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  Tawny
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The guardian waits, coiled tight within my chest. It’s dull now—its magic and the overwhelming energy that once went with it. My actions on Halloween night stripped away its luster. For how long, I can’t be sure. 
For forever, my dad’s voice whispers, as real in my ear as the crisp forest breeze combing through my coarse fox fur.
Shivering, I shake his errant voice away. Dead, I remind myself. Buried. Those sorts of facts are getting harder to remember, though. The amount of extra energy the guardian pumps through my new form is a gift, but everything has a price. 
Each time I use our combined energy and magic, my emotions fade that much more. Gone are the surface-level ones—affection, excitement, joy. In their place lives those strong enough to glimmer through the numb haze like tiny stars in a vast, dark sky—jealousy, resentment, anger. Pure, blinding rage.
Forever.
And then, you are not enough.
I don’t have forever. I have weeks. Days, if I’m truly unlucky.
The council could—
The council could do a lot of things. But they won’t. Not with so many average people between me and them. Not with the entire town sitting on tree roots that thread into my magic like veins. They’d be stupid to interfere so soon. Better to wait until I’ve drained the guardian dry, if such a thing is possible. Better to bide their time.
By the time they get to me, there won’t be anything left. Nothing left of this town. Nothing left of me.
Paws crunching along the layers of dank leaves strewn across the forest floor, I approach the line of trees where my domain meets Main Street. The witch who came to Evelyn’s rescue on Halloween night stands proudly on a podium in front of Town Hall’s ruins. The one who tracked me through the woods. The one who smells of camphor, roses, and rain-slicked pavement.
Something in her scent teases at a memory—one of my parents, swaying around each other in the kitchen, the inaudible murmur of an overplayed Christmas song in the background. 
Mom had quoted a line from a Robert Frost poem—one about walking out in the rain. It wasn’t rare for them to talk about poets and poetry. They’d met during a college English Lit lecture after all, one Mom says resulted in them arguing in front of the entire class. Dad insists it was nothing more than a spirited bout of flirting.
But then, smiling one of her softest, rarest smiles, Mom said how it reminded her of Dad’s natural rain-soaked scent. And Dad? Well, he’d thrown his head back and laughed for ages. By the time he’d regained his breath enough to talk, me and my siblings were gathered around him, waiting for whatever spurred such a bout of laughter.
He leaned in close to Mom, his voice an overloud whisper, not dissimilar to toddler Gracie attempting to tell a secret, and shared: that part of his scent? It didn’t come from an expensive cologne or body scrub, like we all assumed. 
It came from his deodorant.
We all gasped, affronted. How could such a lovely scent come from something meant to hide body odor? And those occasional strong wafts of it, those moments it smelled the richest, all because he was sweating more than usual!
He’d laughed again at our expressions, winked at Mom’s frown, then swung her into an upbeat dance to the beat of a pop singer crooning about wanting her boyfriend for Christmas.
In the present, the witch speaks, sharp eyes glinting. Shaking my head to clear away the rest of the memory—the tune of the song, that line of poetry, Dad’s deodorant smell, the warmth of the room—I prick my pointed ears forward, taking in her words and how her heart stutters over every one. 
She’s lying. 
Tongue falling from my toothy, open mouth, I grin in my monstrous way.
You can’t do this.
You are not enough.
I hold in a growl, reminding myself at the last moment it’ll give my position away. I’m sick of not being enough. Sick of staring inward and finding only pain, only doubt, only grief.
Pulling on the guardian’s energy and innate connection with the forest, I allow the surge of magic to wash away everything else. The remnants of candy cane sticking to my teeth, the tune of that god awful Christmas song, Dad’s laugh, and Mom’s smile. 
My emotions, my doubts, me.
Forever.
I cut the echo of my dad’s voice off by adding my own whisper: you keep your promises. 
And I promised to tear Harper Hollow apart, didn’t I?






  
  Chapter 1
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The line of trees beyond the ruins of what once was Town Hall stand silent and dark, watchful as sentinels. A flurry of movement in their depths catches my attention. The austere white-beige-auburn of feathers, of a sleek body too large to be a songbird and too pale to be a crow. 
I squint, trying to decipher exactly what the creature is, my heart beginning to pound. Is it Tawny? Has she caught herself some kind of bird and stolen its shape? My breath catches in my throat.
It swivels its head around, showing off a sweet heart-shaped face and a wickedly hooked beak alongside enormous eyes. A barn owl. And as I stare at it, and it at me, no glow starts in its pupils. No magic sparks around its form. 
It blinks once, a slow, lazy motion, then flutters deeper into the trees without a sound.
Just a barn owl. A normal, everyday barn owl.
My heart settles back into its normal rhythm. Or as normal as it gets nowadays, with my upcoming coven training with the Bell siblings, Tawny hiding somewhere in the forest, and Priscilla being a witch hanging over me. Oh, plus I haven’t gotten control over my magic.
At least Skully’s settling in at our house. I sneak him in through my bedroom window after Dad’s gone to bed every night, letting him raid our kitchen for food. I figure Dad’s less likely to notice a couple of missing snacks than his vegetable garden in our backyard being devoured by the hungry crow. 
Skully goes outside during the day and though I know he’s wild, I can’t help the guilt at shooing him out before my dad spots him.
A cleared throat draws my attention to the main event—a speech given by our mayor to help lessen worry throughout Harper Hollow after what happened.
Yet Mayor Watt is nowhere to be seen when Priscilla Newton takes the stage, her heels clicking against the bottom of the wooden podium. She stands rigid and firm in front of the crowd waiting on Main Street. 
Her outfit, a precisely tailored black pantsuit, is like something from one of Dad’s movies that takes place in New York City. Between that and her pointed heels—sharp, shiny purple things—she is as much a warrior as a witch. 
My mind stumbles over that word: witch. It rumbles through my mind like a curse. A reminder of her attempt to trap Tawny in a magical snare, revealing herself to be a witch on Halloween night. 
Tawny, who escaped, and I haven’t seen since.
I shiver and pull my cardigan closer, but the thick, cozy fabric does little against November’s chill.
Priscilla clears her throat, drawing everyone’s attention back to her. Somehow, I think she’s used to people’s attention. Worse than that, maybe she craves it. Or maybe it’s not worse. Maybe she’s what we need with Mayor Watt fumbling beneath the pressure and no one else stepping forward.
Sam grumbles beside me, unusually grumpy for a sunny day. Usually he’s looking for leaf piles or pointing out soccer memorabilia someone else might be wearing. But today? Today he’s slouched. Withdrawn. 
I grimace and look away from him. Another thing that’s my fault. Since that night, when I had him hold Kate back from following me, they’ve barely spoken. Less than barely. 
Pass the salt, he’ll say. Then she’ll nod or hum or make a noise but never say a word. 
She’s angry, I know that. He knows that. And sometimes knowing is worse. Knowing why is worse still. 
Priscilla speaks, and I push those thoughts to the back of my mind. 
“Good afternoon,” she says, the sun gilding her side like she’s an angel incarnate. But the tips of her purple hair say otherwise, along with the simple silver nose ring shining in the sun.
“Thank you for coming,” she says, and it sounds like she means it. Maybe she’s not so bad. 
The field behind her, complete with the ruins of Town Hall, waits lifeless without the building or its green ivy to brighten the space. I don’t know why people keep giving speeches in front of the ruins like that’s supposed to motivate us townspeople. 
I nearly laugh at the thought, one that sounds so like my dad. But he’s speechless beside me, enraptured as she keeps speaking. 
“Where’s Watt?” someone asks. I can’t glimpse who through the crowd, but I know the voice. Carl from Carl’s Hardware, usually ornery and sometimes soft. He’s typically soft towards children, old ladies, and dogs. Not the local government and especially not her.
It’s a relief that at least he isn’t under her spell like my dad. 
Her smile strains at the edges. “I’m afraid he couldn’t make it,” she says. “But he was more than willing to let someone else step in.” 
“And that someone was you?” Carl asks. 
Someone murmurs for him to shut up. 
He ignores them. “Why you?”
Impossibly, her smile grows. “We’re friends. Who else can you trust but your friends?”
Grumbling but silent, he backs down. 
“And we’re all friends, aren’t we? So, as friends, I’d like you to bring any concerns to me if Mayor Watt isn’t able to make an appearance.” 
Someone behind me shuffles on the balls of their feet. Normally, I would barely notice. But right now, in the complete silence during her speech, it’s impossible not to. 
I glance over my shoulder, expecting Kate or maybe one of the Bell siblings, but it’s Ben Newton, Priscilla’s son. For a split second, our gazes connect, his face full of dread. Then he’s looking down and away, hunching forward to tell me he doesn’t want to talk. 
What is with him, I wonder. Then, is he a witch too? 
Who knows? I won’t ask. It’s not something I would want anyone to ask me. 
Tawny said it runs in families. But Kate isn’t and maybe Ben isn’t either. 
Tawny, Tawny, Tawny. The name runs through my head like a taunt now that I’ve thought about her. Like she’s beside me, mocking me from nearby in her fox form. Or maybe her cat one, a reminder of my failure to save my neighbor’s cat Shadow from her clutches.
“Does everyone understand?” Priscilla asks. 
Instead of answering, someone in the crowd speaks. “When are we going to talk about the Bell girl?” 
Her smile freezes. Her stare darkens and sharpens. If she looked at me like that, I don’t know what I’d do. Back away, probably.
“Her disappearance is being dealt with through the local police,” Priscilla answers, glare shooting daggers toward whoever asked. 
Well, it’s not like she can tell the truth: Tawny’s recovering after using the forest guardian to destroy Town Hall, hidden away in the Hollow Forest somewhere. The name sends a shudder through me. The woods or the forest, I grew up calling them, and the older-style name doesn’t sit right.
“Yes, but—“ the person continues.
With a slash of her hand, Priscilla cuts them off. “I can’t talk about it. Police information is confidential and, unfortunately, even I know the bare minimum.” 
“Probably because you’re a stand-in mayor,” Carl mumbles. 
She wouldn’t be able to hear under any other circumstance with a crowd this big, but the absolute quiet following the slash of her hand makes it possible. 
She scowls at him for a moment before schooling her features into cold politeness. Behind me, Ben shuffles on his feet yet again. 
The hairs on the back of my neck stand up. I glance around from beneath my lashes, expecting…
Well, I don’t know. I haven’t seen Tawny since that night. Since Halloween, when everything went wrong.
There’s nothing around. Not a leaf out of place on the cobblestone. Not a hint of patchy fur or a fox snout stretched into a too-wide grin. Still, my stomach twists.
What if she’s here? What if she’s watching? What if she’s waiting? 
I shake my head, loosening the thought. There’s no use worrying, I remind myself, and somehow it sounds like my mother’s voice, patronizing and snide. I grit my teeth and try to force my mind into emptiness. Like cool darkness or that feeling I get when I’m repotting my succulents. 
But it doesn’t come. There’s no darkness surrounding me and there are no plants in front of me. Instead, I’m left with that same unease. 
The crowd shifts, pressing tighter by the minute. They’re getting worked up—angry—I realize. Not at Priscilla, but at the situation. Tawny missing. A local girl is missing and no one in the local government is doing much of anything about it. 
If only they knew, my mind says, but I shut the thought down before it can go any further. If only they knew, it whispers. 
“Please remember—“ Priscilla begins. 
“Remember what?” Carl roars. “That you’re not the real mayor? You have no say—“ 
She cuts him off with a scoff. “Mayor Watt, your mayor, says I do. Can he say the same of you?” 
Carl’s mouth snaps shut, audible despite the murmuring crowd. 
“This is going nowhere,” Sam says.
I almost ask him to quiet down. Almost. 
But he’s right. It truly is going nowhere. Priscilla’s not budging and the townspeople aren’t getting the reassurances they need. 
A rustling starts against the stone beneath us. At first I assume it’s a breeze stirring the leaves littering the ground. But I glance around and find none of them moving. There’s no telltale coolness of a gust against my skin, either.
My hands shake. Sweat pours down my forehead. Worst of all, every fine hair on my body stands on end. 
She’s here. 
The rustling continues. No one else notices. Not Priscilla. Not the townspeople. Not my dad or Sam or Ben. 
Where are the Bell siblings when I need them? They might know what to do. Or maybe not—she is their sister, one they’ve been reluctant to stop in the past. I don’t know. I don’t know anything anymore. 
I shift closer to dad. She could attack him again, breaking his other leg. 
Or she could go after Sam. With a hand on his arm, I drag him close. He leans in, grumbling but warm against my side, staving off the breeze beginning to pick up. 
Leaves fly past us, landing on Town Hall’s front lawn. The sun sinks lower. 
Then, near the ruins, the old streetlight flickers on, rays of yellow light streaming across the grass and toward shadows within the ruins. Something moves in the darkness. Something large, something deadly. 
“Dad,” I whisper. “We have to go.” 
He shakes his head, eyebrows furrowing, but doesn’t shift his gaze away from Priscilla. “Not yet, sweetheart.” 
I try Sam instead, leaning more into him and whispering towards his ear. Why couldn’t he have stayed my height? “Sam, please. We have to go. Grab my dad and—“ 
The rustling turns into the slow drag of something like scales against the ground. My knees knock together. Them smacking together should hurt, but all I manage is distant horror.
She’s here. She’s here. She’s here. 
It runs on repeat in my head. A warning. A threat. 
She’s here. She’s here. She’s here. 
Sam turns his head, mouth dropping open. “What’s going on?” 
“Grab my dad,” I say. 
He’s already grabbed my dad’s shoulder by the time I’m done speaking. 
“Mr. Lowry, we have to go. It’s an emergency,” he says.
Finally, my dad looks over. “What—?” he begins, glancing toward Town Hall.
He cuts himself off. 
In that moment, Tawny strikes. The movement in the darkness comes out into the light, revealing a gnarled mass of roots and vines and who knows what else. They untangle slowly, leisurely, as if to taunt the watching crowd. 
The townspeople see it—her—and somehow that makes whatever she’s become more real. More real than me seeing her or her vines. Other people have seen her. A part of her or what she controls, anyway. But this isn’t the time for semantics. This is the time to run. 
The first scream erupts. Dad’s jaw drops. 
“Mr. Lowry,” Sam says, voice low, attention trained on the vines. 
“Dad,” I say, close to begging. “Please.” 
“Right. Where did we park again?” he says, voice trembling out.
Sam tugs him away, careful to give him time to hobble along on his crutches, and I follow, sparing the crowd a glance. We can’t leave them, even with Priscilla here to fight back. Someone could get hurt.
Finally, noticing where everyone’s attention has shifted, she turns on the makeshift stage, her clicking heels penetrating through the silence following the scream. “You again,” she says, pleased. Her hands clench and unclench at her sides, readying for a fight.
The vines crawl closer, slithering through the dead grass. The sound is like a thousand snakes moving all at once. But they don’t head for the townspeople. They head for Priscilla.
But once they reach within three feet of her, they stop as if they’ve hit a wall. Did she use magic to keep them away? No, I never saw a speck of magic leave her hands. 
Within seconds, they crawl upwards, curving in an arc of impossibly green plantlife. They coil. They knot together. They create. 
Until, hanging above Priscilla’s head, a single word hangs bold and vividly green. Everyone stares at that one incriminating word. 
Liar.






  
  Chapter 2
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That word haunts me well into the next day, then the next. Until it’s Saturday and I have to be at the Bell home for my first training session in magic. 
I tell Dad I’m doing a project with James. We’re in the same grade and share some classes, so he doesn’t squint too hard when I tell him. 
With a knowing quirk to his lips, Sam starts a conversation with him at that exact moment. Something about a sport they both watch. Baseball, maybe? I don’t know, I can’t keep up. 
Dad forgets all about what I’ve said. I’m able to sidle out of our house, roll my bike down the driveway, and drive off toward the main road without him ever noticing. 
The ride is pleasant. Or it should be, but memories of the last time I came to the Bell house run through my head. 
The chase. The crow, Skully. The monster, Tawny. 
Liar.
She called Priscilla one days ago, before her vines slithered back toward wherever they came from, leaving the townspeople shaken and Priscilla glowering. We didn’t stay to hear what anyone said. Dad was oddly quiet on the ride home, but didn’t ask a single question. 
It’s a matter of time before he does. I just hope he doesn’t ask me.
Liar. 
She called Priscilla a liar. About what?
Liar.
I am too. How many times have I lied to cover for my magic or my mother’s or to hide her abuse? So many I can’t keep count or remember them all.
An echoing CAW pulls me out of my thoughts.
I startle, grip on the handlebars loosening. The front wheel wobbles dangerously against the pavement, beginning to pitch right. Tightening my hold, I wrestle the wheel back toward the center until the bike stabilizes. Then, swearing beneath my breath, I glance upward.
“Really?” I shout at Skully, swooping above my head.
He cackles, then flies lower, side-by-side with me on my bike. “You had it coming. You weren’t paying a lick of attention.”
“And you’ll have it coming when a car flies down this road and clips you,” I say, pedaling hard to keep up with his quick pace.
He croaks. “They wouldn’t dare.”
“Why? What are you going to do? Poop on them?”
“I—“ The eye facing me narrows. “How did you know?”
I pant out a breathless laugh, chest heaving. 
The Harper Hollow sign beckons ahead, reminding me to turn onto the Bell home’s road. I swing onto the bumpy surface, gritting my teeth and wishing, not for the first time, my bike handled off-roading better. 
With the trees lining the long road, Skully sticks close, glaring at the low-hanging branches that threaten to smack him in the head. 
“Perch on me,” I say, though it comes out jumbled by me bouncing along on my bike.
He nods once, sighing. Then his talons grip the back of my jacket. He’s surprisingly gentle for a crow—an animal equal parts intelligent, mischievous, and reckless. 
Not for the first time, I wonder about his past. He’s said so little besides that he came here from Beacon Hollow, our rival town. He doesn’t have a flock, yet contains an obvious understanding of a lot of human things. Like tapping on my bedroom window to be let in, or being careful with his talons, or his somewhat formal way of speaking.
I open my mouth, questions about him building at the back of my throat. 
“Eve!” Gracie shouts.
I swing my head around, already smiling, and push those questions to the back of my mind for later. “Gracie!” 
Her smile stretches into a grin. Her big blue eyes sparkle in the light filtering through the trees. Mostly bare, the branches twist and weave close together, leaving their whitewashed home in the shade.
I leave my bike propped against the front of the porch, glad for the shadows cooling my sweat-slick skin.
Gracie meets me on the third step, hugging me from the side. Returning her hug, I glance toward the front door, unsurprised to find Ash watching us. Her open expression shutters once she notices I’m looking, twisting into a scowl. 
“You brought the bird?” she asks.
“My name is Skully,” he says from atop my shoulder, sniffing haughtily. 
I wince at the hostility pouring off both of them, clutching tighter to Gracie. “I don’t suppose you’ll be training me?” I whisper.
She shakes her head. “No. Hannah says I’m too young to be your teacher.”
“Is Ash…?” I trail off.
Her pout lifts into a wide grin. She bounces on her feet. “No, not her either. Your teacher is—“
“James!” Ash shouts into the house. “Your student is here!”
Hannah peers over Ash’s head, snickering. “More like girlfriend.”
Ash jabs back with her elbow, hitting her older sister squarely in the chest. 
Laughing through a pained wheeze, Hannah backs off, dragging Ash away from the door with her. “Let’s give them some privacy.”
Ash tsks, mouth twitching, fighting the smirk threatening to take over her face. “Stop being gross.”
They retreat deeper into the old house, leaving me and Gracie on the porch. We trade a look—hers exasperation and mine bemusement—before she lets me go and skips off. Her steps clomp down the porch steps, then toward the backyard of the house.
“I’ll go get everything ready! Come on, Skully,” she says, waving for him to follow. 
“Younglings,” he says on a sigh, but goes, dark form disappearing around the side of the house.
Traitors. 
Without them, I’m left alone on the porch, waiting for James. Like I might wait around for him before a date. My cheeks go hot. I slap my hands over them, tempted to run. Why did my brain go there?
Because you like him, it says, syrupy-sweet.
I like his freckles.
You like him, my thoughts say in a sing-song.
My cheeks burn. The screen door creaks open. I startle, tripping over nothing, then right myself with a desperate grab at the porch railing. By the time I glance up, my cheeks have cooled and James stares at me with his eyebrows raised.
I grimace. “I’m a little on edge.”
“I noticed,” he says.
Silence stretches between us, fraught with my nerves, his restless fidgeting, and neither of us meeting the other’s glances. 
Stomping footsteps make their way around the outside of the house. Gracie! Thank goodness. 
She pauses at the bottom of the porch steps, glancing between us. “Is everything okay?”
“Yes,” James says, voice cracking. 
“Yes!” I say, too loud and too quick.
Skully lands on the railing, eyeing us. “Human courtship rituals are strange.”
A blush sears my cheeks, spreading rapidly until it seeps beneath my jacket collar. “You’re a magical talking crow. I don’t want to hear anything about us being strange.”
James huffs a laugh. “She has a point.”
Skully tilts his beak up, then turns in place and gives us his back. “Be glad the littlest one is my friend. Otherwise I’d defecate all over this porch.”
Gracie beams. “We’re best friends!”
“Best friends,” he concedes.
“Well,” James says, running a hand through his messy hair. “Since my little sister conned your crow into being best friends—“
“Hey!” Gracie says, puffing her cheeks out.
He smiles, showing off a dimple in his left cheek. “Sorry, convinced Skully to be friends.” 
A smattering of freckles sink into it and I stare, entranced.
“They should be able to keep each other busy while we work on your magic training.” He gives Gracie a long look full of meaning: stay out of the way. Still, he’s kind, careful to soften it with a smile.
I tear my gaze away from his face. “Skully?”
“Me and the youngling will play in her room. Something about tea?” he answers.
Gracie bounces her way past us and into the house, voice fading the deeper she goes, Skully perched atop her head. “A tea party! I’m probably too old for them, but I have the perfect teacup for you. It has skulls on it!”
I stare after them, warm from the inside out, then glance at James. He’s staring at me, his expression fond and something else. Something I can’t interpret. 
I clear my throat, heart thudding so loud I’m surprised he can’t hear. A thousand butterflies flutter to life in my stomach. Not butterflies, I chide myself. Something less lovesick. Like moths or beetles or gnats. 
He startles, fingers twisting together at his sides. “Right, let’s go.”
Steps sure, he leads me around the back of the house, through patches of overgrown grass, weeds, and clover, my sneakers sinking into the mud beneath. Glancing down, I wrinkle my nose at the ooze. This far into the woods, their property is more wild than tamed, despite the large house. 
I don’t remember it being this bad when I visited once as a kid. Back then, the grass was cut short well past the front porch, and the clover relegated to beneath the shade provided by trees in the backyard. The house hadn’t been part of the forest, but not entirely separate, either. 
My stomach sinks. With Hannah’s job at the diner and raising multiple siblings with differing schedules, she must not have time. And with schoolwork and Tawny running amuck through the town? I doubt the younger three have any time, either.
Maybe I should talk Dad into lugging his lawnmower and gardening supplies here. Surely between him, me, Kate, and Sam, we’d be able to get it back into shape?
“Eve,” James says.
My head snaps up. I’ve followed him to the center of the backyard without remembering most of my steps. 
I take in the wide stretch of tall grass, my mouth gaping open. 
Toward the back, beneath the shade of a cluster of trees, an old play-gym sits derelict and forgotten. A light breeze filters through the trees, bringing the scent of rot and damp wood. The wind stirs a set of swings along one side. They sway. Rusted chains clink together. 
In the shadows beneath the structure, mushrooms grow wild, their drab beige tops cresting above the grass. 
Shivering, I pull my jacket tighter, staving off the worst of the wind’s chill but not the pungent odor.
James rubs a hand along the back of his neck. “It’s not what it used to be, I guess.”
“It’s not,” I say, memories of the play-gym from before flashing through my head. 
Back then, the wood smelled fresh, like it’d come straight from the lumberyard. Tawny had pointed out the shade beneath the main platform, saying it had the thickest grass to sit on. No mushrooms back then, and no rust, either.
“Does Gracie…?” I trail off, wincing.
“Play on it?” He shakes his head. “No. She says she’s too old for it, but that never stops her from doing anything else. I think she doesn’t want to admit it’s gross. It’d make Hannah feel bad.”
“She’s a sweet kid.” I take a deep breath, then wipe my sweaty hands on my leggings. “So, what do I have to do?”
He turns, eyebrows raised. “Nothing. First, we should go over how magic works.”
“Thoughts, will, belief?” I ask.
He nods, smiling. “That’s the basics. It’s honestly all you need, but I should still explain them. Do you remember what trumps what?”
“Like rock, paper, scissors?”
He chuckles. “Kind of. Did you bring a notebook?”
When all I do is stare at him blankly, he covers his face with a hand, but not before I notice the grin overtaking his face. “Or some paper? Anything?”
“I have my phone?”
I pull it out, swiping through the apps until I find one for notes. Then I lift my head, staring at him expectantly. 
He squints at the screen. “Does that back up anywhere?”
“Is it not supposed to?” 
I scramble, tapping through the settings, but it’s an endless array of sections that jumble together in my head. What if it does? The council could find out. I might not know much about them yet, but I know enough. Like they’d probably do whatever it takes to silence something like my magic lesson notes going viral.
Snorting, he steps closer, my hands holding the phone providing distance between us. “It’d be better if it did. Wouldn’t want you to lose all of my teaching to a puddle, you know?”
I glance up, squinting at him. “A puddle?”
“If you dropped your phone.” His face goes pink. 
“No, it’s just—“ I break off, absently tapping my nails against the side of my phone. “The council won’t care if this is all stored online somewhere?”
“They won’t know.”
I flinch back. They could find out! Or worse, they could trace it back to me and my stupid phone, then bear down on Harper Hollow with every punishment imaginable.
“I was kidding! Sorry.” He clears his throat. “They’re very much in the no one will believe some ramblings about magic camp.”
“They figure people will be in denial.”
He nods. “Yeah, exactly. So, back your notes up.” He taps the top of my phone, careful not to hit the actual screen. “I’d prefer you do.”
“Sure thing, professor.”
His face flames red. “Hey!”
I grin at him, noticing—not for the first time—how well his shoulders fill out the breadth of his coat. How a smattering of freckles frame the side of his mouth, drawing attention to his full lower lip.
“Back to your lessons!” Hannah shouts.
I glance over my shoulder to find her leaning out of a second-story window, smirking. “Come on, you two can’t stare at each other forever. It’ll get dark, eventually.”
“Then we’ll go inside,” James retorts.
“Only if you keep your bedroom door open.” And with that, she ducks inside and slams the window shut, the curtains falling back into place around it.
James makes an affronted noise. “Meddling witch.”
“She reminds me of Kate.”
“Yeah, they are alike sometimes.”
I stare at him, my expression twisting with horror. “We can never let them officially meet.”
He throws his head back and laughs.






  
  Chapter 3
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By the time the sun reaches the highest point in the sky, I’ve filled my phone with note after note from James’s lessons. The information fills the crevices of my mind, turning my thoughts sluggish. I tuck my phone away, then yawn, jaw creaking. 
“Okay,” James says at the end, lit by unrelenting rays of fierce sunlight, unusual for November. “Repeat what you’ve learned back to me.”
“Seriously?” I groan, tempted to stamp my feet.
He crosses his arms, dead serious.
“Belief beats will and thoughts, will beats thoughts, and thoughts beat nothing.”
“Because…?”
“Thoughts are changeable—magic born from them is imprecise and messy.”
He nods, beaming, and I try not to melt into the grass.
“And,” I say, determined to prove myself. “Magic is energy. A witch has to replenish said energy in the usual ways—eat, sleep, drink fluids.”
“What about emotions?”
I fiddle with my phone, tucked away in my front pocket, tempted to scroll through my notes. Biting my bottom lip, I recall what I remember from his lecture. “Emotions are tied to energy. They can boost magic in the moment, but the more magic or energy or whatever is used, the more emotions numb out, then drain completely.”
He stays silent. Nervous, I ramble. “Use too much magic and it depletes energy to the point of illness, then death. Recovering energy varies from person to person?”
Slowly, he nods.
Staring at my feet, I loosen my grip on my lip. “Magic is genetic, passed randomly through families. And we’re, what, a tiny fraction of the population?”
“Right.”
“Is that it?”
He sighs. 
I glance up. “What?”
“There’s more—spirits, guardians, and covens—but you’ve learned enough for today.”
I exhale, relieved, and pivot on the balls of my feet. “Great! I’ll go get my bike.”
His hand drops onto my shoulder, stopping me from leaving the backyard. “Magic theory is great, but the best way to learn is through practice.”
“Practice?” I ask, voice gone high and squeaky.
He lets me go, then steps around me and heads toward the back of the house. A large terracotta pot waits in the shadows, wilted tomato vines hanging over the edges. He picks it up, and the plant gives up entirely, its browning ends dragging through the grass.
Carefully, he places it on the ground in front of me, then stands, brushing his hands clean. “This plant isn’t doing great.”
“Really? I couldn’t tell,” I drawl.
At his confused look, I roll my eyes. “It’s a tomato plant. They don’t like the cold, especially not the freezing temps we’ve been getting at night lately.”
“It’s a tomato plant? Good to know.” He shrugs. “It probably doesn’t help that none of us remember to water it, either.”
I run a hand over my face, telling myself his complete obliviousness isn’t cute. “So, what? You want me to bring it home and rehabilitate it?”
I think of the pots and planters littered throughout my room where I’m doing just that with deeply discounted, once half-dead, grocery and big box store succulents. Kate’s taken to calling them my army of the undead since I turn them from withered husks—as close to utterly dead as those sorts of plants get—and bring them back to life.
It’d be nice if it was a useful skill. Say if they were actual zombies. Or if ‘can bring any plant back to life with the magic of proper soil, water, sunlight, and temperature’ looked semi-accomplished on a college application. Alas, no.
“No,” he says, drawing out the word. “I want you to perk it up with your magic.”
“My magic?” I stare at him, then at the innocent plant. “But I can’t control it.”
“Not yet. The best way to learn—“
I cut him off, groaning. “Is to practice. I know! But the best way for this plant to stay alive? Is for me to not light it on fire.”
He laughs, covering it with a cough. “It’s going to die, anyway.”
I glower at him. “You don’t get it. Every time I’ve used magic? Something catches on fire or explodes or gets destroyed. There’s no saving plants in there. Just turning them into piles of ash.”
“Magic is about belief.” He sets a hand on my shoulder, one I’m both tempted to shrug off and use to
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