cried as Verity approached, landing hard on the ground as her magic gave out. He did not notice, as he was busy grasping at the air, seemingly trying to pull back the tendrils of power he’d been siphoning from the mountain. There was nothing. “No, no, no, no, NO!”
“Something wrong?” asked the witch. Hoping her voice sounded stronger than she felt.
The monster was now slamming the base of the iron staff against the ground. “You!” he howled, swinging the staff as though to hit the witch, but was stopped short by a well-timed swipe of Jack’s tails. “What have you done?”
“Trouble with your staff? You know it took me a while to learn to use this thing, too,” she said, lifting her broomstick. Earl simply seethed.
“Weren’t you just commanding the earth and sky like they were trained dogs?”
“What is your plan now, witch?” snapped the deposed king. “Threaten me with your songs? You can’t banish me. I’m as bound to this place as these ingrates, so what could you do? Hurt me? Maybe try to kill me?”
“Now there’s a thought,” Verity said, reaching inside for her own power, to hold herself aloft and let it crackle around her, to strike fear into the monster before her, but it did not come. She was exhausted, spent. But he didn’t need to know that. Jack stepped a menacing paw forward, snarling while he extended massive, curved claws that could shred the monster in a moment if Verity gave the word.
Earl let out an empty, acidic laugh. “You could try,” he said, then he, too, gathered himself, leaning on his staff. His monstrous body once again heavy without the support of the mountain’s power. “I might die. I might not. I don’t know. I’ve never done it before. I’m not even completely sure I can, owing to the number of deals I had to make to bind myself to greater powers keeping me tied to this place. But what I do know is this: Nearly every person in this town has, in some way, made a deal with me. You’ve seen the Miller man, yes? All tied up nice and happy in his bed of promises to keep that farm of his safe. What happens if you kill me? What happens to all those little people down below if you send me to the great red wagon in the sky?”
“They’ll be freed. You won’t be around, so the contract would be null and void,” Verity said, though there was a tremble in her voice she didn’t quite like that belied a growing uncertainty.
“Most of the time, yes. That would be how the egg cracks, Miss Vox, but many of these people contracted their very soul to me for a mere loaf of bread. How sure are you I won’t drag them with me?” Then, reaching inside his cloak, he pulled out a flannel pouch pierced with a porcupine quill. “How sure are you I won’t drag her with me?”
That was it. That was enough. Verity’s sureness faltered. He was a being that was as much a collection of unnatural contracts as he was a living thing. She had not beaten him, but he had not won. Below her was a town filled with people whose homes had been destroyed, whose few joys had been washed away, and whose tenuous sense of safety had been shattered. It was them she thought of now.
“Alright, Earl,” she said, setting her jaw and summoning up every bit of bravery she could muster. “Let’s make a deal.”

Verity walked down the mountain path alone, weak and stumbling. She’d sent her friends ahead of her, refusing to let them witness what had to happen. Jack had fought her most but ultimately obeyed. Using her broom as a cane, she clutched at her chest as though trying to staunch a gaping wound, but none was visible. Tears streamed down her face. Her mouth twisted up into great howling sobs, but her throat choked down the sound. She’d made her decision, and she would have to live with it. However, the scene she saw once she cleared the trees stopped her cold.
What lay before her was a valley in ruins. Downed trees had been wrecked by wind and dragged across fields by floodwaters. Even at this distance she could tell that Foxfire had all but been washed away. As she got closer to town, she saw bits of roof and wall floating amidst the standing water, which had the distinct stench created when rushing waters dredged up animal carcasses and rotten logs and the detritus of surrounding forest. Using her broom to help her trudge forward, she eventually came upon Edward Gray and his family outside their home assessing the damage.
Perking up, the witch splashed through the water while arranging her face into an expression of eager helpfulness.
“Please,” Verity said, clearing her throat. “Let me fix that.”
“No!” Alley screeched, flinching in surprise at the sudden sight of the witch. “We heard that devil calling your name!”
Edward stepped forward, putting his arm out as though to protect his wife, whose eyes were red and swollen. The body of their horse lay unmoving, half consumed by the flood. His voice bit and ached in equal measure. “You’ve done enough.”
“But I—” Verity began, but Edward cut her off.
“We don’t want your kind of help!” he yelled. “We should never have trusted you in the first place!”
The witch backed away in wordless apology. House to house she went, each time offering aid. Each time the residents looked at her as they had upon their first meeting. Fear. Suspicion. As though she were something venomous they’d allowed in their homes and mistaken for a pet.
Eventually she made her way back to the Greens’ store.
Most of the building had been destroyed, but somehow the tiny porch still stood. Tacita was there, sitting on a wobbly stool, one hand massaging her neck. It took her a while to notice Verity walking up, and when she did, she said nothing. Conflicting emotions of anger and hurt fought a tiny battle across her face. As the witch stepped up out of the water and onto the porch, she nearly collapsed from exhaustion but was able to lean on her broom and turn the fall into a slow descent to sit cross-legged on the soggy wood.
“Gilly and Jack came to get me,” Tacita said dryly. “They’re off with the Hazletts now. I’d offer you a chair, but there isn’t one, though I reckon you can pluck one out that hat of yours.”
An inscrutable expression that might have been hurt or regret flitted across the witch’s face. “I’m fine here,” she said.
There was a chasm of silence as the girl licked her lips and swallowed hard a few times, trying to clear her throat of dryness.
“You left me,” Tacita said quietly. Then, barely containing a sob, “You used your magic on me.”
Her words carried volumes of pain. Betrayal. They were as powerful as any spell Verity could cast. They were lead and sharp glass and walls of thorn.
“I wouldn’t …” Verity started, but didn’t know how to finish. There had been no option. Earl’s contract magic kept her in the most danger. Had he not been distracted, had he a mind, had Tacita been there in his line of fire, a twitch of his staff could have ended her life. How could she ever explain? How could Tacita ever believe her? “I couldn’t … I’d never … I had to leave to save you. If I’d brought you … If I’d stayed—”
“I get it,” Tacita said, cutting her off. “Or I think I get it.”
Quiet draped over them, thick and hot and wet. Tacita’s eyes stared up and into the horizon, her mind dreaming of a land beyond that felt as much a fairy tale as Camelot or Mount Olympus. The pair sat that way for a long time listening to the quiet beats of the floodwaters and the distant sounds of a town assessing its repair.
“I’m sorry,” Verity said after a time. Her words, too, were weighted.
Tacita considered her for a moment, finally looking the witch full in the face. She squinted as if she were looking at her backyard through a screen door, trying to make the screen disappear to see clearly. Whatever she saw satisfied her. The girl took her hand off her neck, reached out, and flicked the brim of the witch’s hat upwards.











CHAPTER 11
A WITCH SINGS TO THE MOON
The first and most obvious repairs were the homes. Roofs were down, walls demolished, and what still stood did so on a rotting foundation. Verity began with the Grays, as theirs had been washed away completely, but when she arrived, Edward Gray chased her from his property with a hammer, despondent at the loss of not just their home but their horse. The last living reminder for them of the time before this isolation. Before Earl. Verity offered again and again to at least speed along the rebuilding, but they wouldn’t hear of it. Tacita watched all of this and, after a few days of it, showed up at the Grays’ early. When Verity arrived, she simply pointed to a stack of boards.
“You should let ‘em see you sweat,” the girl said simply.
It was good advice given twice now in Foxfire. Verity knew better than to ignore repeated lessons from the universe, especially when they came complete with a teacher. It was Tacita who found a runaway mule without a location spell. Tacita who introduced the witch to a saw and planer as they turned logs into lumber. Tacita who helped her pick out the splinters.
One home, then another, then the well houses and sheds.
The witch did offer to work a few minor spells to make the loads lighter or make the materials go further. Each offer was rebuffed, but when nobody was looking, she tried anyway. It was harder. Her magic weaker. She’d fought Earl to a stalemate. Cutting off his access to the mountain meant meeting him on an equal playing field. There was no way of winning, but she would not lose either, so she’d offered him a third solution. She had not realized until faced with the labor of rebuilding what the deal had cost her. What she had lost. Earl had been right about one thing. She did not know what she had until it was gone.
And, so, she followed Tacita’s lead and let them see her sweat.
An isolation had set in, or nearly. While Gilly was lovely and checked in on her constantly, going out of her way to ask Verity to work a bit of magic to help with the cooking or cleaning, she was too ensconced in the community of Foxfire to ever understand what it felt like to be looked at as though through a shop window. A strange and terrible curiosity. Tacita, however, knew the feeling intimately.
Tacita’s story got around as fast as small-town gossip can, which is to say that it seemed as though everyone knew every detail about it—even those details Gilly, Tacita, and Verity had thought they’d kept close. Perhaps her mother had told everyone, enjoying the attention. Perhaps it’s that strange gossip magic. As the town was rebuilt, the question of Why her? resumed. Sisters wanted their brothers back.
Children, their fathers. Many had been lost to the mountain, to Earl, but from their perspective, Verity freed only one of them.
Eventually, autumn came to Foxfire, and with it a number of new beginnings. Most of those beginnings were owed to the fact that, save for the Millers’ home which had been built on a bit of a hill, almost every other home and barn and toolshed and well house had all been destroyed in the flooding. Blessedly, though, once the floodwaters receded and the rebuilding begun, a kind of peace returned to the valley.
“Could you hold still just a danged second?” Tacita grunted. The giant pane of glass in her hand was heavy, and this was the third time today they had attempted to install it. “I’m trying to finagle it into place.”
“It’d go a lot easier if you’d quit your wobbling over there,” Earnest chided. Gilly had roped him into helping, and he’d begun to regret the decision despite his deep and abiding affection for his … well, they hadn’t put any kind of label on things, but nobody would argue with the term sweetheart. “Find the pocket and lay it in. Don’t have to be pretty. We’ll frame it nice later.”
Gardens were replanted and grew without withering.
Horses, cows, pigs, chickens, all creatures great and small that had survived the flood no longer saw their health mysteriously wane. Milk did not sour. Meat was not spoiled. What was fixed stayed fixed, and, better still, the people who lived in the heart of a valley at the base of a mountain could venture safely into certain parts of the woods to cut down trees so that their new homes could be rebuilt sturdier than before.
Yet, not everything, nor, indeed, everyone returned to its previous state—stronger or not. Some people opted for change in the wake of calamity. Mrs. Mason decided she’d had enough of being out on the ridge, alone, watching sunsets and sunrises in a chair reminding her of a husband she had long ago buried in the belly of the mountain. She opted for a home much closer to town, and those who had been fed by her garden in those early spring days were more than eager to help hammer a nail and raise a frame and build her a new home where she could watch the seasons pass in people rather than solely the horizon.
Tacita Tarry had also changed, though she did not feel she had a home to rebuild. She did not want to return to her room in her mother’s house. She said it was because if she was grown enough to get married, she was grown enough to live on her own. Options for doing so in Foxfire were limited, so she moved in with Gilly, who had more than enough space, owing that her family was off beyond the river.
Gilly sewed Tacita’s pants like Mrs. Miller, so that it was easier for her to work the manual labor job of her dreams. Del had come around, of course, but he seemed to finally accept that theirs was never a love story. He and Earnest and Tacita became fast friends, each teaching the others skills and working together to provide carpentry services to the other townsfolk. While Verity’s apartment in the back had somehow survived, the Green’s General Goods storefront had been laid to waste during the flood, which only meant opportunity for Gilly, who was finally turning it into the clothing store she’d always wanted to open. Tacita had built the shelves while Earnest and Del framed out walls and a new roof. Gilly had spent quite a lot of time twisting old chicken wire around former coatracks to create dress forms for display.
No, she would not have a line out the door with paying clients or famous names calling upon her to make some custom couture, but she could give people back a sense of themselves, even if only while trading for yet another basket of Bertha Blackburn’s eggs. This wide picture window at the front of the store would be the last touch before officially opening, excepting for the painted lettering she was insisting needed to be added. It might not be Paris or New York, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t have a bit of class.
“Alright, Del,” Tacita said through lips pinched over a nail held in her teeth. “Toss me that caulk.”
Del, who had been rather enraptured with a passing cloud, jolted back to attention and lobbed it with the force one might use when throwing a bale of hay instead of a tiny tube. It landed on the roof.
Verity, who had been sweeping the newly widened porch in front of the store, looked up and said brightly, “I’ll get it.”
“No,” Gilly said softly. “It’s okay. Del can get it.”
“It’s fine,” Verity said, making a tight-lipped smile. The witch gripped her trusty broom and then set it in the doorway. “I’ll get the ladder.”
“No, really,” Gilly said again, louder this time. “It’s fine.”
“I said I’ll get it.” Verity laughed, though if there was a joke, it wasn’t evident.
It was at that moment that the caulk was grabbed in the clutches of a large crow who swooped down and deposited it in Tacita’s still open hand. The crow then flitted over to land near Verity’s feet, transforming into the familiar form of Jack as an adult shorthair cat.
“See? Problem solved. Nobody needs the ladder,” Verity said, putting her hands out to the side as if to say ta-da. She picked her broom back up and continued sweeping.
A little while later, the new picture window had been installed with a lovely, if simple, frame bordering it.
Verity was off to the side sitting on a stool and picking at a sandwich when Tacita came to join her. She wiped her dirty hands and picked at a splinter before abandoning pretense and flopping onto the dirt, legs straight out like a child. They sat there like that for a long while, watching Gilly carefully paint letters onto the new glass. It was actually the same pane of glass as the last three previous attempts at installation, but each one of those had resulted in a drop that required the witch to sing it back together.
The process was not as easy as it once had been. When Verity arrived in Foxfire, repairing objects—even cursed objects—was the easiest thing in the world. Throughout the summer, she had grown used to working with less magic to draw from, but it still took a lot out of her. Each time she reached inside to pull from her spark of power, she was reminded of how small it had become, how hard even simple spells were these days, and how long it took for that internal well to replenish. The witch wouldn’t have had it any other way. There hadn’t been a choice, or, rather, there had been, but she’d made the right one.
Verity hadn’t realized at first the magnitude of what she had traded for the town’s safety. Earl had, no doubt. He had made enough deals with enough people and entities lurking in the hills, drawn, as he had been, by the lure of the mountain so that he’d bound himself here, unable to leave. The same fate as those he called subjects. She had offered him a way out, or the possibility of a way out. She had offered him power, which was all he ever wanted anyway. The power to come and go as witches do, crossing thresholds and landscapes all the same. To not be bound to this world. It was everything he’d asked for; it wasn’t all of her magic, but it was enough. It was power she had only used to fly and to make moving a bit easier. To pull sandwiches and suitcases out of her hat. She told herself she wouldn’t miss it. King Earl cut it out of her, not with a knife but with magic, which hurt worse somehow.
Just like that, the witch was like every other living thing. Tethered to the ground. Ruled by gravity and the material world. Now, the witch walked. She mended things. She called up struggling plants. She sang healing into animals with illness or injury. She reinforced new buildings. She supported her friends, but despite having very visibly saved the town, there had been a new curtain drawn over her relationship with the people of Foxfire.
They’d seen what those who wield magic could do to them on a bad day if they chose. They’d seen Verity return the lost Tacita, but no lost brothers, fathers, children. They didn’t ask her directly why. They didn’t ask her anything anymore, for the most part. If she showed up to help, they expressed gratitude, but they did not seek her out. Verity’s inner fear had been realized, that she was only wanted, only liked, so long as she was convenient for others. She told herself that her magic had defined her worthiness, thus without it—without all of it—she must be worth less.
Except for Tacita and Gilly and their small circle of friends.
“I’m thinking she should do a whole line of fashions inspired by you,” Tacita finally said, breaking their long silence.
“Oh?” Verity replied listlessly.
“Yeah, but Gilly said there wasn’t enough black dye in the state to make the fabric.” Tacita picked at a pebble, tossing it into the air for want of something to do with her hands.
“That’s the beauty of wearing black,” Verity said while picking at but not eating a bit of sandwich. “You don’t need to buy as many outfits because nobody can tell if you switch them out.”
Tacita let out what, for her, was a dramatic gasp. “Why, Miss Vox, is that a joke? From you? I’d all but given up hope!”
Verity laughed wryly. “I’m practically a basket of chuckles, Miss Tarry, or haven’t you heard?”
After a beat, the witch carefully opened her palm, attempting to feel out the threads of magic keeping the girl alive, her wound from reopening, but Tacita reached out a cold hand and closed it around Verity’s. “I’m fine. Stop poking. When you go poking, I don’t feel fine. I feel like a patient, like that broken doll of mine you patched up.”
Verity complied as the girl considered her for a moment. Verity had gone through a number of ups and downs, clearly fighting an internal struggle to make peace with her decision over the last few months. Today had been a better day than most, but it wasn’t her best. Tacita was always there, though. Where else would she be? Not only did she owe the witch her life back, but they’d become each other’s favorite person in the quick passage of the summer. The only reason Verity smiled at all was Tacita, and the only reason Tacita didn’t race up the hill and dive into the river to escape was Verity.
Just as Tacita was about to respond, Gilly came over and announced, “Well, ladies, that about does it for today. Thanks for all your help. Both of you.”
The phrase had come out automatic and well-intentioned, but it was immediately apparent that the stressed inclusion made the gratitude sound more like pity than anything.
Gilly quickly moved on. “Earnest’s momma was going to fix supper back at my house for everyone. Tacita, she’s making that bean thing you like. Verity, you coming?”
The girl and the witch stood up and shared a glance.
There was a small conversation that took place in the furrowing of brows and the downward brush of eyelashes. Tacita relented.
“I should head out before it gets dark,” Verity said by way of explanation.
“The bean thing is good,” Tacita whined, one last temptation.
“Next time,” Verity said, smiling. It was small but genuine.
“Okay, well, take Jack with you, and don’t stay too long out there again,” Gilly chided, whipping a small towel at her. “Last time, Del had to bring you back in a wheelbarrow. Poor sweet boy doesn’t even have enough muscle in that scrawny body of his to pick you up proper.”
“I’ll be fine,” Verity said, already setting off down the road.
While a few things about Foxfire had changed after the flood, it was still mostly a long, narrow smattering of homes that began near the north end of the valley, tapering off the farther south you went. Beyond the town proper was a stretch of dirt that eventually yielded to acres and acres of lush green grass belonging to the Millers. Gilly’s newly minted clothing shop was near the north end of the town. This hadn’t mattered to Verity when she first arrived in Foxfire. The distance between one end of the valley and the other could be cleared in a matter of minutes if she felt like it on the back of her broom. These days, however, the walk to the Millers’ farm took her nearly an hour, and if she’d wanted to walk to the dark wood beyond the southernmost point of the valley, it would take her twice that.
“You know you don’t have to come out here so often,” Mae said, handing over a tinkling glass of tea. “He’s fine. We’re fine. And I know that walk can’t be fun after a long day.”
This was what Verity had always liked about Mae Miller. She spoke straight. She was insightful and intuitive to a point that made the witch wonder if, indeed, she had a bit more magic in her than most. More than all of it, however, was that she did not tiptoe around Verity’s change in circumstance. There was no Here, let me get that or Don’t bother yourself or I can take it myself tomorrow on the dairy farm. Though, if any of her other friends spoke this way to her, she wasn’t sure she would have handled it as graciously.
When the witch had come to apologize about putting them to sleep, Mae wouldn’t even let her get the words out. The witch’s actions had spoken plenty loud enough for her to know Verity meant well.
“I like being here,” Verity replied simply.
They were standing in Matthew’s bedroom. One of the things Verity did after learning of his condition and twisting the spell to allow him some rest was to come by daily to ensure the magic was holding. There was no getting better, but there was solace that it hadn’t gotten worse.
“This bit here … I think I can,” Verity mumbled to herself.
She was holding her hands out, alternating between humming and disjointed bits of speech, feeling out the knot of curses. She was getting better at feeling the specific threads of Earl’s magic, now that she had to work a bit harder for it. She felt something, perhaps a kind of loosening of the interwoven spells. Maybe it was nothing. Maybe she was trying to convince herself of something that wasn’t there.
Still, she had to try. Verity sang softly, attempting to connect her core of power to the bit of spell in order to try and rip it from the rest, manipulate it. No sooner had she begun than Matthew’s body jerked up in what would have otherwise been a painful twisting of his form.
“Stop!” Mae said, grabbing the witch’s wrists.
“Sorry.” Verity gasped, dropping her hands and stepping away quickly. “I thought I could … I thought.”
“You don’t have to explain. I know,” Mae said, collecting herself. She gripped her husband’s remaining hand and set about placing his body back in its resting position. “I get it, I think. I understand you’re trying to help. To give him peace, give us peace. But, not yet. Not today. I’m not ready. I’m not ready.”
“That wasn’t …” Verity started but didn’t finish. What had she been doing? “There was something that felt, perhaps, as though I could improve his condition. I see I was wrong. I won’t—”
“I said you don’t have to explain,” Mae said, and she meant it. “You’ve been here almost every day for months. I know you care, and I trust you. It’s not like I don’t know what’s at the end of this road, what he really needs. But not yet. Not today.”
After her showdown with Earl, Verity’s habit of walking out several times a week to check up on the Millers’ patriarch served two purposes. The first mentioned previously. The second was to check up on her enemy in the hills.
You see, Verity had made a gamble. She’d bet herself that there was no contract she could propose that would be enough to completely protect the town. No favor she could perform or spell she could cast, which was why she offered up a piece of her power instead. However, that wasn’t the gamble.
King Earl sought out power with reckless abandon, and Verity guessed that if she dangled the correct carrot in front of him in that exact moment, she could both protect the town but also prevent him from terrorizing a new community somewhere else. He’d let slip that in all of those deals he’d made with not just the people of Foxfire, but the devils and demons that had been drawn to the mountains and caves beyond, he’d been bound to this mountain. Bindings work both ways. The witch had gambled that he might enter into a deal from which he couldn’t benefit if he was desperate enough to try. That was why she’d willingly let him cut out that piece of her power that allowed her to part the veil, to break from this plane, to fly.
While witches have many gifts and can perform great wonders, they do not work in contract magic. Contracts deal in absolutes, while a witch’s power is fluid. Witches are middle creatures, existing in no one place at any given time. So, too, is their power. She gambled that her magic and his would not match, that the bit of her power he took would not add to his own but negate it while still holding him bound within the confines of his own deals.
It paid off. She had been right. The moment Earl held her power for himself, he tried to fly and couldn’t. He carved a stang, a broom, held branches of different trees. Nothing. He tried to part the veil and walk between worlds, a feat not even Verity had attempted, but it would not budge for him. His own magic had worked against him, but she had honored her agreement and thus the people were safe.
For now.
You see, Verity was smart, but Earl was no fool either. He’d added three caveats to their deal. The first she’d expected: He would not allow the rebuilding of the bridge, and any attempt to try would immediately violate their contract. That was fine in her eyes. It bought her time to think of a new plan. The second was that his agreement would remain in place as long as she stayed in Foxfire. Which meant peril awaited the town come spring when she would be forced to move on.
The third was that he’d kept Tacita’s heart. He assumed the witch would use her remaining time to come for him again. This assured his safety in the mountain.
For the time being, Verity checked up on Matthew, to see if any part of the curses had lessened, to see if in the absence of the mountain’s magic amplifying Earl’s innate abilities, there was a waning of the stronghold placed upon his body and soul. Something she could use to free him. And, in doing so, begin to find a way to turn Earl’s own magic against him and liberate the town once and for all.
“Stay for supper,” Mae said as they left her husband upstairs and returned to the kitchen. It wasn’t a question nor a command. It was a pleading. Though whether it was to assuage her loneliness or out of concern for Verity’s well-being, it is impossible to truly say, but she allowed Verity to believe it was the former all the same. “Del’s where you should be, off eating dinner with your friends. Only me tonight.”
“I brought my own.” The witch took off her hat automatically and reached inside, forgetting herself for a moment. Not being able to traverse worlds meant the tiny portal in her hat disappeared as well. Instead, she fluffed the inside of the cone as though that had been her purpose.
Mae smiled and turned to go dig in her kitchen. “Full moon tonight, right?”
“Yes, that’s right,” Verity replied.
Cupboards banged as Mae whirled around her kitchen, and suddenly, there was a small basket with a towel over it. “I know you have your little cakes or whatever that you usually make, but I don’t have any of that. What I do have are some biscuits I made too many of this morning, thinking Del was gonna want a big breakfast before working all day. Then he got up before I did. So you have those, a little jug of milk, and a bunch of different berries I got when I was visiting with Mrs. Mason today.”
“I don’t think—” Verity began, but Mae cut her off.
“Won’t hear it. You’re skin and bones lately, Verity, and while I know you’re going through something right now—which you have every right to—I won’t have you neglecting yourself like this.” The imperious woman handed her the basket, then put an arm around her as though to hug her, which was odd, as Mae Miller did not hug anyone. Ever. She said in a soft voice, “Nourish yourself, so you’ll have the strength to find yourself.”
Verity accepted the basket, nodding in gratitude but unable to find words. She did not immediately return to town, to her room in the back of Gilly’s shop. Instead, she went out into the fields. Some of the cows noticed her and noisily welcomed her amongst their number. Her fingers found their way absentmindedly to the soft space around their ears to give them a few obligatory scratches before moving on.
The witch came to rest on a wide bit of rolling field that was still technically within the bounds of the Millers’ farm while still being distant enough that she wouldn’t be disturbed by the domestic sounds of home or barn or the occasional livestock interference. She laid the basket down and sat cross-legged in the grass. Jack had not, in fact, been brought along, which likely would annoy Gilly once she realized. But the witch wanted to do this bit alone.
She needed to do this bit alone.
Someone has probably described the moon as hanging in the sky to you at one time or another. That it appeared like a bulbous pearl above the world. A jewel. A skull. All sorts of visual descriptions and epithets have been applied to the moon in literature and song. In turn, you’ve probably wondered how, while looking up from your back porch or the limits of your city, someone could ever describe our world’s closest astral body as something so large, so pure, so near. But if you could see how the Hunter’s Moon looked to Verity Vox as she sat atop the gentle rolling back field of Mae Miller’s dairy farm, you would never question such descriptions again except to say they were insufficient.
Because, indeed, on that chilly autumn night, the moon hung, bulbous and dripping with a stygian iridescence. It was a treasure pulled from a creature who would have hoarded its beauty until the universe was a freezer and all life had long ago ceased. The heart of that valley at the base of that mountain far from artificial light and the distraction of late-night revelry turned the sky into a work of art that the witch could peer at and examine and project onto and in turn be transformed by. Neither you nor I can rightly feel the moonlight as witches can, though there may have been times in your life you’ve come close. A small tickling up the arm, a grace of cold rushing down your neck, the sound of soft tinkling somewhere just out of earshot. A beckoning. A balm.
Closing her eyes, the witch spent a long time inhaling the breath of the universe, quietly smelling stars whose light will not reach our view until each of us and all of our children’s children have long since rejoined the dirt. She exhaled bits of herself, giving her unease, her restlessness, her doubt back in return. She continued on in this fashion, stilling her mind and quieting her spirit, until she felt ready.
However, the witch was not alone on that hillside, not really. While her mind expanded outward, as her awareness reached ever farther, there was no ignoring the ceaseless thrumming that was the heartbeat of the mountain. Below her, around her, for miles and miles until the horizon swallowed it up, the mountain, too, beckoned. It remembered that moment in which the witch had struck up a conversation, the moment the mountain asked her a question, and most certainly remembered the moment she stepped away without giving an answer. It wasn’t loud, exactly, but it was present. As the sky above called to her, so too did the mountain below. This call she ignored.
Finally, the witch went within to find her own core of power. This was not a place she liked to visit consciously anymore because, at each examination, she hated the feelings of regret and loss that came up. She’d done the right thing.
She’d saved others. She’d acted selflessly, yet she could not help but mourn the loss of her power, the part of her that she thought made her a witch. So she’d taken to coming here, each dark and full moon, to sing and to call and to cry and to reconnect as her foremothers and fathers had done in ages past when witches had yet to take to the sky.
Verity sang, except there were no words. She intoned scales, using the breath of the universe to sustain long, sorrowful notes. She tiptoed up and down octaves as felt most natural. There was no plan or musical structure being followed. This was a keening, a wail, a plea to the universe to give back what she’d given. Minutes turned to hours, and her song did not cease until all at once she felt it.
Everything. She was everything. With a jerking tear, her body arched and twisted in a way that an onlooker would believe was breaking her spine. She did not stop singing. The moon, the stars, the rabbit eating a bit of dandelion five miles away, the stew simmering on Gilly Green’s stovetop, the corpse of a robin being consumed and turned into nitrogen near the roots of a sweet gum tree. The witch saw it, heard it, felt it, was it, all of it in turn, all at once.
Water bubbled up from the nearby mountain stream, promising the gift of transformation to those who know how to ask. Here, a root that could tie a liar’s tongue in knots. There, a tiny shrub that could command a bear. If only she knew how to ask, but she was still learning and unlearning. Hers had been a craft built on aiming a great river of magic at a problem and letting it sort itself out with a bit of guidance. Now, it must be one of cunning, of precision, of knowing how to ask the right questions.
It is a common misconception that witches themselves have power, that each face underneath a black hat is a walking, talking hydroelectric dam burdened with the task of holding back their own tide. This is not the case. Instead, they are, each of them, a human bridge. Their skeleton is a pathway between our world and worlds beyond, their spirits a tunnel through which power can be summoned and re-formed and laid out upon the earth. The spark of power inside of them, inside all things, is merely their access point of connection, allowing them to come and go as they please. As Verity enacted this ancient rite of communion, her diminished spark increased ever so slightly.

 “Ohhhh, you’re in troubllllle,” a gentle voice said, playfully elongating the words. From somewhere out in the warm, dark void Verity had found herself in, a rough tongue appeared and licked her face.
The witch woke to find Tacita standing over her wearing overalls, a thick flannel, and boots, hand over her eyes to shield her from what seemed to be the late morning sun. Jack sat on her chest in the form of a kitten, licking her face. Upon seeing her wake, he leapt down to the grass, pouring himself like liquid smoke back into his usual adult form.
“What did I do now?” Verity asked, taking Tacita’s offered hand to stand up. She immediately felt chilly in the crisp October air.
Red hair fell in exasperation. She’d been carrying a thick blanket with her in anticipation of the cold, which she wrapped around Verity as she started listing the witch’s various wrongs.
“First, you go off all night—again—without taking Jack—again—after you expressly promised you wouldn’t—”
“Again. I know. I know,” Verity said, cutting her off. “But Tass, I have to do this. At the end of my year, I’m going to have to leave here, and if what awaits me in the next town is even half of what I’ve experienced in these last six months, I cannot sit around waiting and hoping that one day I’ll get back what I’ve lost. Add to that Earl is still out there! What if—”
“Okay, now, okay,” Tacita soothed, reaching out and pulling Verity in for a hug. “Let’s not spin ourselves into a tizzy over things that haven’t happened and may not happen, or that did happen and we can’t undo, alright?”
This was the part of Verity’s story Tacita least liked to hear. The part where, in about six months, she would be leaving. How that was going to happen was still anyone’s guess, but the home their little group had made in the rebuilt Foxfire felt tenuous at the prospect of Verity’s absence. Who would she be without her? She couldn’t ask her to stay, and she couldn’t go with her because of ancient coven rules she kept forgetting to learn about in full except that they meant her favorite person was only here for a short time.
“The Hazletts are having some big to-do tonight,” Tacita said. “Pretty sure Ernie is gonna propose.”
“That’s tonight?” Verity asked absentmindedly, pulling herself out of the embrace and reaching for the basket of day-old biscuits. “Haven’t they had three dinners where he was supposed to propose?”
“Yeah, but maybe fourth time is the charm. Since Gilly’s family isn’t here right now, they invited us. She told us yesterday, but I don’t think you heard.” Verity bit into the hard surface of the biscuit, which had an unpleasant crunch, but was surprised that the interior was still pillowy. She didn’t say anything in response, owing to feeling embarrassed at her lack of remembering her best friend’s invitation. Tacita continued, “Anyways, I was thinking of bringing my mom along? Maybe?”
That shook Verity out of her stupor. “Your mom? Really? That’s big.”
They began walking the long path through the field that led back to town. Tacita gestured to the mountains rising around them. “It’s big, yeah, but if this is going to be my life, I’ve got to start making some peace with it. You know?”
“Why would you …?” Verity began but stopped herself. Instead, she said, “You should be able to dream bigger, to have whatever life you want.”
“I should,” Tacita echoed quietly. They both held a part of the basket handle, carrying it between them. “But, hey, it’s a life! Right? It’s a lot better than I might’ve had. You gave us that. Who knows? Maybe some brave idiot will make it up the way and find that folks from outside remembered we were here? Maybe they’re already working on building the bridge from their side? Until then, we have food and people and safety. That’s not nothing.”
“It’s not nothing,” Verity replied, the words feeling like the hollow lie they were. “But you should have more. You should have options. You should be able to leave if you want, for school or a long trip or just to go see what the other towns down the mountain have to eat that’s different than here.”
“Probably the same stuff, just more brown.” Tacita laughed.
“Probably so,” Verity said lightly. “But still.”
The two young women walked as a black cat bounded between them, becoming a cricket and a hummingbird and a fly and a goat, much to their delight. Somewhere else, far enough away that you wouldn’t chance upon the location easily, but not so far that it wouldn’t keep you up at night if you knew where it was, there was a thin-skinned clawed hand gripping a branch of pine. It rubbed a muddy oil all over it that included bits of plants and urine and blood of newborn animals. This was the one. This was the right formula. It had to be. This power couldn’t stay locked away forever.
A harsh voice that sounded like the hissing of acid melting bone muttered verses over the branch, etching rough symbols into the wood as it went. Satisfied at the work, the branch was held aloft and a word of power was spoken. Nothing happened. More verses spilled out from misshapen lips that no longer hid behind a featureless mask that had been discarded alongside numerous other objects. Black obsidian mirrors lay cracked. Dark bowls that had been filled with water under a dark moon were shattered. Wands. Knives. Dolls.
Innumerable objects thought to aid in flight of the body or flight of the spirit between worlds scattered about. Useless, each of them.
Earl tried every incantation he knew, but the branch yielded nothing. There was no pull of wind that might lift him into the air. There was no parting of the veil that would allow him to travel great distances in a moment. Nothing but a slight tug from all the little threads that existed if you knew how to look. A howl went up, long and loud and filled with rage. Nightjars flew up in terror but were quickly pulled back to their places as though a tether yanked at their legs.
Tacita was describing what life might be like in a town by the ocean when Verity thought she heard the cry of birds. She turned and was about to look over her shoulder when she realized the sound hadn’t been in her ears. It was her spark, her connection to the universe, that had for the briefest of moments warned her that her job was not done. Oddly enough, the witch smiled and gripped the basket tighter, her feet only barely touching the grass.







CHAPTER 12
A GIRL GOES TO THE MOUNTAIN
The snow that year came late, but it made up for lost time when it did. Winter was made up of thick, wet flakes that never quite settled themselves into a pristine blanket. Skies were gray and winds were harsh, yet, for the first time most of the residents of Foxfire could remember, they didn’t care. Food was abundant. They had used the remainder of the summer to grow as much as they could, aided quietly by Verity who did as much as they would allow. There was not a single belly that went without. Holidays were celebrated merrily, and the new year was rung in with genuine joy. Hope had returned to the valley.
Verity could not help but be reminded at every turn that, however much she’d given back to this community, it was only a half measure. Traditions were revived and with them came memories of those who’d moved away or traveled or had gone in desperation to the King. Loss and hope were bittersweet notes in the same chord to a witch whose power rests in song. Tacita felt the gazes on her back, the implied questions of why her and why not someone else. It had not gone unnoticed how close the girl and the witch were, and while nobody ever said anything directly to either of them, word had gotten around—as word does in a small town—that perhaps there was a reason why Tacita had been chosen and their loved ones had not. As though choice had ever been a factor.
Subtext had not been made text until one night at dinner when Verity, Gilly, Tacita, Earnest, and their various extended families had all been gathered for yet another dinner at which it was strongly hinted that the young Miss Green and Mister Hazlett might finally get engaged. Theny Hazlett, Earnest’s mother, had been chewing the same bite of potato in the back of her mouth for a long time, so long there couldn’t have been anything left of it, all the while staring holes into Verity. Everyone noticed. Everyone ignored it. Until Theny broke her silence, and the situation couldn’t be ignored any longer.
“So why ain’t you brought Phoebe back yet?” Theny asked, letting her wrist droop, casually aiming a fork in the witch’s direction.
Nobody said anything, but every eye looked to Verity.
Waiting. It was a question that, despite the respect or goodwill they may have had towards the witch, they shared as well.
“I—I’m not sure—” Verity began, but Theny cut her off.
“Not sure? You don’t know why you ain’t done it?” Theny snapped, her face hard like the mountain itself.
“No, it’s not that,” Verity said, and rushed out the rest of the words so she couldn’t be interrupted. “It was an accident. Tacita. Finding her. I still don’t really know how it happened, and I don’t think—”
Theny snorted. “All that witchin’ we’ve seen you do, and you mean to tell me you don’t know how you brought a dead girl back to life?”
“She wasn’t dead!” Verity replied, not realizing until too late she’d raised her voice. “That I know for sure. I’m still working on, well, the rest of it.”
Theny was about to launch into a full-blown tirade, but Gilly shot Earnest a look who piped up in the nick of time. “Momma, now that’s enough,” he said in his slow, sweet, reedy voice.
Gilly took the opportunity to look around the table, somehow gathering everyone’s gaze before returning to Verity. “We know you’re trying. We see what you’ve done.”
Gilly had spoken and the table let it be. Not many could stand up to Theny Hazlett, and therefore anyone that did immediately engendered respect. Theny’s sister, Phoebe, had been one of the first people lost to the mountain, lost to Earl. Her husband had succumbed to a terrible sickness that had been lingering in his lungs since his days working in the mines only a few years before the traveling magician had shown up. She’d been angry and lost, and after Earl had been run out of town, she went off in search of a deal of her own to leave Foxfire and never return. She’d gotten her wish.
It had been a complete accident, the finding and freeing of the lost girl. Verity had tried in vain to offer this as a rebuttal to the occasional grumbling that reached her ears, but an entire community of people had seen her humble the mad magician who had terrified them for years. They’d seen her sing barren soil back to life. To them, there was no world in which she could accidentally summon someone back from beyond the veil.
Tough as it was to hear, angry as it made her, unfair as it seemed, the witch could not help feeling like they had a point. Despite it all being unintentional, she had not made much of an effort to free the remaining souls under Earl’s thrall, if indeed they could be freed. Which she didn’t know.
Because she hadn’t tried.
At first, it was because she genuinely hadn’t thought to do so, then there was the fear of overstepping and possibly crossing Earl by breaking their contract. Yet here Tacita was, and her presence had not caused the world to fall apart. A fact that time had helped settle in the minds of the people of Foxfire. Full bellies and an absence of fear have a way of inspiring grace and forgetting all about why you blamed victims in the first place.
All the while the witch wandered the fields as the moon waxed and waned. Under snowfall, she wrapped herself in blankets and sang from moonrise until moonset. Rain, wind, none of them kept her from her task, though they worried her friends. Eventually, she relented and took Jack with her to keep their concern at bay. She relearned the mysteries of plants and poisons, knowledge she’d set aside as unnecessary given her specialized magic. She found the specific secret energies contained in the gifts of the natural landscape and became more familiar with their use. She even surprised herself when experiments on white bergamot resulted in summoning the bees back to the valley of Foxfire. Veils may have closed to her, and the sky may no longer have been her roadway, but she was more determined than ever to prove herself.
And she did.
Each time she rose stronger than the time before. Each time her inner spark grew. What she was building this power for she couldn’t rightly say, but she knew that at the end of this road was a bridge and no king would stand in her way when the time came.
Today, however, was not the last day of Verity’s year in Foxfire. Right now, the witch was in the front of Gilly’s dress shop, looking out through the large picture window between the letters that read GREEN CLOTHING—a moniker Gilly immediately regretted after literally everyone who read it asked why none of the dresses in the window were green—as the last of the snow was melting and the first flowers poked through, signaling spring was near. It had been a busy day, owing to the fact that the town had never had a proper clothing store before, and everyone was placing orders for bright colors and lightweight linen, all in anticipation of the coming season. It helped that Verity had charmed a sewing machine to stitch panels together in the blink of an eye and given her friend a fabric closet that would provide any type of material in any color and pattern she asked for.
She stood in the window, flanked by beautiful dresses, and let out a contented sigh. Things were good. She needed to enjoy these moments where things were good. Verity picked up her broom and sang as she swept, or, rather, hummed an informal, melodic series of notes that sounded like the kind of thing you’d hope might play in the background as you picnicked in a field of wildflowers. Under her sway, the shop came to life. There were shirts that had been haphazardly thrown across a changing screen in the corner that picked themselves up, folded themselves neatly, and floated over to newly built shelves to shove themselves by size order into the right stacks. Unused pins from an earlier alteration shimmered in the afternoon light as they danced through the air to find a home in Gilly’s pincushion.
Jack, who had been unceremoniously woken from an all-time great nap in the window when the scarves he was lying on jerked out from underneath him, chased after them as they folded and refolded themselves, battling it out to be at the top of the pile. Her own black hat, which had been left on the counter next to the unused cash register, flew off to find a home on an empty coat hook.
“All the things I’ve seen you do, and this is still the one I’ve never gotten used to,” Gilly said as the tinkling of the new bells chimed overhead, signaling her entry. “You know, last night as I was doing the washing up after supper, I tried to do a little magic myself, since you said everyone has a little in them.”
“How’d that go?” Verity asked, smiling while keeping her eyes on her sweeping.
“I broke three plates,” Gilly announced, holding up a bucket that, judging by the sounds of rattling from within, ostensibly held the remains of the plates. The witch would fix them right as rain later. The shop owner kicked her boots off, which were caked in the melting gray sludge that accumulates when winter gives way to spring and all the world is muddy slush. “You should probably know that Earnest’s momma is coming by for a fitting once we lock up.”
There was a moment when Verity’s rhythm was interrupted, when she seemed to freeze in place, but if you blinked at just the right time it would have looked like nothing happened. “Theny’s coming around? I thought her dress was finished?” Verity’s voice was a bit too high suddenly.
“It is,” Gilly said, trying to find something to keep her hands busy so as not to make the situation awkward. She ended up grabbing an already folded scarf, unfolding it, and then making a big show of folding it back. “She’s wanting something for an event.”
“What kind of event?”
“A wedding kind of event.”
Verity dropped her broom and spun around. “He didn’t!”
“He did!” Gilly squealed, holding her left hand out to reveal a simple slender gold band. “Finally! Thought I was gonna have to get down on my own danged knee and ask myself to marry me. Of course we’re gonna have to have the ceremony quick, which is why she needs a new dress.”
“Why quickly? You always said you wanted to get married in the fall when the mountain is all gold and pretty.” Verity picked her broom back up and hung it on a little hook kept by the door that had a tiny witch’s hat carved into it.
“Well, you know,” Gilly said, but Verity didn’t know. “We want you to be there. I want you to be there, and it’s already spring.”
The sobering reality of time swept over the witch. It would soon, indeed, be time for her to leave again, though she still had a bit of time left. Enough to set a few things right or die trying.
“Listen, you and I are gonna celebrate properly later, but for right now, Theny is coming over and …” Gilly let her words trail off.
“Actually, tonight I’m—” But Verity did not get to finish her sentence, as right at that moment Theny Hazlett walked through the front door, sending the tiny bells tinkling.
“Gilly, honey, I hope I’m not too early, but—oh, Miss Vox. It’s you.” Theny took a long, languid look up and down the layers of black covering Verity’s frame before saying, “How nice.”
There are entire novels that could be written, treatises drafted, endless lectures created all about what a certain kind of woman from a certain part of the world means when they say certain innocuous phrases such as How nice or Bless your heart or Isn’t that lovely. None of them would come close to covering all of the many facets and layers of social positioning and meaning conferred in that handful of syllables, but Verity could almost physically feel each and every ounce of it as Theny Hazlett looked her up and down and said How nice.
“Mrs. Hazlett,” Verity replied, gulping, then for reasons she would never be able to fully comprehend, she suddenly curtsied.
Verity Vox had never curtsied in her entire life, but in that moment, it was all she could think to do. Even Jack stopped berating the scarves and stared at her, completely baffled.
“Hard at work fixin’ the town’s problems, are you?” Theny sneered through a smile, her eyes looking at the witch’s empty hands and back up into her face.
Sounds came out of Verity’s mouth that might have been the beginning of words, possibly even, if she were very lucky, entire, full sentences, but at that exact moment she was interrupted yet again by the doorbells. This time, however, they were nearly knocked off the wall as the front door slammed open, shoving Mrs. Hazlett out of the way as a mop of russet-colored hair came barreling in the front door.
“V! There you are!” Tacita gasped. She was sweating buckets, her clothes soaked in it, breathing heavily as she wiped hair out of her face. Some kind of bucket was in her left hand, but realizing they weren’t alone, she immediately backed up and shoved her hand out of sight.
“Excuse you, young lady!” Mrs. Hazlett barked.
“Sorry, miss. Hey, Gilly,” Tacita said, waving a hand half-heartedly but not bothering to look. Gilly mirrored the same shocked, half-hearted wave. Tacita was careful not to fully enter the building and used her body to block Mrs. Hazlett from view. “V, can I borrow you for a moment?”
“Whatcha got there?” Mrs. Hazlett asked, attempting to peer behind Tacita’s back.
Gilly, Tacita, and Verity all exchanged puzzled glances where each of them meant something that wasn’t exactly understood by the other, but everyone understood that whatever conversation needed to take place should happen away from Theny Hazlett.
“Coming!” Verity chimed. The witch immediately turned and grabbed for her hat and broom and hastily bid farewell. “So good to see you. Gilly, congratulations again. I’m truly over the moon about, well, all of it. Can’t wait to celebrate with you properly. I have to go see a girl about a mountain. I mean a mountain about a bird. I mean … Hey there, Tacita!”
Gilly sputtered a hasty, confused goodbye which was cut off by the door shutting quickly behind the witch. On the way out, she could have sworn she heard something like “If she were a real witch, this town would have doubled its population again,” but she didn’t respond. She was also fairly certain that that math didn’t add up. A crow landed on her shoulder and squawked at her angrily.
“Jack!” Verity said in surprise. “Sorry, buddy. I got a bit flustered back there. So, Tass, what’s …?”
Tacita grabbed Verity’s hand and hurtled them both around the corner of the building. Something chittered in the girl’s left hand, but what it was the witch couldn’t rightly see. The crow melted into liquid smoke which curled its way down her skirt and transformed into a larger than normal black cat. The witch was getting a bit tired of not being able to complete a full sentence. Tacita looked around conspiratorially.
Upon finding that they were not being watched, she pressed up close to Verity’s face and said, “I think I have something important. And you’re either going to be really excited or really mad at me for having it, and so before I show you, I need you to decide you’re not going to be the second one.”
Verity made a confused, offended face, then tried to look at what Tacita was now holding behind her back. “This is silly, what do you—?”
“Promise me!” Tacita said, bending to put her face in front of Verity’s, beaming a brilliant smile as she did. This was not a face that allowed for anger.
“Okay, fine, I promise,” Verity said, crossing her arms. “But I would like it noted that I am promising so under duress.”
“I’m not wearing a dress,” Tacita quipped. “Alright, so I was out in the woods with the boys earlier today, chopping a few trees because we’re looking at repairing the big barn out at Del’s, and when they took a break for some lunch, I kind of went wandering off.”
Verity was about to express admonishment or shock, as Tacita had been quite scared of the woods, but Tacita shushed her. “No, let me finish. I know it’s dumb to wander off there, but the boys were with me, and I didn’t think we were very close to the bad part. Anyway, it doesn’t matter because I found something out there and came straight back here with it, and I think you’ll want it.”
With that, Tacita swung her arms around to reveal an old bucket from the Millers’ farm that had been covered with a towel. Something inside chittered weakly but angrily.
Puzzled, Verity reached up and lifted the towel to look inside, then immediately dropped the towel. Her hand flew to her mouth to muffle her gasp, then she, too, began looking around wildly as Tacita had done to ensure they were not being watched.
“Is that …?” Verity whispered.
“I didn’t know for sure, but based on your reaction, I would say so,” said Tacita.
Verity lifted the towel again, slower and more gingerly this time. Inside there was a small bird with an injured wing. It was dark, nearly black, with a speckled pattern in shades of deepest golden brown. On its head were upturned feathers that looked like horns. It had a long, squat body and the piercing, featureless black eyes of a demon.
“That’s a nightjar,” Verity said, and Jack, wanting a better look, leapt up into the air and transformed into its mirror image. He perched on the side of the metal bucket and stared down at the bird. “That has to be one of Earl’s nightjars. He must’ve thought it died somehow and didn’t bother to check, but how on earth did …?”
The witch’s babbling stream-of-consciousness speech became internal as she started performing magical calculations in her head. It had probably crossed a Hidebehind in one of the trees. If it wasn’t that, it could’ve been any number of things, even an errant hawk if birds of prey had decided there was enough prey in the valley again to return. All the creatures drawn to the mountain must sense Earl was weaker now and were encroaching on his old territory. Still, she was uneasy. Could Earl be watching them through the nightjar somehow? Was this a plan of his? Either way, could she afford to pass up this opportunity even if all those things were true?
While she was thinking, Tacita explained. “I was walking around, really just enjoying being a real person in the woods instead of a ghost, and then I heard it crying out. As soon as I saw it, I wrapped it in a shirt and made for the Millers’ since it was close, where I grabbed the bucket and came straight to you. What do we do? Should I have left it?”
“No, no,” Verity said, still thinking. “You did the right thing. Thank you. Actually, I think this might, maybe, possibly, could be, potentially, the solution for a lot of problems. Or, well, one big problem.”
Now Verity took the bucket in her hands and began leading the way with Tacita quickly in tow.
“What problem?” Tacita asked.
“Everyone.”
The young women walked in silence up behind the road that led to Gilly’s house and into the hills to the west. There was a modest-sized clearing where many trees had been felled years ago to build some of the first homes in Foxfire. It was here that Verity had made a makeshift workspace so that she could begin working magic while being on the mountain, though nowhere near its most potent location. She’d carved a number of symbols and circles into various stumps here and there that helped her focus her magic and get back a tiny bit of the power she’d lost.
Afternoon began to fade to twilight, but Verity sang words of power, and suddenly, it was as though there were hundreds of points of light hanging in the surrounding trees. Candle flames without wicks or wax. She set the pail containing the nightjar down on the biggest stump, with Jack now inside of the pail, cuddled next to the bird in the form of a sleeping kitten. There was a good chance he was trying to channel healing energy into the bird’s broken wing. There was an equally good chance he had completely fallen asleep.
“What’re you gonna do?” asked Tacita.
“That,” Verity began, then leaned back on her hip and stuck her chin in her hands, “is a very good question. I think the most obvious thing to do is to transform them back into a person.”
“You’re sure they’re a person?” Tacita asked, peering closer at the bird that stared back with its eternally black eyes that reflected the glow of candlelight.
“Well, no, but something about the energy in this thing doesn’t feel like it’s supposed to be a bird. And they follow Earl around like they’re bound to him somehow, so they have to be something other than what they look like. Right?”
“Sure,” Tacita said confidently, with the air of someone used to being consulted on the metaphysics of transformation magic. “Definitely.”
“So, it stands to reason,” continued Verity, now intently looking from the bird to the position of the stars beginning to dot the sky, then back to the bird, then licking her finger and sticking it in the wind, “all those other birds must also be people he’s transformed. All we have to do is change them back.”
“That something you can do?” Tacita asked, scratching the back of her head.
“I helped rebuild the front half of Gilly’s shop with a handful of splinters and a couple of fallen trees,” Verity replied, her excitement briefly giving way to overconfidence. She stared intently at the bird and cracked her knuckles. “But if you’re asking if I’ve ever actually transformed a bird into a person or vice versa, that would be a no.”
“Wait, didn’t you turn us into geese?” Tacita interrupted.
“A goose isn’t technically a bird,” Verity replied quickly, not willing to admit the wrong. She continued, “Anyway, every—”
“Every experience is a learning experience when you’re a witch in training,” Tacita finished for her. She’d heard the phrase a hundred times at least. “What can I do to help?”
Verity closed her eyes and began creating the latticework of intentions required to fuel her spell. “Get Jack.”
Tacita reached into the bucket and, to no one’s surprise, found that the familiar had, indeed, been asleep the entire time, while the witch set to work. Verity saw the nightjar in her mind’s eye, felt the little, tenuous threads of magic wrapping around its squat body, and formed an invitation in her mind to return to human form. Since she didn’t know exactly which human was currently in the shape of a bird before her, she couldn’t be as specific as she’d like, but she felt confident enough in her magical ability by now that it didn’t worry her. It was a bit odd to her how little magic there actually was keeping the bird in its current form. Such tiny threads around its tiny body. They should twist for her easily.
Verity sang.
Night bird, night bird, chatter and flee,
Turn up thy tail, and fly away free.
The energy she needed came much more readily to Verity now. Before her deal with Earl, drawing on her spark had been so second nature that she hadn’t ever had to be very good to use it. There was no need for skill because she could simply bowl over whatever she was working on with waves of power.
But now, she was selective. Discerning. And smart enough not to do it alone, to draw from the natural world around her that held its own secrets and connection to the source of all things. It wasn’t simply a drawing of energy from the trees around her, it was a homing in on the property of strength from the hardwoods that gave a basis for the work so that it was not feeble, so that it could hold. A weathered rock she’d gathered from the creek carried a transformative energy she had previously overlooked. These specificities allowed her a more surgical precision in her magic, which allowed her to waste less time building up the spell itself.
Night bird, night bird, if you would be true,
I shall see someone soon,
and that someone is you.
The bird in the box stilled. Its eyes closed as tiny tendrils of magic appeared in the air, reaching out to encircle the long dark feathers. These tendrils lifted the bird into the air as gently as if large, warm hands had picked it up. The bird didn’t move as its feathers fluttered in the slight breeze of Verity’s song. She saw it all in her mind. The person trapped inside the body of the bird. She saw the bird becoming a person again. She repeated the song, slowly pulling at the threads of magic binding the person in the form when suddenly a new image shoved itself into her mind. Flashes of black and the smell of cold earth and a sky of stars set against stone. And something else. Something in the dark. Something waiting. Something looking directly at her.
Verity gasped, her eyes flew open, and the bird fell out of the air. Jack leapt out of Tacita’s arms, transforming into a dog to gently catch the bird in his mouth, setting it back down safely, then rejoining it as a tiny black bird. The nightjar was quite shaken. As soon as her spell had broken, its eyes had flown open, and it began to thrash around, one broken wing flapping uselessly.
“What happened?” Tacita cried, stepping up and putting one hand on Verity’s shoulder while peering into the bucket to look at the bird. “Are you okay? That didn’t seem to … work?”
The witch was surprised because she was breathing as though she’d just sprinted across the valley and back again, her heart racing. “I … I don’t … know, exactly.”
“Do you wanna try again?”
“I’m … I’m not … sure.” Verity took one deep breath to center herself and calm down. “I’m not sure trying again would make any difference.”
“Why’s that?”
The witch and the girl looked at one another, and Verity decided on something which she almost immediately regretted. She chose to lie. “I don’t know.”
Verity took the bird back to her room in the back of Gilly’s shop, saying goodbye to Tacita when they passed the Green house. She sat on her bed a good long while watching Jack bathe the bird, which wore an expression of extreme consternation about the entire matter but nevertheless did not fight it.
Perhaps a different transformation spell was called for, or perhaps it was somehow a type of binding. Maybe the person was bound to the bird, though that didn’t make a lot of sense. She would be able to see a person bound to a bird, or at least see the magical binding. However, Tacita had been bound to that chimney, and she hadn’t seen it exactly.
Over the coming days, Verity took every possible moment she could to escape to her private workspace, sometimes accompanied by Tacita, but more often than not she was by herself. Every day, she brought different implements with her. Scissors she’d enchanted to cut a magical binding cord. Two candles with an adjoining wick that she burned to sever the connection between person and bird. There were different combinations of songs and intentions as well. The best she’d managed to do was, blessedly, fix the bird’s wing, though that hadn’t been difficult once she’d set her mind to it. But as to how to transform the bird back to its rightful form, or, as she was becoming increasingly concerned, whether the bird was in its rightful form, she was utterly stumped.
And time was running out.
Soon enough it was the first day of spring, and the entire town of Foxfire decided to show up for it. Years had gone by without the entire community coming together to celebrate anything, but with full bellies and strong foundations, it was decided that there should be a spring festival. Verity had been invited as well, though that had more to do with the fact that it was held in one of the Millers’ pastures. Still, her presence wasn’t entirely unwelcome. It had been many months since that awful storm.
Long picnic tables were built. Family recipes were dug out and put on display. Of course, this year was especially different, as Gilly Green had managed to provide new outfits for anyone who wanted one.
“Oh my gosh, V, you really, really have to try the bean thing,” Tacita said through chipmunk cheeks and a full mouth. She was sitting across from Verity dressed in lilac linen pants with a crisp matching shirt, leaning back to make room for more of the bean thing as she enthusiastically offered her plate to the witch.
Verity, also wearing a new dress with layers of black in complementary lightweight fabrics and beading down the bodice, looked at the girl’s plate. The bean thing looked whiter and lumpier than any food should look. “Tacita, you are very funny and strong-willed and kind and all sorts of brilliant things, but there is no power I know that could compel me to eat that.”
“Sure is no accounting for taste, dear,” said Theny Hazlett, the maker of said bean thing, who had just so happened to be walking behind Verity at that exact moment.
Blood rushed out of Verity’s face, but she did not turn around. Tacita curled her lips inside her teeth, bugging her eyes out as she did. Neither of them said anything. Theny moved on quickly, harrumphing with superiority. Once she was gone, they fell into laughter.
“Why didn’t you say anything?” Verity asked through laughing tears.
“I didn’t see her!” Tacita said in defense. Verity narrowed her eyes in disbelief, and Tacita threw up her hands. “I swear.”
More people sat down, now having filled their own plates and said all their polite greetings and made their rounds.
Verity noted none of them were eating the bean thing either. Eventually, their conversation turned to the witch’s ongoing project, specifically her lack of success in said project.
“At this point, I don’t know what else to try,” Verity said in a low, hushed voice, leaning over her now empty plate. “I’ve tried transformations, unbindings, general curse breakings, summonings—”
“Like that time you made a bunch of dogs follow you around for several days?” Tacita interjected.
“That would be the one,” Verity replied, embarrassed. “But if you’ll recall, it had the upside of bringing the bees back!”
“Thanks for that, by the way,” Tacita said, indicating a hearty slice of bread slathered in butter and honey.
“Welcome,” Verity said, then continued where she’d left off. “Banishings, and then I spent a few days just singing really loudly or quietly or from different locations.”
“And nothing? Not even, like, a feather turning into a finger or anything?” Tacita asked. She was very interested in any use of magic that caused a tiny bit of body horror. Gilly had told her about the candle spell, and ever since she’d begged Verity to let her try it.
“Nothing,” replied the witch, finishing off the last of her lemonade. “Every time is the same. I’ll get so far, and then I get these flashes like that day I fought Earl. The mine. The cold. The underground stars.”
“Have you … do you think …” Tacita began, gulping down her hesitancy. “Should we go to the mine? Is that, like, what you have to do?”
“It’s gone, remember? I couldn’t get to it if I wanted to.”
“Right. Right. Why not tap into the mountain, then? You said you can’t, but it seems like you kind of have to.”
“And end up like Earl? You’ve seen what happened to him after channeling a tiny bit of that power. I can’t imagine what it would do to me, what I’d become if I tried to assume control over it to change all those people back.”
Tacita sat back again for a moment, putting her hands on top of her head to think. Suddenly, her face lit up with an idea.
“What about your coven?” she asked a little too loudly. “Couldn’t one of them help, or maybe one of them has dealt with something like this before? Your mom or someone?”
“I’m not allowed contact with the coven until my training is over,” Verity replied. “The only one in charge is me, and I’ve got to figure it out before …”
She let the sentence die in the air. They both knew the impending deadline was looming.
“But it is the mountain, isn’t it?” said a man who’d apparently been listening to the two young women who were not as quiet as they’d imagined they were. He had mousy blond hair and the kind of scruff that told you he wasn’t very good at taking care of himself. His eyes, however, twinkled with kindness. “Mountain’s in charge of everything around here. That’s what he … that’s what Earl said.”
He said that last part quietly so as not to upset those around them. People didn’t very much like the reminder.
Verity was taken aback, but then furrowed her brow in contemplation. “When did you hear him say that?”
“When he told me why my daughter died after I paid for his damned cure,” the man spat.
Realization dawned on Verity. “You’re Bill Barnes.”
“That I am,” replied Bill Barnes.
Verity stared at him a moment too long. Gilly had told her about Bill months ago. The man whose child had been sick, the man who had sought help from Earl, the man whose home Earl tried to take. The reason Earl was run out of town in the first place.
“How have we not met?” Verity asked.
“When you was doing your big tour of giving people back their stuff, wasn’t nothing to give me,” Bill said. His story hadn’t been let out in a long time, so he allowed his words to breathe. “Mabel’s long gone, my wife joined her soon after, and I kept her little doll. Didn’t want nothing to do with your kind no ways.”
His words were heavy. Their weight lay on Verity’s shoulders as surely as if they’d been a thick blanket. But something in them beckoned her curiosity. Her eyes darted in the air as though she were reading a book back and forth, trying to discern a particularly inscrutable line of prose.
“Do you remember what, exactly, Earl said?” Verity asked a little too loudly, still staring into the air trying to figure something out. She didn’t see, but Tacita very much did, the visceral reaction of those surrounding them at the mention of their captor’s name. Several aghast faces and inaudible protests later, and suddenly, it was only the three of them alone at the table.
Bill thought for a moment, a sadness coming over him as he remembered that day. “He said whatever lives or dies ‘round here is up to the mountain, and if the mountain had its mind made up, that was it. Or something like that. More or less. It’s been a long time.”
Verity sat quietly for a long while, still searching the air as though an answer were somewhere right above their heads. She was quiet so long it appeared that she might not have heard what Bill said, so he began to repeat himself, but right at that moment, the witch shot upwards, standing up straight, knocking her knees into the picnic table as she did.
“Nightjars!” Verity cried. The witch began patting her chest with one hand and pointing towards Tacita’s, looking back and forth between the two people in front of her, waiting on them to get it. When they clearly did not, she reiterated, “They’re nightjars!”
The pain caught up to Verity’s head. She winced and rubbed her knees as she freed herself from the bench.
“Right,” Tacita said, standing slowly, carefully swinging her legs around. “We knew that, though?”
“Yes, but, but they’re nightjars!” Verity said, her voice trailing off as she was already storming off in another direction. “Gilly! Gilly, where are you? I need my cat!”
Tacita turned to look back at Bill, who’d already gone off to sit somewhere else.
A few minutes later and Tacita was still scrambling to keep up with Verity, who was hightailing it back to the dress shop. Jack flew overhead in his crow form, saddened to have been called away from the party, which had been an excellent place to eat leftovers.
“Hey! Witch! Wait up!” Tacita called, jogging to come alongside Verity, who was muttering to herself.
The witch spoke quickly, in a kind of cadence that could be a chant or, more likely, a freeform rant. “The audacity! The unmitigated gall! I mean, it’s genius, but how did I not see it before? Because it’s too simple!”
Tacita grabbed Verity by the elbow and stopped her.
“Okay, V, let’s cool it for a second. What is going on?”
Verity looked shocked for a moment in a way that seemed as though she were surprised to see Tacita standing there.
She turned and kept walking, but this time she aimed her speech at her beleaguered companion. “There’s nothing to transform. There’s nothing to break. No spell to reverse. Because they’re nightjars!”
“Let’s pretend for a moment that I am not a trained witch, and I don’t understand what you’re talking about,” Tacita said flatly, a bit exasperated.
“People say all sorts of things about nightjars,” Verity explained. “Most of it isn’t true. I mean, most things people say about nocturnal animals aren’t true. Cats aren’t evil. Bats don’t drink blood, at least none of them around here. But nightjars have all sorts of rumors, too.”
“Like what?”
“They’re sometimes called goatsuckers because people think they drink the milk out of mothering animals like goats. They don’t. The sight of one is supposed to foretell doom. All sorts of stuff, which is actually pretty common with animals that sleep during the day. People don’t see them, so they’re scared of them.”
“Right, but then what has you all worked up?” Tacita asked, silently thanking anyone listening that the dress shop was in sight.
“People also say nightjars contain lost souls!” Verity exclaimed, her eyes practically sparkling with glee. “They’re capable of holding a spirit, keeping it here. Keeping it from moving on.”
“Moving on where?”
“Wherever we go after,” Verity replied, turning a corner and heading for the back entrance to the dress shop. “Heaven, the land of eternal summer, another plane across the veil. Who knows? But wherever it is, they aren’t being allowed to go there.”
“So then why are you so excited all of a sudden?” Tacita asked, still very much lost.
“Because the mountain decides who lives and dies on it,” Verity replied matter-of-factly as though that answered the question.
“I still don’t get it.”
Verity walked into her room and picked up the cage she’d made to house the now fully healed nightjar, turned right back around, and headed out towards the western woods. “The mountain isn’t awake, at least I don’t think so, at least not how we think of awake. I think Earl found a way to circumvent the mountain’s rule over life and death, and I think the mountain might like to know about it.”
Tacita stopped walking and stared into the middle distance, putting the last puzzle pieces together.
The witch picked up her pace, her words flowing faster in turn. “I’ve been trying to figure out why Earl could do what he did to you—turning you invisible, binding you to that chimney—but also why you could come back, why your deal conditions could be overcome when the nightjar you found couldn’t. Earl told me people traded their souls for a loaf of bread. I thought it was mostly hyperbole, but it isn’t. You didn’t trade your soul. Your deal was—”
“For my heart,” Tacita finished, realizing that what had felt like an awful trade that kept her further shackled to a place she wanted to leave was the thing that had kept her alive. She hurried to catch up to the witch. “Wait, so what’s your plan?”
Verity replied without stopping, “I’m going to wake up the mountain!”
Shortly, they were back in the clearing in the woods, but this time Verity had set the cage she’d made for the nightjar down on a patch of dirt, then rummaged around for a stick, which she used to draw a large circle around it. Inside the circle, she drew symbols and hurriedly went around her various workspaces to grab this pinecone or that knife. She placed these at different points inside the circle as Tacita looked on in silence, wanting to help but knowing there was nothing for her to do.
“I need your help,” Verity said, making Tacita wonder if she could read her mind.
“Happy to,” Tacita replied. “Need me to get another stick or something?”
“No, but I do need you to be my anchor,” Verity replied, tossing the stick aside and examining her handiwork.
A pit opened up in the girl’s stomach at the witch’s request. “I don’t think … that didn’t go very well last time.”
Verity sat down cross-legged in the circle and patted the dirt next to her. “It’ll be better this time. Promise. I’m stronger now.”
“Don’t you think it’s a bad idea? Didn’t you say you shouldn’t be channeling all that power, because of how it messed up Earl?” Tacita asked as she reluctantly took a seat next to the witch, who was already closing her eyes and readying herself by reaching out for Tacita’s hand.
“I’m not going to be channeling any power,” Verity replied. “At least, I don’t think. I don’t know, exactly. I’m just guessing.”
“You’re guessing?!” Tacita howled, wrenching her hand away.
Verity opened one eye and gently took Tacita’s hand in hers again. “This isn’t science. This is witchcraft. I’m always only guessing.”
Tacita’s mind wasn’t exactly settled on the topic.
Nevertheless, she trusted Verity with her life at this point, and she wasn’t going to let her go through this alone. So she squeezed the witch’s hand tightly and prepared herself for whatever was about to happen.
Verity sang.
I can see far down the mountain,
Where I wandered weary years,
Often hindered in my journey
By the ghosts of doubts and fears;
Tacita saw Jack, who had been watching these events in his crow form, leap down to the edge of Verity’s circle, melting back into his usual feline body. As the witch sang, he began walking the edge of the circle, his eyes glowing with a ghostly white flame that drifted behind him as he moved. First his tail, then his back legs became smoke, that stayed in place to create an opaque wall in the air above the circle of dirt. Symbols glowed. Objects lifted into the air to swirl around. As Jack completed the circle, the rest of his body collapsed into smoke, leaving only the faint glowing orbs for his eyes that wandered the wall to watch both outward and inward for possible threats. There would be no interruptions or intruders as Verity left her body this time on his watch.
Broken vows and disappointments
Thickly sprinkled all the way,
But the Spirit led, unerring,
To the land I hold today.
Verity’s chin drifted towards her body as a slight shimmer was left behind, a brief outline that seemed to also be Verity, that drifted downwards into the dirt below. This frightened Tacita, to be alone again, to be the anchor again, to not be able to join Verity wherever it was she was going.
But Jack’s watchful eyes drifted in front of her, and she was comforted. Confused, but comforted.
The witch, however, was having a very different experience. What had appeared to Tacita like a gentle sloughing off of a body and a slow slide into the waiting earth had actually felt to Verity like a terrible rending of spirit from flesh. There was the sensation of fingers reaching up to her hairline and pulling her face away, then her shoulders and torso and legs, a peeling off of skin and tendon and ligament. Then, once freed, a sudden falling. It was as though the ground gave out below her, that there was nothing solid to hold her aloft on the world above. Which, of course, there wasn’t, not for her detached spirit. This time she was not entering a mindscape or a dream or sending her spirit to fetch a message from beyond the veil. She was attempting to speak to the very mountain itself, and her spirit was being led to wherever and whatever that meant.
As she fell through the silent darkness, there were times when she was suddenly jerked in one direction or another, no longer free-falling but guided by an unseen force. In the sunless void, it was impossible for her to gauge how fast or slow she was moving, and no wind to push her hair to imply speed. Here there was no time. Here there was no place.
Until suddenly, there was.
Verity sensed she was no longer moving through the space, though she didn’t rightly know how. A part of her spark, her connection to all things, provided the smallest of reassurances that, wherever she was, she was in the correct place. Bereft of her full powers, she could only perform this minor bit of astral projection. Her consciousness could move about, though with far less control than she would have otherwise, but she had no other power, no ability to touch or interact with anything of this world. Here she had no voice, but her mind was able to speak.
Hello? she called into the emptiness, but there was no answer. H-hello? My name is Verity Vox. I am a witch in training sent to Foxfire, which is a town that lives on top of you I suppose, to help rid them of a terrible curse. I’m here to speak to the mountain?
At that last part, Verity felt rather silly. Oh please, Mr. Mountain, won’t you wake up and talk to me? She imagined she sounded ridiculous. Talking to dirt. Yet, she’d once given a pep talk to a squonk, so this was at least less tedious. She tried again, more formally this time.
I am here to speak to the ageless mountain, the stone-faced old man who was here before the crawling things and the oceans from which they emerged. I am here to call upon the mountain, she who lived a thousand lives before the moon was new.
There was still no response, but Verity was not about to stop. She began to sing the words instead. There was no melody, exactly, but her voice began to echo and drift like any other spell.
I am here because there is one who seeks to skirt your authority. He calls himself Earl. He has claimed the title of king over the mountain and all who dwell on and within it. He has claimed the right to decide who lives and who dies. He is a false king. I know you are sleeping, but you must wake now. Rise and meet your duty as the true king of your own land!
Nothing happened. There was no power behind her words in this place, only melodic wishing. Still, Verity was confused. Why had her spirit been brought here of all places if the mountain would not hear her? Had she been wrong? Was she in danger here? Could she even get back to her body at this point?
Then she was not alone.
All at once she felt it. The dark was no longer a void, but a presence. She was surrounded by it, inside of it, above and below it. It was endless. It could not possibly still be underneath the valley. Wherever she was, she had a feeling it was not on or under any map. Then, far, far above her, yet close enough that if she willed it, she might pluck it and hold it in her hand, there was a light. It glowed a cool greenish-blue. Soon there was another. And another. And on it went until it was clear there was an immense firmament filled with softly glowing light that illuminated … nothing. Still, in all of this, there was nothing, except there was. She could sense it. There was a presence. Verity felt the sensation of being watched.
She began again.
My name is Verity Vox. I am a wi—
Pain shot through Verity’s body as though a searing hot poker had been driven directly into her forehead. The body held by Tacita howled, though it did not thrash about.
Tacita leapt behind the body and wrapped her arms around her, whispering, “Hold on. I’m here. Hold on.”
However, the witch’s spirit writhed in agony, clutching at a face that was not there, a forehead that did not exist, in a vain attempt to hold her mind down or keep the pain out, she did not know which. The pain separated itself, in only the way that a sensation can become something else in a time out of time and place out of place. It became images, locations, hours, all trying at once to enter the witch’s mind. They were too much too fast, which was why it was so painful. It felt like her mind might crack from the experience, but once she realized what was happening, her consciousness was able to examine the experience. Pick out images.
First, an endless darkness. No, not a darkness. The universe beyond this world. A place at the edge of our solar system. There were fewer stars in the sky then. Far fewer.
There was a sensation of being pulled from the dark, the safe place, the place with the others. Then heat. Then cold. Then form. Then waiting. Endless waiting. It was the mountain, and it was introducing itself right back.
Verity’s spirit held up a hand in both beckoning and pleading. Please. Please stop. I cannot take this.
At once the pain stopped and the images with it. Verity gathered herself again. After a while, she spoke once more.
Are you able to communicate like me? Can you use words? Language?
The glowing above increased. The light grew. There seemed to be shadows somehow, or at least a place in the dark that was not as solid. Smoke or tentacles or fire—like when Jack became less a cat and more a familiar—slithered about on a massive scale. Whatever was out there—so close that Verity felt she could touch it if she chose, and so far, that it could easily have been a mountain range in another state—it was enormous. Another sensation flowed through her, this one more gently. It felt like tiny pinpricks, needles of energy entering her mind and rummaging around. Then, finding what it was looking for, it returned to the great mass in the outer reaches of this void.
The dark gathered itself, tentacles twisting together, smoke solidifying, and all at once the presence was before her. It looked like a person. Or, perhaps, the kind of person a child might draw if they were to imagine a monster. Something that looked wrong, yet everything about it was familiar. Its face was covered in eyes; some looked like normal, human eyes, while others were merely slits that suggested eyes underneath, still others were openings where glowing orbs peered out at her much like Earl. There was a glowing red eye, a glowing white eye, but, too, there were eyes of sapphire blue, amethyst purple, citrine yellow, malachite green. The figure’s hands had too many fingers that continued on up its arms in tiny bumps that might have been the suggestion of more fingers yet to form. Sometimes there was a mouth, sometimes the lips contained an eye.
It was a strange figure. Frightening. Comforting. In other circumstances, one might have called it an angel. The head cocked to one side, eyes blinking out of sync, searching the witch over. After a time, it spoke.
Is this better? asked the mountain.
Yes, much. Thank you, Verity replied cautiously.
I was asleep. The mountain crossed its arms, which seemed to now have multiple forearms.
Yes, you were. Forgive me, but—
Who did you say is calling themself a ruler over my territory? asked the mountain, crossing its legs while leaning back on another pair of legs that had grown beneath its body.
His name is Earl. He’s claimed the title of king and has been terrorizing the—Verity began but was cut off again.
The Erlking? If the mountain could laugh, it did at that moment, but the sound was terrifying. It came as much from inside Verity’s mind as from the body before her. That little rat is crawling around my mountain? Pretending to be a god? Thought it was off the way with my sibling. Wonder how it got here.
The name clicked into place in Verity’s mind, a realization she would come back to later. She went on.
He’s held the town of Foxfire trapped for years. Starving them. Toying with them. Trapping them with contracts, and—
Little witch, the mountain seethed, its chest rising and falling as it seemed to take a deep, annoyed breath. The voice was loud, bellowing inside and out despite the calmness of its tone. What does any of this have to do with me? I was sleeping, dreaming of the warmth of home, awaiting the day my prison is broken and I can return. Your concerns are not mine.
Above her, the glowing lights flickered, matching the asynchronous blinking of the mountain’s eyes. Behind its body, there was another stirring in the void beyond, an imperceptible twisting of shadow. Verity had already been out of her body for quite a long time. She was vulnerable and becoming more so by the minute.
Earl is flouting your authority. I believe he has found a way to circumvent the hold you have over life and death in your domain. I know it is not my place to question you, oh elder, but surely, you have a vested interest in—what did you call him? A rat?—who is taking and holding lives you would otherwise claim as your own.
There was more rustling in the shadows beyond. The lights above flickered. Very suddenly it felt to Verity as though the eyes on the mountain’s face were not the only ones watching her.
Hmm, the mountain replied.
It covered its face with its hands, and as it did so, more eyes blinked into existence, popping up on its hands and running up its forearms. They began to twitch back and forth, as though scanning the distance or reading a book up close.
All the while, the mountain muttered to itself until finally, abruptly, it stopped.
Huh, it said in a tone a parent might use after accusing you of not returning an item to its rightful place only to realize you had, and they hadn’t really looked the first time. It removed its hands from its face. As it did so, the eyes that were on its arms disappeared, to be replaced by thumbs and toes and noses. Would you look at that? You’re right. That little flea has been hiding people in birds so I wouldn’t notice the deaths and stealing some of my power that managed to leak up to the surface after your kind dug their—what did they call them? Oh, yes—mines. It is almost interesting. He collects people, you know. Says they give him power, but how much power can there be in people? You all die so fast, you might as well be mayflies. No power in your kind at all, not like the delicious feast of a dying star, which you absolutely must try if you get the chance. No, you’re all not worth this trouble. Well, except for you. You’re rather interesting.
The mountain had come in close, smiling at Verity, though its mouth was currently a large eye whose iris was black and green but whose pupil seemed to have teeth somewhere inside of it. The rest of its eyes were now staring at her intently, some of them looking all over her, looking away from her, looking up towards where her body was currently being held by Tacita. Verity moved farther away into the void to put some distance between her and the mountain’s body with all of those searching eyes.
Can you help us? Verity asked simply.
Of course I can, the mountain replied, closing the distance between them, slithering behind to circle the witch.
Will you help me return those he’s taken to their families?  asked the witch, hope edging its way into her voice.
Several of the mountain’s eyes squinted, perturbed. That is outside my domain. Once a life is ended, it must pass through the realms of Death before it can return.
But Tacita came back! What will they think of me if—Verity began, shocked at her own outburst.
You already know that was not the same, so let’s not play dumb, the mountain replied casually. If one does not offer one’s soul, it cannot be tied up. As to the other matter, what is it to me if one person dislikes another? Were I to blink, all of you would be many generations long dead, forgotten by time and tree and soil.
The presence Verity had felt behind her seemed to be breathing on the back of her neck, if indeed anything in that place could breathe. The witch was undeterred.
It seems unlikely that an elder such as yourself is powerless here, Verity said, crossing her own arms.
You’re quite powerful yourself, aren’t you? cooed the mountain, its face lunging forward until it was inches away from hers. Its mouth, which no longer held an eye, seemed to be drooling, and its flesh was beginning to lose its grasp on what it meant to approximate humanity. You witches, you’re interesting little creatures. The Erlking knew this. I’ve heard he was a bit obsessed with your lot. Walk between worlds, you can. Is that right? No walls could hold you if you didn’t want them to. You could tear apart the veil and free me from my prison and let me go back home, couldn’t you?
A foul odor filled the air as the mountain’s power began to seep out of its body, whose form was beginning to crack.
The waves of raw energy it released were far more than Verity had ever felt, but in this form, without a body, she could let it simply pass through her without needing to channel or redirect it. A tongue—or was it a tentacle?—reached a long, dark, slimy tendril out towards the witch’s face.
I don’t have that power anymore, Verity said, recoiling. For the first time, she was grateful she had given up part of her powers. Earl has it. It was traded for the safety of the town.
The tendril jerked away, slurping back up into a mouth that had now widened and went almost to the crown of the mountain’s head. Most of its eyes had been replaced with teeth, tusks, and other sinister bones.
Well, we shall have to do something about that, replied the mountain. Verity saw that its legs had disappeared, and its body was now directly connected to the moving shadows beyond. You know, little witch, you could be quite powerful with my help. That rat you are dealing with stole a bit of my power, rode it like driftwood in a flood, and for that, he will need to be punished, but you … You are tantalizing. I would give you my power freely. We could work together, you and me. You could rule over—
I don’t want it, Verity interrupted. The mountain reared back, twisted its toothy face upside down so that its wide mouth appeared to frown. Sorry, I don’t mean any offense. It’s just I don’t want any power that isn’t mine. I have plenty. Besides, I’m still training, and I won’t know if I’m any good if I have you doing it all for me.
The mountain laughed again. Well, little witch, it said. You have turned me down before. Why should I be surprised you would do so again? Though I would not want to eat you up the way you are right now. Not without that trick of yours in place. That would not do either of us any good. So, I will help you with your little rat, and perhaps one day you can come back here and help me.
I don’t bind myself with deals, Verity snapped back.
The void laughed. Verity had the sense that she was hovering over a gaping mouth that opened inches beyond the area of light created by the blinking glow above. The mountain’s body had all but been reabsorbed into the tentacles of darkness, its eyes mirroring the blinking of the soft glowing orbs. It occurred to Verity that neither the body before her, nor the thing in the darkness beyond, was the mountain. She was in the mountain. The belly of it. It was all the mountain, and she was at its mercy. The face of teeth and tusk and glowing eyes considered her for a long, hungry moment, coming in close, sniffing at her, saliva dripping from its many mouths. Then, satisfied with whatever it was searching for, it leaned back, and a voice spoke from all around her. From within her.
No deals, Miss Vox, said the mountain. But a favor between friends—I do hope we can be friends—that perhaps you might wish to return one day.
And with that, tendrils of energy appeared and began tickling the space where Verity’s forehead should be.
Pinpricks at first, then more. A rush of images and times and places and names and scenes from the past, in a different dark wood, in a different time, a crowned king of green and leaves and bone and the villagers who rose against him, and it all came so fast that it was once again like a white-hot poker had been lodged into the witch’s head. Verity screamed, howling into the void, only to wake up all at once in Tacita’s arms.
“Oh, thank you, thank you, thank you,” Tacita said, as Verity gasped for breath and rolled over to vomit. “V, are you okay? What happened?”
All at once, the fiery wall of protection created by Jack vanished, and there was only a cat, who ran up to its master to lick her face and nuzzle her wet hair. The witch crouched on hands and knees, spitting up the last of the vomit and bile. After a few deep breaths, she gathered herself and grabbed the nearby knife.
“I know how to deal with Earl, but we have to move fast,” she said as she offered the blade’s handle to Tacita. “It has to happen today, so I need you to do something.”
“V, what are you talking about? Do what?” Tacita recoiled, not taking the offered knife.
“I have to sacrifice myself, and you have to kill me,” Verity said. There was not a hint of doubt or fear or worry in her face.
Tacita continued to beg off, to insist that Verity was confused from the spell or whatever it was she’d experienced under the mountain. There must be another way.
This could not be the right thing. She’d been down there too long. It must have done something to her mind. She needed rest. Verity grew frustrated and called out, “Enough! Fine, I’ll do it myself.”
With a great, strong swing, Verity Vox plunged the knife directly into her chest.







CHAPTER 13
A BRIDGE IS BUILT
Tacita stood alone at the top of the mountain path, the remains of the broken bridge behind her, the view of the town that raised her stretching out below. Her eyes were swollen red with tears, and in her hands she held a leather pouch dripping with warm, wet blood. She was sad for many reasons at that moment, as her past and future all lay out in the open before her. When you are from a town the size of Foxfire, you can see your birth, your entire lived experience, your death, and your final resting place from the right perspective. She was alone, which still made her feel a twinge of fear. The fear that she might slip and fall off the edge of the world again, become an invisible thing silently waiting to be found.
She swallowed this down, physically gulping her fear and trepidation, in order to gather her wits, steady her nerves, and do what needed to be done. Her hands trembled. Her mouth went dry. It could not be helped. She cursed herself for it, but she was terrified. Standing here alone, she understood how Verity could have needed to seek out Gilly all those months ago when she answered Earl’s call. But it had to be done, and if her time with Verity had taught her anything, it’s that sometimes we must fight monsters so that others don’t have to.
Tacita cleared her throat, held the bag out in front of her, and sang.
My father, my father, dost thou not hear
The words that the Erl-King now breathes in mine ear?
Her voice was not as sweet or pitch perfect as Verity’s, and it shook like long-dead leaves that tenaciously held on to winter branches, but she did not stop. The bag grew warmer in her hands as a wind picked up, rustling the leaves. It smelled of rot, but Tacita continued. Her voice unpracticed, off-key, but sure in her purpose.
Be calm, dearest child, ‘tis thy fancy deceives;
‘Tis the sad wind that sighs through the withering leaves.
A harsh gust blew, nearly knocking the girl over, but she held firm.
My father, my father, dost thou not see—
“You can cut that out now,” a voice sneered from behind her. Tacita whirled around to find Earl, tall and menacing, standing in front of the remains of the bridge. He leaned, still, on his staff of iron, though its inset jewels lacked the gleam they had carried. She stared at the empty hook as a chill formed at the top of her spine, but she willed it away. Below, the wide river rushed by, separating the valley from the world beyond. “Little Miss Tarry. Why have you come traipsing through my forest again?”
“Here to make another deal,” Tacita replied, keeping her voice strong, though there were sobs living in the back of her throat, threatening to give away her lack of surety. “No tricks this time, though. I’m setting the terms.”
Earl laughed, his featureless mask bobbing up and down as the sound of bones and mouldering earth rattled around behind it. “A deal, eh? I thought your little witch friend had warned you against making deals with the likes of me, that after your time being an in-between thing, you wouldn’t want anything to do with me.”
“You have power I don’t,” Tacita said, then she thrust the bleeding leather pouch forward, holding it straight out in offering. “And the witch won’t be bothering you anymore. I took care of that. Do what you want with the town now. She isn’t protecting it anymore. Your deal with her is over.”
For a wooden face, Earl seemed genuinely shocked. There was a long, cautious silence in which the king of the mountain said nothing, and the girl was terrified he wouldn’t accept.
Then, he raised his free hand in the air to twirl its monstrous fingers around as if tallying something or rifling through the contents of an overstuffed cabinet. His white eye stayed trained on Tacita while his red followed whatever he was doing with his hands. Suddenly, he stopped, a finger poised mid-motion. Both eyes returned to glare at Tacita, then down to the pouch in her hands.
“What’s that ya got there,” asked Earl, sidling up closer, his voice sounding hungry.
“It’s the witch’s heart,” Tacita replied, keeping her arms straight.
“And I imagine you’d like me to give you something in exchange? Power, perhaps? Or to bring back a dea—”
“None of that,” Tacita said, shaking her head curtly.
The girl was afraid of letting him talk too much, of getting in her head again. “My terms, remember? They’re simple. This heart for mine, and I want you to rebuild the bridge long enough to allow me to cross safely.
What you do after that is your business. I have no love for this place. Call yourself king, if you want. Rule your kingdom. Just let me leave and no longer be bound to you, or this place, or anyone. No strings.”
Her words were genuine, summoned up from a place deep inside her. Confession is its own kind of magic. True words, true names, true actions, they all have the power to twist fate if said in the right way at the right moment. King Earl leaned in towards the pouch, lifting his mask slightly. As he did, another wave of rot hit Tacita’s nostrils, which made her gag, but she choked it down. He took a long sniff and reached out a finger to catch a bit of the dripping blood, which he brought to his lips. The monster shivered with anticipation and reached out to take the bag.
“Nuh-uh,” Tacita admonished, swiping the pouch away. “You know how this works. Do we have a deal?”
“Yes, yes, we have a deal,” Earl replied, clearly annoyed.
He leaned back on his staff and opened up his tattered cloak with its endless pockets. He found the one he was searching for and pulled out another leather pouch, similar to the one Tacita was holding. This one looked like an old, dried berry, the blood having long since stained the leather. Tentatively, the monster and the girl slowly exchanged offerings. Once Verity’s heart was in Earl’s grasp, he opened the pouch and lifted his mask to stick his nose into it. Insects flew into the air as his whole body spasmed in ecstasy at the totality of the witch’s power now ready for him to consume as he wished.
“Ahem,” Tacita grunted. “The rest of my terms. No funny business.”
“Fine, yes,” Earl said, waving a hand in the direction of the open air. As he did so, it was as though the bridge awakened, like it was a sentient thing remembering something. Old cables picked themselves up. Ropes and screws and bolts and planks all called out of the air to arrange themselves into a bridge that Tacita had only seen in her dreams, imagined from the descriptions by her neighbors and family. “You’re free to go.”
There had been a tugging at Tacita’s back she hadn’t noticed until suddenly it wasn’t there, until Earl kept to his deal and cut all the little strings binding her to him, to Foxfire. This must be what Verity felt like—had felt like.
Completely free. The ability to come and go as she chose with nothing tying her down. The girl composed herself and turned to collect her things but stopped. Hesitantly, she turned around and lifted an item into the air. “Before I go,” she asked, “I wonder if you might want this?”
It was Verity’s broom, the bark gleaming with all the symbols the witch had carved into the wood.
“Ain’t got no use for that,” Earl huffed angrily. Then he said dramatically, “Can’t fly.”
“Huh,” Tacita said, confused. “Odd.”
“Why’s that?” replied the king.
“I reckon you have the witch’s flying magic and now the witch’s heart,” she said, tossing the broom up a few inches and watching it slowly descend, then catching it. “I assumed that might be enough power for you to get some use out of this. Maybe we could both get out of here.”
“Oh yeah?” the king asked, then shook the empty crook of his staff at her. “Why would you want to help me out? I held you prisoner.”
“Pfft.” Tacita laughed, confidence returning to her. “Sure, but you gave me what I asked for, and in the end, I’ll get to leave here. No harm, no foul. Chalk it up to a good life lesson learned.”
“Is that so?” Earl’s white eye looked between the heart and the broom while the piercing red eye stared into Tacita’s, searching for the lie.
“Of course. Why don’t you try it for yourself? You’ve got the witch’s flying magic with you, right? Pull it out and give it a go!”
Without waiting for a response, she lofted the broom over. The king grabbed it out of the air, the hope of leaving overcoming whatever niggling feelings of doubt might have been stirring behind his wooden mask. Earl set the bag with Verity’s heart down and rifled through his cloak until he pulled out a little flannel bag containing the witch’s magic sealed shut with a porcupine needle. Greedy sounds bubbled up in Earl’s rotten throat as he began to undo the closure, unable to contain a maniacal laugh as he thought of all the places he might travel and all the souls he might find there.
The broom glowed as it sensed the power that controlled it nearby. Earl freed the porcupine quill and readied himself to tip the contents out when all at once a great black shadow leapt out of nowhere and grabbed the flannel bag from the king’s hands, spilling the power into the open air. It took the form of starlight, the star from which all of us originated, the star to which all of us will return, the spark of magic living inside each and every thing. As quick as it appeared, it vanished, and Earl howled in rage. Shocked, his gnarled hand dropped the broom for a split second, but that was all it took. With a whistle, the broom shot into the trees right as a great wind picked up.
Verity shot like a rocket out of the treetops, a cackle of delight escaping her lips. Enraged, the king reached down to grab the bag holding the witch’s heart, but grasped only air. Looking up, the glowing eyes locked onto Tacita Tarry holding a heart in each hand. The king swung his iron scepter around to attack the girl, but coming up behind her was Jack-Be-Nimble. Tacita had been instructed earlier when Verity explained the plan—after the witch cut out her own heart but before she sent the girl to face down the monster—not to look at Jack, as he would be in his true form, and looking at him in that state could cause a person’s mind to fracture.
King Earl had been given no such instruction and stared in terror at the great mass of endless black. Jack was teeth and tentacles and wings and a gateway to an endless void all at once. The king dared not step forward and was now trapped between a boundary he could not cross and a familiar he didn’t wish to fight. But that was not the only reason the king was worried. Beyond Jack’s maddening form, the trees had begun to fill.
Nightjars. First one, then five, then a dozen. More and more filled the trees, weighing down the limbs. They began to cry out, sharp and rhythmic and angry. Verity landed next to Tacita and set down a cage containing one more nightjar. She opened the door, and the bird flew out to join its kin.
Tacita turned and gently held Verity’s heart over the fresh cut in the witch’s chest. Verity took Tacita’s and did the same. There was a soft glow and an exhalation of breath and each heart was back where it should be, pumping away.
Tacita’s skin flushed pink as she swooned a bit from the rush of her body coming back to life. The girl and the witch stared into each other’s eyes for a moment, a soft smile passing between them, two shining, matching scars on their chests. Then the witch turned back to the king.
“What is all this?” King Earl demanded, waving his clawed hands but not daring to move closer. He gestured into the trees. “You! You all cannot be here. I have not called you. I am your king.”
“No,” Verity said simply, as the wind played with her hair. “You are not a ruler, no matter how much you claim the title. You may have once been a king, in a wood far, far away, but you have not been him in a long time. Now you are simply a tick on the back of a great beast demanding ransom in exchange for not injecting your poison into its hide.”
“The mountain,” Earl said, stunned. Then his shock and disgust turned to jealous wonderment. “You’ve been to see the mountain. Tell me, was it glorious? Did it flay you into infinity? What did you give up to see such hallelujahs, such dark marvels?”
“Nothing,” Verity replied with a grim smile. “I simply relayed your activities performed while the mountain slept. How you’ve been feeding off its power, bending the rules of life and death to pretend to be a god.”
Verity gestured to the birds in the trees, all calling out in a chaotic symphony of rage. It was at that moment that King Earl realized he’d been deposed.
He looked down dejectedly at the staff in his hands and sneered. “Why you? Why never me? Why a little mortal daughter of the veil like you?”
“Because I don’t want anything that isn’t mine, Erlking,” Verity said, handing her broom to Tacita. “I’m simply a witch in training, after all. I am here to learn. And I’ll admit, you’ve taught me well. The lesson I’ve taken from this mountain, this valley, and these people, the lesson I’ve taken from you, is that power does not solve everything. In fact, it can keep you from learning. Power must be measured with wisdom and humility and care.”
There the monster, king, magician, twice unseated ruler over the half-dead stood. Behind him, the river and the edge of his authority, a place beyond which he could not travel due to his own contracts in service of revenge. In front of him, a witch bursting with the full might of her restored power, and beyond her a cavalry that he could not overcome. Or, perhaps, he could. Earl looked down at the staff in his hands. It was not the mountain proper, not the same, but it would be enough.
“Please, Miss Vox,” Earl said, his voice sparkling yet ragged. “Allow me to teach you one more lesson.”
Verity opened her mouth to sing a spell, but the staff of iron was lifted into the air by two rotten hands and driven down into the soil beneath them. Before she could utter a syllable, Earl let fly a spell of his own.
And in those days shall men seek death,
and shall not find it
As he spoke, a dull glow returned to the raw crystals embedded in the black metal. The staff began to twist and writhe as though it had come to life, a serpent from the pits of the underworld itself.
and shall desire to die,
and death shall flee from them.
Verity deftly managed to sing a circle of protection around them all, though without knowing exactly what Earl was conjuring up, it could only be a half measure. Meanwhile, the staff began to melt into the ground, veins of black iron rooting their way through the soil. Everywhere the metal touched began to crack and rumble. Grass grew long and whiplike. Vines appeared. The air that Verity had called now changed direction to aid the monster’s will instead. Rock broke free from the ground and began rising into the air. A staircase of sorts formed. Stone. Wood. Vine. They all came together, called from below and buttressed by a strong wind, held fast by thin strands of melted iron.
The monster’s eyes glowed white and red and hot as he continued chanting. His voice grew strong as he ascended the stairs which had reached up high into the air and formed a kind of pulpit that now loomed over the valley. Earl reached out his hands and grasped at the air. Empty space filled suddenly with ethereal strings whose ends connected to each and every nightjar. The monster whipped the magical threads, calling up the tiny bit of power latent in their bound souls.
The fruit of your womb will be cursed, and the crops of your land, and the calves of your herds and the lambs of your flocks.
The witch took to her broom, shooting into the sky to become level with the pair of mismatched glowing eyes.
“What’re you doing, Earl?” she asked, keeping her voice steady while also trying to study the power he was channeling.
Her sharpened craft helped her quickly scan and find the threads of the mountain’s power pumping like capillaries through this newly erected structure, but the edges of it were disconnected from anything else. It was not calling up the power of the elder god with the many eyes. Instead it was like a tumor that had been plucked from the god’s body, a rogue organ both grasping for life and bleeding out over the valley. Verity thought of the flickering curse magic faded with half-life in the broken pieces of Foxfire’s history.
“You are all in need of a reminder,” Earl snapped. “I hold the threads of your miserable mortal lives in my hand. By acting against me, you have forfeited your life and the lives of everyone in this wretched valley!”
Vines wrapped in black metal veins burst forth from the pulpit and snatched the witch out of the air, ripping her broom from her grasp. Verity began to sing a spell to rebuff him, but her mouth was quickly covered.
“That’s enough out of you, miss witch,” whispered the monster, bringing her close enough that the rot leaked out from behind his mask to suffocate her. “You get to watch.”
His eyes darkened again in concentration. He spoke again. His voice stronger, more human than it had been. Though Verity was bound, she could still feel the tendrils of energy coursing in the tower beneath them empowering his will, doing its best to twist his deal magic in order to command.
I come like a thief. The sky shall disappear with a roar; the elements will be destroyed by fire, and the earth and everything in it will be laid bare.
Lightning flashed. Rain began to pour. Fire erupted in the trees and began consuming a path towards the town. Power rocketed into and through him from the stolen chunk of the mountain. Earl fully intended to kill the witch, the girl, and everyone in Foxfire in a desperate attempt to free himself.
Below, Tacita trembled with familiar fear. She wanted to turn to Jack for comfort, but she could not, as he was still the only thing protecting her from Earl’s grasp. Verity struggled for freedom, to summon her broom, to speak even a word of power, but the vine simply tightened its grip around her.
“Stop fighting,” Earl seethed into the witch’s ear. “It’ll be over soon, and then we’ll both be free.”
Earl reached out his hands as though in prayer, as though the valley were his congregation. He saw each and every person in his mind that had ever lived or died in this small town in the heart of this valley at the base of this mountain. This cursed place that had proven to be as much his own prison as theirs, a cycle of parasitic feeding off one another that would end here and now. They had violated terms. They balked at his authority. Therefore he had every right to his revenge. They brought this on themselves. He was owed retribution, and he could finally take his place among the gods.
And he that sat on the cloud thrust in his sickle on the earth;
and the earth was reaped.
His formidable shoulders pulled at the threads of his contract magic, preparing to break each and every soul out of its avian container to be used as fuel. The witch could feel the edges of an apocalyptic spell erupting forth. She could see in her mind’s eye what the mountain’s magic had twisted these souls into. A torrent of fire that would raze everything, a flood that would wash it away, and a reaping blade that would carve every last soul out of their bodies to be unwilling participants in their own immolation. Then it stopped.
Nothing happened. He tried again. He spoke words of power, but magic did not aid him. In his shock, the vines loosened just enough for Verity and her broom to drop out of them, but she stayed aloft in the air under her own power, letting the broom drop to the ground.
“I think you’ll find the keeper of life and death in these mountains has resumed”—Verity floated near the confused beast, pausing for effect—”paying attention to the scales. There is no death here today, at least not by your hand.”
Earl made to speak again, but at that moment, the wind picked up, gusting hard enough to silence him. The dark clouds that had formed over the valley now re-formed over them here at the top of the mountain.
Nightjars jittered about, bobbing their heads, testing something unseen, then one by one took to the sky. As their concert carried into the air, so too did the witch, who began to sing.
And though this world, with devils filled,
Should threaten to undo us,
We will not fear, for the gods hath willed
Their truth to triumph through us.
“What is this?” Earl spat. “I will not be so easily beaten by a child!”
Each word Verity sang was matched by a nightjar swooping down from the sky. As the first landed, the tiny bond of magic containing it broke. A man stepped forward. Tacita gasped and for a brief moment the world stopped. Everything stopped. Verity’s song stopped. Earl froze in place. The spectral figure of Tacita’s father stood before her, freed from his avian prison. He smiled and waved. He looked relieved, healthy, young. The ghost could not speak, or touch, but he stepped forward anyway to look his daughter up and down and smile. Tears welled up as she considered her own journey. How she wanted to leave, to stay, to do neither and both. She reached for him, but he turned, stepped forward, and grabbed hold of one of the stones making up Earl’s pulpit. Verity continued, floating just above the monster now, making him look up at her as he thrashed around to find any source of power.
The Prince of Darkness grim,
We tremble not for him;
More birds fell from the trees, releasing figures that looked less and less familiar. One looked a lot like Theny Hazlett, another like Mrs. Mason, though soon the faces became unrecognizable. Some of them clearly from lands far away and times long past. Many nodded in thanks to the witch, but most aimed straight for the wicked magician who’d held them for so long. They began pulling apart the tower, rending it easily as the stolen authority of the mountain bowed to its true master who was protecting each and every soul.
Without the elements at his command, the tower came down easily, and Earl was dragged into a mass of grasping spectral hands that began to tear at his body.
“I will destroy you!” Earl screamed in terror and rage. “I will eat both of your hearts and feast on your bones!”
By now a host of faces surrounded the gnarled creature, who was thrashing out at them as dozens of spectral hands grabbed a hoof here, a bony forearm there.
His rage we can endure,
For lo! his doom is sure,
Earl fought like the devil himself against the ghosts, but his authority meant nothing now that the elder god had intervened. One spirit grabbed at his mask, revealing the nasty, rotten face underneath. The flesh hung limply on one side yet was completely missing from the other. His nose had long been eaten away and the space behind his glowing eyes were black pools of rot. Maggots crawled across exposed, desiccated tendons as rotten teeth gnashed at fingers and hands that were undeterred as they continued dragging and tearing at him.
Tacita held the broom aloft and, to her surprise, it carried her into the air to drift alongside Verity. The witch looked at the girl and smiled, reaching for her hand.
One little word shall fell him.
Verity reached out her free hand and pointed at Earl, whose body was coming undone. Meat and bone and moss and fur and horn began to break and tear as the teeming group of spirits took their revenge on the false king. Each time they freed a stolen claw or wooden rib, they threw it out over the bridge and into the river where it was immediately destroyed. Earl’s own binding contracts now served as his undoing.
“Ready?” Verity whispered to Tacita, who nodded in reply.
At that moment, the girl with the russet hair closed her eyes. She followed instruction. She went within. Unlike the witch who had spent years learning her craft, honing her magical skill into a weapon, the girl did not find a star inside the heart that once again beat within her chest. She didn’t find anything, really, because she didn’t know what she was looking for. Except she’d been told to focus on finding power in familiar things, in family, in self.
Tacita began to build her own latticework of intention. In her mind’s eye, she recalled her childhood, staring out at the misty horizon, dreaming of the world beyond. The way the wind feels on the back of a broomstick. Her fears. Her promises. Her future. She could feel the edges of Verity’s mind, the hazy images supporting her spellwork. Tacita saw her father, her neighbor, her ancestors, and perfect strangers that all offered up what they had to aid in this moment. A great communal cone of power called into being.
Finally, she thought of the task at hand and the word of power she’d been given by Verity that, if they got it right, could pull the very stars from the sky to rid the world of an evil who had spent a generation robbing her of a place to call home. When she was ready, she opened her eyes and spoke in perfect unison with the witch at her side.
Apsinthos!
A great blazing fire fell as though a star itself had come loose from the heavens, aiming itself directly at the monster before them. The howl that escaped the rotten throat of King Earl as he was engulfed ripped across the mountains. The trees around them shriveled and died. Earth cracked. The sky echoed in a monstrous thunderclap. All at once the red and white glowing eyes that had peered and beckoned and threatened from the darkness went out.
The gathered spirits began dragging Earl across the bridge. The creature thrashed and clawed, but the spectral victims would have their revenge. They pulled first the goat leg from Earl’s body, which snapped and crunched loudly as it was thrown out into the air, where it caught fire and turned to ash immediately. The spirits kept tearing at the king, even as the creature thrashed out in hot vines of power, but the spirits were bolstered by the witch’s magic, and they could not be stopped. The girl and the witch watched as King Earl was pulled apart bit by flaming, rotten bit and dragged out into the air to drift away into nothingness.
When it was over, the spirits, too, faded, their glimmering forms rejoining the universe to find out what waits beyond that last and final veil. Verity and Tacita touched down. The skies cleared overhead.
Cautiously, Tacita stepped towards the bridge. She looked at it for a long, long time and off into the world beyond. A world that seemed new and small and old and suddenly so much more possible than it had been moments before. She could go there if she wanted. She could leave. Right now. She could run away. She took one small step onto the first plank of the bridge that swayed gently in the afternoon breeze. Then another. And another. Soon, she was standing in the middle of the bridge with her back to Foxfire.
She turned, and the witch saw tears streaming down the girl’s face. Joyful tears. All at once, Tacita took off into a run, ignoring the shaking of the bridge, springing over the threshold and into Verity’s waiting arms. The impact sent them flying into the air, which, thanks to the witch’s returned magic, meant they floated gently backwards and into the clear blue sky overlooking the valley. Golden green eyes looked closely into Verity’s dark pools to see herself reflected.
They kissed. And it was magic. A kind of magic so old and so deep and so pure that even Tacita could feel its power tingling through her lips and down her spine, a reminder that she was perfect and exactly where she should be.
Verity and Tacita drifted into the late afternoon sunshine, their fingers intertwined. Russet-colored hair fell down the witch’s back as the girl laid her head on Verity’s shoulder.
“Thank you for finding me,” Tacita said quietly. “I was alone a long, long time.”
“I will always find you,” Verity replied, and they kissed again.
Later that night Del showed up at the dress shop, red-faced and out of breath. It was his father. Something has changed. Please come. Verity was at Mae Miller’s door in a moment and up the stairs even faster. She found the woman, her friend, on her knees holding Matthew’s good hand while sobbing into the bed. The man himself seemed to be seizing, his chest spasming, jaw rolling as choking sounds left his throat.
The witch could see the knot of curses that had been holding him by force in this world tightening against him, no longer guided by the will of the one who cast them. Energy wants to have a job, and this energy had waited long enough to perform its deadly task, but this was not the way.
Verity came to stand by Mae and put her hand on her shoulder. The woman looked up, face swollen with guilt and shame and anger and grief.
“I can help now,” Verity said quietly. “If you want.”
Mae’s lips quivered. She bit them and licked them and fretted, unable to bring herself to say the words. However, after a time, she looked back at her husband and nodded her assent. The man continued to twitch and jerk unnaturally as his wife whispered into his ear of her eternal, abiding love for him, how she would see him again, how their son was growing and how he’d be so proud. How his sacrifice had ensured their survival. How he was a good man.
Shortly, Del and Tacita walked in, looking as though they’d sprinted all the way here. The young man fell by his father’s bedside and wept, seemingly knowing what was coming. Tacita, for her part, stood in the corner, smiling tightly at Verity, offering silent support. Verity sang, and as she did so, she told the curses they were no longer there to harm.
Instead, they had been sent to heal. To guide. Surely, the mountain had given her a period of time where the rules of life and death could be bent and intermingled on this day, but Matthew Miller had long since died. This was not a matter of ending the man’s life. Rather, it was letting him, finally, rest.
The knot of interwoven spells fell apart. No longer were they binding the man’s tired spirit to this world. Instead, they were a bridge of their own kind, allowing him to cross over. The seizures stopped immediately. His chest was still. There were no mirrors to cover or other rites to perform to ease his passing. It was done. Verity, however, could see one last thing the others did not. His spectral form rose from his body, young and healthy and no longer plagued with regret. He regarded his family, his body, the witch. Matthew Miller nodded in gratitude, and then he, too, rejoined the universe to learn all that awaits us on the other side. For the first time, the witch sensed the barest shifting of the veil separating life from death at the moment Matthew crossed.

“What on this whole green earth do you think you’re doing, you absolute monster?” Gilly bellowed upon entering her dress shop to find that most of the piles of clothes were now scattered about across the floor.
Verity looked up sheepishly as Jack popped his head out of the neck of a sweater and meowed in a way that very much implied something like She made me do it.
“I’m so sorry, Gilly,” Verity said. “It’s just it’s my last day here, and I still haven’t received a sign of where to go next. I have been looking all day—Jack, too—and we haven’t found anything.”
“And you thought it would be under one of my shirts?” Gilly retorted, crossing her arms imperiously.
“I’m sorry! I didn’t know what to do! It could, feasibly, be anywhere,” Verity said, picking up a hat box and looking inside it.
“That! Stop that! Stop rummaging!” Gilly admonished. She came forward to snatch the box out of the witch’s hands and shoo her away from the clothes. “It is my wedding day, Verity Vox, and this is absolutely not how I’d like to spend it. Now clean this up and take me to get hitched.”
“I thought you didn’t like flying?” Verity jeered.
“I like it better than being late to my wedding,” Gilly snapped good-naturedly.
A short song later, and the dress shop was in perfect order. Verity and her friend mounted her broom and flew up and over the town of Foxfire as Gilly’s lacy white dress flapped in the breeze. It was a beautiful creation. Her finest work.
“Are you nervous?” Verity asked.
“Of course not. I’m marrying my best friend,” Gilly replied, holding down her hair, which had been braided with wildflowers. “Well, second best friend.”
The witch smiled at the response, but the smile didn’t last long. She kept her face forward as her mouth twitched with worry. Soon they landed. The wedding was being held in the Millers’ barn, which had been decked out with magical candlelight provided by Verity along with ribbons and bows and flowers of all sorts. Mae had only gotten back into town the previous day. She’d been off in Tug Hollow and a few other towns farther out, striking up new contracts of her own to place their milk and cheeses and other goods back into stores. From the pleased expression on her face, she’d been rather successful.
The whole town turned up, including Gilly’s family, who had received word—thanks to a letter delivered by bird—that the bridge was rebuilt, and it was safe to return home again after many long years. The bridge was, of course, reinforced by the witch, who realized that, while it was technically usable, the quaint technology of yesteryear with its ropes and boards wouldn’t hold up after she was off in her new town. Verity had used metal and stone and built a wide, sturdy bridge that could take as many wagons or horses or motorcars as anyone could want and placed a roof on top, so you could walk across in the rain if you chose.
Tacita met them at the front of the barn and kissed Verity on the cheek, holding her hand as they walked in and found their seats. Her mother was there but would be leaving in the coming days. It seemed she’d found a big house to live in after all, as her uncle had come into some money and said he’d be happy to have her move in with him, since he’d had no children and was getting older. Tacita had declined, stating that things were just getting good in Foxfire, and she wanted the chance to make her own way. She promised to visit often, though, and come for holidays.
The ceremony was beautiful. Earnest was shy, his vows simple, while Gilly was funny and big and proud to show off that she’d caught the man she’d been chasing right across the street for years. Her light in what had seemed like ceaseless desolation. Everything was presided over by Gilly’s brother, who fought off tears with every breath. Theny, for her part, did not stare daggers at the witch the entire time. Rather, Mrs. Hazlett—and the rest of the town—embraced Verity wholeheartedly once again.
A horseless carriage awaited the newly minted Mr. and Mrs. Earnest and Gilly Hazlett. They were a bit confused at first, but with a few notes of Verity’s voice, it sprang to life and carried them away down the main road, up the mountain path, and across the bridge for a honeymoon far, far away from the small town of Foxfire. For her part, Verity took to her broom and met them on the road for her own goodbye, a private farewell for her first friend in the town and the reason anyone here trusted her.
The carriage paused to allow Gilly to get out and squeeze the witch hard around the neck.
“I’m going to miss you something fierce, Verity Vox,” Gilly said. The two hugged for a long time as tears streamed in tiny rivers down each of their faces. “Now, don’t you go forgettin’ us, you hear? And when all your training or whatnot is over, you come back for a visit, and please let me make you a dress that isn’t black.”
“I could never forget you,” Verity said with a laugh, choking back other words she desperately wanted to say but suddenly found herself incapable of saying. Gilly climbed back into the carriage and Earnest nodded at the witch. With a word, the carriage resumed its course and went off into the world beyond.
A short while later, Verity was sitting on the porch of the dress shop, rocking back and forth with Jack, who was restlessly batting at dust. Still, there had been no sign of where they were supposed to go next, which had Verity quite concerned.
“Hey, V,” Tacita said, coming to take the empty chair opposite the witch. “This seat taken?”
Verity smiled and reached for Tacita’s hand. They sat in silence, each mired in the reality that today was Verity’s last day in the town at the heart of the valley at the base of the mountain.
“Do you ever keep in touch with people after you leave?”
The question had been coming for days, and Verity had been avoiding it. All at once, she burst into a sobbing mess, giant tears rolling down her face as she choked out the words, “I can’t.”
Tacita’s heart shattered into countless tiny pieces that scattered themselves into the depths of the universe. “But … but not even after your training is over? Can’t you come back?”
“You wouldn’t remember me if I did,” Verity said.
“What? Why? Of course I would! I could never forget you!” Tacita reached forward to hug the witch, but Verity pulled away.
“No, you don’t understand. You won’t remember me,” Verity explained. “There’s this thing with witches. When we leave a place, everyone’s memory of us gets really hazy. Like, you’ll forget my name but remember my face. Then that’ll go, too, and all you’ll remember is that maybe someone used to rent a room from Gilly. After a while, though, you won’t remember any of it. It’ll be like I was never here.”
“Well, that’s a bunch of cow dung,” Tacita spat. “That’s absolutely not what we’re doing. If that’s what happens if I stay here, then I’m coming with you.”
“You can’t,” Verity sobbed. “I have to—”
“Oh, blast your whole training,” Tacita said, taking the witch’s hands in hers. “You’ve gone toe-to-toe with some weird elder thingamajig and took out the devil who’s been terrorizing our home for the better part of my life. You said you have to, what was it? ‘Walk your path alone, until your skills are honed,’ is that it? Right?”
“Yeah.”
“Well, how much more honed do they need to be? Surely, they’re good and honed by now. All sharp and hone-y or whatever.”
“But—” Verity said, but Tacita interrupted her again.
“I’ve felt alone my whole life, but I don’t when I’m with you. You’re my home, and I’m yours,” Tacita said. Then, with a twitch at the edge of her lips that resembled a smile, “If you want. Look, instead of waiting to be told where to go, why don’t you decide for yourself, and we’ll go together. If you could get on that broom right now and fly anywhere, where would it be?”
“Well,” Verity began, hesitantly, sucking up the snot that had begun to run through her tears and wiping her face. “There’s this town by the ocean.”
“Great!” cheered Tacita. “The ocean! I’ve never been. Let’s go.”
“Just like that? You’d leave this all behind?” Verity asked, a small tingling sensation rising up in her stomach.
“If there’s a place for me with you, then yes,” Tacita said, eyes wide and smile broad.
That’s when Verity knew, though if you had asked her, she couldn’t have told you how. She was not skilled in prognostication or mind reading or fortune-telling or any of the skills one typically needs in order to read the threads of fate that bind people together. She could only see what was in front of her, not the destiny that lay in the misty distance of the future. But, in that moment, she knew there would be no sign that day. Her training was complete.
Perhaps it was through her inner connectedness to the wider universe, or perhaps it was simply—for the first time in her life—choosing for herself what she did next. In any case, it was quite clear that the next place she had to go was with Tacita, wherever that may lead.
“There’s a place for you with me if you want it,” said Verity.
As the sun set on that perfect spring day, the girl and the witch flew off into the horizon, the mountain fading in the distance, as a fluffy black kitten nestled himself on the back of the broom.
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