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Isabella Fox was not
prepared to be set on fire.  As was common among witches,
"being burned at a stake until dead" was her least favorite way to
spend an afternoon, and it was such a lovely afternoon.  Isabella took
up her broom and her satchel, her best hat and her tabby cat,
Alice, and crept out of her rented cottage with what she hoped was
supreme silence.  

The mob never noticed her
leave.

"You've really got to stop
screwing up," said her cat, Alice, without any tact whatsoever,
when Isabella finally set her down on the forest floor after their
fleeing.  The witch bristled at this, hefting the broom over
her shoulder.

"I didn't
screw up," she retorted,
straightening her skirts and unrumpling her hat.  "Why was I
cursed with a talking Familiar!"

"Because I'm the closest
thing you've got to a conscience," said the tabby dryly.
 "When someone comes to you for a love spell, what are you
supposed to say?  It's in the witch's manual, for the stars' sakes,
Isabella!  ‘And thou shalt not commit a love spell for another
or thyself, on pain of Bad Things Happening.'"

"It is in the
revised edition of the
manual," said Isabella through gritted teeth, "and it wouldn't have
gone wrong if..."

"That's what you always
say," replied Alice.  "But it always goes wrong."

They walked along through
the woods in silence.  It really was a lovely afternoon, but Isabella
was too lost in thought to notice the late autumn sunshine falling
through the trees, the way that the leaves crunched underfoot, how
clear and cool the woods was at this hour, or the scent of snow in
the air.  

Isabella was a witch for
hire.  She'd graduated from the Academy two years prior
without a single letter of recommendation and somewhere near the
last in her class.  Now, she wasn't a terrible witch by any stretch, but she
was highly mediocre.  She excelled at mediocrity, actually, and
those were the types of witches who peddled out their services:
 the not-so-good ones.

That this was the
third time in as many
months that she'd been run out of a town was going to push her
toward the tail end of mediocrity.  She was dangerously close
to bad.

She tried.  She really
did.  Being a hired magicmaker for a town was no easy task.
 There were endless bones to mend and potions to brew and
blessings to perform, and there was just an unending
list of things to do,
really, and she was a daydreamer, had always been.  She'd look
out the window, watch the falling leaves, think about pretty girls
and forget she was stirring a potion to make the town dogs stop
barking.  And then, of course, because the potion hadn't been
stirred enough, it caused the dogs to turn into cats, and that
wasn't so bad, really...

Isabella sighed, shifted her
broomstick to her other shoulder.  No, the dogs-to-cats thing
had actually been kind of funny.  That wasn't what had made
the villagers start talking about a witch burning... The last straw
was a love potion gone terribly, terribly wrong.

Alice interrupted Isabella's
glum thoughts.  "Hate to break it to you, darling," she said,
sitting down on a patch of overly green moss, "but have you decided
where we're fleeing to yet?"

Isabella had not.  But
she wasn't about to
tell her prim little cat that fact.  Her mind whirled, and it
only took a heartbeat to know where she had to go.

"The Hag Bar," she said in a
breath.  Alice sighed but did not protest.  A witch has
to do what a witch has to do, after all--especially one who just
so narrowly avoided
being set aflame.

 


*

 


The Hag Bar was located in the most
out-of-the-way swamp in the world.  Or at least that was its
selling point.  Only broom-flying witches could get to it, so
it made sense that it had evolved, over the last few centuries,
into the primary witch hangout.  That, and only the Hag Bar
could sport that much black-and-purple sparkly decor.
 

It was poorly named.
 Witches hadn't been considered "hags" for at least a hundred
years, and when Isabella crossed the bar's threshold that evening,
she did not see a single "hag" in the place.  Actually, it was
filled with younger witches, one she even recognized from her
graduating class at the Academy, all nursing various mugs of tea in
front of the roaring fire.  Isabella had no desire to be close
to any sort of fire
at the moment, so she took a booth close to the bar, dropping off
her broom and hat before she circled back to the cork board by the
door.

If you wanted to
hire a magicmaker, you
advertised where magicmakers gathered.  The board at the Hag
Bar was where any self-respecting village put up an advertisement
if they had an opening for a village witch.  Isabella's heart
sank even lower as her eyes roamed over the tattered pieces of
paper.  Most bore the terrible red ink from the "POSITION
FILLED" stamp the barkeeper kept behind the counter.  The only
one that didn't bear the stamp was for the town that Isabella had
been run out of two months prior.  

Probably they had not forgotten what
had happened to their sheep.

"Broomsticks and figs,"
she muttered, rubbing Alice's head.  The cat was perched on
her shoulder, purring loudly in her ear.  She turned to go,
but Alice's little paw stayed her.

"What's under the one for
Nanoot?  The paper with the pretty writing on it?" she
murmured into the witch's ear.

Isabella blinked and turned back.
 She moved aside some papers and dug under the summons with
cold fingers.  She touched more paper.

There, beneath the POSITION
FILLED-stamped advertisement for a witch in Nanoot, was a crinkled
summons, penned delicately on a piece of parchment paper.
 Isabella tore it off the wall and brought it closer, into the
dim light.  Some of the words were a little smudged from being
so near to the bar (witches were very liberal with their cups after
a bit of tea consumption), but there was absolutely no stamp on it
whatsoever.

It was a job opening.  For a
witch.  In the town of Benevolence.

Isabella turned on her heel
and marched up to the bar.  "Excuse me, Margaret!" she said,
waving the paper at the barkeep, a stout little woman who never
stopped smiling.  "Is this real?  Why hasn't the position
been filled?"

Margaret took the piece of
paper from her, adjusted her spectacles and read it over.  Her
smile actually faltered, something Isabella had been certain to be
impossible.  "Because it's a position for the town of
Benevolence," she said, eyebrow raised, handing the paper back to
the witch.  "You kids these days, you want happening towns.  Benevolence is
in the middle of nowhere, on Glimmer Mountain..."

The tingle began in
Isabella's toes and drifted up to the top of her head in the matter
of a heartbeat.  A town in the middle of nowhere.  More than likely, they
hadn't heard of her!  She could have a fresh start!
 Maybe, this time, she wouldn't screw things up!

"I'd like the job,
please," she said, hands shaking as she pushed back the piece of
paper.

Margaret kept her eyebrow raised but
took the POSITION FILLED stamp out from under the
counter.

"Are you...sure?" she
asked, looking the eager young witch up and down.  "There's
nothing to do.  You'll probably be bored out of your skull.
 They only want one spell a year; they don't need a magicmaker
for anything else."

Isabella couldn't believe
her ears.  One spell?  Surely even she could not screw up
one spell.

"Oh, yes," she whispered
rapturously, holding Alice so tight against her breast that the cat
squeaked in protest.

The stamp practically sparkled as it
came slamming down on the piece of paper, and Margaret went off to
send word to Benevolence.

Isabella's luck was
finally changing.  

 


*

 


The next morning, Isabella landed her
broom on the outskirts of the tiniest town she had ever seen.
 Benevolence.  Her boots crunched in newly fallen snow,
and as she took up her broom, she drew her red shawl closer about
her, squinting.  Up on the mountain, they were no longer
waiting for the first snowfall, had probably been covered in the
white blanket for a month at least.  It was only a few weeks
until the Winter Solstice, but an uncommonly warm autumn had kept
the snow at bay for most of the other villages, a fact that had
made Isabella a little wistful.

She loved winter, loved the warmth of a
snug little cottage, the taste of snow, the way it shone in the
morning sunshine.  Solstice was her favorite day of the year,
and her heart ached and yearned for the possibility that--maybe,
just maybe this
year--she'd actually have a home to spend it in.

As if reading her
thoughts, Alice leaned against her head from her usual perch on the
witch's shoulder.  "Don't screw this up," the cat muttered to
Isabella.  Familiar words. Wise words to live by.

It was too early for
any normal mortal
to be awake (Isabella wanted desperately to make a good
impression), so she readied herself to sit on random doorsteps for
a few hours.  But perhaps the townsfolk in Benevolence weren't
quite normal.  There were many people in the streets, moving
from shop to shop, carrying baskets and small packages, some
dragging little sleds loaded with all manner of boxes and bags
behind them.  As she stood at the entrance to the village, the
little lane of brightly painted houses and shops with their
chimneys curled with smoke and their diamond pane windows
glittering, Isabella felt something she had not let herself feel in
a very long time:

Longing.

"Don't screw this up,
don't screw this up..." she muttered under her breath, keeping one
hand on Alice's back as the cat crouched, having just spotted a
dangle of ribbons dancing brightly in the window of a small toy
shop.  Both cat and witch stared through the window, their
noses almost pressed to the glass.  There were dolls and
little animals and books and wooden toys, and all of these
treasures were mounded and piled up around the crowning glory...a
small pine tree in a great ceramic pot covered in sparkling strands
of silver.

The tree shone--literally shone--magic emanating from its bark
to play along the needles and gleam out through the window to touch
Isabella's heart.  What sort of people used magic to light up
a Solstice tree?  Isabella pet Alice absentmindedly, earning a
little purr.  Only magical people, those ones that the magic
came to as easily as breathing, used it so casually.
 

So why did they need a
witch?

"Miss Isabella?  Is
that you?" a voice called.  The witch turned and was
confronted by a panting woman who clutched her hat to her head,
running up to skid to a stop before her.  She was covered in
all manner of shawls and sweaters and skirts, so many layers of
cloth that it was a bit difficult for her to put her arms down.
 Through the wreath of scarves and hoods, her
so-blue-they-were-almost-white eyes twinkled.  "I'm Miss Polly
Cat," she said, extending a multi-gloved hand.  "So sorry I'm
late!  Got held up.  Lovely to meet you!"

After the enthusiastic handshake, Miss
Cat turned and began to stride briskly through the town. Isabella
trotted to catch up.

"Welcome to Benevolence!"
declared Miss Cat, throwing back her arms to encompass the whole
little town.  "It's been forever since we've had a magicmaker,
and we're just so thrilled.  Really, you have no idea how
thrilled we are," the woman practically purred, taking Isabella's
arm and threading it through her own.  Alice leaped off the
witch's shoulder, indignant, as the woman steered Isabella down the
street.

"This is the baker's, Mr.
Ox, and this is the dried goods store, owned by a Mrs. Goose, and
this is the bookshop, run by Miss Peacock, and this
is..."

Isabella tried to keep up
not only with Miss Cat's steps but the litany of names.  As
the shops gave way to cottages, Miss Cat paused, and Isabella
hurriedly tried to ask her question. "At the Hag Bar, I was told I
only needed to perform one spell a year," said Isabella, with a
forced chuckle.  "That couldn't possibly be true…could it?"
 

But Miss Cat was nodding.
"Yes, true." And then she laughed, casting a sidelong glance.
 "Why, Isabella--why would we
have need for daily magic?"

Isabella shrugged, confused.  "I
mean, doesn't everyone need a village witch?"

"Not Changers," said Miss Cat with an
eyebrow raised.  Isabella stared at her for a long moment
before she opened her mouth and shut it, realization sweeping
through her and leaving a feeling of vast stupidity
behind.

Miss Cat, Mr. Ox, Mrs. Goose…of
course.

"You're shapeshifters,"
breathed Isabella, trying to keep the wonder out of her voice.
 Any seasoned witch knew many
shapeshifters--Changers--throughout her life, but Isabella was far
from seasoned, had actually never met a Changer and had only read
about them in some of her classes and her great book.
  Here and now, she did her absolute best not to be
speechless.  An entire town
of Changers?

Miss Cat hid her smile
beneath her hand.  "So, you can see we'd need very little,
magically speaking," she said, eyes twinkling.  "But we do
need that one spell a year--the most important spell."

"But just one a year," said
Isabella, brows furrowed.  She wanted to make
absolutely certain.
 It seemed far, far, far
too good to be true.  "You don't need bones
set.  You don't need any potions or…"

"Not a one," said Miss Cat blithely,
spreading her arms wide to the morning sunshine.  "We have all
we need!  The last village witch ran the sewing circle and did
a children's story hour once a week, but you don't have to do those
things.  I hope you have hobbies, Isabella. I'm afraid you
might get frightfully bored otherwise."

"I'll...find some," said
Isabella, a bit weakly.  

Miss Cat took her arm again and led her
down one of the side streets. "The witch's cottage is right on the
edge of the forest, of course," she said, voice prim.  "It has
all of the latest fashions for the sophisticated witch.
 Perhaps you can do a home study course in potions or some
such to keep yourself occupied…"

Isabella clenched her jaw
to keep in the truth: she could think of nothing lovelier than days
filled with quiet comforts, in which she would be responsible for
no one's broken arm...or heart.  She was descended from a very
long line of witches, and magic came quite naturally (if
imperfectly) to her, but the real world of a magicmaker was never
as textbook as classroom situations had led her to
believe.

And, of course, she couldn't
screw anything up if there was nothing to screw up.

"Here we are!" said Miss
Cat, spreading her arms before a little cottage squatting beneath
the pines.  It was made of fat logs with a sharp peaked roof
and a chimney made of river rocks.  The door was painted
bright purple, and two wind chimes clanged cheerfully in the
morning breeze.  Isabella stared at it, utterly embarrassed
that honest-to-goodness tears
had sprung to her eyes.

"Oh, it's lovely," she breathed, as
Miss Cat handed over the worn silver key.

"Let me see, let me see," said the
woman, tapping her lip thoughtfully.  "I'll come by in a few
days, get you started on the yearly spell.  It's for the
Winter Solstice, but it's quite easy, nothing to fret about.
 I'm trying to remember if I've told you everything," she
pondered.

Movement at the edge of the trees drew
both woman and witch's attention.  Alice leaped forward a step
and stopped, paws stock still in the snow.

It was an animal, a large animal that
moved in the shadows of the trees.  Isabella cocked her head,
shaded her eyes, peered intently at the shadows.  Was it a
deer?

Miss Cat shook her head, put an arm
about Isabella's shoulders and began to steer her toward the
cottage.

"Was that deer…white?" asked Isabella.
 The trees obscured her view now, but she could have
sworn…

"Never you mind about that deer," said
Miss Cat, mouth in a tight line.

"But I've never seen…"

"Isabella, our town is
a haven," she said,
words clipped.  "Our lives are perfect...now. And it took quite a bit
of work to get us to this point.  And Miss Deer--" Her lips curled up on the
words. "She is the exact opposite of all those things we hold so
close to our hearts here in Benevolence."

"She is a Changer?" asked Isabella,
peering around the edge of the cottage, even as Miss Cat pushed her
up the stairs.

"Yes," said the woman, with the
ultimate testiness, the warmth of their earlier exchange gone.
 "She's an outcast."

Isabella stared mutely as the key was
snatched from her hand.  Miss Cat finangled with the doorknob
until it gave way beneath the key.

Looking over her shoulder at the mute
witch, Miss Cat sighed, urged her forward.  "Let's get your
fire set.  And I shall tell you a story."

 


*

 


"Once," said Miss Cat, crumpling bits
of paper on the hearth, "there was a terrible winter in
Benevolence.  It was a few hundred years ago.  The crops
were bad. We had very little food.  It was a terrible
time.

"It drew close to the Winter
Solstice, and there was so much snow that no one could leave their
houses.  At night, we huddled about our little fires, and--one
night--we heard a great howl…like a wolf, but a monstrous wolf.
 And it was a
monstrous wolf: the Wolf of Winter."

Isabella shook her head.  She'd
never heard of such a thing, but Miss Cat's face was deadly
serious.

"The Wolf of Winter brings blizzards,
brings sickness, brings death to a place," she said gravely.
 "We had many wards--protections--on our town, on our houses,
but they weren't strong enough.  At that time, there was a Mr.
Deer here in Benevolence, and he disabled the wards, let the wolf
in.  Almost everyone perished."

Isabella listened intently, arms
folded.  "And then?"

"And then!" said the woman,
rolling her eyes to the heavens.  "Think, girl!  We ran
him out of town!  He betrayed us all, and most folk died
because of him.  None of his descendants are allowed on our
streets.  They're all bad."

Isabella choked a little, cleared her
throat.  "That was two hundred years ago," she said gently.
 "His descendants had nothing to do with…"

Miss Cat cast such a sharp glance upon
the witch that she fell silent.  "You cannot speak because you
do not know," she said coolly.  "But mark my words--do not
approach Miss Deer.  She is bad, through and through, just
like her great grandfather."

Isabella sighed, rubbed at her temples.
 "She…lives around here?"

The woman snorted.  "In a little
hut up the mountain.  She's a curse on us all."

 


*

 


Miss Cat's mood improved after they
ceased speaking of the Deers, and when she left, she kissed
Isabella on both cheeks and gave her a great hug.  "Welcome,
welcome," she purred, then winked.  "You know, I thought you
were a Changer, too.  Your last name, Fox…"

"Oh!" Isabella chuckled.
 "No, I'm not--I'm just a witch."

"I think you'll do well here," said
Miss Cat, and then she was gone with many promises to come on the
morrow, after Isabella had gotten settled.

"If that woman changes into a cat in my
presence, I can't promise to maintain common decency," said Alice,
sniffing around the hearth after Miss Cat had gone.  "I don't
think she was very nice."

"No," said Isabella, shivering.
 "But there has to be a catch to everything, doesn't
there?"

"What was that whole business about
outcasts?" said Alice, stretching.  "That's the type of
thinking that makes it so easy for people to go from nice, calm
citizens to witch burners, you know."

Isabella shrugged, sat down on the
floor before the fire, patting her lap.  Alice obliged,
crawling up and onto her, kneading even as she began her purr
litany.

It was a very clear rule: no
associating with Miss Deer.  But Isabella's interest was
piqued, and she felt terribly sorry for the Changer.  Was she
old, young, lonely, sad?



She had woken
unreasonably early, so
Isabella had a little nap curled up on her new living room floor,
head in arms, warm cat on her stomach.

She dreamed of white deer against white
snow and white stars burning.

 


*

 


"I won't," said Alice, shrinking down
even closer to the rocking chair, "and you can't make
me."

"That's just cruel, Alice," said
Isabella, exasperated, holding out her hands to the puffed-up cat.
 "You want me to explore all by my lonesome?"

"You got along perfectly well before
me," pointed out the cat.  "It's too cold!  I'll freeze
my whiskers off!"

There would be no cajoling her.
 Isabella gathered up her basket and held her shawl closer.
 "You're terrible," she hissed to the cat on her way out, but
Alice had already forgotten her and was purring with gusto before
the fire.

It was almost sunset;
Isabella was itching to be outside.  She'd brought her first
day's dinner from the Hag Bar, had everything else she needed, but
it wasn't sustenance she was after.  She wanted to do a little
spell for her own prosperity.  If she was perfectly truthful
with herself, she would have admitted that it wasn't so much a
spell for prosperity as it was for
things-actually-going-right-for-a-change.  And, for such a
spell, she needed luna leaf.

Luna leaf grew at all times
throughout the year, the little silver plant growing companionably
on the branches of pine trees.  For the purposes of magic, it
had to be gathered at sunset, and it had to be gathered the day of
the spell.  She had chosen the spell from her great book with
care; it might be the most difficult spell, but it was almost
guaranteed to provide results, and Isabella was tired.  She was
tired of being run out of
towns, and she was tired
of always having to leave, and though Miss Cat had
shown her an alarming tendency toward prejudice, it wasn't enough
to lessen her adoration for Benevolence.  She'd only been here
about half a day, and already she loved it with all of her
heart.

It helped, too, that the villagers
hadn't yet considered setting her on fire.

So Isabella set out of her little
witch's cottage, moving through the snow with a deliberate stride.
 It was almost sunset, and she didn't have much time to find
what she was looking for.  Her breath came out in great, white
puffs, and she set off along a small path through the greater pine
trees, gazing up at the cobalt sky, the bright splash of gold that
rimmed the world where the sun was descending.

Ah-ha! There!  Isabella strode over to
the smaller evergreen and put up her hand.  Yes, the luna leaf
was within reach.  She peeled off her mittens, taking the
sharp herb-gathering blade out of her satchel.  She watched
the sun setting, allowing her vision to blur a little.  Her
heart slowed, her breathing stilled, and she began to listen to the
music of the forest, gathering cold and close, all of the creatures
getting ready for sleep or waking, leaping from branch to branch or
rustling through the snow.

There was movement to her right, and
she cast an incurious glance toward it before stopping, breath
frozen in her throat.

A white doe.

The doe had not yet seen
her, was standing alert and stiff, gazing off in the direction
opposite Isabella.  She had never seen a white deer before in
her life, and now twice in one day?  This could not be a
different animal.  This could only be the woman, the
Changer...the outcast.

The doe turned and--one forefoot
stilled in the air--saw Isabella.

Her great, wide eyes were as wet and
wide as pools, set in her delicate, fragile skull.  Her nose
quivered, and as instantly as an eye blink, the doe was gone, and a
woman stood in its place.

She was covered in multiple furs, white
furs like the hide of the doe, and her face was hidden from view by
a thick shawl, her skirt dragging in the drifts.  

Woman and witch paused, staring at one
another for a long, piercing moment.  The moment shattered
when a crow took off from a close pine, cawing and showering
Isabella with a thick clump of snow from the branch.

"Ugh," she muttered,
shaking the snow out of her hair and shivering as it slid down in
the tiny gap between the scarf and her neck.  When she looked
up again, the woman was gone, vanished, melted into the twilit
woods without a sound.

Isabella sighed, hands on
hips.  The sun had already slipped beneath the edge of the
world, her chance to gather the luna leaf leaving with it, but she
wasn't particularly distraught about that fact.  She gathered
up her basket, her knife, and turned to leave the woods, feeling
the whole while the skin-pricking sensation of being
watched.

The witch took the cheese sandwich from
her satchel, wrapped in the too-red cloth napkin of the Hag Bar,
and--with a slow deliberateness--placed it on a drift.

She felt quite silly about
this action later--really, who would want a day-old cheese
sandwich?--but her motive was true.  If she'd been an outcast
with few comforts, perhaps the thing she'd miss most was cheese.

And, anyway, the sandwich
was gone in the morning.  Whether it was taken by forest
creatures or the Changer, she couldn't know.

*

 


"Why do you do that?"
asked Alice, patting her knee with one paw.  Isabella woke
from her reverie, glancing down at her crochet.  The last row
was all wrong.  She sighed, began to pull out the
stitches.

"Do what?" she replied, a
bit testy.  The cat sat down at her foot and stared up,
imploring.

"You leave," said Alice.
 "You're here, but you're not really...here."

"Just thinking about
something," she mumbled, trying to concentrate on the next stitch.
 It was hopeless.  She set down her little hook, the yarn
and the wretchedly misshapen scarf, and rose from the rocker.
 

"You've been like this
all day," yowled
Alice plaintively.  "What's the matter?  Are they going
to come for us again?"  The cat's "they," of course, referred
to the recurring mobs hellbent on setting fire to Isabella.
 

The witch shook her head.
 "No," Isabella reassured her cat, scratching her behind the
ears.  "I'm just thinking of someone."

Alice cocked her head but said not
another word, narrowing her eyes with a feline
shrewdness.

Miss Cat came at half past
noon, the wan winter sunshine still bright enough to make the
snowdrifts glow.  She stood on the doorstep, hand
outstretched, face set in a curious  expression, as if she'd
just tasted something quite bad.  Isabella looked from her
eyes to the outstretched hand, and then paused.

Made from twigs and bits
of string, a tiny deerlike shape crouched in the woman's hand.
 It was so small, it lay between the two lines in Miss Cat's
palm that would denote how long her life might be, and if it would
be happy.  Isabella felt a strange sensation come over her,
even as Miss Cat asked, "What is this?  It was on your
doorstep."  Not your typical greeting, and the sharp way that
she clipped her words was less than friendly.  Isabella
swallowed.

"It's…part of a spell I
did," she lied, snatching the small thing from the woman and
secreting it to her skirt's pocket.  

Miss Cat did not look convinced,
actually appeared quite suspicious, but when Isabella smiled widely
at her, she sighed and relented. "I came to show you around town,
and to explain the Winter Solstice spell," she said, reluctant.
 

Isabella patted her pocket to make
certain the deer was still there and took up her shawl.

A few thoughts circled the
witch's mind, but the most incessant was this: The Changer made this for me.  But why?

Had Miss Deer really been moved so much
by a day-old cheese sandwich?  As Isabella scooped Alice up
from her warm spot by the fire, shut and locked the door behind
her, she dropped the silver key in the same pocket that housed the
little deer and--inexplicably--felt her heart flutter.

…What was going on?
 She bit her lip, followed Miss Cat down the street and into
the town proper, trying to stay her trembling heart.  She
tried to remind herself, and repeatedly, how Miss Cat had all but
forbidden her to have any contact with Miss Deer.

But, as Isabella knew too well, some
things just couldn't be helped.

"The spell," said Miss
Cat, hurrying down the street, witch in tow, "is begun two weeks
before the Winter Solstice.  So...now," she said, over her
shoulder.  "It is completed the night of the Winter Solstice,
when we begin our celebrations."

"What is it for?" asked Isabella,
running to catch up.  "The spell--what does it do?"

Miss Cat stopped before the dry goods
store, hand upon the doorknob.  "It is to ward the town from
the Wolf of Winter," she said with deep sincerity.  Isabella
stared at her, then tried her best to wipe the disbelief from her
face.

The Wolf of Winter was just
a story.
 Isabella hadn't believed a word of it when Miss Cat had
regaled her the day before, but apparently Miss Cat
had believed, and deeply.
 

They ventured into the shop of one Mrs.
Goose, an elderly woman with pristinely pinned hair who nodded at
the two of them from behind the wide wooden counter.  Miss Cat
went straight to the big, carved spools of ribbon.

"It's a simple weaving spell," she
said, running her fingers over the loose ends of ribbon.
 Isabella stared at them skeptically as Miss Cat picked one up
here, dropped one there, testing the weight and length of each
piece.  Finally, the woman turned to Mrs. Goose.

"None of these will do,
Eliza.  They're not special enough," she said, shaking her
head, but Mrs. Goose was having none of it.

"Every year, you say the exact same
thing, Polly," said Eliza, sighing.  "The Wolf of Winter
hasn't been seen in generations.  The ribbons we have out will
do nicely. You don't need nothin' fancy for a weaving
spell."

Polly Cat appeared horrified, mouth
round in indignation, but Isabella stepped between them.

"Hi, ma'am," she said, smiling at Mrs.
Goose.  "I'm the new magicmaker of the town.  Name's
Isabella."

"Hello," said Mrs. Goose warmly.
 "How is the witch house treating you?  Do you like it
all right?"

"It's lovely.  The whole town is
lovely," said Isabella, smiling.  "I'm so happy to be
here…"

Miss Cat pushed between the two women
and slammed three bolts of ribbon down on the counter.  "Fifty
lengths, all four feet," she muttered to Mrs. Goose, who turned her
lips up thinly at the corners and drew large, sharp shears out from
beneath the ribbon.  The sound of snipping filled the store
while Isabella wandered from row to row, marveling at the pretty
fabrics, the dry bags of beans, the wooden barrels of flour and
sugar and hard candy.  

She went up to the front and picked up
a delicate glass ornament, a blue sphere, from its little bed of
straw.  It was hand-blown from a far-away city, maybe even
Angotha, where the Academy had been.  She'd never really
noticed all of the fine things in the city.  Maybe she'd been
jaded.  But here, in this little, secreted-away town, the
fragile glass in her hands seemed as fine a treasure as a palmful
of gems.

"Here are your fifty," said Mrs. Goose
heavily, pushing the ribbons across the counter at Miss
Cat.

"Now, child," said Miss Cat, holding
the ribbons out to the witch, "you must begin the
spell."

A weaving spell.
 Isabella's mind raced.  "How do you usually do it?" she
ventured.

Miss Cat held up one of the ribbons and
handed it to Mrs. Goose, who took it, albeit gingerly.  She
took another strand out of the pile and tucked it into her coat
pocket.  "Every person in the town gets one ribbon to imbue
with magic," she said. "On the night of the Solstice, they all
bring them together, you weave them at the entrance to town and
seal the spell, and it's done.  Another winter without the
Wolf."

Isabella pursed her lips, stared down
at the mound of ribbons in her hands doubtfully.

"Hand them out over the next few days.
It'll be a lovely excuse for you to get acquainted with everyone in
town," said Miss Cat, nodding her farewell to Mrs. Goose.
 Eliza winked at the witch as she turned to leave the
shop.

"Don't let her boss you
around," said Mrs. Goose, voice a conspirator's whisper.
 "She's not bad, just headstrong...ever since Mr. Cat passed.
 Well, she got more stubborn."  She frowned.  "She's
been getting worse--don't let her boss you," she repeated, and then
Isabella was ushered out of the shop, Polly Cat's arm snaked around
the witch's waist.

That night, Isabella stared
glumly at the mound of ribbons on the rug before her fire.
 A weaving spell--why did it have to be a weaving spell?  They'd
never even covered them at the Academy in her
courses, which were all General Witchery.  Of course the
instructors had mentioned weaving spells as something you
could do but had never
bothered to mention how.
 Isabella had time to dig through her
great book, read up
on them, but how could she be assured that she would be up to the
task?

She rose, straightened out her skirts
and filled the tea kettle with water from the earthen pitcher.
 She hooked the kettle over the fire and stared at the
crackling flames until the spout began to whistle merrily.
 Her mother had always said that any problem could be cured
with a good cup of tea. This prescription for life was one that
Isabella lived by and she believed it with her whole
heart.

Once the tea had steeped in
her own favorite mug, she curled up again by the fire, lost in
thought.  Next to the pile of ribbons sat the little twig
deer.  All throughout her worried musings over the spell,
she'd held the deer, turning it this way and that in the firelight.
 It was such a little thing, a veritable stick figure, thin
twigs held together by bits of thread, such as
one found in a
wren's nest.  It was so crude, so small…so charming.
 Whenever Isabella looked at it, her heart made that strange
little flutter.

She tried to push it from her
mind.

As the night wore on, Isabella broke
from her reverie again, last drop of tea consumed.  She had a
very funny feeling she'd forgotten something, so she stood and
stretched, wandering over to the back door of the
cottage.

Alice had been unusually
quiet...

Alice.  Oh, no.

She opened the back door and called for
her Familiar.  Alice, as stubborn as any cat, had declared
that she needed to go exploring and hunting right at sunset.
 Isabella had obliged, holding the door open for her, warning
her not to be gone too long.  

Alice detested the
cold, had been out
for hours, and Isabella hadn't even noticed!  Oh, her cursed daydreams!
 Isabella went out onto the back lawn without her shawl,
casting about for her cat.  In the almost full moonlight,
there were many tracks across the backyard but none of little cat
feet.  Isabella went back into the cottage, paced the kitchen,
tugging at her hair.

And then a knock came at the
door.

She was across the expanse of the
cottage in two bounds, jerking the door open.  There was Alice
in a stranger's arms.

"Oh,
Alice," whispered Isabella, gathering the
limp feline to her.  Alice made a plaintive little mew,
snuggling closer to the horrified witch who peered down at her
Familiar's back left paw, covered in dried blood.

"Here, help me," she muttered to the
stranger, not even looking up to see who it was that had delivered
her cat back to her.  She closed her eyes, concentrated on the
magic and began to close the wound on Alice's paw, lacing the skin
together with a spell.  She felt a boost of magic from the
stranger, and when she opened her eyes, the wound was
sealed.

Alice struggled out of her arms and
leaped down to the ground, completely unhurt, wound
vanished.

"Oh, thank you," said Isabella then,
looking up at the stranger.  And everything
stopped.

It was Miss Deer.

Her furs were down around
her shoulders, and her hair was long and tangled, a good brown
color, like a grackle's wing.  Her eyes were wide as a doe's,
and wild, but with a steadiness, too, and as Isabella stared, they
blinked once, languorously.

"Oh," said Isabella, in a very small
voice.

"Cat was caught in a snare," said Miss
Deer gruffly.  Whatever Isabella had thought her voice might
sound like, this was most certainly not it.  The Changer's
voice had a full tone to it, like music--soft and throaty and warm.
 Isabella processed the words, swallowed, and then there were
tears in her eyes.

"A snare?" she whispered,
looking over her shoulder at her plump little tabby, busily washing
her face on the hearth.  "She could have died."

"I cut her down," said the Changer,
nodding. "No harm done.  She'll be fine."

Isabella suddenly remembered that she
possessed something akin to manners.  "Oh, please," she
whispered, stepping back quickly.  "Will you come in?
 Have some tea?  How can I thank you?"

Miss Deer narrowed her eyes, took in
the hearth and cottage all in a glance.  "I can't stay," she
whispered, and looked back over her shoulder, toward the
village.

Isabella felt her throat
tighten.  "Please," she said, and the word broke a little.
 Damn it all.  "I don't care what they say," she said, and she
put up her hand to touch the Changer's arm and stopped.  Her
hand dropped to her side.  "At least warm yourself by the fire
before you go back out into the night?" she offered.  The
Changer considered this, and--after a long
moment--nodded.

"I'll warm my feet," she managed, and
then walked stiffly into the room.  Isabella was horrified to
see that the woman limped.

"Oh, you're hurt," the witch whispered,
darting forward and putting out her arm to steady her.  Miss
Deer shook her head, squatted down by the fire, and then gingerly
sat back into the rocker.

"It's my boots," she said,
voice suddenly tired.  "I'm good at spells having to do with
ropes, knots…  Terrible at most others.  Can't even do a
simple mending charm."  She winced and straightened out her
feet, and Isabella stared with horror down at boots that were more
holes than hide.  She could see the woman's skin through
gaping tears, could see how it had been rubbed raw and red in the
snow.

Isabella knelt down before the woman
and stared at the boots.  "I can fix these…" she said, and
looked up.

The Changer gazed down at
her, expression searching, curious.  Her mouth was open a
little, her lips soft and parted, and when Isabella's eyes strayed
to those lips.  She felt herself blushing even before she
realized that she'd placed a casual hand on the woman's knee.
 "Forgive me," she whispered, snatching it back as if burned,
but Miss Deer put out her own hand, slow and gentle, and gripped
her fingers tightly.

"What is your name?" she whispered to
the witch.

"Isabella Fox," said Isabella, smiling
a little.  "…what's yours?"

"Emily," said the Changer then, letting
go of Isabella's hand.  She slumped back in the chair,
wincing.

"Is it your feet?" said Isabella,
wincing, too.  They looked like they were on fire, thawing
much too quickly from the cold.  Emily nodded, eyes closed,
biting her lip.

"Can I…will you let me?" asked
Isabella, then, hands on her own knees.  

Emily opened her eyes, looked down at
the witch. "Yes," she said.  

Isabella reddened under her
gaze.  No one had ever looked at her like that, that
intently,
that...all-consuming.  When Emily looked at her, it was as if
there were nothing else in the world but where her gaze fell.
 Isabella chanced a sidelong glance and reddened further to
see that Emily was now staring intently at the witch's
hands.

She held them out over the Changer's
boots.  She concentrated, felt the energy coil up, snakelike,
moving from the earth and through the floorboards, through her
body, out into those feet, those boots.  She felt the pain
slacken in Emily, felt it leave completely, and then the boots
began to repair, the tears mending like a wound grafted.

When Isabella opened her eyes, she
examined her handiwork.  Emily's face was open, wonder-filled,
eyes wide, and she smiled down at the witch.

"I just have to seal it," said
Isabella, unthinking.  She kissed the tips of her fingers and
then tapped her fingers to the Changer's boots.

"What was that?" asked Emily, curious.
 

Isabella looked up, shrugged.  "It
seals the spell," she said, suddenly self-conscious, rubbing at her
arms.  Emily leaned forward, and Isabella realized in that
moment how very close she was, so close that if the witch angled up
her face just so, she could reach up and…

"I saw you in the woods, saw what you
left for me," said Emily softly, brows furrowed.  Isabella
felt the softness of skin against her palm, and then the Changer
was holding her hand again, fingers dancing lightly over her wrist.
 "Why did you do it?  Haven't you been told that
I'm…forbidden?"

Isabella sighed, feeling in that moment
more exhausted than she thought possible.  "I've been told,"
she muttered, shaking her head, shifting from one knee to the
other.

Emily's brows went up, a question.
 "Then why did you invite me in?"

Isabella opened her mouth,
closed it.  Emily smelled of the woods, of bark and tree and
moss and wild, running stream.  She smelled like the good wood
air, and the way the firelight fell upon her tangled hair…
 Something fluttered in the pit of Isabella's stomach, and she
knew that she could not put it into words.  Not yet, not now.
 She had often daydreamed of pretty girls, had almost asked
one of her classmates to the great Witch's Ball once, but had never
summoned up the nerve.  Daydreams were safer; wishes could be
kept secret.  

But this wasn't a secret right now, her
hand held by the Changer, whose skin was soft and warm, like silk
and tea.  Isabella looked up into the questioning, questing
eyes of the stranger and felt something fall into place, something
she hadn't even known was wrong but was now made right.

"I've always been an outcast, too," she
said, then, voice so quiet she almost couldn't hear it
herself.

"You?" Emily stared.

Isabella laughed.  "Yes, me."
 And then:  "You'd be surprised."  And she actually
winked.

Emily looked deeply into
the witch's eyes for a long moment, as if searching for something.
 But she didn't find it.  She stood after a small space
of heartbeats.  "I should go…  I'm too close to town."
 She set her lips in a long, thin line.  "You could be
run out for associating with me."

"That's ludicrous," said
Isabella, shaking her head.  "You did nothing wrong.
 This whole thing isn't even about you."

"Well, Benevolence holds a
grudge forever," she said, voice small.  "My great grandfather
was a scoundrel.  We've never denied that.  But
I'm not like him.  I
never have been."  

"I know," said Isabella,
surprising herself.  She believed it, believed it deeply.
 "It shouldn't be this way.  What's this whole ‘Wolf of
Winter' thing about, anyway?  They don't really think it's
true, do they?  It seems more like a story, a myth to explain
away a storm."

Emily shrugged.
 "They think it's true.  I couldn't tell you.  I
don't know.  But they cast the spell every year.  They
believe the Wolf brings pestilence, snowstorms...  They think
the spell bewitches it to keep it away from the town, hypnotizes
it.  If the Wolf doesn't enter Benevolence on Solstice night,
it vanishes by morning."  She shook her head.  "This is a
story everyone knows by heart.  I can't say if there's truth
to it or not."
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