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Star light, star bright,

First star I see tonight,

I wish I may,

I wish I might,

Have the wish,

I wish tonight

19th Century Nursery Rhyme
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Chapter One

The gravel drive of Seven Sisters had a sound like crushed eggshells under Katrina’s dented blue Honda, loud enough to cut straight through the heavy morning humidity.

I stood on the bottom porch step with my duffel bag slung over one shoulder, staring up at the house. In the pale, watery gray of dawn, the white columns looked like old bones planted in the earth, stubborn and unmoving against the creeping press of live oaks and Spanish moss. Seven Sisters had survived ghosts, mirror-mimics, and an ancient starved winter that had tried to freeze the blood right out of my veins. Seven Sisters was home—a place that held its history in its plaster and floorboards, heavy as an unspoken confession.

Leaving it behind, even temporarily, felt like stepping off a ledge without checking for ground below.

"You coming or chickening out already?" Katrina called, leaning out of the driver's side window. She had her dark hair twisted up in a messy clip, a pair of oversized aviators resting on top of her head despite the sun not being fully up yet.

"I'm coming," I said, though my feet stayed planted on the gravel for another two seconds.

I rolled my right sleeve down an extra half-inch, making sure the cuff covered my wrist.

The fabric rubbed against my skin, sending a faint, cool prickle along my nerve endings. I didn't need to look at it to know what was under the cotton. The mark hadn't gone away after that night at the trailhead. The cold that had nearly hollowed me out had retreated, but it had left its signature—a delicate, branching network of silver-gray lines etched beneath my skin, stretching from the meat of my palm almost to the crook of my elbow.

Aunt Carrie Jo called it a hinge. A permanent seam where two worlds had pulled at each other hard enough to leave a scar.

I called it a reminder that I needed answers about my family that Seven Sisters couldn't give me.

I tossed my duffel into the back seat, where Katrina had already accumulated three empty iced coffee cups, a stack of road maps she insisted on bringing "just in case the satellite grid dies," and an emergency box of Pop-Tarts.

"Did you say goodbye to Carrie Jo?" Katrina asked as I climbed into the passenger seat and pulled the belt across my chest.

"Twice," I said, setting my backpack between my feet. "She tried to pack me four different containers of leftover casserole and a jar of homemade salve that smells like eucalyptus and old prayers."

Katrina snorted, pulling the gear shift down and turning the car around in the wide gravel loop. "Classic Carrie Jo. Ashland give you the 'if you break down on I-85 call me before you call state troopers' speech?"

"Word for word," I muttered, looking back through the dirt-streaked rear window.

Aunt Carrie Jo was standing by the front door, holding baby Amelia close against her shoulder in the soft dawn light. She didn't wave, and she didn't call out. She just stood there in her faded blue robe, one hand supporting the baby while the other braced lightly against the doorframe, watching us go with that quiet, terrifying intensity she only used when she knew more than she was saying. Beside her, Uncle Ashland had AJ balanced on his hip. Little AJ waved his plastic dinosaur at the car, a bright yellow smudge against the shadowy porch.

A knot twisted tight under my ribs—a tangle of guilt, relief, and a strange, cold vibration deep inside my right arm.

This trip to South Carolina wasn't a permanent goodbye, and everyone knew it. It was an extended road trip—a few weeks away to trace my birth roots and figure out where my gift really came from. I had promised Carrie Jo I'd call every night, and I had promised Ashland I wouldn't do anything reckless. But I hadn't told them the whole truth about why I felt so urgently compelled to make the drive to Charleston.

"So," I asked softly as we cleared the long driveway, "what did your mom say about you taking off for three weeks?"

Katrina kept her eyes fixed straight ahead on the road, her hands tightening just a fraction on the steering wheel. Her jaw set into a flat, familiar line.

"Didn't tell her," she said, her tone offhand, like she was talking about the weather.

I looked over at her. "Katrina—"

"She was passed out on the couch with a half-empty bottle of cheap vodka when I packed my bag this morning, Lil," Katrina cut in, her voice flat, stripped of its usual dramatic flair. "She won't even notice I'm gone until Thursday. And when she does, she'll just assume I'm staying over at your place like I usually am. She doesn't care, as long as I don't ask her for rent money."

A quiet pang of sympathy hit my chest. Katrina never asked for pity—she hated it more than anything—but moments like these were a stark reminder of why she fought so fiercely for the people she cared about. In a world that felt constantly unstable, she made herself into a rock.

I reached over and gave her shoulder a quick, firm squeeze. "Thanks for coming with me."

"Shut up," Katrina muttered, though the edge in her voice softened. "I wasn't about to let you eat highway snacks by yourself."

I hadn't told Carrie Jo or Katrina about the dreams I’d started having three weeks ago.

Not nightmares about the Wendigo. Not walks through the old plantation memory-movies Carrie Jo used to catch. These were different. When I closed my eyes now, I didn't fall down into the past or slip sideways into someone else’s room.

I rose.

I felt myself floating upward, past the roof of Seven Sisters, past the humid canopy of Mobile, climbing into a vast, silent ocean of silver light and burning stars. And every time I reached that quiet sky, a name echoed in the back of my mind—not Stuart, the name Ashland had given me when he and Carrie Jo signed the adoption papers, but my real birth surname.

Jardine.

My grandmother, Deidre Jardine, had lived in South Carolina. Carrie Jo herself had lived in Charleston before coming to Mobile. If there were answers about why my dreamwalking was changing—why it felt less like walking memories and more like flying through the heavens—they weren't buried in the soil of Seven Sisters. They were waiting eight hours northeast, in the salt air and narrow historic alleys of Charleston.

"Hey," Katrina bumped her elbow against mine as we hit the main road, her hands confident on the wheel as gravel gave way to smooth asphalt. "Stop doing the face."

I blinked, pulling my gaze away from the side mirror. "What face?"

"The face where you start recalculating every life choice you've made since middle school," she said, flicking her turn signal. "We're on the highway. No ghosts, no mirror-twins, no ice monsters. Just an extended road trip: bad fast food, finding out what your ancestors were up to, and eight hours of me singing along to nineties alt-rock."

A small, genuine smile broke through the tension in my chest. "You have a terrible singing voice."

"Which is why it's a punishment if you don't talk to me," Katrina shot back, grinning. "So, spill it. What's the first stop when we get to Charleston?"

"Society Street," I said, reaching down to unzipper the front pocket of my backpack. I pulled out a worn, yellowed index card I’d taken from Carrie Jo’s private research files two nights ago. "There’s an old parish archive near the historic district. Property deeds, family ledgers, church registries going back to the late 1700s."

Katrina raised an eyebrow over her sunglasses. "You dragged me on a multi-week trip just to go to a library?"

"It’s an archive. And yes."

"Unbelievable," she sighed dramatically, adjusting her grip on the wheel as she merged onto I-65 North toward the state line. "I could be on a beach right now. I could be eating fried green tomatoes on a pier. But no, I’m wingman to a girl hunting her ancestral ghost-paperwork."

"You love ghost-paperwork."

"I love you," Katrina corrected, her tone softening just enough to reveal the sharp, protective edge underneath. "Which means if we dig up something in Charleston that starts breathing down your neck, I get to throw a heavy book at it."

"Deal," I murmured.

I looked out the passenger window as Mobile began to fade behind us. The dense pine forests of southern Alabama stretched out on either side of the highway, green and heavy under the rising sun. The morning heat was already building, baking the asphalt until shimmering waves rose off the road in the distance.

Normal heat. Real humidity.

I rested my right arm on the door's armrest, letting the sun warm my sleeve. Underneath the fabric, the silver-gray lines stayed quiet. No pulse. No icy throb.

It's contained, I reminded myself, repeating the words Aunt Carrie Jo had said the night after the freeze. The hinge didn't open all the way. You closed it.

I closed my eyes and leaned my head back against the headrest, listening to the rhythmic thrum of the tires against the highway pavement and the low murmur of the radio. Katrina was humming softly under her breath, a mindless, comforting sound that anchored me to the present.

For the first forty miles, I almost believed we were just two normal teenagers taking an extended summer road trip.

Then, somewhere near the Baldwin County line, the radio flickered.

It wasn't a sudden burst of static or a lost signal. The station Katrina had tuned in—some local pop channel playing a pop song—didn't fade. Instead, the music slowed down.

The tempo dragged, the lead singer’s voice dropping an octave, then two, stretching into a low, drawn-out drone that sounded like breath passing through an empty pipe.

Katrina frowned, tapping her fingers against the steering wheel. "What the hell? Is my aux cord dying?"

I opened my eyes.

The air inside the Honda hadn't gone cold. It wasn't the bone-biting frost of the Wendigo. But the light coming through the windshield shifted.

The bright, yellow Southern sunlight washed out, turning a flat, shadowless silver. For three terrible seconds, the shadow of the side-mirror vanished from the car door. The shadow of Katrina’s hands disappeared from the steering wheel. Everything inside the vehicle looked flat, illuminated by a harsh, sourceless glare that seemed to radiate from nowhere and everywhere at once.

My wrist didn't throb with cold.

It lit up.

Beneath my sleeve, the silver-gray scar glowed with a faint, warm luminescence, bright enough to show through the dark cotton of my shirt. A high-pitched, crystalline hum resonated at the base of my skull, so fine and sharp it felt like a silver needle pressing against my brain.

"Lily?" Katrina’s voice sounded muffled, like she was speaking through three feet of water.

I couldn't answer. My tongue felt heavy, pinned to the roof of my mouth.

I looked up through the windshield, past the hood of the car, toward the pale blue sky. High above the highway, far beyond where the clouds should have ended, the sky didn't look solid anymore. For a fraction of a second, the blue skin of the atmosphere peeled back like thin paper, revealing a glimpse of what lay behind it.

Not dark space. Not stars as we see them from Earth.

A vast, blinding web of silver light—constellations moving in impossibly fast, geometric patterns, crisscrossing a deep, violet void. And right at the center of that cosmic web, something moved.

It didn't have antlers. It didn't have teeth or ash or rot.

It was vast, silent, and radiant—a shape made of concentrated, burning starlight that had no business looking down at an interstate highway in Alabama.

And as the shadowless glare washed over the Honda, I felt the unmistakable sensation of an eye turning.

Not looking at the road. Not looking at the trees.

Looking straight at me.

Jardine, a soundless whisper hummed along the silver lines in my wrist.

My heart hammered against my ribs like a trapped bird. I grabbed my right wrist with my left hand, squeezing down hard on the glowing mark, trying to force the light back under my skin.

"Lily!" Katrina barked, her voice suddenly cracking through the weird silence like a whip. She reached over with one hand from the wheel and slammed her palm down on the dashboard, hard. "Lily, look at me!"

The spell snapped.

The radio erupted back into loud, obnoxious pop music at full volume. The shadowless glare vanished, and normal, hot, golden Alabama sunlight flooded back into the front seat. The shadows of Katrina’s fingers reappeared on the wheel.

The car jolted slightly as Katrina straightened her grip, maintaining her lane at sixty-five miles an hour.

I sat there, gasping for air, my chest heaving as if I’d just been yanked out of deep water. My left hand was clutched around my right wrist so tight my knuckles were white.

Katrina pulled off at the very next exit, turning violently into the gravel parking lot of an abandoned fireworks stand. She slammed the car into park, killed the engine, and turned toward me, her face pale beneath her tan.

"Okay," she breathed, her hands shaking slightly as she pulled off her sunglasses. Her dark eyes were wide, sharp, and furious. "What the hell was that?"

I couldn't speak right away. I pulled back my sleeve with trembling fingers.

The silver-gray branching lines on my wrist were no longer dark. They were shimmering with a faint, residual silver dust, like tiny crushed diamonds caught under the top layer of my skin. The heat radiating from them felt like a mild sunburn.

"It wasn't the cold," I whispered, my voice raspy.

"I saw the light, Lily," Katrina said, her voice dropping into a terrified hush. "The shadows went away. My own hands didn't have shadows on the wheel. That doesn't happen. That isn't how physics works."

"I know," I choked out.

"Was it... was it the thing from the woods?"

"No," I said, looking out the window at the clear, blue sky. The sky looked solid again, completely normal, completely empty. But I knew better. "The thing in the woods was hungry for cold and ash. This... this was light."

Katrina stared at my wrist, then at my face. "Light? Light isn't supposed to be scary."

"It is when it treats you like glass," I murmured, rubbing my fingers over the warm, silver mark. "Like it's just waiting for the right frequency to shatter you."

Katrina sat back in her seat, letting out a long, shaky exhale. She reached
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