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PROLOGUE
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Halloween, Thirteen Years Ago

I was four years old the night a girl walked into the wall of Blackthorn House and did not come out.

I didn't remember it. That's the first thing you should know about me, and maybe the most important. For thirteen years, the only one who remembered was the house.

It gave the memory back to me later, the way it gives everything back. All at once. Warm. Wrong.

This is what it gave me.

Rain, first. Not ordinary rain, but the kind that sounds like fingers, hundreds of them, tapping to be let in. I was in a bed too big for me, in a room that smelled of cedar and old paper, and I was awake because downstairs somebody was laughing in a way that didn't sound happy.

Then the door opened, and a girl came in holding an orange.

She was dressed like a picture from a museum: a long dark dress with a white lace collar, the kind girls wear in old photographs where nobody is allowed to smile. Her hair was dark and loose and wet at the ends. There was silver glitter on one cheekbone. I remember thinking she was the most beautiful person I had ever seen, which at four mostly meant she was wearing a costume.

"You're supposed to be asleep, bunny," she said.

"You're supposed to be downstairs."

She laughed, a big crooked laugh that took up the whole room, and sat on the edge of my bed. She peeled the orange in one long curl without breaking it, which I had never seen anyone do, and gave me the first piece. She hummed while she worked. She hummed badly, like she'd lost the tune halfway through and decided to keep going out of spite.

I ate my orange. She ate hers. The rain tapped.

Then the rain stopped.

It didn't fade. It stopped, all at once, as if someone had put a hand over the mouth of the whole world. The lamp on the dresser dimmed to the color of weak tea. The girl went very still, with a piece of orange halfway to her lips, and turned her head toward the wall.

"Did you hear that?"

I hadn't heard anything. I said so.

"It's asking me again," she whispered.

"Who is?"

"The house." She said it the way you'd say the name of a friend. Fond. A little tired. "It wants to know if I want more."

"More what?"

She smiled at me. I have seen a lot of sad smiles since then, including my mother's, which are professional grade. Hers was worse.

"Everything," she said.

Downstairs, somebody screamed. Not a word. Just a sound, high and torn, and then feet hammering the stairs.

The girl scooped me up, blanket and all, and carried me into the hall. It was cold there, so cold my breath smoked, except for a ribbon of warm air coming from the western end of the corridor. Where there should have been wall, there was a door. It stood open a crack, and through the crack spilled summer. Real summer. Cut grass and hot stone and roses, so many roses the smell was almost a color.

She set me down on the runner rug. She pressed the long curl of orange peel into my hand and folded my fingers over it.

"Hold this for me," she said. "And don't let them close the door, okay? I'll be right back."

Then she walked through.

The door didn't close behind her. That's the part I would have told someone, if I'd remembered. The door didn't close. It simply stopped being a door. The wood flattened and paled and bloomed with printed flowers until it was only wallpaper again: cream and green, roses and trailing leaves, and if you looked long enough, tiny black birds hiding among the petals.

Someone was screaming words now. My mother. She was hitting the wall with both fists. A man was shouting that she was still in there, she was still in there, and my grandmother was shouting back at him, "Gideon, no, you'll kill her," and nobody, not one person, was looking at me.

In the morning I had a fever and an orange peel in my fist.

My mother drove us out of Bellweather before sunrise. She did not bring me back to stay for thirteen years.

When she finally did, it was because my grandmother was dead, and because we had nowhere else to go, and because the house, which had never once stopped waiting, had finally found a way to ask.
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THE GIRLS

Belonging feels like magic before anyone understands the cost.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Blackthorn House

By the time Blackthorn House appeared through the rain, my mother had already lied to me three times.

The first lie was that Bellweather was only an hour from the city. That's true if you're a migrating bird with excellent priorities. By car, in weather that seemed personally insulted by our arrival, it took two hours and forty-three minutes.

The second lie was that the town was prettier in autumn. That one had evidence going for it. Bellweather had red maples and brick sidewalks and shop windows glowing gold against a sky the color of wet slate. Paper moons hung on wires across Main Street. Pumpkins lined the steps of a bakery called Honey & Rye. It was the kind of town people photograph through a café window and caption with something embarrassing about sweater weather.

It was also raining hard enough to make the gutters sound like they were boiling.

The third lie was the one I kept watching.

"I'm fine," Mom had said forty minutes ago, both hands locked on the wheel. She said it again when we passed the cemetery gates, and a third time when the church clock loomed through the trees. Every time, the words got brighter and her face got quieter.

I let the lie sit between us. We'd gotten very good at that in the forty-one days since Grandma Agatha died.

Then the wipers dragged left, dragged right, and the house rose at the end of Larkspur Street.

It didn't look haunted. Haunted would have been easier.

It looked loved.

Three stories of dark wood and narrow windows, a steep roof slick as a seal's back, and along the western side, blackthorn branches trained up the wall like veins on the back of a hand. The cream trim had begun to peel, but only enough to make the place seem old rather than abandoned. Warm light filled the ground-floor windows beneath a sign painted in gold serif letters.

VALE BOOKS.

Grandma's shop. Mine, according to the will, which had left the business to me and the building to my mother, the kind of joke only a dead woman gets to make. Our financial disaster, according to the unopened envelopes Mom thought I hadn't noticed in the driver's door pocket.

"There it is," Mom said softly.

I opened my mouth to tell her that had sounded almost affectionate.

Then I saw the girl.

She was in the top window on the western side, third floor, the one nearly swallowed by blackthorn. Pale face. Dark hair. A white collar bright as bone against dark cloth. She had one palm pressed flat to the glass, fingers spread, the way a child presses a hand to an aquarium.

And she was saying something.

I couldn't hear it through the rain and the car and the glass. I didn't need to. I watched her mouth make the shape slowly, deliberately, the way you'd speak to someone reading your lips across a crowded room.

Ma-ra.

"Mom. Stop the car."

She did, too hard. The seatbelt bit my collarbone. A cardboard box slid off the back seat and something inside it broke with a small ceramic sigh.

"What? What is it?"

"There's someone in the house. Top floor. The window with the..."

I pointed. The window was dark. Only rain ran down it, and the black lace of the blackthorn branches, and the reflection of a cloud.

Mom looked for a long moment. Her knuckles had gone white on the wheel. I noticed that. I would spend the next several weeks noticing things about my mother's knuckles.

"There's no one up there," she said. "The house has been locked since the funeral. Mrs. Hart has the only other key."

Lie number four. I didn't know yet that it was a lie. I only knew that she'd said it without looking at me, which in my family counts as a confession.

"I saw a girl."

"You saw rain, Mara. You're exhausted. We both are."

She eased the car forward and parked beneath a maple that immediately dropped half its leaves on the windshield, as if the town were throwing confetti for our bad decisions. Neither of us moved.

Across the street, under the green awning of a shop called WREN ANTIQUARIAN, a boy was standing very still.

He was about my age, in a dark school jacket gone black at the shoulders from the rain. He wasn't sheltering. He wasn't waiting for a ride. He was staring up at the third-floor window of Blackthorn House, exactly where the girl had been, with an expression I couldn't read at that distance except for one thing.

He'd seen her too.

Then his gaze dropped, found our car, found me through the streaming glass.

He looked afraid.

He turned and went into the antique shop. The little brass bell over his door rang once, and the rain closed over the place where he'd been standing.

"Kitchen box," Mom said, opening her door. Cold air rushed in, smelling of wet leaves and chimney smoke. "Please."
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Inside, Vale Books smelled exactly the way I remembered: cedar shelves, paper dust, and beneath it all, cinnamon. Grandma had kept cinnamon sticks in shallow bowls on every windowsill because, she said, a bookshop should smell like a place you'd want to stay.

The lamps were already on. All of them. Green glass reading lamps, a fringed floor lamp, a string of tiny bulbs looped along the poetry shelves.

Mom set her keys down and stared.

"Did Mrs. Hart come by?" I asked.

"She said she'd check the pipes. Not light the place up like a birthday."

"Old wiring?"

"Probably." She said it too fast.

I carried the box behind the counter. The shop was smaller than I remembered and sadder around the edges. One tall bookcase in History leaned against its neighbor like it was tired of standing. A brown water stain had spread across the ceiling in the shape of a country that didn't exist. Three special-order slips were pinned beside the register, all dated June.

Beneath the slips lay Grandma's inventory ledger, a clothbound book fat with tucked receipts. I flipped it open. Her handwriting marched down the columns in violet ink: titles, prices, dates, perfectly ordinary. It was the margins that weren't. They were full of drawings. The same small drawing, over and over, page after page: a circle with four tiny flames spaced evenly inside it, like the points of a compass. Beside some of them she'd drawn a single thorn. Beside one, pressed so hard the nib had torn the paper, she'd written the number 13.

I closed the ledger.

I'd visited the shop maybe a dozen times in my life, always in daylight, always with Mom checking her watch. Grandma Agatha came to us instead, every other Sunday for as long as I could remember, with a tote bag of books and a paper bag of cinnamon buns and a way of looking at my mother that made her sit up straighter. I had never once slept here. I'd asked, when I was little. Mom said the house was too old for sleepovers. Grandma said nothing at all, which I'd taken for agreement.

Beside the register sat Grandma's reading glasses.

Purple at the hinges. One lens scratched in a long pale line. She'd worn them low on her nose and looked over the top of them whenever I bent a paperback's spine too far. Books remember how you treat them, darling.

I touched the frame before I decided not to.

The shop went sideways.

Not really. The floor stayed under my sneakers and the rain kept hissing on the windows. But another person's weather folded over mine, the way it always does, warm and sudden as a hand on the back of the neck. That's the best way I've found to describe it. An echo isn't a movie. It's a climate. For a moment you're standing in someone else's.

Grandma laughing. Her real laugh, the rusty one.

A mug set down beside the register.

The smell of oranges, sharp and bright.

Her voice, low: You cannot keep her from it forever, Elena.

And then fear. Not mine. Old fear, the kind that's been folded and refolded so many times it's gone soft at the creases. It went through me like cold water, and I dropped the glasses.

They hit the counter and skittered. When I looked up, Mom was standing in the doorway of the back room with a stack of mail in her hand, and her face was the color of the paper.

"Mara."

"It was an accident."

"You touched them on purpose."

"That's generally how touching works."

"Don't." Quietly. Worse than shouting. "Please. Not here."

I picked up the glasses. My fingertips were cold, the way they always are after, as if I'd been holding snow. "I barely got anything. Grandma laughing. Oranges."

Something moved behind her eyes when I said oranges. There and gone, a fish under dark water.

"Little things become habits," she said.

"And habits become what? Witchcraft?"

It was a joke. It was supposed to be a joke. That's the problem with jokes in my family. Every so often they tell the truth before anyone's ready for it.

Mom crossed the shop, took the glasses from my hand, put them in the register drawer, and shut it. The drawer was stuffed with envelopes. I saw the red stamps before it closed. FINAL NOTICE. SECOND REQUEST. PAST DUE.

"How bad?" I said.

She closed her eyes. For a second she looked less like my mother and more like a tired woman in a wet coat.

"Bad."

"How bad is bad?"

"If we have a strong holiday season, we make it to spring. If we don't..." She set the mail on the counter and squared the edges of the stack with great care. "Mr. Pruitt from Pruitt Realty has called twice. He says there are people who'd pay very well for a Victorian on Larkspur Street. Converted. Four units."

"You'd sell Grandma's house."

"It's my house now. And I'd sell it before I'd let it drown us, yes."

"It's my shop."

"It's your shop in a building I can't afford to heat." She opened her eyes. "I'm stating the situation, Mara. I'm not making a plan."

That was a lie too, probably. I'd lost count.

I looked around at the leaning bookcase, the ceiling stain, the paper moons someone had strung in the display window last year and never taken down. I thought about condos. About someone ripping out the cedar to put in gray laminate. About the cinnamon bowls in a dumpster. About Grandma's hand-painted shelf labels, MYSTERIES (MOSTLY SOLVED) and POETRY (READ SLOWLY), vanishing under a neutral called something like Oatmeal.

For two hours and forty-three minutes I'd told myself I didn't care about Bellweather. That this was temporary. That in June I'd graduate and go somewhere with a skyline and never think about rain again.

Now I stood in the shop and felt grief come up through the floor like water through a cellar. Not the neat, tidy grief of the funeral. The real kind. The kind that arrives inside an object.

"Then we have a strong holiday season," I said.

Mom looked at me with an expression I couldn't name.

"Just like that?"

"Just like that."

She almost smiled. "You sound like her."

The bell above the front door rang.

Once. Clear and bright.

We both turned. The front door was shut. The deadbolt was thrown. The little brass bell hung perfectly still on its curl of iron, not even trembling.

Mom picked up the kitchen box without a word and carried it upstairs.
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The temperature dropped before I reached the second landing.

I noticed because downstairs I'd been warm enough to push my sleeves up. On the stairs my skin tightened. At the top, my breath showed faintly, a pale ghost of a breath, in a house where the radiators were clanking like they meant it.

The upstairs hallway ran the length of the house, east to west. Rain pressed silver fingers against a round window at the far end. The wallpaper was cream and green, roses and trailing leaves, and I stopped in front of it with my box in my arms and my breath smoking, because I knew it.

I knew those birds. Tiny black birds tucked among the petals, so small you'd only see them if you stared.

I didn't remember ever coming upstairs. Mom said I never had.

"Your room's on the right," Mom called from the east end. "Grandma's old sewing room. I'm across from you."

"What's that way?"

She didn't have to ask what I meant. The western half of the hallway ended in a door. Dark wood, heavy, with a brass lock plate and a porcelain knob painted with a single red rose. It didn't look like a door that belonged in a hallway. It looked like a door that belonged at the front of a church.

"Bad floorboards," Mom said.

"Sounds thrilling."

"It isn't." She came down the hall and tried the knob, even though it was obviously locked. Then she fished a small brass key out of her coat pocket, turned it once, checked the knob again, and slid the key back into her pocket. She patted the pocket afterward. She didn't know she did that. I noticed.

The wood around the keyhole was old, stained dark by a century of hands.

The scratches around the keyhole were not old. They were pale and fresh and deep, as if someone had tried to open that lock in a hurry, many times, with something that wasn't a key.

"Mara."

"I'm admiring the floorboards from a safe emotional distance."

"Unpack. I'll order pizza, if anywhere in this town delivers in weather like this."

She went downstairs. I stood there a while longer.

Then I set the box down and pressed my palm flat against the wallpaper beside the western door.

I don't know why. It's what I'd do with a book: lay a hand on the cover, feel for the weather inside. Wallpaper isn't writing. It shouldn't carry anything. I expected paper and plaster and cold.

What I felt was a pulse.

Slow. Heavy. Far down beneath the paper, beneath the plaster, somewhere in the bones of the house. It came once, and then, long seconds later, again. Like the heartbeat of something enormous and asleep.

Like something that had been waiting so long it had slowed its own heart to make the time pass.

I took my hand away. My palm was cold as a coin. The hallway smelled faintly of dried roses, the way a closed room smells when someone has left a bouquet to die in a vase and never thrown it out.

Pipes, I told myself. Old houses have pipes. Radiators. Settling. Grief does strange things to your senses; I'd read that somewhere. I was tired and sad and I'd seen a girl who wasn't there, and now I was feeling heartbeats in plaster. That was a pattern, and the pattern was me falling apart.

I carried my box into the sewing room.

It was small and slant-ceilinged, with a single bed made up in a yellow quilt and a window that looked down on Larkspur Street. Someone, Mrs. Hart probably, had set a jar of late asters on the dresser. The dressmaker's dummy in the corner wore one of Grandma's cardigans, which was either very sweet or deeply upsetting, depending on how you looked at it.

I went to the window.

The rain had thinned to drizzle. The streetlights had come on, pooling orange on the wet road. Across the street, the lights of Wren Antiquarian glowed low and brown behind glass crowded with old clocks.

The boy was outside again.

He stood at the edge of the awning with his hands in his jacket pockets, face tipped up toward the western end of our house. Not the shop windows. Not the front door. The blackthorn side, and the dark window on the third floor.

Then, as if he'd felt my attention land on him like a hand on his shoulder, he lowered his gaze two stories and looked directly at me.

I should have stepped back. That's the normal response to being caught staring at a stranger through a window at dusk. Instead I stayed where I was, and he stayed where he was, and something passed between us across the wet street that wasn't introduction and wasn't flirtation and wasn't anything I had a word for.

Recognition. As if we'd both been assigned the same terrible book.

He didn't wave. Neither did I.

Behind me, in the empty hallway, a floorboard creaked.

I turned so fast I hurt my neck. The doorway was empty. The hall beyond it was empty, all the way to the dark western door with its painted rose.

The creak came again. Slower. The sound of weight settling onto old wood.

The sound of someone standing just outside my room, deciding whether to come in.
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I didn't sleep so much as lose consciousness in installments.

Every time I drifted off, the house woke me: a tick in the radiator, rain in the gutters, the long wooden groan of an old building letting out its breath. Around midnight I gave up and lay with my phone on my chest, scrolling through photos of my old bedroom in the city, which was now someone else's bedroom, painted someone else's color.

At 12:52, something downstairs crashed.

Not a small sound. Not a book sliding off a stack. A heavy, splintering thud that I felt through the mattress, followed by a long skittering whisper, like paper sliding across a floor.

I lay very still. Across the hall, Mom's door stayed shut. Her white-noise machine hissed its fake ocean through the gap beneath it. She'd slept with that machine for as long as I could remember. I used to think it was because she hated silence. Lying there, I wondered for the first time whether it was because she hated what she heard in it.

I could wake her.

I thought about her face when I'd touched Grandma's glasses. About the key she patted in her pocket. About little things become habits and there's no one up there.

I got up.

The stairs were cold under my bare feet. The shop, when I reached the bottom, was dark except for the streetlight coming through the front windows and laying long orange rectangles across the floor. My phone's flashlight made a narrow white tunnel ahead of me. Beyond its edges, the aisles seemed narrower than they had in daylight and the shelves taller, leaning over me like people bending close to whisper.

The bell above the door was rocking.

Back and forth, back and forth, in a slow, steady arc. Its clapper swung and touched the brass. It made no sound at all.

"Okay," I said to nobody. My voice came out thin. "Sure. Why not."

I found the source of the crash in the Local History alcove, a nook beneath the stairs where Grandma kept books about Bellweather that nobody from Bellweather ever bought. The bottom shelf of the alcove had been boarded over. I'd noticed it earlier without really thinking about it: a plank of pale wood screwed across the front of the shelf with six brass screws, as if the shelf held something that might wander off.

The plank was on the floor now, split down the middle.

The six screws lay beside it in a neat row. Not scattered. Lined up. Backed out of the wood and set down side by side, the way you'd set down cutlery.

And in the middle of the floor, face down and spread open like a bird that had flown into a window, lay a book.

It was small and thick, bound in black cloth worn gray at the corners. No title on the spine. No title on the front either, when I flipped it over with my toe, which I did because I was not about to touch it with my hands, because I had a strong feeling that this book had plans.

Then I crouched and picked it up anyway. Because I'm a Vale, I suppose. Because it was a book, and I have never in my life been able to leave a book lying on a floor.

Nothing happened.

The cloth was cool and a little rough. It smelled of dust and, faintly, of smoke. I opened the cover.

On the flyleaf, in violet ink, in handwriting I'd have known anywhere because it had been inside every birthday card I'd ever received, my grandmother had written my full name.

Mara Rose Vale.

My middle name had always embarrassed me a little. Rose. Soft. Old-fashioned. Mom said she'd picked it because she liked the flower. Grandma, when I asked her once, had looked out a window for a long time and said it was a good name for someone with thorns.

I touched the ink.

The shop vanished.

Not sideways this time. Not a change of weather. It went completely, the way a candle goes when you pinch the wick. Sound vanished. The rain vanished. My own heartbeat vanished, and in the huge soundless dark I was standing in a room I'd never seen, with a floor of bare boards and a ceiling so high it was lost in shadow.

Four girls stood in a circle in the middle of the room.

They were holding hands. On the bare floor between them burned a flame. It was black. I don't know how else to say it. Not dark red, not smoky, but black: a flame-shaped hole in the air, edged with a thin violet shimmer like the rim of an eclipse. It gave no light. Their faces were lit anyway, from below, by a cold glow that seemed to come from their own skin.

I couldn't see them clearly. It was like looking at people through the wrong end of a telescope, through water, through years. Their clothes smeared. Their hair smeared. But one of them was dark-haired, and wore something with a white collar.

As I watched, she lifted her head.

She looked across the circle, across the black flame, across whatever distance of time and dark lay between us. She looked straight at me. Not at the room. At me.

"You're late," she said.

I dropped the book.

The shop came back like a slap: rain, streetlight, the drip of the gutters, my own breath sawing in and out. I was on my knees on the rug. My hands were so cold they ached to the wrist. And the whole alcove stank of smoke, thick and sharp, like a match struck right beneath my nose.

Nothing was burning. I checked. I swung my phone light over every shelf. Nothing.

The book had fallen open again.

Beneath my name, in the same violet ink, in the same looping hand, a second line had appeared. It hadn't been there before. I would have seen it. I would have sworn to it on anything.

The ink was still wet. It shone.

WELCOME HOME.

Above me, on the second floor, at the far western end of the hall, I heard a latch lift.

And very slowly, with a long, patient creak that went on and on and on, the locked door began to open.
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CHAPTER TWO

[image: ]


Rowan Bell

The western door closed in my face at 1:04 in the morning. By 7:45, I was expected to care about precalculus.

I went up, obviously. I stood at the bottom of the stairs for what felt like an hour and was probably forty seconds, listening to that long creak go on above me, and then I climbed with the black book pressed against my chest like a shield, because apparently that was the kind of person I was now.

The western door stood open about four inches.

Through the gap there was nothing. Not a room, not a hallway, not the round window I knew was back there. Only dark, soft and deep as the inside of a closed hand. Warm air breathed out of it, far too warm for a September night, and it smelled of oranges.

"Hello?" I whispered.

The dark didn't answer. It exhaled, gently, the way someone sighs in their sleep.

Then the door swung shut. Not a slam. It closed with the careful, considerate click of someone who doesn't want to wake the rest of the house, and the lock turned over by itself with a small brass sound.

I tried the knob. Locked.

In the morning, Mom's coat hung on the hook by the kitchen door. I checked the pocket while she was in the shower. The brass key was there, cold, exactly where she'd left it.

I didn't tell her. I told myself it was because she'd take the book, and she would have. But underneath that was a smaller, meaner reason I didn't want to look at directly. The book had my name in it. The house had said welcome home to me, not to her. For the first time in my life, something in my family was mine first.

I zipped the book into the inside pocket of my backpack and went to school.
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Bellweather High knew I lived in the witch house before I learned where the science wing was.

I could tell from the way conversations dipped as I passed, like a flock of birds changing direction. From the girl in homeroom who asked, very sweetly, whether it was true that the stairs in my house went down to hell. ("Only on weekends," I said. She didn't laugh.) From my locker, which by second period had WITCH HOUSE written across it in purple dry-erase marker, in big, round, confident letters with a heart over the i.

I stood looking at it with my books against my chest.

It wasn't the insult. I'd been called worse at my old school, where nobody thought I was a witch; they just thought I was weird, which is less glamorous and somehow more insulting. It was that it landed so close to something I didn't understand myself. Like being hit in a bruise you didn't know you had.

I touched the letters before I could stop myself.

Smug. That was the weather in them. A bright, fizzy, satisfied smugness, like the first bite of a sour candy. The writer had been giggling. The writer had felt, for about thirty seconds, like the most interesting person in the building.

"Oh, come on," said a voice behind me. "At least they spelled witch right this year."

A girl reached past me and wiped the letters away with the sleeve of her jacket in three long swipes.

She was about my height, with dark curls piled on her head and skewered with a pencil, and a spray of freckles like someone had flicked a paintbrush at her. Her army jacket was covered in pins: a cartoon moon, a tarot card, a button that said I DID THE READING, a small enamel frog wearing a crown. She had the kind of face that looked about to laugh even when it wasn't, and a way of standing, one hip against the lockers, as if the hallway had been built specifically for her to lean in.

"Last year it was W-H-I-C-H," she said. "Very philosophical. Which house? We'll never know." She held out a hand with purple ink on the knuckles. "Rowan Bell. You're Mara Vale. You're living above Agatha's shop, you moved from the city, your mom looks like she's about to either cry or fire someone, and Brooke Harlan is going to be a nightmare to you for about a week before she gets bored."

I shook her hand. Her grip was warm and quick. "Is there anything you don't know?"

"Your coffee order. Your sign. Whether you're going to be annoying." She tilted her head and studied me the way you study a painting when you suspect the tour guide lied about it. "I'm hoping not."

"I'll try to keep it to a minimum."

"That's all any of us can do." She pushed off the lockers. "What do you have first?"

"History. Kowalski."

"Oh, you'll love her. She once cried reading the Federalist Papers. Come on."

I went. It's hard to explain what it's like to be picked up by Rowan Bell. She moved through the hallway the way a warm front moves through a valley, and people moved with her, around her, toward her. She said hi to a boy with a tuba case, asked a girl in a cheer jacket about her grandmother's hip surgery, and flicked the ear of a sophomore who was loudly describing me as the girl from the murder house. She held my sleeve the whole way and never once looked back to check that I was following. She just assumed. It should have been annoying. It wasn't. It felt like being handed a coat in the rain.

Ms. Kowalski had a silver braid that reached her waist and reading glasses on a beaded chain, and she took attendance from an actual paper list, reading every name as if it mattered.

"Vale, Mara."

"Here."

A ripple went through the room. Vale. Ms. Kowalski looked at me over her glasses for a long moment. Not unkindly. Carefully, the way you'd look at a pot on a stove.

"Your grandmother sold me my first copy of Middlemarch," she said. "I'm very sorry."

"Thank you."

She moved down the list. "Wren, Silas."

"Here."

The voice came from the back corner, by the window. I turned before I could stop myself.

It was him. The boy from beneath the green awning. In daylight he was paler than I'd expected, with dark hair that needed cutting and a narrow face that seemed permanently occupied with assessing something just over your shoulder. His jacket was dry now, buttoned to the throat. He was looking out at the rain. When Ms. Kowalski had said my name, his pen had stopped moving on his notebook. It stayed stopped.

Then, slowly, he turned his head and looked at me. Only for a second. Gray eyes. No expression at all, which is a very specific kind of expression.

He looked away first.

After class, Rowan dragged me past the trophy case outside the gym to show me a signed photo of the 1989 state champion swim team, whose captain had apparently gone on to become a sheriff and then a convicted forger. But what I looked at, what I couldn't stop looking at, was the picture beside it.

BELLWEATHER HIGH GIRLS' CHOIR, 1961. Two rows of girls in pale sweaters with round collars, holding sheet music, smiling in the brave, stiff way people smiled for cameras back then. They stood in front of the school's old main entrance.

Behind them, above the line of the roof, you could see the top of a house. Steep roof. Narrow windows. A dark tangle of branches climbing one side.

"Rowan," I said. "Which way does the old entrance face?"

"East. Why?"

Larkspur Street was west. Blackthorn House was on the other side of town, three-quarters of a mile away, behind the school, behind the bank, behind the whole of Main Street.

It shouldn't have been visible from that entrance. It shouldn't have been visible at all.

"No reason," I said.
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"So," Rowan said at lunch, sliding into line behind me with a tray holding fries and nothing else, "can you actually do anything?"

I kept my eyes on a tub of tired salad. "Like what?"

"You know what. Everybody knows what Agatha Vale could do. She found Mr. Lindqvist's lost dog by reading his grocery list. Don't ask me how. Nobody knows how. That's the fun part." She leaned closer. "You touched Brooke's handwriting on your locker this morning. You made a face. Like you tasted it."

My stomach did something complicated. "That's not..."

"I'm not trying to trap you." She drew a coin out from under her collar. It hung on a black cord around her neck: an old copper coin with a hole punched through the center. "Watch."

She flicked it with her thumb. It spun up, flashing, and she caught it and slapped it onto the back of her hand.

"Heads," she said, before she lifted her palm. Heads.

Again. "Heads." Heads.

"Tails." Tails. "Tails." Tails. "Heads." Heads.

Five times. The lunch line shuffled forward around us. Someone dropped a tray and the whole cafeteria cheered, the way cafeterias do. Neither of us looked.

"That's a trick," I said.

"It is and it isn't." She rolled the coin across her knuckles. "Luck listens to me. Not always. Not for big things, usually. It's more like..." She frowned, hunting for the word. "Like asking someone nicely. And most of the time they say yes, because I asked so nicely."

"And when they say no?"

Something flickered across her face, fast as a card flipped face down. "Then I ask again."

She flipped the coin a sixth time. She didn't call it.

The air changed.

I felt it before I saw anything. A tightening, as if the whole room had drawn in a breath and held it. The cafeteria noise dipped, not quieter exactly, but farther away, as though I'd stepped into a doorway. A taste bloomed on my tongue, bright and metallic, pennies and the air before a thunderstorm. The hair on my arms stood up.

The coin fell. It struck the tile between our sneakers with a small, clear ring.

And stayed there. Standing on its edge. Perfectly upright in the middle of a scuffed cafeteria floor, not even wobbling.

The room let out its breath. The noise came rushing back.

"Don't encourage her," said a dry voice.

Silas Wren was walking past us with a tray, looking straight ahead. He didn't slow down.

"Probability has standards, Wren," Rowan called after him. "It's not my fault it likes me better."

He didn't turn. But I saw the back of his neck go stiff, as if he'd heard something in her words that she hadn't meant to put there.

Rowan scooped up the coin, kissed it, and dropped it back under her collar. Her cheeks were flushed. Her eyes were very bright.

"You should meet the others," she said.
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The others ate lunch on the back steps of the art wing, beneath an overhang where the rain drummed but didn't reach, beside a concrete planter that held nothing but a dead geranium and a small graveyard of cigarette butts.

"This is Ivy," Rowan said, "and this is Nell, and this is Mara, and I've decided she's ours, so nobody be weird."

"You're being weird," said the girl in black.

Ivy Santos was small and round-faced, with two long braids and a sweater embroidered with lopsided bees, and she said "Hi!" with so much sincerity I almost stepped back. She was a junior, sixteen, and within four minutes I knew that her family owned the plant nursery out on Route 9, that her Lola lived with them and grew bitter melon in the bathtub every winter, that she had strong feelings about a particular brand of gel pen, and that she was very, very sorry about my grandmother, who had once found her a sold-out book about moss.

Nell Graves didn't say hi at all.

She was tall and narrow and dressed entirely in black: black jeans, black turtleneck, black nail polish, a black wool coat with silver buttons. Silver rings crowded nearly every finger. Her hair was cut short and blunt at the jaw, and her face was pale and grave in a way that made you think of statues in old churches. She looked at me for a long, flat moment.

"Agatha Vale's granddaughter," she said.

"That's me."

"My grandmother and your grandmother didn't speak for thirty-one years."

"Okay. Why?"

"She's never said. Which, in my family, means it was something interesting." She moved her bag. "Sit down. You're letting the rain in."

I sat.

It should have been awkward. It wasn't, or not for long. Ivy filled silences. Nell removed them. Rowan set the pace, talking with her hands and stealing Ivy's grapes. I watched, the way I always do, and found myself being slowly, carefully drawn in, like thread through the eye of a needle.

"Show her," Rowan said to Ivy at one point.

Ivy went pink. "Rowan."

"She's safe. I tested."

"You tested?" I said.

"I asked the universe whether you were safe. It said yes." Rowan shrugged. "I asked nicely."

Ivy glanced over both shoulders, then leaned toward the dead geranium. It was a sorry thing, a brown stick with two brown leaves like crumpled receipts. She cupped her hands around the base of the stem without quite touching it.

I smelled it first. Green. The smell of cut grass, of a tomato leaf crushed between two fingers, of the inside of a greenhouse in August. It came from nowhere and filled the covered steps. Ivy's lips moved. Not words, I thought. Only breath. Then came a small sound, a tiny wet click like a knuckle cracking, and from the side of the dead stem a pale green shoot unrolled like a question mark and opened a single leaf no bigger than my thumbnail.

Ivy sat back, breathing a little hard, and grinned at me like a kid who'd just landed a cartwheel.

"She can close paper cuts too," Rowan said. "It's extremely useful in a school."

"Nell," said Ivy. "Your turn."

"No."

"Nell."

Nell sighed through her nose. Rowan pulled a ring off her middle finger and held it out: an old silver band set with a blue stone, scratched and dull. "Saint Orla thrift shop. Four dollars."

Nell took it between thumb and forefinger. She didn't close her eyes. She simply went still, the way a deer goes still when it hears something in the trees. For a second, I swear, the temperature on the steps dropped, and a cold touched the underside of my tongue, as though I'd bitten into ice.

"She died afraid of water," Nell said quietly. "Not drowning. She died in bed, old. But she was afraid of water for years and years. She never once went near the lake." She handed the ring back. "It's the last thing people feel that sticks. Mostly it's boring. Grandpa Walt's watch was just annoyed he never finished the crossword."

"It's a very niche talent," Rowan said.

"My family runs a funeral home. It's weirdly on brand." Nell looked at me. "You."

I hesitated.

I had never told anyone. Not really. My mother knew, and Grandma had known, and both of them treated it like a sprained ankle, something you were careful not to put weight on. At my old school, I'd once touched a boy's note in chemistry and started crying, because the girl it was meant for had never answered it and he'd written it on the worst night of his life. I said I had allergies. I switched lab partners.

"I can tell things," I said. "From writing. Handwriting, mostly. What the person felt when they wrote it. Sometimes a little of what was happening around them."

Nobody laughed.

Nell reached into her coat and pulled out a folded index card. On one side was a grocery list in spidery blue ballpoint: EGGS, LEMONS, STAMPS, RING THE DENTIST. "My grandmother's," she said. "Go on."

I touched it.

Love. Fierce and prickly, like a hug from someone in a wool coat. Irritation at the dentist. And beneath it, faint and deep as a stain in old wood, fear. Old fear. It had a direction. It pointed, clear as a compass needle, across town.

I took my hand away. My fingers had gone cold.

"She loves you a lot," I said. "She hates her dentist. And she's scared of my house."

Nell's face didn't change. But her hand, taking back the card, wasn't quite steady.

"She's never called Blackthorn haunted," Nell said. "She says haunting requires the dead."

"What does it require instead?"

"She won't say."

Rain dripped from the overhang in a silver curtain. Rowan was looking at the three of us, from Ivy to Nell to me and back, with an expression I would learn to recognize later: the look of someone doing arithmetic and liking the answer.

"We've been waiting for a fourth," she said.

"Rowan," said Ivy.

"What? We have. There are all those stories. The old Bellweather covens, the four girls, the black flame..."

"Stories aren't instructions," Nell said.

"Stories are just instructions somebody forgot to label." Rowan leaned toward me. "Aren't you curious? About what we could do?"

I was. I was so curious it felt like hunger. I had never been in a circle of people who knew what I was. I had never sat on a step in the rain and told the truth and watched nobody flinch. Sitting there felt like stepping out of the cold into a lit kitchen. And a lit kitchen is exactly the kind of place you never want to leave.

"If we try anything," Nell said, "we do it somewhere Blackthorn can't hear us."

"It's a house," I said. "It's three-quarters of a mile away."

Nell looked at me with something close to pity.

"You haven't been here very long," she said.
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He was waiting for me at the bike racks after school.

Or not waiting. Standing, hands in his pockets, hood up against the drizzle, looking at nothing. But when I came out the side door he looked at me and stayed looking, and there was nobody else within fifty feet, so either he was waiting for me or he had a very intense relationship with bicycles.

"Vale," he said.

"Wren."

"Stay away from the western hallway."

I stopped walking. "Excuse me?"

"In your house. There's a door at the end of the second floor. Keep it locked. Don't go past it. Don't open it if you hear something behind it. And you will hear something behind it."

Rain ticked on the metal racks. My heart had started going fast, and I hated that, hated that he could make it do that with a sentence.

"How do you know about my hallway?"

"Everyone in Bellweather knows about your hallway."

"Everyone in Bellweather thinks it's a joke."

"I don't," he said.

Up close, his face was more tired than it had looked in class. Faint shadows under his eyes. A thin white scar through one eyebrow. He was careful with words; I could see him choose each one, turn it over, set it down precisely. It made me want to knock them all off the table.

"Who are you?" I said. "Seriously. You were outside my house yesterday, staring at it like it owed you money."

"My uncle's shop is across the street."

"That's an address, not an answer."

Something that might have been the start of a smile moved at the corner of his mouth, then thought better of it. "My family and your family have history," he said. "I was raised to understand that the Wrens and the Vales do better when they stay apart."

"Great," I said. "Start."

And then he did smile. Or nearly. It flickered across his face and vanished, like a match struck in wind. It changed him completely for the second it lasted, and I was furious with myself for noticing.

"You saw her," I said. "Yesterday. In the window."

The almost-smile died. He went still in a way that was different from before. Not careful. Guarded, like a bolt sliding home.

I stepped closer. I didn't plan to. My sleeve brushed his.

Cold went through my arm. Not the cold of my echoes, not grief or fear or anybody's leftover feelings. Something harder. Tension, pulled tight as wire. It felt like holding the end of a chain while something enormous at the other end leaned back against it, and the links ground together, and held, and held.

He jerked his arm away as if I'd burned him.

"Don't do that," he said.

"Do what?"

"Read me."

"I wasn't. I didn't..." I was breathing hard. "What was that?"

For a moment I thought he'd tell me. I watched him want to. Then he shook his head once.

Above us, the fluorescent light over the side door buzzed.

"Is this about Blackthorn?" I said.

On the word Blackthorn, the light flickered. Off, on, off. Then the one beyond it, and the one beyond that, a stutter of darkness racing away down the length of the covered walkway, as if something were passing through the wiring on its way somewhere.

Silas looked up at the lights. Then back at me. His face had gone very pale.

"It knows you're back," he said.

He turned and walked away through the rain, hood up, hands in his pockets, and he did not look back. Not once. I know. I watched him all the way to the corner.

I was already planning, God help me, exactly how I was going to make him tell me what that meant.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Three Girls and a Match

Rowan called it an experiment, which was a generous word for four girls, one stolen matchbook, and absolutely no idea what we were doing.

"It's not stolen," she said, climbing the hill ahead of us through the fog. "Margo leaves them on the counter. They practically say take one."

"They say THE CROOKED CUP," said Nell.

"Which is basically an invitation."

The Halloran Conservatory sat at the top of Crowhill Road, past the last streetlight, past the iron gates of Saint Orla Cemetery, at the end of a gravel drive nobody had raked since before we were born. A railroad baron had built it in 1891 because he wanted oranges in January. It closed in 1998, when the town ran out of money to heat it. Now it belonged to the historical society, which meant it belonged to nobody. Ivy's mother volunteered there on Sundays to keep the ferns alive, which was why Ivy had a key on a ribbon around her neck and a look of guilt so intense it was practically a second coat.

"If we break anything," she said, "I'm going to have to move to Canada."

"We're not going to break anything," Rowan said.

We would, in fact, break one pane. But that came later.

The conservatory rose out of the fog like a ship made of glass. A great central dome, iron ribs painted white and flaking, two long wings stretching off either side. Most of the panes were whole. Some were cracked and patched with tape gone brown with age. Up close, I realized the glass was fogged from the inside, thick and milky, beaded with drops that ran down in slow, crooked lines, even though the air outside was cold enough to see our breath and the building hadn't been heated in almost thirty years.

"It always does that," Ivy said, catching me looking. "Mom says it's the plants breathing."

"Is it?"

She unlocked the door. "Sometimes."

Inside, it was warm. Not heated warm. Living warm, damp and close, like the inside of a cupped hand. It smelled of wet earth and green rot and something sweet I couldn't name. Palms rose into the dome, their fronds brushing the glass. Ferns spilled over stone troughs. Somewhere, water dripped into water, a slow plink, plink, like a clock with no hands.

We sat in a circle on the tiled floor beneath the dome, on Nell's coat and Ivy's picnic blanket. For a while, nobody said anything. Rain whispered against the glass far above. Fog pressed at the panes like faces.

"Okay," Rowan said. "Who goes first?"

Nobody moved.

That's the part I remember best, strangely. Not the magic. That long silence. Four girls who had each hidden something their whole lives, sitting in a warm glass room, working up the nerve to say it out loud. It's one thing to show someone a trick. It's another to name what you are.

"Fine," said Rowan. "Me. I've been lucky since I was
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