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Chapter One: The Estranged Daughter
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Lena Hartwell was forty-seven years old, standing in her kitchen, and staring at a text message that made her heart stop.

Mom. I'm coming to visit. Don't freak out. ,  Emily

Emily. Her oldest daughter. The one who had left Crystal Hollow six years ago and never looked back. The one who had stopped returning calls. The one who had made it very clear that she wanted nothing to do with magic, with the town, or with Lena.

And now she was coming to visit.

“Mom?” Jade was standing in the doorway, holding a cup of coffee. “You look like you've seen a ghost.”

“Worse,” Lena said. “Your sister is coming.”

Jade’s eyes went wide. “Emily? As in, the Emily who hasn't spoken to us in six years? That Emily?”

“That Emily.”

“Why?”

“She didn't say.”

Jade set down her coffee and sat at the kitchen table. Her face was pale. “What do we do?”

“I don't know. I've never known what to do with Emily.”

Lena looked out the window. The garden was peaceful. The Mandrake was sleeping under a fern. The fifth golem stood in the corner, its golden eyes half-closed. Everything was calm.

But Lena's heart was racing.

Emily had been thirteen when Lena’s magic first manifested. Thirteen, angry, and terrified. She had watched her mother set a flower on fire and had never forgiven her. She had called magic “weird” and “wrong” and “something that ruins families.” She had left for college and never come back.

Jade had stayed. Jade had embraced the magic. Jade had become Lena’s partner in solving murders and breaking curses.

But Emily was different.

And now she was coming home.

Emily arrived the next afternoon.

She drove a sensible sedan. She wore a sensible sweater. She had sensible hair and a sensible expression. She looked exactly like the kind of person who would not believe in magic.

Lena waited on the porch. Jade stood beside her. The Mandrake had been locked in the basement for everyone's safety.

The car stopped. The door opened. Emily got out.

She was twenty-five now. Tall. Thin. Her face was harder than Lena remembered. But her eyes were the same, Lena's eyes, wide and watchful.

“Hi, Mom,” Emily said.

“Hi, sweetheart.”

They stood there for a moment, neither moving. Then Emily walked up the steps and hugged Lena. It was a stiff hug. A careful hug. A hug that said I'm trying.

“Come inside,” Lena said. “I'll make tea.”

The kitchen felt smaller with Emily in it.

She sat at the table, looking around at the herbs drying on the wall, the crystals on the windowsill, the grimoire on the shelf. Her expression was neutral, but Lena could see the tension in her shoulders.

“So,” Emily said. “You're still doing the witch thing.”

“It's not a thing. It's who I am.”

“I know.” Emily looked down at her hands. “I've been doing a lot of thinking. About you. About Jade. About why I left.”

“Why did you leave?”

Emily was quiet for a long time. Then she said, “I was scared. The magic, it was too much. I didn't understand it. I didn't want to understand it. I thought if I left, I could pretend it wasn't real.”

“And now?”

“Now I can't pretend anymore.”

Lena leaned forward. “What happened?”

Emily pulled up her sleeve. On her forearm was a mark, a black spiral, like a bruise that had never healed. It was faintly glowing.

“This appeared three weeks ago,” Emily said. “I don't know what it is. But every night, I hear voices. Dead voices. They're talking about Crystal Hollow. About you. About something coming.”

Lena touched the mark. It was cold. Wrong.

“It's necromancy,” Lena said. “Someone has marked you. Someone wants to use you as a connection to the dead.”

“Who?”

“I don't know. But I'm going to find out.”

That night, the dead came.

Lena was in the garden when the first ghost appeared. It was a woman in old-fashioned clothing, a long dress, a bonnet, a face that looked like it hadn't smiled in a hundred years.

“Lena Hartwell,” the ghost said. Her voice was like wind through dead leaves.

“Who are you?”

“I am Prudence Holloway. I founded this town in 1783. And I have returned to vote.”

“Vote for what?”

Prudence smiled. It was a terrible smile. “The town council, of course. The dead have rights too.”

She vanished.

Lena stood in the garden, her heart pounding. She
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