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Dedication

For Kevin Dickson, wolf to my witch, witch to my wolf, whatever works for you. 
Off to the cave we go …
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Do you remember the first lie you ever told?

Not so long ago, if you’d asked me the difference between the truth and a lie, it wouldn’t have felt like too difficult a question. Lying is wrong. Telling the truth is always the right thing to do.

These days, I’m not so sure.

I can’t remember the first lie I ever told but I’ll never forget the worst.

I only hope it was worth it.
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Chapter One

Bell House was too quiet.

I never really understood what people meant when they said a place was too quiet, not until I arrived in Savannah. Bell House, my home, was over two hundred years old and overlooked a busy city square. There was always something, inside or out. Cars rumbling by, voices on the street or the reassuring creaks and groans of my old home’s bones. But today, there was only silence.

The house knew I needed to concentrate.

Closing the double doors of the parlour behind me, I took a moment. It still didn’t seem real. I couldn’t believe this beautiful place was my home, that I actually got to live here. The walls glowed with a soft sheen from the silk wallpaper and the heartwood pine floorboards, as old as the house itself, held onto the memory of every person ever to have set foot in this room. Generation after generation of my ancestors had collected and curated everything I laid my eyes on, lovingly selecting the paintings and ornaments, every single stick of furniture, from the antique Austrian crystal chandelier above my head to the hand-knotted Persian rug beneath my bare feet. It all came together with breathtaking beauty. To anyone who cared to look, the parlour, like the rest of Bell House, was picture-perfect from every angle.

But as I knew all too well, looks could be deceiving.

I took a deep breath in and crossed the room to place a terracotta pot on the low marble coffee table. Inside the pot was an orchid, fully in bloom, its tall, slender stem supporting six blooms with petals that faded from a deep cerise at their heart to a whisper-soft pink around the edges. So pretty. Lowering myself to the ground, I sat back on my heels, knees pressed into the rug before closing my eyes and calming my thoughts. Present, mindful, centred. No noise to distract me. Holding my hands out over the orchid, I envisioned the change. Nothing super fancy, nothing drastic, all I wanted was to change the colour of the petals from pink to blue. It was simple magic. Persuading a plant to change colour should’ve been intuitive for an apothecary witch like me. With my eyes still closed, I saw the flower before me, pictured the shift in hue. The tips of my fingers tingled, the merest hint of a sensation, as though someone had brushed a feather over my skin. My magic manifesting.

But when I opened one eye in a squint, the pink petals were still pink.

‘That’s OK,’ I said to the orchid as I rubbed my hands together to reset myself. ‘Take your time.’

Some plants needed a little more persuading than others but knowing what could be done was half the battle when it came to magic, and I knew I could do this. I was Emily James Bell, I was a Bell witch.

As the thought crossed my mind, something inside me shuddered.

Not a Bell witch. The Bell witch.

The only one.

Without warning, my whole body was aflame and a series of images raced through my mind, dragging me away from the task at hand; Catherine in a white gown, standing beside a towering stone archway. A huge silver wolf, Wyn enduring his first phase wrapped in silver barbed wire and howling in agony. The full moon, a black sky, and a dozen red-haired women with emerald eyes the same as mine staring down at me as I bled out on a stone floor.

‘No!’ I said aloud, shaking off the dark thoughts, eyes still squeezed shut.

That was the past. I had survived, and there was nothing to be gained by replaying it over and over in my head. With renewed focus, I squeezed the golden locket that hung around my neck to bring myself back to the present moment, then dipped back into my magic. Present, mindful, centred.

Then something else flashed in front of my eyes, a warmer, softer memory. Green-grey eyes, with flashes of bronze. Golden sunshine skin and dark ash hair, waves curling against his cheekbones. His features were a blur, too close for me to focus, but I heard the catch of a breath in the back of his throat then felt his lips brush over mine, soft and searching, a question and a promise.

I love you, Emily James.

Smiling, my fingers rose to my mouth to press the phantom kiss to my lips. This time I shivered, my skin tingling beautifully from head to toe. This was the past too, but it was also the future. My future with Wyn.

When I opened my eyes again, the orchid on the coffee table looked exactly the same as it had when we started.

But I couldn’t say the same for the parlour floor.

There were flowers everywhere. I gazed around the room in shock. Not a single square inch of heartwood pine or Persian rug was visible under the carpet of blossoms I’d conjured. They sprouted up from between the floorboards, fighting for space as they bloomed brilliantly, turning towards me like I was the sun itself. Roses, tulips, violets, azaleas, lilies, peonies, dahlias and daisies, every single flower I could think of … everything except a blue orchid.

Almost a month had passed since my birthday. Four whole weeks since I turned seventeen, discovered the truth about my grandmother and came into my full magic, just in time to save my own life and the lives of the people I loved the most. It was, to be fair, not the seventeenth birthday I’d been expecting. Mostly I’d been hoping to get a car, not the manifest abilities of every Bell witch who had lived before me. And certainly not to find out I was most likely the subject of a world-ending prophecy as vague as it was terrifying. I’d gained a past I could never have imagined and a future I wasn’t ready for.

So here I was, practising. Trying to hone my skills and control my magic, only to find out that magic didn’t want to be controlled. Giving up on my orchid, I lay back in my private indoor meadow, watching as full-grown oaks, elms and a silver birch joined the flowers, stretching towards the ceiling, their branches curving this way and that in order to miss the light fixtures. They were thoughtful at least. Magic didn’t come with a guide book. Every day, I felt as though I was driving a Ferrari on the freeway without ever having taken a single lesson. Sure, I knew how to make the thing go but without someone to teach me the rules, I was hurtling into oncoming traffic with my brakes cut. All this magic, all these abilities, and I was in freefall.

A rosebud swayed close to caress my face, wiping away the single tear of frustration that rolled down my cheek. The flowers didn’t want me to feel bad. They just didn’t want to do what I asked. Plants, like people, were sometimes rebellious. Relaxing into their sweet softness, I let a trail of ivy wind itself up around my wrist, and allowed my thoughts to roam, not the slightest bit surprised when they ended up in the same place they always did: replaying every last moment I’d shared with Wyn. I sighed and the flowers bloomed even brighter than before.

Then something in me shifted. Panic, fear, shortness of breath. I sat bolt upright, the flowers closest to me shirking away.

‘Emily, help!’

Half a heartbeat before I heard Ashley’s cry, a throb of terror passed through our home and into me. My feet scarcely touched the floor as I scrambled upright, racing out of the parlour and up the grand, curving staircase to the second floor, my aunt’s terrified voice carrying all the way through Bell House. The floorboards creaked in protest at my hurry, but there was no time to coddle the house if Ashley was in danger. Who or what could’ve broken through our wards? Ghosts? Witches? Wolves?

Throwing open her bedroom door, I steeled myself for whatever horrors awaited me, but the reality was so much worse than anything I could’ve imagined.

A half-naked Ashley Bell wailed at me from inside a neon orange cocoon, her arms flailing wildly against its constraints. Only, it wasn’t a cocoon, it was … a dress? Skin-tight, long-sleeved and half yanked up around her head, the garment squeezed her shoulders like sausage casing, her restricted hands flapping helplessly like an angry little T-Rex.

‘About time,’ Ashley said, her words muffled by a mouthful of traffic-cone-coloured fabric. ‘What took you so long? The zipper is stuck and I can’t get the damn thing off. A little help before I dislocate my shoulder?’

The house and I both gave a sigh of relief at the same time. No ghosts. No witches. No wolves.

‘You scared me half to death,’ I said as my heart rate skittered back down to something nearer normal. ‘I thought you were in trouble.’

She stared at me with big green eyes.

‘How is this not trouble? Why do people even wear stuff like this? It’s not a dress, it’s a torture device.’

‘You tell me,’ I said. ‘You’re the one who bought it.’

Along with half of Broughton Street from the look of the endless shopping bags scattered around her room. I grabbed the hem of the dress and she sucked in a deep breath, squeezing her eyes shut in the hope that it might somehow make her significantly smaller. It hadn’t worked when she drove her brand-new Mini Cooper through an ultra-narrow ‘shortcut’, as the scratches up the side of the car would attest, and it wasn’t going to work now. She grunted impatiently and I shifted my attention to a tiny concealed zipper, fabric snarled up between the teeth, and did my best not to pinch her skin as I wiggled it loose.

‘What’s going on back there?’ Ashley said. ‘Can’t you just magic it off of me, oh super-mega magic witch?’

With a stern look and a sharp tug, I felt the zipper give and yanked the dress-slash-straitjacket up and over her head, my aunt yelping with joy as her arms were released, and spinning in a semi-clad circle to celebrate her freedom.

‘For a minute there, I thought you were going to have to bury me in that thing.’ She snatched the dress out of my hands and tossed it in the general direction of her wastepaper basket. ‘I think I pulled something in my neck. I should sue the store.’

‘Did you try it on before you bought it?’ I asked.

She replied with a glare, an Ashley Bell special.

‘Sorry, what I meant to say was, you must absolutely call a lawyer,’ I said. ‘How dare a clothing store exchange goods and services for money? They must be stopped.’

‘Sarcasm doesn’t suit you,’ Ashley informed me as I crossed the room, retrieved the dress from the trash and gave it a shake. ‘You’re not good at it.’

I answered her with a glare of my own.

‘Then thank goodness I’m learning from the best.’

Laying the straightened-out dress on the bed, I ignored her as she pulled on an oversized blue shirt, then glanced towards the door, her nose twitching as she sniffed.

‘What is that smell?’ she asked. ‘Did you spill perfume or something?’

‘Um, something like that.’

With one eye on the door, I willed the flowers and trees that still filled the parlour to return to the earth. As pretty as they were, a field of flowers in the parlour wasn’t exactly practical, especially when non-magical company came calling. A blanket of living plants underfoot was the sort of thing people tended to notice.

‘Are you hungry?’ I asked, quickly changing the subject. The last thing I needed was another lecture from Ashley about controlling my magic. ‘I thought maybe we could go out for dinner tonight. I don’t know why, but I’m totally craving barbecue.’

‘While I would bite your arm off for a half-rack of ribs, I can’t.’

My disappointed face only earned a huff of frustration.

‘Since Catherine is still “visiting friends overseas”, I have to show my face at the historical society meeting,’ she explained with air quotes and a look of distaste. ‘Unless you want to conjure my mother up from whatever godforsaken magical hole she’s hiding in before six p.m., in which case, ribs are on me.’

While I had spent the last four weeks getting to grips with my new reality as a witch, Ashley had spent it getting to grips with reality altogether. For eleven long years, Catherine kept her magic-less daughter tethered to Bell House, unable to leave the enchanted grounds without permission. At twenty-seven, she was free to stray, and shop, as she pleased for the first time in her life, but Catherine’s absence came with a price. Someone had to take over all the responsibilities that came with belonging to one of the most prominent families in Savannah and, super-mega witch or not, I was still only seventeen, which meant most of the dull day-to-day stuff fell on Ashley’s shoulders. I felt terrible. The blessing only visited every other generation; so Catherine and I were witches, but Ashley was not. Instead of enjoying her new-found freedom, her days were taken up with Catherine’s business interests, her volunteer groups, council meetings, and the historical society. Not quite the stuff dreams were made of, but there was no way around it.

‘Oh gosh, why didn’t I think of that before?’ I exclaimed in my very best Georgia peach accent. ‘Let me just snap my fingers and bring her on back – I sure would hate for you to be inconvenienced in any way, Miss Ashley.’

‘No need to be so touchy,’ she said with a smirk. ‘It was only a suggestion.’

I attempted a smile but my reply came out as a rough-edged whisper. ‘You know I’ve tried. I want to know where she is as much as you do.’

It was the truth. Catherine wasn’t just Ashley’s mother, my grandmother and a grand dame of Savannah society. No, first and foremost, she was a Bell witch. Just like me but at some point, she had decided magic was more important than the lives of people she was supposed to love. She killed my mother and my father, her own son, but when she tried to siphon off my abilities for herself, it was one transgression too many for our ancestors to forgive. Even when she offered up her own life to save mine, it wasn’t enough to appease them. One moment we were together in our family crypt, surrounded by every Bell witch to have ever lived, the next she was gone. Whatever plane of existence Catherine found herself on now, she was lost to me and Ashley until our foremothers decided otherwise.

‘Maybe she doesn’t want to be found. Or maybe she really is …’ My aunt’s eyes drifted over to the window. ‘Maybe she really is gone.’

I didn’t reply because I didn’t know what to say. Like Ashley, I felt conflicted about Catherine. The woman was a manipulator and a murderer; she’d taken the lives of both my parents and had been ready to sacrifice my friends and my love in order to control my magic. Yet despite all the horrific things she had done, there was still a part of me that missed her. 

When I was alone in the world, my grandmother had given me a home, made me feel I belonged. When I woke up screaming from a nightmare, it was Catherine I hoped to find sitting by my bed, telling me I was safe. Without her intervention, I might never have found my magic – a fate I couldn’t begin to comprehend now. And I knew that, even in her darkest moments, she’d truly believed she was doing the right thing. In her eyes, she wasn’t stealing my magic but defending the Bell legacy from someone she saw as unworthy.

Ashley flipped her long brown braid over her shoulder, letting it slice through the tension in the room.

‘You’d think those ancestral ghosties might be more helpful,’ she said. ‘Not that I don’t appreciate them saving your life and all, but it’s bad manners to swoop in and spirit Catherine away without giving me a chance to ask where she keeps the credit cards.’

‘Typical long-lost relatives,’ I replied. ‘Show up for your birthday party then vanish into thin air when it’s time to clean up.’

‘Speaking of polter-gran, still no sign of her?’

I shook my head.

‘No sign of any of them.’

Pressing her lips together into a tight line, Ashley’s chest swelled with a deep breath, as though she was preparing herself for something unpleasant.

‘I’m going to suggest something but, before I do, I would ask that you don’t punch me in the face,’ she said, holding her hands out to defend herself.

I nodded for her to go on.

‘Maybe the formerly-alive members of the family might feel more chatty if you took a trip down to Bonaventure to visit?’

Something fragile snapped in my chest, letting loose that dark sequence of images. Bonaventure Cemetery, Catherine, the archway, a wolf, the moon, black sky, red-haired women and so much blood …

‘Really?’ I replied, taut and tense and forcing the scenes to the edges of my mind. ‘You want me to go back to the place where I almost died to ask a ghost where Catherine keeps her Mastercard?’

Ashley sighed theatrically and turned to sift through the assortment of brightly coloured T-shirts and tanks piled on her bed.

‘I don’t know what this world is coming to,’ she said. ‘If you can’t trust the ghost of your three-hundred-year-old original witch ancestor, who can you trust? But honestly, if it’s a choice between risking my life in the cemetery or spending another day bartering with those fools down at the bank, I’d happily choose the cemetery – ghosts, gremlins, wolves and all.’

‘And you could pick up Randy’s BBQ on your way back,’ I said, a half-hearted joke. ‘If you come back.’

Softening slightly, Ashley abandoned the pile of clothes and smoothed my hair away from my face. We’d come a long way in the last few weeks. It felt like only two minutes since I’d been dumped into her life, the aunt I didn’t know existed, the niece she’d never asked for. Now I couldn’t imagine my life without her.

‘You’re spending altogether too much time cooped up in this house,’ she said. ‘Trust me, I should know. Why don’t you call Lydia? Surely that little monster will find the time to come over and keep you company while I’m out at this dumb meeting.’

‘Really?’ I replied with wonder. ‘You’re really suggesting I invite Lydia Powell into this house?’

‘As long as she’s gone by the time I get back.’

Former enemies, my aunt and my best friend had forged an unspoken truce, finding a way to tolerate each other ever since Lydia and her twin brother, Jackson, had been dragged into our family drama. And by ‘dragged into’, I did mean ‘were almost killed by’.

‘As much as I know you would love to see her, Lyds has something planned with her grandmother,’ I said, pretending not to notice when she let out a small exhale of relief. ‘Don’t worry about me, I’m fine.’

‘A likely story,’ she replied. ‘What about Wyn, have you heard from him?’

I bit into my bottom lip, pressing down until I tasted blood.

I had not heard from Wyn.

‘That’s it, you’re coming to the meeting with me,’ Ashley declared. ‘And don’t you try to talk your way out of it because if I have to sit through another debate about whether or not Mr Ellison can paint the front of his townhouse fluorescent pink, then you should suffer too. And I just know Mr Chisholm would love to educate you on the history of the Farewell Ball at City Market. I swear, if that man tries to show me the photos of his grandmother dressed as a slice of cantaloupe one more time—’

‘While that sounds incredible,’ I said, interrupting her and backing away towards the door, ‘I have way too much to do around here. This place is a mess. There’s laundry to take care of, my bed needs to be made – just so much stuff.’

Ashley stood scrutinizing me as I spoke. The hollows under my eyes, the lank red waves that fell around my face, the grey shirt I’d been wearing for the last two, maybe three, days.

‘Em, you need to take a pause,’ she said, firm and decisive. ‘If you carry on like this, you’re going to burn out – and no one in this family wants to hear the word “witch” and “burn” in the same sentence.’

The room seemed to sway around me and I rested one hand on her bed to steady myself.

‘I’m fine,’ I said. It was a lie and not a convincing one. ‘I have to keep going.’

She clucked her tongue dismissively.

‘Last time I checked, it’s a good idea to stay sharp when there’s an apocalypse scheduled.’

‘But that’s half the problem – it isn’t scheduled. We don’t know when it’s coming, only that it is.’ Gnawing on the edge of my thumbnail, I pressed my ten toes into her floorboards, connecting with the house. ‘I don’t want to put anyone in danger,’ I whispered. ‘Not again.’

The words were barely out my mouth when Ashley pulled me into a hug, squeezing me tighter when I instinctively flinched.

‘You weren’t the one who put us in danger,’ she said, sounding frustrated and empathetic in equal measure. ‘You can’t blame yourself for Catherine’s actions, Emily. None of it was your fault.’

‘If I hadn’t come to Savannah, none of this would’ve happened.’

‘And if a frog had wings, he wouldn’t bump his ass when he hopped.’

She released the hug and I replaced her arms with my own, wrapping them tightly around myself.

‘You can’t say that every time you want to get out of a difficult conversation,’ I told her, smiling in spite of myself.

‘Watch me. Hey, before you go.’ Reaching into the pile of new clothes, she produced a pair of white jeans and a tiny hot pink tube top, holding them up for my approval. ‘What do you think? Does this work for an evening of octogenarian company?’

‘Only if you’re planning to give Mr Chisholm a heart attack.’

Across the room, she considered the potential outfit in her freestanding mirror.

‘That would probably get me home in time to enjoy some barbecue.’

‘I’d laugh if I thought you were joking,’ I said, rummaging in the pile and tossing her a black and white striped T-shirt instead. ‘Ribs can wait until tomorrow and Mr Chisholm lives to see another day.’

Most of the walls of Bell House were covered with exquisite hand-painted silk wallpaper, every room setting a different scene. The parlour reminded me of Forsyth Park with its grand old oaks, while my bedroom felt more like the little park outside my window, birds and squirrels playing hide and seek among the eternally flowering azaleas, but entering the upstairs hallway was like losing yourself in Georgia’s marshlands. Tall grasses swayed softly and dozens of tiny critters darted in and out among the reeds, all day and all night. When I left Ashley to change, ranting to herself about meeting agendas and historic landmark by-laws, the gentle breeze that always blew through, no matter the weather outside, had become a bitter wind, and an unexpected chill picked its way down my spine. There wasn’t so much as a periwinkle snail to be seen. Even the cordgrass seemed to pull away from me. I pressed my hand against the wall but it trembled under my palm. Something was off and the house wanted me to know.

There were only three rooms on the second floor: mine, Ashley’s and, at the end of the hall, Catherine’s, which had been sealed shut ever since she failed to return home after my Becoming. Sealed not by magic but by choice. Neither Ashley nor myself had any interest in stepping foot inside. Beyond my grandmother’s room, the staircase looped around, climbing up to the third floor of Bell House. Catherine had forbidden me to go up there. It was dangerous, she said, structurally unsound. But how could I trust anything she’d told me? Whatever had sent the marshland creatures scrambling had nothing to do with an unsafe roofing situation.

Without realizing I’d moved, I found myself at the foot of the stairs. The midnight blue ceiling was directly above me, so dense it looked like velvet with every constellation picked out in silver paint. Beneath my feet, brass runners held down a lush maroon carpet that led up the stairs to an ornately carved mahogany door. My parents’ old rooms. The rooms where I’d spent the first months of my life. For four long weeks, I’d almost forgotten about it. Too much going on to worry about attic rooms full of lost memories. But now …

A sudden beating of wings broke through the quiet and I spun around to see a stork rising from the marshes, taking to the air on the wall behind me and flying into nothingness. With one last glance upstairs, I turned and sprinted back along the hallway and all the way down the stairs to the ground floor.

Hanging on the banister, panting, I looked up at the midnight fresco above me. With my grandmother gone, the house belonged to me, the sole surviving Bell witch. There was literally nothing to stop me walking right back up there, opening the door to the third floor and finding out what secrets lay inside for myself.

But I didn’t. I couldn’t. I literally could not move. My feet were glued to the ground and I wasn’t holding onto the banister anymore, the banister was holding onto me. It was only when I let go of the notion to visit the third floor that Bell House released me, allowing me back into the parlour to work on my orchid.

It wasn’t Catherine who didn’t want me up there after all.

It was the house.
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Chapter Two

Before he died, my dad and I travelled all the time. In sixteen years, I’d lived in more than a dozen countries, unpacking my single suitcase everywhere from exciting, overcrowded cities to sleepy little villages where our nearest neighbours were sheep. I’d always found something to love about the place we lived, but there was nowhere on earth quite like Savannah.

After waving Ashley off to her meeting, I stayed outside, lounging on the front steps until the fuzzy humidity of the early evening swallowed me whole. I’d thought it was hot when I arrived back in May. Then June came and I realized we were just starting. Now, the oppressive July temperatures made my memories of May seem practically arctic. The air was so thick it felt like a tangible thing, something I could take hold of and wrap around myself like a blanket. Too close, too sweaty, and absolutely perfect. Every day, I felt closer to my magic and, as our connection grew stronger, I became more attuned to the harmony of the natural world. This weather wasn’t exactly pleasant, but it was exactly as it should be and when Mother Nature was happy, I was happy. She adored the scorching days and sweaty nights. The people of Savannah? Not so much.

Settling on the sun-warm stone steps, I wrapped my arms around my shins and rested my chin on my knees, watching as my city passed by. People walking their dogs, others taking their nightly stroll, the masochistic runners attempting a not-so-speedy jog, all passed through Lafayette Square, and I liked to daydream about where they were going. Down to River Street to watch the enormous container ships pass under Talmadge Bridge? Up to the park to lap the fountain? Or maybe they had nowhere in particular to be. Wandering aimlessly around the city used to be one of my favourite things to do. I loved getting lost in the historic district, zigzagging around Savannah’s squares, studying the beautiful old houses and dodging the tourist-laden horse-drawn carriages, before inevitably ending up at Leopold’s Ice Cream Parlour for a double scoop of caramel swirl and butter pecan. Lately, I’d found myself sticking closer to Bell House. Or to be more accurate, I did not leave. Ever since my birthday, I hadn’t been in the mood to do much of anything but sit in my room and stare out the window. Even making it out as far as the front steps felt like an achievement. But when I stayed home, Savannah stayed safe. Seemed like a fair trade to me.

The sweltering weather didn’t let up as evening approached. We still had another good couple of hours of daylight, the sunset a long way off, but when I turned my gaze to the sky, the moon was already peeking out from behind the spire of the cathedral, a pale shadow of itself, almost transparent against the fading blue. Four weeks since the last full moon. I couldn’t help but wonder what this one would bring.

My fingertips tingled as I traced abstract shapes on the ground beside me and pictured Wyn, somewhere out there, waiting to phase. As much as it hurt, the radio silence between us wasn’t unexpected. Before he went quiet he told me his mother and his grandfather, both senior members of his pack, were taking him out of town to some sort of secret Were camp, and I could tell from the tone of his voice they weren’t going to be making s’mores and singing around the campfire. No phones, no computers, no communication with the outside world whatsoever. Only, Wyn’s mom and grandpa hadn’t reckoned on the fact I didn’t need a strong WiFi connection to check on my love.

Turning my longing outward, I searched for him across the miles. It was something I’d got better at, locating people across long distances. Before my Becoming, I was able to latch on to a general sense of someone; provided I’d met them before and knew who to look for, it was simple enough to get a broad idea of their whereabouts, whether they were safe or in trouble, alive or dead. Now it was clearer, like someone had boosted the signal. Hidden away in the mountains of North Carolina, surrounded by magic ancient as mine, Wyn still shone as brightly as the North Star. There was a golden string wrapped around our hearts, long enough to span any distance and strong enough to survive any threat. Nothing could sever our connection. I wouldn’t allow it.

He appeared to me as soon as I closed my eyes. So tall and handsome, with chameleon eyes of green and grey and bronze, I still couldn’t believe he was mine. He was running along the side of a lake, his hair curling against the nape of his neck in dark ash waves, shirtless in the early evening sun, his body glowing in the golden hour. Full lips blew out long and even breaths, powering his lean muscles as he pounded the brush and bracken beneath his feet. There was no sense of fear, he was running to, not running from. His nerves felt easy, excited, and he smiled as he jumped over a fallen log. It was the kind of smile that could make me lose my breath. I was a walking encyclopaedia of his facial expressions. A tentative tilt at the corners of his mouth that came with soft, uncertain eyes, the half-cocked grin, always chased by his rich, warm laugh, and the broad, beaming happiness that forced his cheeks upwards into a joy he could not contain. I knew Wyn the way I knew my favourite song and my memories of him sang like lyrics. His strong arm wrapped around my shoulders, calloused fingertips tracing my cheekbones, full, firm lips pressing against my own. Wyn only ever looked for the good in things, only saw the good in me, and I missed him so much that when I looked down at the step where I sat, a chunk of stone had ground away into dust in my fist.

Things weren’t going to be easy for us, we both knew that. Witches and Weres weren’t exactly enemies but, as far as I could tell, we didn’t count each other as friends either. A fact that was all the more true in my case since I was responsible for the death of his brother, Cole. At the time, I’d had no idea the wolf I’d slain to save my grandmother’s life was a Were, but I couldn’t envisage a scenario in which the pack would accept that as a defence for my actions. So Wyn hadn’t told them. Not yet. They knew Cole was dead but they didn’t know exactly how. They knew there was a powerful witch in Savannah but they didn’t know exactly who. The two of us had been lied to our whole lives and we’d promised never to keep the truth from one another but that didn’t mean we had to share it with everyone else. Yes, our love was complicated, probably reckless, definitely dangerous, but I couldn’t change the way I felt, and I knew I would do whatever it took to protect it.

Opening my eyes, I let go of the golden thread and left Wyn to his run, allowing my gaze to wander. A magnificent magnolia tree took pride of place in the front garden of Bell House, rising all the way up to the wrought-iron balcony outside my bedroom window, armed with glossy green leaves, its huge white flowers, bigger than my fist, gone for the summer. I breathed in deeply and allowed the scent of the blossoms to conjure up recently acquired memories: the view from the window on my first night; Lydia climbing the tree to call on me without Ashley knowing; watching a meteor shower on the balcony with Wyn.

I missed him. I missed him so much.

Directly across the street in Lafayette Square, another tree waited patiently for my attention. Another living marker of my time here. The place where we’d exchanged our first words. A live oak with low-hanging branches, each and every one of them draped in swathes of grey-green Spanish moss.

‘Only it ain’t Spanish and it ain’t moss,’ I said to myself and the bright pink bobblehead of a zinnia planted beside the steps drooped onto my shoulder to console me.

‘Spoken like a true Savannahian.’

I whipped around to see who was there and the zinnias shot up straight, as though they’d been caught doing something they shouldn’t. There was no need for concern. Leaning against the front gate, a friendly look on his handsome face, was exactly the right person to pull me out my own head.

‘Jackson!’ I said, returning his easy, comfortable smile. ‘Hey!’

‘Em,’ he replied with a nod, one hand hovering over the latch on the gate. ‘Are y’all open for visitors or is it too late to come calling?’

‘You know you’re welcome any time.’

Hopping to my feet, I dusted off the back of my shorts as he let himself in the gate. ‘What can I get you to drink? We’ve got everything.’

He laughed and waved away my offer.

‘Nothing for me, thank you. And congratulations, your southern training is coming on strong. A true hostess from the hostess city – my grandmother would be proud.’

‘Now that’s a real compliment,’ I said, my cheeks flushing a warm pink.

It was to be expected when my best friend’s brother was around. The boy was born to make you blush. He always seemed to know exactly what to say with charm to spare, and he hadn’t exactly missed out on his fair share of good looks either. His long, muscular legs stretched out from a pair of baggy basketball shorts and his deep brown skin positively glowed as he joined me on the steps, dropping down to the ground and propping himself up on his elbows.

‘How’s it going?’ he asked with genuine interest. ‘Haven’t seen you in a while.’

I tried to remember the last time and realized he was right, it had been a minute.

‘I’m OK,’ I said, joining him on the step. ‘How about you? Lyds said you were at basketball camp?’

‘Finished up yesterday.’ He ruffled the loose curls on the top of his head then smoothed down the fade at the side, his subtly expensive cologne wafting my way. ‘Now I have two whole weeks of summer vacation to myself.’

‘Any big plans?’

‘Oh yeah,’ he said, lighting up with enthusiasm. ‘There’s a lecture at the historical society tonight, this guy who grew up here in the 1940s. Gonna be fire.’

I stared at him and he grinned back.

‘Seriously? You’re voluntarily going to the historical society? On purpose?’

‘Hey, dumb jocks can take an interest in history too. Sometimes a guy has layers.’

‘You’re not dumb,’ I corrected right away, nudging his knee with mine. ‘Even if you are a jock.’

‘Guilty as charged. For real though, it’s gonna be fascinating. Mr Moore was involved with the civil rights movement, ran with W.W. Law back in the day. Just think about all the changes he’s seen, the stories he must have. Real history is way more interesting than those weird fairy books you and Lyds are so obsessed with.’

‘Agree to disagree,’ I said archly, earning another laugh. ‘Wait, didn’t the meeting start already? Ashley left a while ago.’

Jackson shook his head. ‘Guest speakers don’t go on until seven, before that it’s all business and I really don’t care who wants to paint their front door an unauthorized shade of pink.’

‘Mr Ellison?’

‘Mr Ellison,’ he repeated with the same groan I’d heard from Ashley. ‘No, thank you, I just want to hear the good stuff. I reckon I’ve learned something new about my family every time I’ve been to one of these things. Savannah is pretty fascinating, even if you aren’t the descendant of a centuries’ long line of all-powerful witches.’

‘Technically, you are the descendant of a long line of all-powerful witches,’ I reminded him. ‘Only your line got cut.’

‘Thank God.’ He looked down at his feet. ‘Nothing against witches in general, but can you imagine Lydia with magic? No one would be safe.’

Chewing on the inside of my cheek, I nodded. Once they’d been pulled into the Bell family mess, it hadn’t felt right to keep the truth about their own family from the Powells. Their ancestors had been witches, just like mine, but somewhere over the years, their connection to the blessing was lost.

Jackson rubbed a hand over the scruff on his chin. He hadn’t shaved in a couple of days and he looked older than he did when he was clean-shaven, more rough around the edges. It suited him.

‘She’s obsessed, you know? Convinced you must have a way to bring it back.’

I did know. Lydia asked me about reviving her family’s lost magic at least once a day, every day.

‘My grandmother told me once the blessing is gone from a line, there’s no way to find it again,’ I said softly. ‘So don’t worry too much. Lyds won’t be levitating down your street any time soon. There’s nothing I can do to change that.’

‘Good.’

His eyes hardened and the word fell from his lips like a stone. I couldn’t blame him. After what he’d seen, after what Catherine had done, it made sense. Magic was dangerous and who would want to put someone they love in danger? Not Jackson. Not me.

‘Full moon tomorrow.’

I looked over at him, surprised.

‘No need to look so shocked, Em,’ he said, finding his easy smile again. ‘When you find out there are giant magical murder wolves masquerading as people twenty-seven days out of the month, keeping an eye on the lunar calendar seems like a pretty sensible thing to do.’

‘True,’ I admitted, more than a little uneasy at his definition of a Were. ‘You really do have a wild selection of hobbies.’

‘Basketball, local history, defence against the dark arts. Colleges like to see a diverse mix of extracurriculars.’

He hopped up to his feet, shifting his weight from foot to foot, his hands deep in his pockets. Discomfort rolled off him in waves and I prickled at the unease in his posture. What was this? I didn’t think it was humanly possible for Jackson to look this uncomfortable.

‘I should get going, this was only meant to be a quick detour on my way to the meeting,’ he said, poking at the step with the toe of his sneaker. ‘I wanted to ask if you might do me a favour.’

‘Of course, anything.’

His eyes lit up.

‘Oglethorpe Country Day has its annual varsity fundraiser tomorrow night – kind of a getting-ready-for-the-new-school-year thing? It’s basically a dance. They have a band, a photobooth, killer food. All my friends are going. We get to hang out while the school tries to screw our families for money.’

‘Sounds … fun?’

The rising inflection at the end of my sentence was intentional. Did it sound fun? I wasn’t sure. Jackson stretched his arms up over his head and wrung his hands together as though he didn’t know quite what else to do with them.

‘So much fun,’ he said. ‘Only problem is, my date cancelled on me.’

‘Someone cancelled on you?’ I couldn’t believe it. If Lydia was to be believed, no one turned down a date with Jackson Powell. Well, there was one exception to the rule.

Me.

‘Want me to put a curse on them?’ I said, joking. ‘Pretty sure I’m not supposed to, but I’ll give it a go if you like.’

‘Are you sure you didn’t already? She texted me from the hospital: she has appendicitis. She’s OK but not in much of a dancing mood.’

‘You want me to try to heal her?’ I asked, not quite following. ‘Because if she’s in the hospital—’

‘No, Em,’ Jackson cut in. ‘I was thinking, if you’re not busy, if you wanted to, you could come to the dance with me.’

My eyes widened and a breeze rustled through the zinnias, their heads bobbing together as though they were debating this development.

‘Pretty sure you owe me a date,’ he added.

He was right. On my birthday, the two of us had sat in his car outside Bonaventure, Jackson doing his best to take my mind off the terror of what lay ahead, and me agreeing to a rain check even though I didn’t know whether I’d still be alive the next day.

‘A totally platonic date.’ He held his hands out in front of him, fingers splayed wide. ‘I’m not trying to step on anyone’s toes. Although, if we dance, I might have to take that back. Two left feet over here – don’t wear open-toe sandals.’

The look on his face was so genuine and so hopeful, when I opened my mouth to politely turn him down, nothing came out.

‘Where is it?’ I heard myself ask instead.

‘The DeSoto Hotel. If you hate it, you can totally ditch me and be home in under two minutes.’

‘Is Lydia going?’

Her brother pulled a sour face at the very thought.

‘When I asked if I should get her a ticket she said she’d rather poke out both her eyes with a rusty spoon. Lydia isn’t much for school spirit.’

Stifling a smile, I looked at my friend, kind, clever Jackson, picturing him in a suit instead of his late summer uniform of baggy shorts and basketball jersey, and me in the kind of pretty dress I most certainly did not own. I’d never been to a high school dance. The last four weeks had been nothing but study and stress and waiting for Wyn. I thought back to him, running around the lake, content and carefree. Tomorrow was the full moon. If I stayed home, I’d spend the entire night worrying about him when there was no need. He was safe with his family, with his pack. Wyn wouldn’t want me alone and unhappy when I could be having fun with my friends.

‘I swear we’ll have a good time.’

The corners of Jackson’s mouth tilted upwards and I realized I didn’t want to say no. I wanted to go to the dance with him.

‘OK,’ I said, a flurry of excitement in my chest. ‘I’m in.’

‘Really?’ He sounded more surprised than I’d expected and I couldn’t stop myself from laughing. ‘I mean, great! Uh, it’s semi-formal but you can pretty much wear whatever you like and, um, I’ll pick you up at seven?’

‘Seven it is,’ I said, watching as he dashed down the path and out the gate before I could change my mind. ‘See you then.’

‘Everything is going to be perfect, I already know it,’ he yelled over his shoulder. ‘Don’t worry about a thing, we’ll have the best time, I promise.’

And for once in my life, I really wanted a prophecy to come true.
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Chapter Three

The city was ablaze. Black flames incinerated everything they touched, racing faster than any fire I had ever known, and filling the air with an overwhelming smell of sulphur that made it hard to breathe as I darted through the streets, trying to outrun the scorching heat that hunted me down with as much ferocity as the wolves at my heels.

Past the Olde Pink House, across Bay Street, hurtling down the steep cobblestoned street to Factors Walk, they didn’t trip or stumble the same way I did. Grey fur, golden eyes, claws sharp enough to tear a soul in two, the wolves gave chase, howling louder than the end of the world. My bare and bloody feet left a bold trail, as if they couldn’t follow the scent of my panic alone. But there was no time to check for injuries, no time to search for a weapon. I’d been sentenced to death by the pack, declaring themselves judge, jury and executioner all in one. If I could get back Bell House I’d be safe, but there was no way I was going to make it that far, not even with my magic. One hundred wolves and one witch, what chance did I have?

Over the roar of the pack, I heard terrible screaming, true mortal fear made manifest. Someone, something, was feeding on it. Not wolves, not witches but another entity entirely, darker and more devious. Whatever it was, it was expecting me, having waited centuries for this moment. And if the wolves had their way, I would be delivered right on time. The Savannah River roared at my side as I took off down River Street, following the disused streetcar tracks, and I felt the charge of the water, surging forward, pushing me on. Not far now, just a little further. Something sharp sliced into the bottom of my foot, embedding itself in the tender arch, and I gasped, falling to my knees. Before I could recover myself, they were on me, fangs and claws, red hair and red blood in front of my eyes as I held my arms up to defend myself. The scream that tore from my lungs blasted through the city like an explosion, black fire filling the sky, and in the near distance, as the wolves tore into my flesh, I heard someone laughing …

I woke with a start, tethered to my mattress by bedsheets turned into ropes. Covered in cold sweat, I disentangled myself, peeling away the damp fabric to free my arms and legs. It was just a dream. I was home, I was in my room. I was safe.

But I wasn’t alone.

Between the bookcase and the bathroom I saw a shuddering in the shadows. A shape, a hunched figure, faced the wall. Long strings of matted hair fell down its back as it clawed at the wallpaper, emaciated arms stretching up, jagged, yellow nails leaving scars on the walls. I tried to call for help but couldn’t, all the air suddenly sucked from my lungs, silencing my cries. It was so much worse than the wolves, so much more terrible than the invisible threat, only I didn’t know why. As the figure slowly turned to face me, its face bone white and hollow, I finally snatched in a breath and screamed so loud it tore up my throat as the thing flew out of the corner and across the room towards me, screeching a single word.

‘Onginnan.’

My eyes snapped open.

I was still anchored to the bed by my sweaty sheets. A dream within a dream, a nightmare wrapped up in a nightmare.

Panting for breath, I tore off the bedclothes and slid to the edge of my four-poster bed, uninjured feet finding the soft rug. Safe and unharmed. At least until my knee collided with the open drawer of my nightstand. Rubbing the injury with one hand and cursing myself under my breath, I switched on my bedside lamp and inspected the contents of the open drawer. The silver filigree pin with its glowing moonstone centre, the smooth pebble of glinting black arfvedsonite, my ice-blue cell phone, and a pouch of protective herbs; lavender, bay laurel, mugwort and yarrow. I flicked off the lamp, somehow safer in the dark, and pulled out the pouch, nursing it to my chest. If these were the dreams I had with protection, I hated to think what my mind might conjure up without it.

Across the room, my window seat called to me, drawing me away from my bed to leave the nightmares behind. It was a beautiful night and the all-but-full moon lit up Lafayette Square and cast a milky luminescence over the sleeping fountain at its heart. The quiet was unnerving, so, almost without thinking, I encouraged the pipes that ran beneath the square to ignore the settings on their timer and spring to life a few hours early. I stared blankly out my window as water began to burble from the fountain, the soothing sound calming my frayed nerves. The window seat was one of my favourite spots in Bell House, somewhere that felt wholly mine. I loved to sit and watch passers-by or stare up at the stars. Wrapping a strand of wavy red hair around my forefinger, I looked up. It helped to know I wasn’t alone, not really. Wherever Wyn might be, he was under the same moon, maybe even counting the same stars. I reached out for him, my search featherlight, and found his calm, restful energy. He was sleeping, like I should be.

It was nothing, just a nightmare, my own mind playing tricks on me, no reason to think it was anything more. I hadn’t experienced a vision in weeks, that soft fall backwards into velvet black, a scene from the past or future waiting for me on the other side. It was difficult to explain, even to myself, why they didn’t feel quite the same. My visions were crystal clear, all of them brought about by something specific, induced by a herb, a ritual. This dark dream was more chaotic, an ugly blend of fears and feelings. My dad had always told me facts are the enemy of fear, seek out the truth and you’ll see there’s nothing to be afraid of. Of course, he was talking about political and societal unrest rather than waking up in the middle of the night to freak out about being chased by a pack of vengeful, bloodthirsty Weres. But it still applied, kind of. The not knowing of it all was the thing that scared me the most. I’d been raised by a historian, a man in search of the truth, and research was second nature to me, every source and first-hand account checked, double-checked and verified. Problem was, my ancestors hadn’t left me much to go on.

Witches, Catherine had told me, were forbidden to write down anything that might give our enemies power over us, and that included a list of our abilities and a detailed account of our history. There were journals in the Bell House library, diaries, but they were full of day-to-day musings rather than thorough accounts of the lives and times of the Bell witches. Once, I found an ancient book containing details of a binding spell but, true to Catherine’s promise, it caused more problems than it solved, and after I confronted my grandmother with it, I never saw that book again. All of our history, our knowledge, was handed down from grandmother to granddaughter, shared over a lifetime. Except Catherine and I only had a few weeks together, not decades, and I couldn’t be sure the things she’d told me were the truth.

And so I kept records for myself, reciting a litany of my abilities when I lay awake in bed at night, adding new ones whenever they expressed themselves. Some abilities were common to us all, according to my grandmother. I was stronger than I had been before my Becoming, faster too. All witches were closer to the natural world than the average person, attuned to Nature’s messages. Beyond that, each of us was gifted with a single special connection to the blessing, a distinct ability, something that would assist our world in its time of need. Catherine was able to manipulate the elements: water, earth, air and fire. The first Emma Catherine Bell, who crossed the Atlantic in 1733, was an English apothecary. She intuitively understood herbs and plants and used them to help the earliest Savannah settlers survive in their new home. Catherine’s grandmother had been a conduit, able to move through people’s dreams and communicate with those who’d passed over. Her grandmother’s grandmother was a healer who saved endless lives in the early twentieth century when the Spanish flu came to the United States.

I was different. I was an apothecary who could see into the past and see visions of the future. I could influence the weather, manipulate the elements, slow my perception of time, heal injuries, sense the location of my loved ones, and I could talk to ghosts – when ghosts wanted to talk to me. According to my grandmother, I was the witch spoken of in a prophecy passed down through our family for centuries. A witch who is born and Becomes under a full moon and a king tide, who will know every gift ever bestowed on her family line and awaken her sleeping sisters and their dormant magic. A witch who must decide whether to save the world or end it. And that was all I knew. I had no idea where the prophecy came from, no clue how I was supposed to find these sleeping witches or revive their magic. Worst of all, there was no ETA on the incoming apocalypse, no explanation of the part I was meant to play. And there was no one to turn to for help, not even in the form of a written record of our history, a guide to our powers. I couldn’t even keep track of my own thoughts by documenting them in my Notes app.

Turning my hands over, palms down, I stretched out my fingers and stared at my fingertips. Lyds had given me a manicure on her last visit and every nail was painted a different colour. The pink, purple and blue polishes were already chipped, but the silver glitter on my ring fingers held fast. These were not the hands of a woman destined to end the world. No one with a Sharpie-drawn heart on her thumbnail could be expected to bear that burden. Which was why I needed answers, needed to understand my magic better. Which was why I needed Wyn. Everything seemed to make more sense when he was close by.

A creaking noise across the room revived the memory of my nightmare.

‘There’s nothing there,’ I told myself. ‘It’s just a dream. Nothing can hurt you inside Bell House.’

But the darker corners of my room called me a liar and demanded proof. My eyes fell on a scented candle sitting on my desk. A belated birthday gift from Ashley, the same kind they used at her new favourite restaurant. With barely any effort, I brought it to life, a spark igniting the paper wick, a flickering flame to illuminate the empty corners of my room. Nothing there. The tiny birds in the tree branches painted on my wallpaper flocked towards the candle. They chirped among themselves, used to being woken in the middle of the night but not in the least amused by it. We should all be asleep, they seemed to say, we should pay no heed to tricks of the mind.

They were right.

Closing the window and lowering the blind, I sloped back to bed and shook out the soft cotton sheet before slipping underneath it. All was quiet, all was well.

Until it wasn’t.

A shadow, a cold threat against the warm candlelight, moved between the bookcase and the bathroom, just like it had in my dream. I sat up to see my breath clouding in front of my mouth, the air all at once bitterly cold as a low, sibilant hiss filled the room.

When the dead fight back. When the earth consumes. A lie becomes the truth. She will return.

The flame of the candle exploded into a burning orange fireball when I screamed, exposing the creature. It was tall and slender with long, matted hair that fell in front of greyish white skin, and the empty hollows of its eye sockets seemed to be trained on me. With one swipe of my arm, I sent the flaming candle towards the dark thing, but it was already gone. All the painted birds shrieked at once, feathers flying as they took to the air. My room was empty and my wastepaper basket on fire. Leaping from the bed, I grabbed a forgotten glass of water from my desk and dumped it into the trash, extinguishing the flames, if not the fear that gripped me by the throat.

This time I hadn’t been asleep. The creature, whatever it was, had freed itself from my nightmare and found a way into my home, my sanctuary. The one place I truly believed I was safe.

The water glass in my hand cracked and split into three pieces, slicing into my palm, but I felt nothing.

‘Em?’

Bleary-eyed and wielding a pair of hair straighteners like a baseball bat, Ashley stumbled into my room.

‘Em, is everything OK?’

‘I saw – I had a bad dream,’ I said shakily, eyes fixed on the spot between the old mahogany wardrobe and the open bathroom door as blood dripped from my hand onto the rug.

Pressing the heels of her hands into her eyes, my aunt let out a frustrated sigh.

‘A dream? Great. Stay there, I’ll get the whiskey.’

I shook my head.

‘I don’t want a drink,’ I told her. ‘I’m fine.’

‘Good, because I didn’t say I was getting it for you.’

She left the door open, the hallway light spilling in and illuminating the darkest corners of my room. Completely empty. No one here but me. The birds settled back on their branches, a little higher than they’d been before, and all of them on the opposite side of the room to the bathroom door.

‘It’s gone,’ I said aloud, the words making the facts real as the cut on my hand sealed itself shut. ‘It’s gone and you’re safe.’

But I knew better than to lie, even to myself.
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Chapter Four

‘Let me get this straight,’ Lydia said, peering at me from over the top of her heart-shaped sunglasses. ‘Out of all the places we could spend this beautiful day, you want to hang out in a cemetery?’

‘Just in case you’re not feeling it,’ I said, holding out a white paper bag, already beginning to turn transparent from the greasy goodness inside. ‘I brought a bribe.’

My best friend’s eyes popped open and she snatched the bag from my hand, sticking her nose in and inhaling deeply.

‘Em, you know I would follow you through the gates of hell for a fried chicken biscuit,’ she declared. ‘But please don’t hold me to that.’

The Colonial Park Cemetery was busy. No matter how high the temperature soared, Savannah’s tourists never failed to ignore the memo about staying out of the heat, continuing to bop around town in their belted chino shorts and slip-on Skechers, damp patches appearing on the back of their popped-collar polos. I had slathered myself in sunscreen and put on a flowing blue slip dress that touched as little of my body as possible, my hair clamped in a claw clip on the top of my head. As with everything else, Lydia managed the sun in her own vibrant way; her fluffy black curls were held back from her face with a stretchy fabric headband that matched her neon pink tube top and bike shorts.

After the incident in my room, I’d spent the rest of the night in the parlour, staring out the window and willing the sun to rise. But even magic as deep as mine couldn’t hasten the dawn. While Ashley dozed on the sofa, insisting she was awake every time her snoring woke her up, I kept my eyes on the sky, impatiently waiting for the hazy pinks and lavenders of dawn. Candles burned out. Electric lights failed. I needed the safety of sunlight to chase away the shadows, and anything or anyone who might be lurking within. 

I messaged Lydia before the sun rose and as soon as the two little blue checkmarks appeared next to my message, I was up and out the house, banging on her front door ten minutes later.

‘It is too darn hot,’ she said, turning her face up to the sun to bask in its savage rays. ‘I’m sweating worse than a hooker in church on a Sunday.’

‘Can’t think why my dad never shared such a pretty southern saying with me,’ I said. ‘To think your grandmother wanted you to be a debutante.’

‘My grandmother wanted me to be a lot of things,’ she returned with a dark look. ‘She’s learned to live with the disappointment.’

With the sun directly overhead, we walked across the grass towards an elm tree and Lydia flopped down to the floor, melting under its leaves and branches. I knelt beside her, pressed my palms into the earth and blew a gentle
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