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Dedication



For all the Morgan women in our world, and for those still searching
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Chapter 1
Carrie



This is not a firsthand account. Or even a second, or a third. This tale has been passed down and passed down, discussed around
hearths, embellished, and clipped until I sat down to record it in the book . . .


—Tabitha Morgan, July 19, 1929




I clutch the keys between my fingers. The cottage in front of me is quiet and watchful, small windows tucked into the folds
of granite walls. I hesitate, taking a moment, feeling the edges of metal in my hand, the cold damp air as I draw it down
my throat, the light as it snatches at the October clouds above. I needed this moment. It’s grown inside me like a nettle,
this need, curling around me all these years, stinging me as I turned the other way. But now that the moment is here, I find
it is full of ghosts.



I turn the key in the lock and fumble with the handle, my fingers slipping over the worn iron, and push. The hinges protest,
but the door gives with a low sigh. Inside it’s dark and cold, so much colder than the outside world. I feel the cool air
twine around me like an arm, guiding me in, pulling me past the doorway. Perhaps it is Ivy, my grandmother, welcoming me back.
I let my eyes adjust, finding the wide flagstones, the crooked staircase.



And I step over the threshold.


My boots clatter on the floor, echoing down the hallway as I move past the staircase. I run a hand over the wood, feel the smooth varnish, then the rough patches where time has worn it away. It’s familiar in the way a dream is upon waking. I haven’t been in this house in ten years, and somehow it seems smaller. Frailer than it did ten years ago. Without the true owner of the place singing in her sweet, reedy voice as she potters around, the cottage holds an air of neglect. Of being left too long in the dark, all forgotten. 


I shake off the cold, drawing my coat a little tighter across my chest, and take the door on the left into the front room.
The fireplace is littered with the remains of a bird’s nest, and a chair lies on its side, as though hastily tipped over.
I reach out and right it, but a leg comes off in my hands.



“Oh, Ivy . . .” I sigh, dropping it back on the floorboards. I don’t bother trying the light switch. The electrics won’t work.
Cora, my great-aunt, said as much in her letter.



In a rush, I move to the next room, to the kitchen spread across the back, circling the old farmhouse table and peering out
of the back windows. And there they are, the giants that loom over me in every dream, every nightmare. The reason perhaps
that I have been running for so long.



The mountains.


I lean over the sink, gazing up at them. The three peaks of the mountain range dwarf this cottage. Full of secrets. Full of
stories and whispers and trails you should never wander from. Even now I can hear Cora’s warnings, Ivy’s old tales, the whisperings
in the school playground, passed down and passed down. I dig my fingers into the ceramic edges of the sink and feel the first
stirring of something. Something that perhaps I no longer want to run from.



Home.


I push away from the sink and cross back into the hallway. Then I climb the staircase, hoping with every tread that my boots don’t crash straight through. The rooms upstairs are just as I remember. Peeling wallpaper, bare floorboards. The kind of rooms that hold so many memories, pressed like words into their walls. I trace the shape of a yellow flower on the wallpaper, and it bubbles up underneath my fingernail. Then I check the doorframe, feeling the notches marking our heights as we grew into ourselves. The ones marking mine and . . . hers. Jess’s. I pull my fingertips back, stuff my hands into my pockets. The nettles curling inside me tighten. 


The view is even more lovely from upstairs, and I move to perch on the window seat, bunching up my sleeve to wipe at the condensation
gathered in the corners of the glass. Ivy’s garden is choked with weeds. Even her roses have withered, their rambling limbs
draped over an arch. It isn’t just that it’s October. Ivy used to sing to them, and I was sure they turned toward her as she
moved around, taking a clipping here, a petal there. Now Ivy is gone, and her garden mourns.



My breath catches, and that ache, deep in my chest, sharpens to a point. I press my palm into it, close my eyes, and will
my own memories away. The memories of what I have lost. What will never get a chance to grow. It all feels more vivid here,
like a cut reopened, spilling scarlet.



In a moment, I’m up and back down the staircase. I bunch the keys in my fist and lock the door, then drop them into my coat
pocket. I eye the caravan, still attached to my car on the other side of the field. I could go inside. Make a cup of tea.
Figure out what to scrape together for dinner and start to make sense of it all. Ivy’s will is in there, the terms laid out
in precise black and white. The cottage and this muddy field are all mine, but I have to come back and renovate it. I have
to stay a winter, a whole winter in this place. I have to return and make peace with Woodsmoke.



But . . .


No. Not yet. I turn to the north, to the mountains. If I don’t greet them, if I turn away and pretend they’re not there, I know what could happen. I know the old tales. It’s a curse and a gift being a Morgan woman with this knowledge. But we all know, really. Everyone in Woodsmoke has grown up knowing that magic isn’t some intangible, wonderful thing. It’s real, it has consequences, and it echoes around this mountain range. This ancient place, where magic seems to grow thick and wild. Some people in the town like to think they don’t believe, but I’ve seen them scratching at Cora’s door. I’ve seen the outcome when her warnings are not heeded. We all have. I square my shoulders and start walking toward the mountains. 


There’s a trail that begins at the edge of this field, then winds up through the thicket of undergrowth and trees. My feet
find it before I do, and I am careful not to step off it. The breeze ruffles the leaves, all russet and gold on the ends of
spindly branches, surrounding me with a flurry of sound as I walk. I breathe in, out, drawing the sharp cold down into my
lungs, focusing only on the path, my boots, the quickening thrum of my heart.



The world slowly dims, peeling back to twilight, but I don’t stop. I walk faster, rushing up the trail that hugs the side
of this mountain. My breath is ragged now, my lungs bloom with flame, burning all my other thoughts away.



I burst out of the trees and find myself on the edge of the world. A stretch of mud and grass slopes down and down, all the
way to the little town of Woodsmoke. I lean against a tree, catching my breath as it fogs out in front of me. Dragon breath,
we used to call it. On the walk to school along the familiar track, with barely enough space to walk side by side, every autumn,
every winter. We would breathe out fire and laugh and laugh.



I miss Jess’s laugh. Once I was sure I heard it, walking the streets of Paris at twilight four years ago, and those throaty notes lured me to a café with tables sprawling across the pavement. Of course, it wasn’t her. But I stayed there all evening, nursing cups of hot chocolat and cream, listening to the ghost of her laugh on someone else’s tongue. 


Pushing my hair behind my ears, I walk slowly forward, testing each footfall, and take in the sweep of life below. Woodsmoke
is a tapestry of tiny lights, chugging chimneys, and ancient, winding roads threading into its heart, the town square at the
center. I watch as more lights turn on, picturing the families, the wood burners, and the cozy domesticity of it all. I thought
that was where I was heading once, before I grew into myself.



The fire inside me smolders, charring my edges, but I focus on the town below. As I begin my next chapter in this place, the
layers of memories drift through it like smoke. I stand over Woodsmoke, breathing in the scent of loam and wood, watching
as the lights of the town blink below me like stars. And I tell myself I can do this. I can restore Ivy’s cottage. I can do
what was asked of me in her will and then finally, maybe, I can let this place go.



That will be my new beginning.



A noise, like footsteps, like a sigh, presses against my back and I turn sharply. For an instant, I believe I can see a shape.
Someone rangy and tall. Someone almost familiar. But as I narrow my eyes, heart leaping against my ribs, all I see are shadows.
I check my feet hurriedly, making sure I haven’t strayed from the path. But it’s still below me, trailing back down the mountain,
the vein I will follow back to the real world.



I drag my gaze away, back to Woodsmoke and all the life spread out there like constellations in the dark. And the hope, so long extinguished, unfurls inside me once more. I carry that hope all the way down the mountain. Back across the muddy field, tangled with weeds and scrub. Back to the caravan I borrowed from my parents, with the chipped Formica table and stovetop kettle. 


I create a makeshift dinner, the old saucepans and wooden spoons clattering in the eerie silence, then inhale an entire packet
of rich tea biscuits with a cup of strong tea. I fold myself into fleece-lined pajamas, pile three blankets over my head,
and get the letter out, smoothing down its edges. I should have gone to her first, I realize. She will know I’ve arrived and
will wonder why I haven’t seen her. Cora Morgan, Ivy’s sister, is like that. After reading it through again, I tuck the letter
under my pillow, turn out the light, and try to gather sleep to me. But sleep is just as elusive here as it has been everywhere
else for the past ten years.



I worry all night that I strayed from the path without meaning to. That something followed me back, that the figure I glimpsed
in the dark was real. I can hear scratching outside, and it follows me into my dreams. As though someone is tapping at the
frost-laced window, bearing a warning to heed.



Or trying to get in.


I toss and turn, wishing I’d sprinkled salt and dried lavender around the caravan. It’s all too easy for a vengeful spirit,
for something other and twisted, to slither in if a proper warding isn’t in place. And in the space between dreams and waking
on this cold, dark night, it seems real.



Frost steals over everything in my dreams like a spell. Ivy’s forlorn garden. Her roses and their withered, thorny limbs. The creaking, narrow staircase. The bubbling wallpaper. Even Ivy, her mouth full of warnings as she stands in the lounge in her cottage, her hands all twisted together, voice too quiet for me to hear. I try stepping toward her, try catching a single word. But I’m stuck, stuck to the floorboards, stuck in this spider’s web of frost, just like her. It creeps down from the mountains, reaching for my skin, snaring my legs, my chest, tangling in my hair. Still, Ivy bellows. 


And I cannot hear.


 

When I wake, winter has come. I fight my way out of the blankets, drawing in lungfuls of soothing air. It’s stifling in the
caravan, the walls too close, the ceiling too low. I drag a hand over my face, banishing the cobwebs of dreams, and shuffle
around the small space, making coffee with the old whistling kettle, shrugging into my coat, pulling on my boots.



I clutch the rough ceramic sides of my favorite coffee mug in my hands, the one I found in a small pottery in Ireland many
years ago. I let the steam curl around my face. Then I step out into the frost.



The field is a painting. All I see are droplets of glitter, the ground, the middle distance, the sky overhead, sparkling with
dew. Frost is a scent you cannot bottle. It’s sweet and sharp all at once, laced with memories from childhood, from early
morning breakfasts, from the moments my heart thumped with the knowing that it was here at last.



I hold out my hand, my fingertips already nipped by cold. The chill draping the air is early for this time of year, not yet
November. I smile for the first time since I arrived and breathe it in, that scent of frost and cold. And I’m sure in that
moment that despite my long absence, despite the way I left this place and how it’s haunted me ever since, this is my homecoming.
This spell of early winter feels alive and wild with magic.



The mountains have welcomed me home after all.









Chapter 2
Cora


“She’s back,” Cora gasps at six that morning. She fumbles for the lamp, twisting the tiny switch until a glow bathes her bedroom.
She smiles up at the ceiling, the one she has stared at for fifty-five years, ever since she moved into this house as a married
woman. “She’s back.”



She cackles, forcing wakefulness into her limbs as she gets out of bed, smoothing her plait of hair over one shoulder. She
knows she should cut it. That keeping it, this long rope of white and gray, is fanciful. But it’s how she’s worn her hair
all her life, and she’ll be damned if she’ll change that now.



She pads out of her bedroom, leaving the indentations of two people on the crinkled sheets. She doesn’t like to make the bed
this early. It’s not the first thing she wants to do each day, day in, day out, for time eternal. It’s not the way she wants
to begin her morning. The hallway is dark, but she detests using the electric just for herself. So she fumbles her fingertips
along the wallpaper, feeling the familiar grooves, the slight ridge where Howard didn’t hang it quite right. It used to annoy
her, but like everything, time has smoothed that frustration away. She relents when she gets to the kitchen, flipping the
switch to light the space where she has spent most of her hours, her days. She starts this day the way she likes to start
them all—by making coffee.



She makes her coffee slowly, savoring each step. And as each moment passes, with every breath, she thinks of Carrie. How her arrival must have felt momentous, as it does to Cora. How Carrie will have stepped across the threshold of Ivy’s cottage, her eyes snagging on every detail, snapping to the light switch she knows won’t work. Standing in the kitchen at the back and staring up at the vast, all-consuming mountains. Cora hopes Carrie greeted them. She hopes they will welcome her grandniece home. 


As she crosses her own kitchen, she wonders if Carrie will stay this time. If this cottage, Ivy’s cottage, will be the glue
that holds her here. If it’s enough.



Cora reaches up, hooking her fingers around the handle of the four-cup French press in the cupboard, and pulls it toward her.
She hums a tune that suddenly surfaces in her mind, a tune that conjures up scabbed knees and school dinners of lumpy mashed
potato and conkers foraged in the woods, tied with string. She remembers how she and her sister would smash them together,
enjoying epic battles that trailed across the autumns of her girlhood. Cora falters for a moment, picturing Ivy’s narrowed
eyes, her nimble fingers, her gray cardigan with the patches on the elbows and the hole on the left sleeve, right near her
wrist. She blinks down at the spoon in her hand and forgets where she is.



Then the scent plumes up from the coffee bag and she resumes her humming as the kettle boils, thoughts of conkers and Ivy
swept somewhere back to the recesses of her mind. She swirls the hot water into the press, the grounds coloring it like dirt.
She gets two mugs out of the dishwasher. Her favorite. Howard’s favorite. A smile tucks itself into the corners of her mouth
as the back door opens, letting in a cloud of cold and dark.



“Carrie’s at Ivy’s,” she says without turning around, knowing he’ll be knocking off his boots, blowing on his fingers. She
can taste the frost on the air that’s just rushed inside, an early sign that winter is coming. “She must have got in late
yesterday.”



Howard shuffles to the sink, turns the tap on, and washes his hands with the soap Cora likes to make. It leaves the scent of lavender, which he hates, but he’s never told her. “I’m surprised you haven’t gone over there already.” 


“Before the poor girl has time to wake up? Nonsense.” Cora tsks, grasping her own mug. Smiling again and staring out the window,
she takes the first perfect sip. “These young people sleep in nowadays. And she’s had a long drive.” She nods to herself.
“I’ll go over there at nine-thirty.”



“Of course you will.”


“And what’s that supposed to mean?”


Howard sighs, muttering about one of the chickens, Queenie, the layer he got last year. He doesn’t stop muttering as he wanders
off into the lounge to find his slippers, the sign that he’s ready for Cora to make him his breakfast. Two boiled eggs. Soldiers.
Another round of coffee to ward off the mountain chill.



But Cora is miles away. Years away. She’s drifting on the current of a conversation she had the day Carrie left. The day the
world came unstitched, when she and Ivy stopped talking and everything changed. She drinks the rest of her coffee leaning
against the old Belfast sink, remembering the days and months that followed.



She wants Carrie to feel the roots of Woodsmoke. Her roots that bind her to this place, that bind every Morgan woman. She’s not sure if Carrie has felt their tug while she’s
been gone, but she imagines this place hasn’t quite let her go. The mountains don’t like letting people go. Not before their
time, anyway. She knows that even Lillian, Carrie’s mother, feels that tug from miles away. She left Woodsmoke, and now she’s
too afraid to return and face whatever the mountains throw at her in reprimand for leaving. Wild places can be vindictive
like that.



She wonders if Carrie is haunted still by the day she left. Or whether she’s folded it away in her mind, let it slip all the
way under until it’s lost somewhere far away.



Cora clears her throat, reboils the water in the kettle. She sets about making breakfast, cracking the eggs to poach them, the way she likes them, and placing two more in a saucepan for Howard. She can’t remember how Carrie likes her eggs, and for a moment that bothers her. Scrambled? Or perhaps fried, on slabs of white bread thick with butter? The corner of a slice of toast slips through her fingertips and she drops it, butter smearing the flagstone floor. 


“Just my luck,” Cora says, her eighty-year-old knees creaking as she bends to wipe it up. A blast of cold air finds its way
through a crack in the window frame and she sniffs. The scent of frost burns her nose—too sweet, too bitter. She frowns, wondering
if it means something after all, this early sign of winter. A decade on, and now everything, she realizes, is about to change
again.



She butters more toast, cuts it on the diagonal, and places the slices in the toast rack. She knows you’re meant to butter
toast at the table, but it always goes too cold. She likes the butter melted in, turning to sunshine on her plate.



Cora brings it all to the table, and as Howard shuffles his way in, she thinks about how he used to look. How he seems to
have crumpled like a tissue in the last few years. He used to bring her flowers, and she would kiss that shiny brown forehead,
dipping her chin and patting his cheek. He was always shorter than her, even in school, a boy who never sat still, always
moving, always talking and planning and sketching thoughts in the air with his hands. He wasn’t intimidated by a tall woman,
or by her last name. In fact, he embraced it. She kept her surname when they married, just as every Morgan woman does. And
he kept his.



She pulls out a chair, the legs scraping against the floor, just as he does the same.


And she freezes.


Howard looks up at her, something like fear glinting in his eyes, but only for a heartbeat. Cora looks to the door, as if she can see through it. Past it. All the way to ten years ago, when Carrie left and broke her heart. 


The world seems to hold its breath.


Then a tap, quiet and hesitant, sounds at the door.


“She’s here,” Cora breathes.









Chapter 3
Carrie



Abigail had wildflowers left on her doorstep for a month and a day this summer.

—Clemence Morgan, December 18, 1875




Cora opens the door as though she is confronting a ghost, her own skin skull white, eyes glistening slightly. She’s still
wearing her dressing gown, the one she’s always worn. It’s pink and felted, with buttons instead of a cord. More of a housecoat.
She opens then closes her mouth, and I can’t help the smile bubbling up my throat. I’ve never known my great-aunt to be anything
less than effusive, with a snap or a crackle to her words.



I say, “I can come back later or . . .” just as her arms come around me. I hesitate, her scent and the nip of her bones crushing
me, before I bring my arms around her. She’s all sage and coffee and snow, ribs too sharp, just like always. I still can’t
pass a coffee shop, even now, without picturing Cora and her kitchen.



“You got my letter?” she asks, finally letting me go. She stares up at me with those watery blue eyes of hers, the irises
circled with a deep navy blue. “Did the mountains want you back?”



“I did,” I say, my hand straying to my pocket. For some reason, ever since it arrived on that damp day three weeks ago, I haven’t been able to put it down. I’ve scoured Cora’s letter and the terms of Ivy’s will as though searching for hidden meanings, secrets buried within secrets. “And they . . . I think so. I walked up to the lookout. But I thought I saw or heard . . . I don’t know.” 


Her blue gaze narrows. She knows. “Did you leave the path?”


“Not once.”


She exhales, her sharp edges softening, and the house at her back exhales along with her. “You best come in. Howard’s eating
his breakfast. You want eggs? Toast? There’s a fresh pot of coffee, but if it’s not enough I can make more.”



Her words trail away with her as she turns from me, making her way deeper into the house. I linger for a heartbeat, remembering
the last time I was here. How I pulled all the pins out of my perfectly tamed hair, leaving them in a snarled little heap
on the sofa.



And then I left.


I step along the hallway. Past the old photographs lining the walls, the sepia-toned images of families long dead. The portraits
of ancestors, of trappers and the men of the mountains. Cora collects them. She finds them in charity shops and junk sales
around Woodsmoke. Dusting them off, she carries them back home like a magpie. She says they are the history that no one else
will remember. That’s up to us, up to every Morgan woman, she says, to remember the stories and preserve them. Because when
a story is no longer shared, it becomes a secret. Then it all too easily either withers and dies or grows into something quite
monstrous: a curse.



There is one photograph I remember, one that she acquired a year or so before I left. It chills me even now. A black-and-white photograph of a man, standing with his back to the mountains. It’s actually not that old, taken just before Cora acquired it, which is why my eyes are drawn to it. His eyes, flint and hunger staring back, as though he will somehow reach out and snatch you in. A shiver curls down the back of my neck as I catch sight of it, and I walk a little quicker. It lingered at the corners of my dreams before I left, but now, glancing at that portrait with fresh, older eyes a decade later, I see he is around my age. Handsome in that rugged way that few men are nowadays. Perhaps his true story wasn’t recorded by a Morgan woman, and that’s why he’s so hungry to tell it. Perhaps his true story withered and died along with him. That’s all I know, all Cora told me. That the man in this portrait was lost to the mountains. 


I walk into the dining room, and Howard raises himself from his chair. He looks at me the way he always does, with a slight
smirk turning up his sunken brown cheeks. Like we have a private joke that only we know. He never shares that look with Cora.



“Good journey, my flower?” he asks in his cracked old voice.


I grin. I haven’t been called that in so long. Flower. “Not bad. The car didn’t give out on me, so . . .”



He shrugs, waving his hand at a seat. “Coffee’s hot still. Good to see you, Carrie.”


“Good to see you too.” I take the mug from Cora, hovering next to me, and we all sit in uncomfortable, charged silence. I
sip the coffee, trying not to look at either of them. Wondering why in these moments I don’t have a single word in my head.
Like I’ve forgotten the entire dictionary.



Cora opens her mouth, then closes it, as though conflicted. A sad frown appears in the grooves of her forehead before her
gaze snags on mine. “You should have come sooner.”



Howard releases an exasperated sigh, darting her a look. “Coraline—”


“Well, she should have. Can’t all wait for a death to shake our lives up, can we?”


Cora folds her arms, knitting her lips together. Cora’s always been like this every time I see her: taciturn, frustrated, and elated in equal measure, like she could shake me and embrace me all at the same time. Sighing again, Howard slides back into that slight smirk, just for me. He shrugs one shoulder, making sure she can’t see it, as if to say, You know how she is. I know I should have come sooner. I know ten years was far too long to stay away. But I can’t seem to admit it.



“The cottage—” I begin, attempting to change the subject, to shift the conversation from the past and my failings to the present.


“Howard will be along,” Cora says, not meeting my eyes. “No need to fret.”


I dart my eyes to his, and he raises his eyebrows. “Actually, I might try to find someone in Woodsmoke, or the next town over.
Maybe you know of . . . I don’t know. An electrician? Just to get that going at least.”



Cora coughs. “There’s only Tom now in Woodsmoke.”


The coffee mug slips from my fingers. “Shit!” I say, leaping up as coffee drenches the lace tablecloth and splashes over Cora’s
pink housecoat. “I’m sorry . . . Cora, I—”



“Don’t fret, girl.” She leaves the room, muttering about how I’ve gone and got clumsier.



“I’m sorry,” I whisper, to no one in particular.


Howard sighs, sipping his coffee in that contained, quiet way of his. “You’ll have to ask in the next town. Or I can ask around
for you. Tom, he—”



“I know,” I say quickly, as Cora bustles back in with a wad of tea towels. “I can’t ask him.”


Cora looks at me, those lips knitting even tighter. I wait for it, sure it’s coming. Then she looks at me, and I see it. All
that frustration, all that love . . . She’s as blunt as a butter knife and just has to speak her mind. She can’t bottle it all up any longer. “Five addresses, Carrie. Five. I sent that letter, and it kept coming back, took six weeks to chase you around Europe, and you never updated us, you never
said a word—”



“I had to move around a lot, for work. There was the gallery opening, and then I got a lead on some design work, but that fell through—” 


“That’s in one year! How many more addresses before that? Hmm? And are you even painting still? You haven’t updated that website
of yours in an age.”



I sigh, the berating edge of her voice grating on me. She’s right. I don’t like admitting it, but it’s true. I haven’t painted
in a year. The last images I uploaded onto my website were of the streets of Prague, the gray of them, the crowded squares
littered with tiny tables, women sipping from espresso cups. I sold all of them. That kept me going on a backpacking trip
around Croatia and Greece. Then I couldn’t bring myself to even pick up my sketchbook. I’ve been drifting, scraping by on
a little graphic design work, some waitressing. Nothing substantial. “It was hard to find a landlord I liked, and sometimes
I just needed a change. It’s just how I am, Cora.”



“It is not how you are, my love. You can’t run forever!”



“Coraline . . .” Howard chips in, warning lacing his voice in a way I’ve seldom heard. “Let the girl eat some breakfast.”


“But the old ways, her heritage, the book—”


“Not the damn book. Not before the blessed sun’s fully up, woman.”


Cora clicks her tongue before disappearing with the tea towels. I shove some toast into my mouth, just for something to do,
and eye the muddy coffee stain on the ivory white tablecloth. I wonder how many more things I’ll ruin before I’m done with
Ivy’s cottage this winter.



“Does she still talk about the old ways . . . a lot?” I whisper to Howard, keeping an eye on the door. The book, as Cora calls
it, is our history. The Morgan Compendium. It’s the collected stories of every Morgan woman who’s carried it, going back generations. Tales of the mountains, of the seasons, warnings and curses and fables and recipes and spells, shared around the fire on winter nights. I can count on both hands the number of times I laid eyes on it before I left, a couple of times even turning the brittle pages. I fear it and yearn to read it again in equal measure, and that scares me. The magic of the mountains is a dark thing, demanding a price, demanding blood from a Morgan woman for every bargain made in its shadow, or so it’s whispered around the town. And Cora has carried all of that with her for many, many years. 


One day the book will pass to me. It always skips a generation, passed from grandmother to granddaughter. I know my mother
wouldn’t want it anyway. Any mention of spells and curses and she shrinks away or changes the subject entirely. She hasn’t
been back in Woodsmoke for years, and if she can, she’ll avoid the place for the rest of her days. To her, our legacy is poison.
But to me . . . I don’t know. I’m still a little curious. I haven’t figured out how I feel about the book and the old ways.



Howard chews his toast, then crosses his cutlery on his plate. Also eyeing the door before speaking. “Only every day, flower,”
he finally responds. “Only every goddamn day.”



 

There are wildflowers on the doorstep when I return to the cottage. A bundle of them, tied with a length of twine. They’re
the kind you only find growing on the side of the mountain, under trees, in clumps, where the wild things wander. I nudge
the bundle with the toe of my boot, then turn, eyeing the wide expanse around me. All I can hear is the thump of my own heart,
the curl of fear lighting it like a spark.



Wildflowers in October, with frost coating the ground. They can’t be from Tom . . . can they? I pull my arms around myself as I turn back to the door. No. They can’t be from him. But my arrival, the fact that I am back, will have caught light by now. It will have burned through Woodsmoke like a wildfire, passed from tongue to tongue, exaggerated, lengthened into a story worth sharing. Could the flowers be from someone Mum and Dad knew? An old neighbor? A friend? I shake my head, picking up the bundle. There’s herb robert, red campion, a handful of speedwell. And no note. They’ll wilt in a few hours, hardly worth picking. Better to let them sleep in the loam and frost until springtime. 


A twig snaps, and I whip around to find someone standing on the path leading up to the mountains. A man. My heart jolts, and
we stare at each other, twenty feet apart on the frosted field. His dark hair and eyes stand out against the pallor of his
skin. His lips are red, swollen from the cold, cheekbones sharp, jaw solid and chiseled. My breath catches in my throat as
I regard him, and he me. He seems . . . wild. And not quite real.



“Did you . . . are these from you?” I call over, pointing to the flowers. But he just puts his hands in his pockets, eyes
me quietly, then turns and walks away. Within a heartbeat, he’s vanished as if he was never there at all. I exhale heavily,
then wonder if he heard me, if I should go after him, demand to know if he was the one who left these wildflowers. A breeze
stirs around me, and I pull my arms around myself.



There are tales in the book. Tales of beautiful people who are not quite real, stories from the mountains of the people of
Woodsmoke being lured into the wild depths and never coming home. Perhaps the mountains are vengeful, perhaps just playful,
perhaps in love with us. But it’s been drummed into me to follow the paths and never stray from them. Most still follow the
old ways here, even if they don’t admit it aloud. But the hikers, the visitors, they don’t know the rules. And some of them
go missing. Some of them never leave the mountains.



What if that man isn’t really a man at all?


I turn the door handle, shoulder my way into the cottage, and carry the wildflowers into the kitchen. Then I take down one of Ivy’s old enamel milk jugs, fill it with water, and leave them in there. It’s superstitious, but I can’t shake it, even after all these years. You don’t discard or scorn a gift from the mountains. 


I want to believe these wildflowers were picked and left here by someone I used to know, but I can’t be sure. Not with that
press of unseen eyes I felt last night, or the faint finger tap on the window that echoed through my dreams. Not with the
frost arriving today, early for this time of year. And certainly not with that man, that beautiful, quiet man who vanished
up the mountain path, gone between blinks as though I might have imagined him.



My fingers tremble as I arrange the flowers, humming an old song Ivy used to sing, a song that’s really a story, about a woman
who had flowers left on her doorstep, who fell in love and disappeared into the vast mountains, never to be seen again. I
bunch my hands into fists, the slow trickle of fear taking hold, the knowing that life is different in Woodsmoke. You can’t
be sure that a gift is always left with good intent. You don’t stray from the path. And if you see someone stepping off the
mountain trails, or hear a voice luring you away, never follow. Sometimes a gift is just a gift. But sometimes . . . I swallow.



Sometimes it’s a warning.









Chapter 4
Jess


She can’t tell him. She can’t tell him that Carrie’s back. That she swept in here with the frost last night, and she’s heard
this time Carrie might stay. He left for work at half past seven, as always, and Jess is watching the clock, knowing she’s
only got an hour before she has to walk Elodie to school. The school she and Tom went to . . . the school Carrie went to.



Elodie walks the same way Jess used to—along the track edged by high hedges, fields, and mountains beyond. For now, Jess walks
with her every day, holding her hand and sometimes savoring those ten minutes with her daughter. But sometimes, like this
morning, nothing goes quite the way it should. She boiled the kettle, made her cup of breakfast tea, allowing a dash of milk
to whirl and bloom in the center. She made a cup for Tom as well, and then was irritated when he took only two small sips,
made a face, and left it in the sink. How was he so fussy? It was tea, for goodness’ sake. She’d been making it for him for
years.



Then she forgot her own tea as Elodie began her day with one of those mornings. The cereal was too soggy. Jess hadn’t found the right pair of socks for her to wear. The clouds in the sky, with their pattern of wisps like the marks of a skater on ice, were too crooked. Elodie lay on the floor in the hallway at twenty-five minutes to nine, her school shoes next to her, and that was when Jess took her first gulp of tea. Stone cold. Her irritation, at Tom, at the morning, at her six-year-old daughter who was going to make her late for her shift, only grew. It sprouted talons and claws, digging into her thoughts as she gritted her teeth and jammed the shoes onto Elodie’s feet. 


The walk to school was not to Elodie’s liking. Jess walked too fast. She was hungry. Thirsty. She didn’t like the frost dusting
the ground. She had left behind her bear, Moonlight, who went everywhere with Elodie and smelled like spilled milk. Jess kept
gritting her teeth until her jaw ached, nodding to the other mums and dads, trying to pretend this morning was going exactly as she had planned. But really, underneath it all, her world was a howling tempest.



It was on the tip of every tongue, the news of Carrie’s return. She could feel the other mothers watching her with furtive
little glances, marked looks, raised eyebrows. They all know what happened ten years ago—or at least, they thought they did. As Elodie muttered like a thundercloud at her side, Jess strode past all of them, sticking her chin in the air
and making sure to avoid eye contact.



Her school mums WhatsApp group had been abuzz since dawn. The evening before, someone had seen Carrie’s car pull up to Ivy’s
cottage, the caravan attached to the back. It didn’t take long for the news to spread around Woodsmoke, especially with Facebook
and WhatsApp groups, the embers of gossip shared with strings of shock-faced emojis. An explosion of whispers had fanned the
news at the school gate, but Jess ignored it all. Ignored the thrum of her heart. Ignored the part of herself that had lived
in fear of this day, when her best friend of so many years ago would return and see how the pieces had fallen since she left.



Jess was late for her shift at the library by six minutes. Dawn, the other librarian, barely glanced at her as she took the “hold” books from the shelves and stacked them with their printed white slips. The library, with the window seats, the faded blue-and-green carpet, and the dust motes gathering in the shafts of light, has been Jess’s refuge ever since she learned how to read. When she was old enough, she would walk to the library by herself and spend hours on a beanbag in the children’s corner, reading books about dragons and swoony heroes. Later, when she turned fourteen, she would stray to the romance and fantasy sections. 


She’s not sure what she would do without this place. It’s one of the pillars that props her up. But today she feels exposed.
Will Carrie turn up and demand that they talk? Jess jumps every time someone walks into the library, imagining her. Her face,
her voice. The last time Jess laid eyes on her.



Jess gets through the morning on a wave of perpetual anxiety, then meets Tom at home for lunch in their hour off. She stuffs
baguettes with ham and cheese, then with crunchy lettuce leaves and slices of cucumber, picked up from the supermarket three
days ago. Jess and Tom don’t talk much at all. She figures they haven’t for a long time. It’s all logistics after you have
a child. Lists and dates for the diary, birthdays and anniversaries and cards you forget to post. He pulls out the slices
of ham to leave them on his plate in a pink heap and chews his baguette. He never once asks her how Elodie was after he left
for work.



She considers barraging him with details—the forgotten teddy bear, the clouds, the socks. Just so he can feel even an ounce of her irritation. But what would be the point? He’s too lost in his own world today. Scrolling through Twitter on his phone,
texting his dad about the football match he’s arranged to go and watch later in the pub. It’s clear that he hasn’t heard yet
that Carrie’s back in Woodsmoke, that she’s turned up to renovate Ivy’s old cottage.



Jess eats the last of her baguette, dusting the crumbs from her fingers, and decides to let him find out for himself. Even though they got together after Carrie left, and there wasn’t even a spark in all the years before, Carrie still casts a shadow over their relationship. They do not speak of it, how it smudges and darkens an otherwise perfectly respectable marriage. 


“Can you pick up some more milk on your way home?” Jess asks, tapping a finger on the fridge door. Her voice sounds awkward,
full of corners and edges that aren’t normally there. “And some white bread for Elodie’s lunches?”



“Sure,” he says, not even bothering to look up. “I’ll pick up your favorite chocolate too in exchange for one kiss.”


She bites her lip, that old familiar flare igniting inside her. Even now, all these years later, Tom hasn’t lost that cheekiness
she fell for. “I’ll text you a list.”



“Sounds good. I’ll collect my kiss later.” He flashes her a grin, then turns back to his phone.


“Heard any . . . news today? Where is it you’re working?”


“Mrs. Neal’s,” he says, pocketing his phone before swiping up his van keys from the table. “Big house on the edge of Goode
Street? Electrics done by her husband thirty years ago. Bloody nightmare.”



“Right.”


“What kind of news?”


“Huh? Nothing. Nothing, really.”


He’ll hear it from someone, Jess is sure of it. He’ll notice eventually the eyes sliding over him, alight with that tingle of gossip that only small towns know how to set off. And when he does, he’ll know that Jess heard it first and didn’t tell him. But she’s not ready. She’s not ready for that conversation, for Carrie to be alive again in Woodsmoke, breathing the same air as them. Stealing pieces of the life they have carved out so carefully together. Jess has pushed away the ache in her chest that Carrie left there, tamping it down to dwell alongside every other disappointment, every heartbreak, every loss she has experienced. But now Carrie is real. She’s here, she’s not a memory, and that ache is resurfacing like a ripped-open old wound. 


She thinks about that night, what she did, and her heart quickens.


Carrie is back, maybe for good, and Jess’s safe, ordered life is about to be set on fire.









Chapter 5
Carrie



Stir the salt and dried lavender under the light of the waxing moon and leave until at least the next full moon before use.
Sprinkle liberally over every threshold, every window ledge, to ward against ill luck and spirits trying to get in.


—Abigail Morgan, March 23, 1871




Woodsmoke is just as I remember. As the drizzle begins, painting the pavements a darker gray, I tread the familiar path through
the town. Past the greengrocers with punnets of imported grapes and strawberries outside, the inside overflowing with middle-aged
women carrying baskets. One of them laughs as I walk past, a hearty clanging sound with the local twang laced through it.
I wonder if she’s someone I would remember.



I linger on the threshold of the bookshop, the crisp new editions fronting the jumble of secondhand paperbacks stacked up
at the back. I’m sure old Mr. Winter will be around somewhere, searching for a book he hasn’t laid eyes on in six months.
They hide from him, I’m sure of it. Swap places in the night, pages ruffling with mirth.



There are layers to this town, with memories lingering on every corner—like the time Sally Nash swiped a tube of lipstick from the chemist in the main square on a dare. She wore the rose-pink shade on her lips the next day at school, planted a kiss on a napkin, and in second-period French passed it to Gregory Smith, whose ears turned the same shade of pink. Or when Jess and I would go Christmas shopping for our small circle of friends each year, the cold winter wind sharp on our cheeks, our breath frosting the air. After giving the shopkeeper in the trinkets and jewelry shop off the main square our exact budget, she would solemnly present us with a bundle of tiny treasures that we then carefully wrapped in tissue paper packets when we got home. 


I glance up and see a couple of women my mother’s age staring at me, one with a hand comically raised to cover her mouth.
I smile uncertainly, and they quickly look away, rushing past me. It triggers another set of memories, another layer. Without
Jess at my side, I always felt like an outsider. Like I was too different and didn’t belong. The stories and whispers about
magic and superstition were always intertwined with my last name, Morgan. I never knew exactly how to fit in, how to shake
off my name. After I left, it all got too much for Mum and Dad, and they left too.



I carry on along the pavement and reach the shop that my grandmother, Ivy, ran. The candle shop is a tiny crooked thing with
a narrow green door and a window with square glass panes. My breath hitches when I see the display, taking in how faded it
looks. How tired and old the jumble of candles appears. This shop used to sparkle, luring in passersby with the scents of
jasmine and fig, light spilling out in a golden pool over the pavement.



Now it belongs to me, another provision of the will. The lease, the stock. The extra pile of responsibilities. And I’m not
sure what to do with it. I press my fingers to the glass, breath fogging up the panes, and feel as though I can almost see
Ivy inside, see her smiling, plump little form peering around her old-fashioned cash register. Fingers of cold brush the back
of my neck and I step away, thrusting my hands into my pockets.



I hurry away, even though I have the key in my pocket. I need to do an inventory, find the paperwork for the lease, and decide what to do with those two dusty rooms. Ivy leased the shop from Cora and Howard; it was Howard’s mother’s shop before it was Ivy’s. Howard’s mother, Mrs. Price, ran it as a haberdashery, a small treasure trove of ribbons, lace, and buttons . . . but that was before my time. I pause in the street, then turn back to the shop, my fingers closing over the large iron key in my pocket. 


No. Not yet. I release my hold on the key, letting it drop back to the lint lining my pocket. Not today. One thing at a time.
Today I need to find the old hardware store and work out what to buy for the renovation.



Cora, in her busy way, has arranged for an electrician to come over. All I had to do was leave the door unlocked and make
myself scarce for a few hours. It wasn’t hard. Especially when I heard who it was: a boy a few years above me at school, now
a man who had moved two towns over. I wasn’t quite ready for the small talk, the quiet judgment. One step at a time, I guess.
There are plenty of months left to find out what Woodsmoke really feels about me and the choices I’ve made. To learn if anything
has changed for the Morgan women, or if we’re still largely outsiders, just as we have always been.



The hardware store is on a little side street off the main square, squat and wide, a labyrinth of items. I went in only once
before, when I was a teenager looking for picture hooks to hang something of myself on my bedroom walls. Something I had chosen, not Mum. I came away with six hooks in a little white envelope, the price written in pencil on the front. I borrowed a hammer from my dad’s workshop and put up six crooked pictures behind my bed. I can still picture Mum’s pinched mouth, the way she folded her arms when she saw them. A thrill of triumph and rebellion coursed through my veins. Now I realize she was cross only because I pulled great chunks of plaster off the walls, using Dad’s
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