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Chapter One: The Azalea Incident
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Lena Hartwell was forty-seven years old, divorced, and standing in her ex-husband’s driveway when the first hot flash made a petunia explode.

Not wilt. Not droop. Explode.

Purple petals rained down on her sensible sneakers like confetti at a funeral. Lena blinked. She wiped her upper lip, which was suddenly slick with sweat. The June humidity in Crystal Hollow was nothing new, she had grown up here, after all, but this heat was different. It lived inside her bones. It pulsed behind her eyes. It felt less like weather and more like a small, angry sun trying to claw its way out of her chest.

“You okay, Mom?”

Her daughter, Jade, leaned against the passenger door of Lena’s beat-up Honda Civic. Jade was twenty-two, sharp as a tack, and currently recording everything on her phone. She had been doing that a lot lately. “For posterity,” she said. “You’re going through a transition.”

“I’m going through my ex-husband’s azaleas,” Lena muttered. She stared at the remains of the poor shrub. Mr. Henderson, the retired postman next door, was watching from his porch with the expression of a man who had seen too much in his seventy years to be truly surprised. Still, he lowered his newspaper.

“You got that, uh, new fertilizer?” Mr. Henderson called out.

“Something like that,” Lena said weakly.

The truth was simpler and far more embarrassing: she had been standing there, minding her own business, when a wave of heat crashed over her. Her skin tingled. Her vision went gold around the edges. And then, pop, the petunia had literally burst into flames for half a second before extinguishing itself. The explosion had been small. The implications were not.

Jade pocketed her phone and walked over. She was wearing overalls and a t-shirt that said “I Put a Spell on You” in glittery letters. Irony, Lena assumed. Jade didn’t believe in magic. Neither had Lena, once upon a time.

“Mom,” Jade said gently. “Have you taken your supplements?”

“It’s not supplements.”

“Then what is it? Because you just deep-fried a flower.”

Lena wanted to laugh. She wanted to say something witty and self-deprecating, the way she always did when life got weird. But the truth sat heavy in her throat. She had felt this before. Once. When she was sixteen years old, sitting in her grandmother’s kitchen, watching a candle flame bend toward her like a sunflower seeking light. Her grandmother, Morwenna Hartwell, had smiled and said, “There she is. There’s my girl.”

That was the last time Lena had shown any sign of magic. Her grandmother had died a month later, and Lena had convinced herself it was all in her head. She had moved to the city. She had married a nice, boring accountant named Paul. She had worked as a receptionist at a dental office. She had raised Jade. She had lived an entirely normal, magic-free life for thirty-one years.

Until menopause.

The divorce had been final six months ago. Paul was already remarried to a woman named Tiffany who did hot yoga and posted inspirational quotes about manifesting abundance. Lena didn’t begrudge him. She was tired. She was lonely. And now she was apparently a walking fire hazard.

“We should get inside,” Lena said. “I need to sit down.”

The house she had just inherited from her grandmother was a two-story Victorian at the end of Sycamore Lane. It had been empty for eleven years, ever since Morwenna passed. Lena had avoided it for as long as possible. The town of Crystal Hollow had avoided her, too, for reasons she never fully understood. She had left at eighteen and never looked back. But now she was back, whether she liked it or not.

The key stuck in the lock. Lena jiggled it. The door swung open with a groan that sounded almost human.

Inside, the air was stale but not unpleasant. Dust motes floated in the afternoon light. Old furniture stood under white sheets like ghosts. A grandfather clock ticked somewhere in the shadows. Lena stepped over the threshold and felt something shift in her chest, not a hot flash this time, but something deeper. A recognition. The house remembered her.

“Wow,” Jade said, looking around. “It’s like a time capsule. Or a murder house. One of the two.”

“Your great-grandmother lived here for sixty years.”

“And then she died here.”

“Everyone dies somewhere, Jade.”

“Yeah, but most people don’t die surrounded by dried herbs and crystal balls.”

Lena turned. Jade was pointing at the living room, where a large oak table held an assortment of objects: a mortar and pestle, bundles of lavender, a collection of smooth stones, and a brass bowl with dark residue at the bottom. Lena’s stomach flipped.

“She was eccentric,” Lena said.

“She was a witch, Mom. You told me yourself.”

“I told you she believed she was a witch. There’s a difference.”

Jade raised an eyebrow. “And the exploding flower?”

Lena didn’t have an answer for that. She walked past the table and into the kitchen. The refrigerator hummed, miraculously still working after all these years, though it was empty. The faucet sputtered brown water before running clear. She filled a glass and drank deeply. The water tasted like iron and something else. Something sweet.

“We should unpack,” Lena said. “The moving truck will be here tomorrow.”

“You’re deflecting.”

“I’m prioritizing.”

Jade crossed her arms. She had her father’s stubborn chin and Lena’s wide-set eyes. Right now, those eyes were fixed on her mother with an intensity that made Lena want to hide in the pantry.

“Mom, I love you. But you’ve been acting weird for months. The sweating, the mood swings, the way you keep mumbling to yourself. And now flowers are exploding. I’m not stupid.”

“I never said you were.”

“Then tell me what’s going on.”

Lena set down the glass. Her hands were shaking. She looked out the kitchen window at the overgrown backyard. A willow tree drooped near the fence. Beyond that, she could see the roof of the mayor’s house. Mayor Beatrice Farrow. The woman who had called Lena’s grandmother a “public nuisance” and tried to have the property condemned. The woman who had written Lena a letter two weeks ago, demanding she sell the house to the town for “redevelopment purposes.”

The letter was still in Lena’s purse. She hadn’t replied.

“I think,” Lena said slowly, “that something is happening to me. Something I don’t understand.”

“Like what?”

“Like... my grandmother used to say that the women in our family come into their power at different times. Some young. Some old. She said it’s tied to the body’s changes. Puberty, childbirth, menopause.”

Jade’s mouth fell open. “You’re saying your hot flashes are magic?”

“I’m saying I don’t know what I’m saying. I’m saying I’m tired and sweaty and I just blew up a petunia and I really, really want to take a nap.”

Jade was quiet for a moment. Then she nodded. “Okay. Nap first. Freak out later. But we’re talking about this.”

“Fine.”

Lena climbed the stairs to the second floor. The house had three bedrooms. The smallest had been hers as a child. The largest had belonged to her grandmother. Lena pushed open the door to the master bedroom and stopped.

The
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