
[image: ]

[image: ]

Evernight Teen

www.evernightteen.com

––––––––

Copyright© 2026 C. Lee McKenzie

––––––––

ISBN: 978-0-3695-1442-4

Cover Artist: Jay Aheer

Editor: Melissa Hosack

––––––––

ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

––––––––

WARNING: The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal.  No part of this book may be used or reproduced electronically or in print without written permission, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in reviews. No AI Training permitted.

This is a work of fiction. All names, characters, and places are fictitious. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. 


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

DEDICATION

Preface

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five

Chapter Thirty-Six

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Chapter Thirty-Nine

Chapter Forty

Chapter Forty-One

Chapter Forty-Two

Chapter Forty-Three

Chapter Forty-Four

Notes

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

DEDICATION


[image: ]


When you play tennis and want to improve, always get onto the court with someone who plays better than you. The same strategy applies to writing for publication. Over the years, I’ve been lucky to exchange manuscripts with some excellent writers who have helped me improve each of my stories. I’m grateful for you all.

L.K. Madigan, Yvonne Ventresca, Heather Couthard, Mel Higgins, Gabi Coatsworth, Sonia Antaki, Gillian Foster
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How did it happen that the Storm Haven villagers whispered suspicion into each other’s ears whenever Calista or her mother, Miriam Moonwater, passed by? How did it happen that for most of her father’s life, Samuel D’White had no friends near their home and had to journey to his childhood village to ask for favors or companionship? 

And when did this mistreatment start?

If someone had kept a written history, instead of passing fireside stories from parent to child, it could be read, and everyone would know the answers to these questions. But no one wrote down the facts, so the causes for the persecution of the Moonwater D’Whites are a mystery. 

Today, the villagers are certain of only one thing. The family must be avoided. It is the “why” that has faded from memory.

So it is still a common occurrence when shopkeepers, housewives, and field workers narrow their eyes to slits and lean close so their words won’t escape into the air and—most importantly—won’t mist their way up to the top of Vengeance Mountain.

Here’s what they cup into their palms.

“Take care. Here comes Miriam Moonwater’s girl.”

“Calista? I hear her father came from the reputable D’White family.”

“He did—poor man. Not welcomed here for certain. Must have been hard.”

“Who but people with something to hide, would choose to live in the last cottage at the very edge of Storm Haven?”

“Exactly. And next to the cemetery.” 

“Only a Moonwater would do that, of course.” 

“But why did they choose such a place?”

“The old stories are—”

“Hush, best not bring up the old stories.” 

Fear is the main source of superstition, and one of the main sources of cruelty. To conquer fear is the beginning of wisdom.

—Bertrand Russell
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Chapter One
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Calista sensed a threat and slowed her pace. Pulling her shawl closed at the neck, she scanned the bushes that lined the dirt road. The rustling of leaves brought her to a halt just before Micah Kennewick stepped out and blocked her path. 

“Hey, ugly. Where you going in such a hurry?” Micah pointed a finger at her the way he might if he held a sharp object.

She gripped the handle of her straw basket and set her jaw. She would not let this bully see any fear. She was about to push past and ignore him, but two others ducked out from hiding and stood behind him. Now, there was no escape unless she high-tailed it back the way she’d come. If only her mule hadn’t stumbled and wrenched a knee, Calista would already be down the road on Flower’s sturdy back and out of reach. 

Of course, she could outrun all of them. That she was very sure of because she’d done it since she was eight. Heat rose in her cheeks at the memories of all those other humiliations, all those times when she had to fight back tears of fear mingled with frustration. More than anything, she’d longed to throttle Micah and his minions, but she had always been one against three boys—sometimes armed with stones. Now at eighteen, she wasn’t about to let them see her flee like a scared little girl. 

She willed her heart to settle into a steady rhythm and drew herself to her full height. Intimidation her goal. “Let me pass. I’m off to the village.”

Kip Delany, another Storm Haven male who’d come into the world mean and full of hate, shouldered past Micah and snatched the covered basket from Calista’s hands. “Something smells downright good. Let me see what you got.”

She grabbed at the handle. The basket upended and freshly baked muffins tumbled onto the ground.

“Oops!” Kip snickered.

Bailey Phelps, the shortest of the three, laughed and kicked one of the muffins off the road and into a ditch. “They make good kickballs.” 

Calista stifled a gasp. Bailey had just ruined her morning’s work and cost her a day’s income. Eyes smarting, she snatched up the basket and backed out of their reach. Keeping her voice as steady as possible, she said, “So now you must be more than proud of yourselves.” 

She had other things she held back. You are pathetic excuses for men. There’s nothing so weak as a strength used to harm others. But, as always, she was outnumbered, and while she’d like to hurl more than words at them, years of growing up in Storm Haven had taught her better. Telling them what she thought of them would merely stir up more of their wicked natures, then she’d surely have to outrun them or risk harm at their hands. Alone, they were only bullies, but in a pack, they’d blackened the eyes of younger village boys. They would not be above hurting a lone girl who challenged them. 

They laughed, and Micah stooped to pick up a muffin. He tossed it in the air and then threw it at her, striking her on the shoulder. “Go home, Calista Moonwater D’White, and stay there.”

She was out of their sight quickly. Long and lean, Calista was always taller than average, but by the end of her schooling, she’d looked down on all of the village boys and most of the men. 

She kicked a small pebble out of her path. 

I hate every single one of them. They have no right to...With each step, she stomped down as if she could grind them to dust. 

A sudden wind gusted at her back, and then a sound like stealthy footsteps came from behind her, but when she whipped around, the road was empty.
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Chapter Two
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Calista waited and scanned the road behind, her heart tapping faster than she’d like to admit. It was upsetting that Michah and the others might be following her. Once she was sure no one was, she turned toward home again and safety. 

When she reached the cottage, she unlatched the gate and shoved it open. As she stepped onto the path, her mother opened the front door and hurried to meet her.

Miriam wasn’t as tall as her daughter, but like Calista, she had hair the blue-black color of the raven, and she bound it with a ribbon at her neckline. “You’re back so soon. Did you...” Her mother touched the empty basket and, frowning, looked at Calista.

Calista was about to explain what had happened when a black horse, trudging ahead of an open wagon, came down the road toward them. 

“Thomas Tidwell,” her mother said with a sad shake of her head. “Died on the fifteenth day of this harvest month, he did.”

Calista and Miriam stood by the road, heads bowed in respect, as the wagon passed with Thomas’s casket jiggling in the back. Each time a wheel dipped into a rut, the wooden box danced sideways, then back to center. More lively in death than in life, Thomas led the remaining Tidwell family and a trail of other villagers to his place of rest, Storm Haven Cemetery, where they would pass under the arched sign, Welcome Forever.

The mourners who passed didn’t look their way. No one who walked the road in front of the cottage ever did. And no one ventured by their cottage unless they had dead to bury, which didn’t happen too often. The cemetery’s silent population grew at a slow but steady pace of one or two elders each year—unless there was an accident—or worse—a killing. 

Once the mourners passed, Miriam took Calista by the shoulders and looked into her eyes. “Now tell me what happened. Everything.”

What happened today had happened with some variation ever since Calista could remember. Her telling was really a re-telling, so Calista described her encounter that had been like so many others. As always, she held back just how fearful she’d been. She didn’t want to heighten her mother’s worry. 

Her mother listened, and although her face remained as still as an undisturbed pond, her back straightened and her grip tightened. “Well, then, come. We have some baking to do.” Her mother led the way into the cottage. “It was good that I bought more flour this week after all.”

“I’m sorry,” Calista said. “I didn’t—”

“None of that,” Miriam said. “This is not your fault.” 

But Calista couldn’t help but think otherwise. If only she were clever enough or strong enough to best those village bullies. She brushed away an annoying sting of tears that always came from her frustration, and then followed her mother into the cottage.

In the warmth of the kitchen, Calista set to measuring cups of sugar and the correct weight of butter. While Miriam broke fresh eggs and whipped the ingredients into a sugary froth, Calista remained silent, letting the anger brew inside her. But as she stirred the pureed pumpkin into the mixture and blended the flour laced with cardamon, that anger slowly ebbed. It was difficult to hold onto dark thoughts when what she was creating was meant to bring comfort and satisfaction to others.

Her mother slid one batch of the pumpkin muffins into the oven and then pulled Calista onto a kitchen chair. Once they were both seated, Miriam took her by the hands. “I know how you must feel, Calista.” Then, with eyes veiled by something Calista had never understood, she lifted her daughter’s chin. “But I’ve told you, you are more than just another village girl. Those boys sense that, and that’s why they treat you as they do.” 

No one thought of her as just another village girl. She knew that. “But what does that mean?” She’d always asked that question whenever her mother mentioned how she was different, and she already knew how her mother would answer. 

“Patience.” A sigh weighted with secrets escaped before Miriam said, “You will understand when or ... if the time is right.”

Calista had never tried to push her mother into revealing whatever she held back. One didn’t push Miriam Moonwater D’White—even her daughter. Miriam was a gentle woman, with what Calista’s father used to say was a girdle made of iron. But Calista wished she knew when the time would be right. For as long as she could remember, she’d wanted an answer to her question. With this morning’s attack so fresh in her mind, it was difficult to hold back from making stronger demands for an explanation. 

“Patience,” she repeated with a nod. She’d try for patience this time, but she wasn’t sure she could do that much longer, not when she saw no end to the mistreatment. 

Before two hours had passed, a fresh batch of pumpkin muffins was done, and the basket was full again, the kitchen rich with the scent of spice.

“I’m taking these to Mr. Bennet’s bakery,” her mother said.

“No. This time I will be ready for them if they come at me.” Calista was not about to let Micah, Bailey, or Kip keep her from carrying on business as usual.

Her mother started to object, but Calista held up her hand. “I can do this. I want to do this.” In truth, she had to do this or give up venturing into Storm Haven altogether and stay always isolated in the cottage. And that was out of the question.

Miriam took a moment before handing Calista the basket of muffins bundled inside a clean cloth. “Then here you are, but please be careful. If there’s any trouble, come back. Don’t—” 

“I’ll be fine.” But Calista wasn’t that sure. The only thing she was sure about was that they had a long-standing agreement with Mr. Bennet to honor. He’d pay them two scolas for each muffin and sell them at his bakery for five. While his selling price was a bargain, what he paid her was far too little. Not even Mr. Bennet baked a tastier muffin. On that, the entire village agreed. They didn’t say so in words, but they did so by all of the scolas they left in Mr. Bennet’s till and by the quickly emptied shelves where her muffins once sat on display. 

“After old Thomas’s service, everyone will want one of these.” Her mother touched Calista’s hand, leaving a floury print. “Death makes people hungry and in need of sweet comfort.”

Whether it was grief or joy that spread through the village this time of year, the pumpkin muffins comforted the mourning or enhanced the high spirited. In the winter, the villagers flocked to the bakery for the hot cinnamon ones. In the spring, lavender. In the summer, peach.

Calista took down her woolen shawl from the peg by the door. On her journey home, the sun would dip behind the peak, and once it became dusk, a chill wind would sweep down from Vengeance Mountain. 

Some said that a vengeful giant lived in a high mountain cave, and he brought certain death to anyone from the village who dared climb into his domain. But Storm Haven was full of old stories that nobody quite remembered the same way. And no one could tell you where the stories came from. They’d always been a part of their lives, something as familiar, yet clouded and scary, as the mountain itself.

Calista refused to believe any of those tales. Always shrouded at the summit by dark clouds, the mountain was forever threatening, but it was just a mountain, she told herself. And there were no giants in this world. That was sheer poppycock. Besides, Micah and his gang were the real threat, the danger she had to watch out for. 

This time, they would not catch her unaware.

She hoped.
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Chapter Three
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Calista stepped out into the chilled air and stared up at the craggy face of Vengeance Mountain. “Stuff and nonsense. There is no giant,” she said as if that would make it so, and for a moment, her huffed words formed a tiny patch of fog.

It was well past midday, and the late fall days had grown short. Already the shadows were lengthening. She’d have to hurry to be home before dusk. Snug in her heavy shawl, she set off down the rutted dirt road, her stride long and the sound of her booted footsteps determined.

When she came to the Kennewick farm, she walked faster, keeping her eyes on the bushes and checking for any signs of Micah and his friends. This time, the road was empty, and soon she was across from the Wakefields. From farther ahead came the banging of shutters at Storm Haven Inn. The innkeeper was already closing his windows to keep out the night cold soon to come. With this reminder that she was later than usual for reaching the bakery, she walked faster.

At the boulder where the road curled back around like a lazy serpent, she halted. In a few steps, she’d enter the village. 

Tensing her shoulders, she drew in a deep breath. She never felt welcome here no matter how often she came. When she’d been a child, she’d followed her mother’s advice and ignored the sour faces turned her way. She wasn’t a child anymore, and she’d stopped shrinking from confronting the villagers. Now she looked into their eyes when she passed, and when she did, they always glanced away first. She wasn’t ashamed of being a Moonwater or a D’White, and she wanted them to know it. She had every right to visit the shops on the square, and if some surly villager gave her so much as a glare, she’d send them off with a few sharp words. She’d found that everyone she challenged verbally melted away, giving her free passage. 

If only that would work with Micah and those others. She shook her head. “Stop thinking about them. Deliver the muffins, collect the scolas, and return home,” she muttered to herself before taking the last steps that brought her into sight of the familiar square. 

She’d always admired the magistrate’s house with its steeply pitched slate roof. This solid stone building was the first to greet people when they entered the village. Here was a place able to withstand great trials, even fires that three times had engulfed the wooden structures adjacent to it. 

Its weathered wooden fence protected the leggy hollyhocks in summer and sprawling pumpkin vines in fall. In winter, it banked a thick layer of snow. 

In front of that fence stood the village pillory where anyone breaking Storm Haven laws spent miserable hours, their heads thrust through the top hole and their arms and legs fastened securely through four others. She’d always hated seeing someone suffer in that way, and when an unfortunate soul was locked in it and miserable, she made certain they at least had water and, when possible, something to eat. She didn’t care that her kindness only served to make the villagers even more hateful toward her. Wait until one of them is pilloried, she thought. Today the torturous device was empty. One less torment for her to endure.

A few feet farther along and next to the General Store, the blacksmith’s shop doors stood wide open, and its forge belched fire. Inside, the blacksmith brought down his hammer with a loud clank, shooting sparks into the air. On the opposite side of the square, the tailor’s shop butted up against the greengrocer. 

Her destination, Mr. Bennet’s bakery, was the last building on the left. Storm Haven church, a prim whitewashed structure with a bell tower, perched at the end of the square. At precisely seven AM every Sunday morning, Parson Garrison rang the church bell and broke the peace of Storm Haven to summon the villagers. The only other times the bell pealed were for trials, weddings, or funerals, and on Christmas morning. Calista had never entered its doors. No Moonwater ever had. A familiar shadow of sadness darkened her heart. The church was another place closed to her.

She made her way to the first shop, glancing in the window in time to see the tailor turning his sign from open to closed. He hesitated when he spied her through the glass, then he snapped the shade down into place before she had time to raise her hand in greeting. She moved ahead quickly.

The greengrocer had already rolled his cart inside, and the click of his lock sounded loudly across the late afternoon. 

A cluster of village women, satchels filled with produce, spotted her and drew into a tighter knot. They didn’t bother to conceal their heavy-lidded suspicion and could have been the ones from last week or last month or years ago. One leaned into the other, and Calista once again thought she heard words like wicked, unnaturally tall, and Moonwater all murmured together. The conversations were never clear so that she could understand them—just snorts and hisses and clicks of disapproving tongues.

“Mean-spirited-ninnies,” she said under her breath. So what if she was taller than most people in Stone Haven? So what if she lived next to the cemetery? She was different, so did that make her bad? The villagers were worse than mean-spirited-ninnies, they were closed-minded, intolerant fools. She pulled her shawl closed at the neck and pushed past the women who clutched their cloaks to their bosoms and stepped back to avoid her touch.

Mr. Bennet’s bakery was next, and the aroma of sweet tarts and yeasty breads filtered outside. She peered inside at the crowded room of mourners. Her mother was right. Death stirred the appetites of those left behind, and what better way to comfort the living than hot-from-the-oven pumpkin muffins? 

Calista opened the bakery door and stepped inside at the same moment Mrs. Pinehurst was on her way out. There was no avoiding each other, and Calista found herself pressed against the older woman’s broad belly. 

Tiny zaps of energy discharged inside Calista’s mind. She blinked rapidly, trying to make sense of what was happening to her. Even though she stood facing the inside of the bakery, she wasn’t seeing it at all. Instead, she was seeing another place. A bedroom. Two women. One lying in a bed. It wasn’t clear who she was. Eleanor Pinehurst stood over the woman, her face contorted, not by grief, but ... glee? She held a—

“Well? Are you going to let me pass?” Mrs. Pinehurst’s irritable voice shattered the vision. 

Calista stepped back, relieved she couldn’t see any more of these strange and disturbing images that seemed to be flowing from Mrs. Pinehurst’s thoughts into hers. She gazed down into the woman’s pale eyes and tried to speak, but what she’d just seen stopped her words, and only a rush of breath spilled from her lips. She had to grip the basket of muffins to steady her hands. 

“What are you staring at?” The woman fumed, but her indignation was tinged with a trace of misgiving. She dodged around Calista, clutching her string bag bulging with Mr. Bennet’s breads and cakes.

“S-sorry,” Calista stammered, dropping her gaze to her covered basket, but it was too late. She’d seen something, and she didn’t know why or how, but for one moment she’d been inside Mrs. Pinehurst’s mind, and now she shared something with her that she shouldn’t.

A dreadful secret.
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Chapter Four
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That night while she and her mother ate, Calista held back mentioning what had happened at the bakery with Mrs. Pinehurst. The more she thought about the incident, the more she doubted that she remembered the moment correctly. 

No one slipped inside the thoughts of others. That was a ridiculous notion.

After her mother tried to start several conversations that only elicited a quick yes or no or a nod from Calista, Miriam fell silent, so the kitchen pulsed with an unusual quiet throughout supper. But once the dinner plates were in the sink, Miriam sat across from Calista and grasped her hands. With a gentle squeeze, she asked, “What happened in the village today?” Then more firmly, she said, “And don’t you dare tell me nothing.”

Her mother had a keen sense for knowing when Calista was troubled, and long ago, Calista had given up trying to dodge these kinds of questions. She wished she had an easy way to explain the shock she’d experienced.

“I ... uh...” She stopped because now with their hands clasped, Calista felt that same odd stir she had when she’d touched Mrs. Pinehurst. Nothing specific this time, but brief sensations. A flicker, like captured fireflies passed between their palms. Then glimpses of strange images. Sorrow draped her mother’s heart. A large lump of something the size of a fist sat at her center. It wasn’t clear, but dark and troubled. So many feelings. Calista was suddenly privy to all of what was very private. She felt her face flush with embarrassment. She had no right to explore anyone’s feelings in this way, most especially her mother’s.

Pulling her hands free, Calista said, “A strangeness. That’s the only way I have to explain it.”

“Then tell me the details, and perhaps I can help.” Miriam sat back and crossed her arms. “I’m listening.”

Calista told what had happened, but she couldn’t bring herself to reveal the true cruelty of Mrs. Pinehurst’s secret. It seemed wrong to share it, even with her mother.

For a time, her mother remained silent, her face drawn into worried creases. Then she got to her feet. “Come. It’s time you discovered who you are.”

“Who I am? I don’t under.” 

Her mother led her from the kitchen into the next room where she knelt to pull aside the carpet worn thin by years of use. Calista gasped when Miriam lifted a floorboard and retrieved a small wooden chest, its rounded top sprinkled with dust. It was secured by a heavy iron lock. What did it hold that required it to be hidden and locked? After all, they had little of value to keep safe. 

Placing a hand on the lid, her mother remained still without saying more. It was as if she was considering whether or not to open it after all. 

“Are you all right?” Calista knelt next to her.

“Yes, but this is an important moment. I’m finally answering the question you’ve asked for years, and I want to tell you in the right way.” Her mother took another deep breath before going on. “But perhaps just the simple truth is best.” She sighed, considering her choice of words carefully the way Calista had seen her mother do her whole life. “This belonged to a very powerful witch, your great-grandmother.”

Startled, Calista looked up into her mother’s face. “My great-grandmother? She was a—”

“Yes. And my mother as well. I told you long ago that you were no ordinary village girl, and after today, you know I told the truth.”

In school, there’d always been supernatural tales the older students scared the younger ones with. These stories were about witches that walked the paths of Storm Haven, about their evil curses that could render unsuspecting villagers mute or turn them into large rats. Calista’s common sense had counseled her to ignore such nonsense. But after what her mother had just told her, she recognized a core of truth in these schoolhouse yarns. It was possible that they weren’t only made up, but that they’d been aimed at her and her family. 

Gently cupping Calista’s face between her hands, Miriam said, “Since you were a child, I’ve feared this day would come, and it has ... as much as I’ve wished otherwise. I’d hoped the village would be different, that it would be enlightened and ready to accept you by the time you became aware of your gift. At the very least, I wanted the old stories completely out of memory.” The look that Calista remembered but never understood was in mother’s face again. Worry? Or something worse?

“Gift?”

“The Moonwater magic.”

“What if I don’t want this ... gift?”

Her mother gazed at her the way she always did a newly hatched chick. Delight and wistfulness played over her face. “Once a woman with Moonwater blood comes into their magic, they have no choice but to accept it. I had to, and after what you experienced today, I’m sure your gift is much stronger than mine. It was in your amber-flecked eyes from the beginning. They’re the same as your great-grandmother’s. And, like her, you’ve always enchanted animals. Any plant under your care thrives. The muffins you stir rise lighter and are more flavorful than any I’ve ever tasted. You have such goodness within you, a Moonwater’s sense of right and wrong, all of the strengths that mark you as a powerful witch.”

Calista sat stunned. Witch. She was a... Impossible. A tart taste crept into the back of her throat and she swallowed, blinking back the sting of tears. When she spoke, her voice came in uneven, cracked tones. “But... You never said ... you...Why didn’t—” 

“Oh, Calista. I’m so sorry, but I—” Her mother pressed her lips together, then straightened, clearly resolved to deliver her message without faltering. “As I told you, we were waiting for all to be different in the village, and your father and I thought it best to keep this from you until you were old enough to understand. I suppose we both secretly hoped that if we didn’t tell you, this gift might skip a generation, even cease to manifest itself in our family.” Miriam’s voice grew breathy as if she had grown suddenly tired and needed to set down a heavy load. “But, in truth, we both knew that was wishful thinking.”

Calista heard the logical explanation, but she was still having trouble making sense of all that her mother was telling her. “I don’t think I’ll ever be old enough to understand this.”

“Of course you will. You’ve inherited Amara Moonwater’s talent, so you must have inherited her capacity for managing it as well. But with caution.” Her mother lightly tapped the lock. It vanished, and the top of the chest opened by itself.

Calista rocked back on her heels, not able to breathe. Shock quickly gave way to foreboding. First, the encounter with Mrs. Pinehurst. Now her mother’s magic. The stories she’d heard in whispered snatches were suddenly making sense. They were about the Moonwaters. They were about her. She exhaled the breath she’d been holding. She was someone that others were suspicious of, a witch, but not just any witch. She was a Moonwater witch, and that was, according to what she’d just heard, very special. 

Until today witches had been nothing more than a myth from long ago and without one pinch of fact. She’d lumped it together with the one about the giant who lived atop Vengeance Mountain. Now her beliefs were in utter disorder and confusion.

“Making that lock disappear is the extent of my witchcraft, Calista. A parlor trick for our ancestors.”

Calista blinked, trying to stop the persistent sting at the corner of her eyes. She wished her heart didn’t continue to buck. Oh, how she wanted her father to be here, to hold her and tell her stories about goddesses, how she was one of them, how nothing could ever hurt her because she was so strong. She needed him to make her bold against the world the way he always did when she felt threatened. 

“Come.” Her mother pulled her nearer. “This is your destiny. You have no choice but to embrace it.”

Calista pushed down the foreboding that threatened to overpower her and peered inside the chest.
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Chapter Five
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Ordinary.

That’s how Calista would describe the single item in the trunk—a plain white book about the size of a diary. In one way, it was a relief to find nothing shocking or witch-like. In another, it was disappointing. Perhaps she was overreacting to this unexpected news. It might take a while, but it was quite possible she’d get used to the idea of her family history and her destiny.

Her mother withdrew the book from the bottom of the chest and held it out to her. Its cover bore no title, but when Calista took it from her mother’s hand, it glittered like a captured star. Surprised, Calista almost let it fall to the floor.

This wasn’t an ordinary book at all. Staring at it as if it were something about to spring to life, she had the distinct feeling of standing on the edge of a precipice. The floor seemed to tilt underfoot, and when she tried focusing on what she clasped in her hands, she grew dizzy. 

As soon as she slid her fingers over the cover, bold scarlet letters appeared. She caught her breath and then read what they spelled. “Amara Moonwater.” When she said the name, a sensation surged through her body. Exciting. Frightening. A sense of something vast, without limits.

She peeled back the cover, somehow knowing that once she looked inside, the strange events of today would become commonplace, and her world would be forever altered. She hoped that whatever changes came they’d be good, not bad. But good or bad didn’t matter because, from what her mother said, Calista had no choice but to go forward.

The lettering on the first page was a jumble of marks. 

ᛟ ZZ ᚹ  

The first looked like an X with an upside-down V on top. Two zigzagging shapes close together followed. The third one resembled a P, but not exactly. The rest of the writing was equally obscure.

She looked up, questioning.

“Runes. To protect the words from eyes that should not see them. This is your great-grandmother’s book of magic, the record of her thoughts and experiences. It holds her spells and potions, too. She passed this on to my mother, and then it came to me. Now I am passing it on to you as you must one day. Mother to daughter forever.”

Must? It seemed this book came with an obligation, one Calista didn’t know she could fulfill. She might not have a daughter. Any child. 

She set that thought aside and asked, “But I can’t read this writing.”

“Look again.”

The unreadable shapes had reassembled themselves, or her eyes had adjusted. She could now easily make out the writing.

On this first day of my power, I begin my Book. I will set down a record of all things magyk I discover. May these words continue through time, and may they not be lost as were those of my notable predecessors.

“What does she mean, ‘lost’ and ‘notable predecessors’?”

“Much of our family was destroyed by superstitious villagers long ago,” her mother said. “The books that our ancestors created were burned along with...” She shot to her feet and slammed the lid on the chest with some force. “The earliest book we have is that one.”

Calista looked up at her mother and tried to read her expression. She was upset, to be sure, but there was something secretive in her face as well and traces of anxiety. “And you? Do you have such a book?”

Her mother shook her head. “No. It was unwise. My mother stopped the practice after ”—she cleared her throat— “and she bade me do the same.”

“I don’t understand. Why was it unwise if—”

Her mother turned away. “The power didn’t come to my mother or to me. We could work magic, but not the kind the Moonwaters had been famous for. My mother felt it better to set it aside. Your father liked that I did, too. He worried about the danger it might bring to our family.” The longing in her voice reminded Calista of how lonely her mother was without him. Briefly, the loss of her father pushed aside the uneasiness she felt about all that was happening at the moment. Then she returned to the business at hand. 

“And what of me? Should I make a book of my own?” Calista didn’t think through the question or why she asked it. The day had muddled her mind. She shouldn’t even consider creating a book of magic when she didn’t understand one thing about such matters.

“I must leave that to you.” Her mother leaned down to her and held up a cautionary finger. “But know this. If you set down in writing any experience some might think unnatural—any potion, any incantation, you must guard it as if your life is in jeopardy.” She gripped Calista by the shoulders and stared into her eyes. “Because it will be.”

For the first time in her young life, Calista heard the knife-edge of fear in her mother’s voice. There had been great sadness when her father died. There had been concern in years of poor harvests and anger when neighbors shunned any of her family, but never fear. And now she recognized what she’d sensed earlier while clasping her mother’s hands. Fear was what crouched at her center, a large fistful of it.

“The people in the village? They would do us real harm instead of only ostracizing us?”

“Their memory of the old days is dim and grows dimmer with each generation. All that’s left is unreasoned suspicion without knowledge of the truth. We want to keep it that way because it is safer for you and for me.”

“I don’t understand,” Calista said.

“We must avoid calling attention to ourselves. That way they will ignore us, and only occasionally resort to taunts the way Micah and those boys did this morning. Do you understand?”

Calista nodded, but she didn’t understand at all. Surely, unreasoned suspicion was more dangerous than the truth. This was something she’d have to consider.

“You will want a family and a home one day, and I want you to have it in safety.”

Calista could point out that as long as she remained in Storm Haven, she might be in danger of many things, but finding anyone to marry was not one of them. She’d never had a boy look at her the way she’d seen them look at other village girls—their eyes soft with longing, lips parted in timid smiles. Even her father had come from a village to the south. And her grandfather and great-grandfather, if she remembered clearly. Her mother didn’t need to hear any of that. Her grief had ebbed, but at times it filled her eyes, and the loss of her one love returned as sharply as the memory of his last breath.

Although Calista never mentioned it, she’d decided her life was full enough without venturing into a relationship. And after learning what she had today, she had no intention of going in search of a man as strong as those who had married a Moonwater in the past and lived in Storm Haven.

So Calista decided to remain quiet whenever her mother mentioned having a family or a home of her own one day in the future. 

She stood up and kissed her mother’s cheek. Then taking the book, she climbed the stairs to her room and opened it again.

In the flickering light of the candle, she waited until the runes had fallen into a graceful script across the first page. 

To the Moonwater witch of the future who reads this book. You are endowed with a majestic power that you must use with care.

Know this. You will face danger. You will face death. But no matter the obstacles, you must seek out the goodness in all life, protect and cherish it, for there is where true magyk resides.

Calista ran her finger over the oddly spelled word, magyk. She was curious about why Amara had written it in this way here. She read on.

Harm no one.

Listen to the earth and her creatures. The earth will guide you onto the right path. Her creatures will counsel you into right action.

The ghosts that cling to it will have needs. Prepare for your part in setting them free from longing and old regrets.

Be true to yourself and honest in your dealings with others.

Be alert to any signs of The Vengeance. It will not be what is foretold. 

Calista stopped at that last line. The Vengeance? Surely this didn’t have anything to do with that ridiculous myth about the giant perched atop the mountain ready to swoop down if any dared enter his domain. She wished she understood what this so-called Vengeance was really about. 

She stretched up from her desk and paced. Perhaps if she took long enough, she could figure out what she should do with this information. There was so much she wished she understood. How creatures were going to give her guidance was one. And what Amara meant by ghostly needs. That was more than disquieting.

In spite of the din of unanswered questions, she was too tired to think more about today’s events or the mysterious messages in Amara’s book.

She would read more the next night when she could think clearly. Surely, tomorrow wouldn’t be as chock-full of unusual occurrences.

After Calista dressed in her nightgown, she blew out her bedside candle and slipped under the covers, staring into the darkness. This day marked the end of her life as a village girl and the beginning of her life as a witch. That was going to take some getting used to.

“It won’t be that difficult, dear.” The woman’s voice was sweet. It came to her like a flickering of tiny lights in her chest, not the sound of words in her ears.

Calista bolted upright, her skin needled by the shock of hearing it. With a shaking hand, she lit the candle again and held it overhead, but the room was as it had been, empty except for her wardrobe, writing table, and chair. “Who—”

“I’m Mrs. Wilhelm, the third from the left, near the main gate.”

That made no sense at all.

“You’re a sweet girl. Now I have a chance to tell you so.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” Calista set down her candle and stooped to look under the bed.

“You won’t find me there.” The voice was sprinkled with laughter.

“Then where?”

“I told you already, but where I am isn’t important anymore.” The woman’s sigh brushed along Calista’s mind. “What is, is that I now have someone to chat with other than the bitter Pinehurst woman—”

“Pinehurst woman?” Was the name Pinehurst going to pop up everywhere in her life this day? Calista tried to shut out the moment she’d stood belly-to-belly with Mrs. Pinehurst at the bakery door. That vision disturbed her more each time she recalled it.

“Yes, and young Squire Nielson. He’s another one that goes on and on.”

At the mention of that name, Calista shivered. His death had been so terrible. Why would this ... this whoever they were bring up the poor squire?

“Besides, you’re someone who must hear what I have to say.”

Calista pointed at her chest—an unspoken “Me?”. For the third time today, she was speechless. She hoped this wasn’t going to be a constantly reoccurring condition. She needed to be able to speak out in her defense. All of the villagers shied away from a verbal contest with her and slunk off with useless threats when she unleashed
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