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Chapter One: The Book Club Invitation
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Lena Hartwell was forty-seven years old, still technically a person of interest in a murder investigation, and currently staring at a crossword puzzle that was staring back at her.

That was the problem with crosswords, she had decided. They judged you.

The puzzle in question was spread across her grandmother's kitchen table, next to a cold cup of tea and a plate of toast that had gone soft. Lena had been staring at it for twenty minutes. The clue for 1-Across was: "What every witch needs but can't buy (7 letters)."

She had tried "PATIENCE." Too many letters. "MAGIC." Too few. "BROOM?" No.

“Mom, you’ve been sitting there for half an hour,” Jade said from the doorway. She was wearing a bathrobe and holding a mug of coffee. Her hair was a nest of curls. It was eight in the morning, and she was clearly judging her mother.

“I’m thinking.”

“You’re brooding. There’s a difference.”

Lena gestured at the puzzle. “This came in the mail yesterday. No return address. Just a crossword puzzle and a note that says ‘Your first assignment.’”

Jade walked over and picked up the note. It was written on cream-colored paper in elegant handwriting:

Dear Lena,
Welcome to the Witches of a Certain Age Book Club. Our first meeting is Thursday at 7 PM. Come alone. Bring nothing. Your first assignment is attached.
,  The Convener
“Creepy,” Jade said.

“That’s what I said.”

“And you’re actually going?”

Lena hesitated. Three months had passed since she had destroyed the iron door and banished the god beneath the town square. Three months of relative peace. The coven was growing. Her magic was stable. The hot flashes had become something she could control rather than something that controlled her.

But she was still restless. Still waiting for the other shoe to drop.

The crossword puzzle felt like that shoe.

“I’m going,” Lena said. “I need to know who sent it.”

“It could be a trap.”

“It could be. But it could also be exactly what it says, a book club. And I could use some friends my own age.”

Jade raised an eyebrow. “You have friends.”

“I have you. And Sophie. And Rosa. And twenty-three coven members who mostly look at me like I’m going to give them orders.” Lena stood up and stretched. Her back cracked. Forty-seven was not kind to spines. “I want friends who don’t expect me to save the world. Friends who just want to talk about books and drink wine and complain about their knees.”

“So join a normal book club.”

“There’s no such thing in Crystal Hollow.”

Jade laughed. She had a point.

The Witches of a Certain Age Book Club met in the back room of The Spiral Staircase, the only bookshop in Crystal Hollow. The shop was owned by a woman named Harriet Finch, who was seventy-three years old, five feet tall, and possibly the most intimidating person Lena had ever met.

Harriet had sharp eyes, silver hair in a tight bun, and a voice that could cut glass. She also had a cat named Pamplemousse who sat on the counter and glared at customers.

Lena arrived at 6:55 PM. She had worn her least-singed sweater and left her wand at home. (She didn’t actually have a wand. But if she did, she would have left it.)

The back room was small but cozy. A fireplace crackled. Bookshelves lined the walls. A round table sat in the center, surrounded by eight chairs. Three were already occupied.

Lena recognized none of the women.

The first was maybe sixty, with short gray hair and a face that looked like it had smiled a lot. She wore a cardigan with cat pins on the lapels. Her name, Lena would learn, was Miriam.

The second was younger, early fifties, with dark skin and elegant glasses. She was knitting something complicated. Her name was Delores.

The third was older. Seventy, maybe. She had white hair piled on top of her head and wore a purple caftan with silver moons embroidered on it. Her name was Gertrude, and she looked like she had been a witch since before Lena was born.

“You’re Lena,” Gertrude said. It wasn’t a question.

“I am.”

“Sit down. You’re making the doorway drafty.”

Lena sat. She chose the chair closest to the fire. The heat felt good, not because she was having a flash, but because the evening had turned cold.

“I see you brought your assignment,” Miriam said, nodding at the crossword puzzle in Lena’s hand.

“I didn’t know if I was supposed to fill it out.”

“You were supposed to try.” Delores looked up from her knitting. “Did you solve any of it?”

Lena unfolded the puzzle. She had managed exactly three answers. 4-Down: “What men do when you ask for directions (4 letters).” LIE. 7-Across: “The opposite of young (3 letters).” OLD. And 12-Down: “A witch’s best friend (3 letters).” CAT.

The rest were blank.

“Three,” Lena admitted.

Gertrude nodded slowly. “That’s more than most. I got six.”

“I got seven,” Miriam said.

“I got nine,” Delores said, not looking up from her knitting.

A woman entered the room. She was tall, elegant, and wearing a silk blouse that probably cost more than Lena’s car. Her hair was auburn, her nails were perfect, and her smile was warm but guarded.

“Sorry I’m late,” she said. “The traffic on Sycamore was terrible.”

“There’s no traffic on Sycamore,” Lena said.

“Exactly.” The woman sat down and turned to Lena. “You must be our newest member. I’m Celeste. I’m the Convener.”

Lena blinked. “You sent the puzzle?”

“I send all the puzzles. It’s how we recruit. If you can’t solve a basic witch’s crossword, you’re not ready for this club.” Celeste smiled. “But you solved three. That’s enough.”

“What is this club, exactly?”

Celeste looked around the table. The other women nodded. “We are the Witches of a Certain Age. We’ve been meeting for thirty years. Our purpose is simple: we break curses.”

Lena’s heart skipped. “What kind of curses?”

“All kinds. Love curses. Death curses. Curses that make your garden grow poison ivy. Curses that make your husband forget your anniversary.” Celeste leaned forward. “And one curse in particular. A curse that has been on this town for over a hundred years.”

“What curse?”

Celeste pulled a newspaper clipping from her bag. It was yellowed and brittle. The headline read:

CRYSTAL HOLLOW’S CROSSWORD KILLER STRIKES AGAIN ,  1923

Lena read the article. It described a series of murders in the 1920s. Each victim was found with a crossword puzzle clue carved into their skin. The killer was never caught.

“The curse,” Celeste said, “is that every hundred years, the Crossword Killer returns. The last time was 1923. The time before that was 1823. And now it’s 2023.”

Lena’s blood went cold. “That’s this year.”

“That’s next month, actually.” Celeste folded the clipping. “We have thirty days to break the curse before the killer wakes up and starts killing again.”

“Why wasn’t I told about this before?”

“Because you weren’t in the club.” Gertrude’s voice was flat. “And because we didn’t know if you could be trusted. You’re powerful, Lena. But power without wisdom is just fire waiting to happen.”

Lena felt the heat rise in her chest. She pushed it down. “And now?”
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