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Dedication

This book is dedicated to my Aunt Lynden.

Thank you for driving my cousins to the farm so that we could build forts in the woods, get chased by territorial sheep, and make hilariously bad home movies. Those are some of my fondest memories.
Seriously, I love you all.
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One

The Tea Shop

The tea shop tended to vanish.

It always reappeared—but never in the same place twice. It occupied a corner of Main Street for a good two years, until a tourist tried to force the front door open. Then the shop snapped out of existence, leaving a very confused tourist standing in a bed of overgrown ferns. And once it vanished, it was often days or even weeks before the tea shop’s new address became known.

Finley Barnes knew the trick: like all magic, you could only see it if you knew where to look.

She touched a hand to the wooden gate and pushed it open. The rusty hinges creaked so loudly that three ravens looked up from their perch on a neighbor’s garbage bins. The lids had been thrown back, and the ravens were happily ripping into the plastic bags.

“Looks like someone didn’t pay them this week,” said Eddie Elloway. He stood a few feet from Fin, watching the ravens with interest.

“Maybe they forgot,” said Fin. “Not everyone remembers the ravens.”

Eddie snorted. “They should. Then they wouldn’t wake up to garbage scattered all over their yard.” He reached into his jacket pocket and withdrew a lumpy napkin. He’d crammed several bread crusts inside, the edges still sticky with almond butter and honey.

He tossed one of the crusts onto the sidewalk. Or what counted as a sidewalk in Aldermere. Tree roots had cracked the pavement, and moss filled in the edges.

One of the ravens perked up, bouncing in place. Then it leaped, wings slicing through the air, and landed about ten feet from Eddie and Fin. It edged closer and swallowed the bread crust, wariness giving way to hunger.

“We’re two feet away from a Don’t Feed the Wildlife sign,” said Fin.

Eddie had lived in Aldermere his whole life; he gave the sign a casual glance. “Ravens don’t count. Besides, those signs are for tourists who might try and feed bears. Or worse. Before you moved here, a bigfoot found someone’s old campsite, and it took forever to convince her to leave.”

“I’m still not sure I believe you about the Bigfoot,” said Fin without conviction. “I’ve never seen it.”

“Not the Bigfoot,” said Eddie. “A bigfoot. There’s a difference. And if you don’t believe me, ask Nick over at the gas station. He was the one who relocated her. Anyways,” he said, as if this concluded the conversation, “it’s not like the ravens will leave any food behind.”

It was true; the ravens had eaten every crumb and were eyeing Eddie as if hopeful for more.

Fin turned toward the tea shop. “You coming?” she called over her shoulder.

But she knew the answer already. Eddie preferred the sweeping space of the outdoors, the fresh scents and wildness. The tea shop was warm and dark and quiet. Fin loved it for exactly the reasons he never would.

He shook his head. “Are you sure you want to . . . ?”

She wasn’t sure. Fin was never sure of anything. That was her problem.

“The science fair is less than two weeks away,” she said. “I won’t do a good job if all I can think about is how I have to talk in front of people.”

She felt the fear like a living thing—her stomach shriveled up, her fingertips went cold, and words fled her mind. And the waiting was the worst part. She was jittery and distracted, the constant worry like a song she couldn’t get out of her head. The more she tried not to think about the science fair, the more she did.

“Just one last time,” she said. Eddie dug more crumbs out of his pocket and tossed them to the flock of ravens.

No, not a flock. An unkindness. That was the right term.

The tea shop’s door was heavy, and Fin had to use her hip to shove it open. There was a circular streak across the floor where the door dragged. The first things Fin always saw were the rows of bookshelves lining the hallway. The shelves held leather-bound tomes and modern paperback romances—Talia’s collection.

The tea shop’s main room looked as though it had once belonged to an apothecary. There was an old wooden counter, and behind it, the tea kept in mason jars with handwritten labels. Sunlight glinted off chamomile blooms, the tight curls of dried oranges, and the dark brown Ceylon leaves. Atop the bar sat a heavy mortar and pestle. It was made of rose quartz crystal—pink, with veins of white.

When a person ordered a cup of tea, Talia took down the jars of herbs and blossoms and sifted a blend into the mortar. A customer whispered a memory into the tea—and then the memory was gone. It was the price that such magic demanded. Fin didn’t know what memories she had lost to the tea shop; it wasn’t like she missed them. As for the tea itself, Talia placed it in a thoroughly modern stainless steel ball, steeped it for five minutes, and then the customer drank it in the tea shop. A simple trade, one Fin was glad to make.

Just breathing in the scents of the tea shop—bergamot, spice, honey—made Fin feel better. As if a weight were being lifted from her shoulders.

“Talia?” she said quietly.

She had never seen the tea shop empty before. There was no sign of the older woman.

She stepped a little closer to the counter, unease roiling in her stomach. For a moment, she wondered if the tea shop was closed—maybe Talia had forgotten to lock the front door. The idea of being somewhere she shouldn’t be sent a shiver through Fin, and she clenched her teeth against the desire to leave.

It would all be better once she got the tea.

She just needed to do something—like ring the bell at the counter or call out. But her fingers were cold and she didn’t trust her voice to be loud. She rose on tiptoe, peering over the counter.

And finally she heard a noise.

A groan—and the sound of it made Fin jump. It seemed to be coming from the back room. Fin had never been there; a metal nameplate read EMPLOYEES ONLY—STOREROOM. Today that door was open a few scant inches.

The groan came a second time.

Fin stepped closer, heart throbbing. She placed her fingers against the door and pushed.

“Talia?”

She hoped to see Talia in the storeroom, looking for some obscure blend. But instead Talia lay, unmoving, on the floor.

Talia’s hair was iron gray, and her tan face was wrinkled like crumpled linen. But for all that she must have been old, her eyes were bright and sharp as cut glass. Now those eyes were filled with pain. Her leg was at an odd angle, an antique stool was on its side, and a broken jar lay beside her.

“Talia.” Fin stepped carefully around the glass. “What happened?”

“Reached for the Lapsang souchong on the top shelf,” Talia said tightly. The corners of her mouth pinched into a pained smile that turned into a grimace. “The stool broke.”

Sure enough, one of the stool’s three legs had come loose. It had rolled away into a corner.

“Listen, Fin,” said Talia. “Go next door. Tell Frank to call an ambulance.”

Fin’s heart felt as if it was trying to scale her rib cage and escape through her throat. It wasn’t just the sight of Talia, indomitable Talia, on the floor. The thought of knocking on an unfamiliar door, asking someone she didn’t know to call 911—Talia might as well have asked Fin to walk into oncoming traffic.

“Fin,” said Talia. In Talia’s raspy voice, Fin’s name sounded like a plea.

Fin nodded, once. Then she turned and ran from the room, across the tea shop proper, and into the front yard. Eddie would know what to do.

To her relief, he was still feeding the ravens. Some of Fin’s panic collapsed in on itself, and she breathed easier. “Eddie,” she gasped. “Talia’s hurt—we need to get Frank to call an ambulance.”

Eddie dropped the last of the bread crusts. One bold raven darted forward, snagged it, and flapped away. “What?”

“Talia fell,” said Fin. “She said to get Frank to call 911.”

Eddie stood a little straighter. This was the difference between them: unexpected things set Eddie aflame with excitement, while they doused any bravery from Fin.

“I’ll go,” he said, and jogged toward one of the nearby houses. Fin watched him, then turned back toward the tea shop. She had left the front door open, and sunlight spilled into the dark interior. It made the place feel strange . . . too open. Part of Fin wanted to retreat, to just leave, but she couldn’t do that. Talia needed her.

Fin hastened to the back room. Talia had managed to pull herself upright against a wall. “Did you find Frank?” she croaked.

“My cousin Eddie’s taking care of it,” said Fin.

Talia nodded. She closed her eyes for a few moments, breathing hard through her nose. Fin stood there, feeling awkward and useless. “What—what can I do?”

Talia opened her eyes. Her face was chalky white with pain. “The EMTs—they might not be able to find this place. The magic . . .”

Fin understood. “You want me to stick around just in case? Show them where the tea shop is?” she asked. “Can I show them? I mean—”

“Check the drawer behind the counter,” said Talia, her voice strained. “There’s a spare key. As long as you carry it, the tea shop will let you guide people in and out.”

The cash register was an antique; it looked like an old typewriter, with its worn metal keys. Fin checked the drawer beneath it. There was a roll of tape, bits of twine, scissors, old pens, and a normal key. It was attached to a key chain of a glittery crescent moon. It was oddly heavy in her hand.

Fin hurried back to Talia. “I found the key.”

“Good, good,” said Talia. “You’ve been a great help, dear. Thank you.” She gave Fin another pained smile. “Go out the back door; tell the EMTs to use that one. I just told the shop to lock the front.”

Only in Aldermere could such a sentence be uttered and believed.

The silver lock matched the key in Fin’s hand. It was a deadbolt, and Fin was quietly grateful that most of her old apartments had come with such a lock, so she knew how to use it. She unlocked it with an easy twist of the lever and stepped outside.

The back door led out onto a small porch—and beside that, a gravel driveway. The fresh air was a relief against her skin; for once, the tea shop was too small and dark, as if Talia’s pain had filled up every corner.

Her legs shaking slightly, Fin walked to the driveway. The gravel was clogged with dandelions and tufts of grass. Eddie stood on the sidewalk, face shining with sweat. Fin waved at him, and he caught sight of her.

“Did you find Frank?” asked Fin. She wasn’t sure what she would do if Eddie hadn’t. The inn was a ten-minute walk away—maybe if she ran . . .

“He was home,” said Eddie. His gaze went to the tea shop. “What are we supposed to do now?”

“Wait?” said Fin, making it sound like a question. “We have to wait,” she said, more decisively. “Just in case the EMT people can’t find the tea shop.”

Realization sharpened Eddie’s features. “Oh, yeah.” He bounced on his heels, impatient and eager. Fin sank to a crouch so he wouldn’t see that her knees were unsteady.

They waited, and every moment dragged.

It took the EMTs about thirty minutes to arrive, which was pretty fast. They must have been nearby. Fin heard the whine of sirens first, and she walked closer to the street, the key still clutched between her fingers. The ambulance pulled up to the curb, and two people got out: a young woman and a slightly older man. They glanced around as if bewildered.

Fin took a step closer. “This way,” she said, but her voice was too quiet and they didn’t hear her.

“Hey,” called Eddie. He waved, and this time the EMTs heard. Eddie pointed at Fin, and she gestured toward the back.

“There’s a back door around here,” she said, and the EMTs’ gazes snapped toward her. The older man blinked twice, then nodded. There was a flicker of confusion as he looked at the tea shop—that was probably the first time he saw it.

He wouldn’t know magic for what it was. Most people never did. Even the tourists who believed in Aldermere’s reputation mostly came for tarot readings and postcards featuring Bigfoot. Magic wasn’t bright flashing spells or turning people into toads. It was quiet and creeping, and it had a way of stealing into the cracks of the sidewalk and into the very water.

Everything happened quickly after the ambulance arrived. Fin led the EMTs around to the back, where they found Talia on the floor. Fin watched as Talia was loaded onto a stretcher, carried up and into the ambulance. She thought she should have taken Talia’s wrinkled hand in hers and given it a friendly squeeze. But that was what a brave person would have done, and Fin had never been brave.

When the ambulance’s doors slammed shut, Fin stood on the broken sidewalk and watched it drive away. It turned a corner and vanished from sight.

Fin couldn’t move; the bitter taste of fear lurked on the back of her tongue. And despite the fact she should have been sorry for Talia, she felt sorrier for herself.

Talia was gone.

The tea shop was closed.

And there was no magic to banish Fin’s fears.
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Two

Before

Fin hadn’t always lived in Aldermere.

Bakersfield, San Diego, Barstow. The details were all tangled up in her memories—rough old carpets, the smell of neighbors smoking, and the sound of her mom sliding the chain lock home. Her mother worked in shops or restaurants, and they never stayed too long in one place. Sometimes Fin wondered if her mother was an ex-spy. It would explain why they were always moving, why her mother kept glancing over her shoulder. Before Aldermere, a year and a half was the longest they’d remained in one location—renting a place in Modesto.

For a while, there hadn’t been the chaotic jumble of boxes in the car’s back seat, nor the paperwork of getting Fin into yet another school, nor Mom coming into her bedroom at three in the morning, telling her to put on shoes. They had left their last apartment when the moon was half full; Fin remembered dragging her small suitcase behind her, hefting it into the car’s trunk, her mind still fogged with sleep. Her memories were a jumble of trees in the headlights, the taste of orange juice they’d bought from a gas station, and the soft fuzz of the radio as they left all the stations behind.

Fin had known almost nothing about Aldermere, only that it was a tiny town just east of the Redwood Highway. It was shrouded by an old-growth redwood forest, far from any cities. Northern California was a different world: all narrow, twisting roads and red-barked trees that smelled of spice. They drove for so long that it seemed as if they might simply drive off the edge of the earth.

Mom, who had grown up in Aldermere, had only ever mentioned it in whispers at bedtime, when Fin begged her for stories. They always sounded like wild fairy tales: Mom and her older sister, Myrtle, traipsing through forests, crossing rivers on abandoned train tracks, finding keys and strange teeth in creeks. Fin’s grandparents had lived and died in Aldermere, leaving Aunt Myrtle their home, but Mom and Fin had never visited. Not for holidays or birthdays or summers.

But now . . . now they were. They were going to Aldermere.

“Fin, darling,” Mom had said. “Where we’re going—there are a few things you should know. A few rules.”

Fin was used to rules. Most of the places they stayed didn’t allow pets or loud music.

But these rules were different.

Doors must be labeled or they can lead anywhere.

Pay the ravens or keep your garbage bins inside.

Never keep a knife that’s tasted your blood.

Always drop a bread crust into Bower’s Creek before going into the water.

Don’t use the old toll bridge north of town—there is a price, but no one knows what it is.

Burn nothing within the town borders.

The rules had the wicked, lulling cadence of a fairy tale—the kind her mother used to spin out when Fin couldn’t sleep.

“And most important,” said Mom, “don’t look for the tea shop.”

“What tea shop?” asked Fin, confused.

“Aldermere can be dangerous, Fin,” was all Mom would say. “Don’t ever let your guard down.”

Fin fell into silence and watched as the car’s headlights shone upon a green road sign.
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As the car took a right turn, the headlights illuminated a deer standing on the grassy highway shoulder. It was a small, graceful doe. Fin had never seen one in the wild, and she pressed herself closer to the window to get a better look. But as her eyes focused on the deer, Fin’s heartbeat quickened.

The deer’s shadow looked wrong. It was the shadow of a much larger creature, one that stood on two legs and had thick, curved antlers like those of a moose. Its arms ended in long, jagged points.

Fin blinked. It had to be the headlights distorting the deer’s form, she told herself. But before she could look again, the lights slid away. The deer vanished into the dark.

The car jounced, the pavement rough and uneven. Fin found herself clutching at her seatbelt as they pulled up to a driveway. Despite the late hour, Myrtle Elloway had greeted them at the front door. Fin had never met her aunt Myrtle, but there had been a trail of birthday cards, flecked with glitter, usually with a twenty-dollar bill tucked inside. Aunt Myrtle wore a fuzzy robe belted at her waist, and she held a steaming mug. To Fin’s surprise, the older woman handed the mug to her. It smelled of warm milk, vanilla, and nutmeg.

The mug also had a chip in its handle, and that made Fin feel more comfortable. People didn’t give chipped cups to guests—only to family.

“You’re late,” Aunt Myrtle said to Mom.

“I didn’t even know we were coming until yesterday,” replied Mom. “How did you . . . ?”

She hadn’t called ahead, Fin realized. A swell of shame rose up in her belly; she didn’t want to be somewhere they weren’t wanted. She wouldn’t learn the word “imposition” until a year later, but even then she knew what it meant.

“Never mind that,” said Aunt Myrtle. “Come inside.”

Fin saw little of the house in the dark; all she glimpsed were wooden floors and the gleam of sea glass dangling from the ceiling. They bustled out of the house and across an overgrown lawn. And all the while, Aunt Myrtle talked. “What are you now, eight?” she was saying. Fin nodded. “Good—my son’s nine. He’ll be glad to have someone new around. Do you like to draw? Paint?”

A small cottage sat within the fringes of the forest. It was wide at the base and came to a point at the roof. The wood was dark, trimmed with white paint, and there was a porch without a railing. The whole thing looked rustic and strangely inviting. It looked like someone’s home.

Aunt Myrtle unlocked the front door, then handed the key to Mom. “Thank you,” Mom whispered. “I won’t—it’ll only be a few weeks. . . .”

Aunt Myrtle raised a hand, as if to wave away Mom’s words. “It’s fine. If you decide to stay, the neighbor’s a metalsmith. I can ask her to make a new sign for the door.”

“I’m sorry,” Mom said quietly. “I know you didn’t want me to come back.”

Aunt Myrtle made a disgusted sound. “It wasn’t you I didn’t want here.”

Again, a flutter of fear rose up in Fin’s belly. Me, she thought. She must be the one Aunt Myrtle hadn’t wanted—that’s why they’d never visited.

To distract herself, Fin looked at the metal nameplate beside the front door.

GUEST HOUSE, it read.

Beneath the plate, someone had stapled a small sheet of paper. The drawing looked as though it had been done by someone Fin’s age. There was a house and two stick-figure people beside it, smiling widely. And beneath the drawing were the words Angelina and Finley’s Home.

Fin wanted to believe it.

The truth was, Fin didn’t know when she had started being afraid.

It had crept in slowly. Maybe all fear was like that—like rot in old wood, working its way into the foundations of a house. All Fin knew was that by the time she was five or six, she had a list of things that were to be avoided at all costs. She wrote it down in crayon, and added to it as she got older. The list became a strange little talisman that went with her from apartment to apartment, school to school, tucked between the pages of an old paperback mystery she kept in her backpack.


	Ringing phones

	Knocks at the front door when takeout hadn’t been called for

	Knocks at the front door when takeout was called for

	Report cards

	Asking for things

	Adults who look angry

	Goldfish—at least the kind with the bulging eyes

	TALKING ALOUD IN CLASS

	Being unwanted



Fin knew where the last one came from: a conversation she hadn’t been supposed to hear. She’d always had a knack for listening at doors. She couldn’t remember when she’d started, but she knew why she still did it—if there was trouble, then Fin could prepare. Grown-ups tended to hide things until they boiled over, spilling secrets and troubles like a pot left on the stove too long.

Fin had overheard Mom and Aunt Myrtle only a week after they had come to Aldermere. The sisters were inside the cottage, murmuring while Fin was supposed to be playing in the yard. Instead, she’d crept beneath an open window and listened.

“—much in savings,” Mom had said. “I’m sorry.”

“I’ve been talking to the Butlers,” said Aunt Myrtle. “There’s an opening at the inn. It’d be cleaning rooms and working at the front desk, but it’s something.”

There had been a silence, a hesitation. “I wasn’t planning on staying here,” said Mom quietly.

“Oh, hush,” said Aunt Myrtle. “Of course you’ll stay. You’re family.” There was a pause. “Why you left—was it because of Finley?” Myrtle’s voice was soft, kind, but Fin’s heartbeat tore into a gallop.

“I got a call from her school,” said Mom. Her voice was sharp, like she was angry, and Fin cringed. “One of the parents at pick-up saw—” A harsh exhalation. “I suppose it was only a matter of time until we had to leave again.”

Fin stepped back from the window feeling sick and shaky, like she had the flu. She looked at the cottage, at the place she hoped would be hers. Her mom said they’d left because of her. There was something wrong with her—one of the parents had seen it at school, and she didn’t even know what it was. Maybe it was because Fin was afraid. She’d read enough books, seen enough movies to know that courage was important. Monsters had to be slain, fears had to be faced. And Fin couldn’t muster up the courage to even answer the phone.

She turned and walked away from the cottage. She didn’t want to hear any more.

Aunt Myrtle had told Fin it was safe to walk around Aldermere—even at eight years old. People looked out for kids around here. But Mom had always drilled into her that she needed to stay close to home. So Fin compromised by lingering in Aunt Myrtle’s front yard, watching a couple of ravens chase a piece of garbage fluttering down the street.

Aldermere was like no other place they had lived: the redwoods were thick and their needles carpeted the ground; tiny mushrooms sprang up along fallen branches and in between blades of grass; the cottage was cozy with its old appliances, tall windows, and lofted bedroom. Most of the things in the cottage had been there before Fin and Mom moved in. It had been a vacation rental, a place for tourists to spend a weekend. Fin wondered if Aunt Myrtle would be mad if they stayed too long and she couldn’t rent out the cottage. Maybe they’d have to leave soon, find another apartment in some crowded city and—

“What are you doing?”

Eddie’s voice made her flinch. She looked up, flushed. “What?”

Eddie stood a few feet away. He wore jeans that were tattered at the edges, rolled up around his ankles, and a T-shirt with a band name that she didn’t recognize. “You want to go for a walk?” said Eddie.

Fin shrugged. For all that he was her cousin, they hadn’t ever known each other. He was a school picture that came in cards—all freckles, sharp chin, sandy hair, and dark eyes. He looked like the kind of person who wouldn’t be afraid to slay a monster.

“We could go to the coffee shop,” said Eddie. “You been there yet?”

Fin shook her head.

“Is that a ‘No, I haven’t been there’ or a ‘No, I don’t want to go’?” said Eddie, grinning.

She hadn’t known what to make of him, but he had been smiling like either answer was fine.

“No, I haven’t been there,” she said. She hesitated a few heartbeats longer, then said, “And yes, I’d like to go.”

Part of her had been scared to go to the coffee shop, because if she went—it might be wonderful. And by the sounds of things, Mom didn’t intend for them to stay. Maybe whatever flaw Fin had, whatever was wrong with her—it was what drove them from place to place. From home to home.

The thought was so gut-churningly scary that Fin had tried to shove it out of sight, to cram it beneath Eddie’s chatter. He’d started talking about a snake he’d caught behind their house, and she was grateful for it.

“Big thing,” he was saying. “But they’re not aggressive. They sun themselves on the cobblestones that Mom put out back. She doesn’t like them—once, I brought one in the house, when I was, like, five, and she ended up standing on the table for an hour when I accidentally let it loose.” He sighed happily. “Good memories.”

“You let a snake go in your house,” Fin said, disbelieving.

“It sort of slipped free. I got it eventually.” As they walked through town, Eddie studied her. “You like animals?”

“Yes,” she said. “Well, some of them. Not, like, spiders and big dogs. But birds and stuff—yeah.”

The coffee shop was on Main Street—it looked like an old house that someone had converted into a business. There was a porch with wicker chairs and a hand-chalked sign that read BREWED AWAKENING.

Eddie checked the door before they entered—sure enough, there was a metal nameplate that read COFFEE SHOP. Fin shook her head; back then, she had been confused as to why every door had a label. Her mom had said something about doors leading places they weren’t supposed to, but it hadn’t sunk in.

The coffee shop smelled of sharp espresso and old wood. The walls were lined with chalkboards listing different blends of coffee and tea. There was a glass-paneled display of baked goods—pink and yellow conchas, empanadas, bagels, and a scattering of cookies. A girl with dark hair sat at the counter. She looked Eddie’s age—nine years old. She was doodling on her wrist with a blue ink pen, and drawings went all up her arm. When she looked up, she smiled. “Hey, Eddie. Who’s the new girl?”

“My cousin,” Eddie said. “She and her mom just moved here. Finley, this is Cedar.”

Fin forgot the girl’s name within five seconds of hearing it. She’d never been great with names or directions—it was like trying to hold on to sand. And then she’d hate herself when she had to ask again, because it seemed to make people sad that they weren’t more memorable. Mostly Fin pretended she knew people’s names and nodded along when they spoke. It was easier for everyone that way.

“Welcome to Aldermere,” the coffee shop girl said. “My parents are out for five minutes, but if you want I can get you some tea! I’m allowed to pour tea.” She gestured at the blackboard and the drinks scribbled in chalk. Fin didn’t know the language of coffee—of shots and lattes and cappuccinos—and she wasn’t allowed to drink them, even if she had known how to order. There were other things: mattes, smoothies, blends of herbs and roasted nuts. Fin found herself glancing at the jars of loose tea with a certain amount of confusion.

The coffee shop girl laughed. “Don’t worry, it’s just tea,” she said, patting one of the mason jars. “Nothing extra. If you’re looking for something more, check the tea shop.”

“I thought it vanished again,” said Eddie. “Some kid broke a window or something with a baseball.”

The coffee shop girl heaved a sigh. “Has anyone found it yet?”

Fin felt as though she was listening to half a conversation—and her half wasn’t making a lot of sense. “The tea shop vanished?”

Coffee Shop Girl looked at Eddie, a wordless question on her face.

“She’s good,” said Eddie, nudging Fin with his elbow. “Not a tourist. Her mom’s a local.”

“Okay,” said Coffee Shop Girl. Fin wished she wore a name tag.

“The tea shop vanishes sometimes,” said Eddie.

“If anyone tries to force their way inside,” continued Coffee Shop Girl, “it goes poof.” She moved her fingers, as though to mime a small explosion. “Security measure.”

“The only people who can find the shop are those who already know where it is,” said Eddie. As if this made sense. “So every time it goes missing, there’s a few weeks when everyone panics.”

“Talia runs it,” said Coffee Shop Girl. “Older woman, silver hair, bright red lipstick.”

Fin listened, raptly attentive. “What do you mean, the tea here isn’t extra?” she asked.

Coffee Shop Girl leaned on the counter, tapping one plum-colored nail against the redwood. Fin had never been allowed to paint her nails, and she eyed the color with a bit of envy. Coffee Shop Girl said, “Our stuff is good tea. My mom blends it herself—she imports a lot of it from fair-trade farmers in South America and stuff. But it won’t change you.”

Fin blinked. “Change you?”

“Make you smarter, faster, stronger,” said Coffee Shop Girl. “More beautiful. If you want any of that, you go to Talia.”

It had to be a joke. People couldn’t change themselves, not in the ways this girl was saying. Not with tea.

“It’s temporary,” said Eddie, as if he needed to be the bearer of bad news. “Lasts . . . a few weeks? I don’t know.”

“Mrs. Liu goes there for her arthritis,” said Coffee Shop Girl. “When insurance stopped paying for her meds, she started paying Talia instead. She says the tea keeps her limber, and she doesn’t have to deal with insurance companies anymore.” She frowned. “I wonder if she’s found the tea shop yet. Someone has to find it soon.”

“Talia’ll invite someone over,” said Eddie. “Probably Mrs. Liu or even my mom—she doesn’t drink the tea, but they trade romance books. And then word’ll get out.” To Fin, he added, “That’s how it always works.”

Fin hadn’t believed it, not yet. It had all sounded like fairy tales, like magic.

Back then, Fin hadn’t yet glimpsed Aldermere’s true nature. She hadn’t walked through an unlabeled door and found herself in a broom closet across town; she hadn’t stood on the edge of the creek and watched a long-clawed hand drag a bread crust beneath the water; she hadn’t drunk tea that tasted of sunshine and Ceylon—tea that made her feel fearless for the first time in her life.

She hadn’t believed in magic—not yet.

As she walked out of the coffee shop, Fin mustered the small amount of courage she had. She looked over her shoulder at the girl and said, “It was nice meeting you.”

The girl beamed at her. “You too. Finley, right?”

“Just Fin,” said Fin. The other girl had made it sound so effortless, so she tried to ask the question herself. “And—your name was . . . ?”

“Cedar,” said the girl. “Cedar Carver, because my parents are terrible.” She flashed Fin a smile, as if to indicate that her parents weren’t actually terrible—which was why she could joke about it.

Fin had smiled back, tried to make it look natural. But somehow the joke had her stomach in knots, and she was so intent on looking nonchalant that by the time she was through the door, she realized she still didn’t remember the girl’s name.





[image: image]

Three

The Big House

“I don’t give refunds,” said Aunt Myrtle as Eddie pushed the front door open. Fin followed closely at his heels.

Her heart was still unsteady. The sight of Talia being wheeled away on a stretcher was all she saw when she closed her eyes.

It was fine. Talia would be fine. She’d fallen; people did that all the time, didn’t they?

“No,” said Aunt Myrtle into the phone. It was a landline, like all the phones in Aldermere. Cell phones only started working about twenty miles south of town. It had nothing to do with magic; there were simply no cell towers within range of Aldermere. Aunt Myrtle saw Eddie and Fin, and all the irritation melted from her face. She gave them a smile, gesturing toward the kitchen. “Snack,” she mouthed. Then, into the phone she said, “Because I read tarot—I don’t do weather predictions.”

Eddie laughed quietly as he led the way into the kitchen. It was a tight fit: the kitchen was narrow, with low counters mostly filled with old mail, potted plants, and seashells that needed cleaning. The big house was always cluttered, but it was a comfortable, lived-in clutter. There were herbs drying in bundles hung from ceiling rafters, scuffed wooden floors, and secondhand books piled up in the corners. Eddie walked to the old fridge and pulled it open. “Protein ball?” he asked, pulling a plate out. The balls resembled unbaked cookie dough, but Fin knew better than to trust them. They were probably filled with chia seeds and oat flour.

“I’m good,” said Fin. She wasn’t lying. Her stomach was still too unsettled to think about food.

Eddie shrugged and popped one into his mouth. Fearless, even in this. He chewed and said gummily through his mouthful, “She added bits of almond this time. More crunch.”

Fin made a face, mildly amazed and disgusted.

“You want some juice?” asked Eddie, grabbing a glass jug.

Her throat was dry and the organic cranberry juice sounded good, but Fin shook her head. She wasn’t even sure why she refused—and the moment she did, she wanted to take it back.

“So now what?” she said quietly, so Aunt Myrtle couldn’t overhear.

Eddie drained half a cup of juice. “Now what?”

Fin gave him a hard look. “What are we going to do about the science fair?”

“Finish our poster, hopefully,” said Eddie. “And then get started on our terrarium. You want to be in charge of digging up plants or catching lizards?”

“Eddie,” said Fin, exasperated. “I’m being serious.”

“Yeah, you’re right,” replied Eddie. “There’s no way you’re catching lizards. You’re on plant duty.”

She crossed her arms. As much as she loved her cousin, Eddie had never truly understood. When she’d tried to explain the one time, he’d looked baffled. “If you’re scared, why don’t you think about something else?” he had asked.

Fin didn’t know how to explain that asking her not to think about something was like asking her not to breathe. She could only manage it for so long before all of her thoughts came rushing back. And then she wondered if something was wrong with her, because no one else she knew was followed by a low, constant background noise of fear.

It wasn’t even a fear of monsters or being kidnapped or anything else that would be understandable. No—Fin couldn’t pick up a ringing phone, couldn’t answer the door if she didn’t know who was on the doorstep. Her voice would crack if she had to speak to a stranger; she fretted over homework again and again until she was sure every answer was right. And those were only the fears she recognized. There were other, nameless fears. Ones that lurked in the moments between waking and sleeping. They were half-remembered nightmares, ones that broke apart when she tried to recall them.

Fin thought of the science fair and a full-body shudder rolled through her.

“I don’t know if I can do this,” she said.

Eddie nudged her gently with his shoulder. “Come on. You read a few lines off a notecard. You stand by a terrarium for two hours and tell people what species of plants and lizards are native to Northern California. Then we watch River and his amazing mechanical windmill he built out of toothpicks that actually turns wind into electricity to power a clock win the fair because he always wins.” Eddie tilted his head back, eyes slipping shut, as if he were imagining a world in which River did not go to their school. He looked rather happy about it.

“I don’t want to win,” said Fin, which was an utter lie. “I just want to get through the speech without throwing up on someone.” Which was true.

“I love your goals,” said Eddie. “Now, we do need to start that poster. Want to work on it tonight?”

Fin shook her head. “It’s Tuesday,” she said. “Can we do it tomorrow?”

Understanding lit in Eddie’s eyes. “Oh, yeah. Delivery day. Well, tell Mr. Hardin I said hi.” He grabbed another protein ball.

The sound of heavy footsteps proceeded Aunt Myrtle. She walked into the kitchen, looking as she always did—swathed in a loose skirt, folds of fabric draped elegantly about her shoulders in a shawl. Her feet were bare, toenails painted purple.

“Someone wanted a refund, Mom?” asked Eddie, picking up another protein ball. He popped it into his mouth.

“It happens sometimes,” said Aunt Myrtle. “Some people don’t like what the cards say.”

Aunt Myrtle was the kind of person who made salads of foraged dandelion greens and freshly grown turnips, every mouthful bright with lemon and basil. She would drive for an hour down the winding forest highways until she reached the beach, where she collected broken seashells and shards of abalone, fashioning them into wind chimes that she sold to the gift shop. She painted watercolor postcards. And she occasionally read tarot for the tourists who came by the Foragers’ Market.

“Why do you only read tourists’ fortunes?” Fin had asked once, when she had watched three teenagers go giggling from Aunt Myrtle’s table. She wasn’t sure what to call a group of teenagers. A herd? No—a gaggle. Definitely a gaggle.

Aunt Myrtle had answered, “Because people around here know better. Out there, in the world, fortunes will be like ivy with no soil to grow in—they’ll wither away. But here, prophecies grow like weeds. It’s why I never look at my future—or my family’s. You never know what might happen.”

Now Aunt Myrtle poured water into the electric kettle. It was the most modern thing in the kitchen. There wasn’t even a microwave—things had to be heated up on the old electric stove. “You two going to work on your science fair project?”

“I need to go to the Ack,” Fin said. “Tuesday deliveries.”

Aunt Myrtle nodded. “You be back before eight, okay? I don’t want either of you out after dark. Not with what happened.”

Eddie and Fin went still. She had asked Eddie not to mention going to the tea shop for fear that Mom would find out and be mad. Fin and Eddie managed not to share a guilty glance, but Fin knew it was more
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