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I miss you.


Chapter One
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THIS TIME, THE DEAD came calling in the middle of the night.

Mina Zanetti had been waiting for them to reach out to her mother for hours, working on her latest dress design so she wouldn’t fall asleep.

The candles burning low on Mina’s windowsill cast a dim, flickering light over the discarded clothes and fabric strewn across her bedroom floor. Mina sat in the corner, staring at Regina—her mannequin—who was draped in her current tailoring project.

She hadn’t expected her mother to take so long. But if she wasn’t going to sleep, she might as well work.

“Almost,” Mina muttered, picking out a series of basting stitches with her seam ripper. She had spent the past few days attempting to execute a pattern for a midi dress with a high neckline, but it wasn’t cooperating. And it was easier to focus on her flawed design attempt than it was to consider what she was waiting for.

Because it wasn’t her work that worried her right now. It was her mother’s. Mina had been asking to be included in Stella’s career for as long as she could remember. Not the Italian American catering business her mother ran out of their cozy bungalow in Cliffside Bay—her other job. Her real job.

Most of the Zanettis had a little something extra, a connection to the spirits they could either nurture or ignore. The dead called to her family, and her family answered them, guiding ghosts from this world to whatever came next. Mina had seen firsthand how this work helped both the living and the deceased, kept Mina’s little corner of Long Island balanced. She wanted nothing more than to follow in her family’s footsteps.

But Stella seemed to have other ideas.

Mina shifted the dress’s waistline up a quarter inch, thinking about how her favorite lipstick and platform sandals would pair with the cream-colored fabric. Visualizing the finished piece soothed her as she readied herself for the negotiations she would have to go through to be included tonight.

She was determined. She was ready. She had waited long enough.

It had taken years of pleading and several artfully constructed PowerPoint presentations for Stella to even consider letting Mina join the family business. But over the last six months, she’d slowly started to relent. Mina had sat patiently through lectures about the ebb and flow of the dead alongside the tides and the moon, and the ethics of being a medium, even though she’d absorbed all of this via osmosis years ago. She’d been a model student. Her patience was rewarded in early May when Stella finally promised to take Mina along the next time she went out in the field.

But as May rolled into June, Mina had realized it was a promise her mother had no intention of keeping. Which was why she’d taken matters into her own hands.

At 1:57 AM, soft, careful footsteps sounded in front of her bedroom, paused, then continued down the hallway. Mina flung open her door and called after her mother, who froze before reluctantly turning around.

“Oh, my seashell,” Stella Zanetti stage-whispered, flipping on the hall light.

She’d had Mina when she was a college senior. Sixteen years later, the two looked more like siblings than a mother and daughter: two white women with the same pointed chin, a slight gap between their front teeth, and a mole beneath each of their left eyes. But where Mina’s hair was bleached blond and brittle, her mother’s was dark, wavy, and improbably long, falling almost to her waist. Mina noted with grim satisfaction that her mother’s familiar face, so often guarded, was twisted with guilt.

“You waited up for me, didn’t you?”

“You promised to take me with you,” Mina said. “But you weren’t going to wake me up at all.”

“Well, no, I wasn’t,” Stella said hesitantly. “I thought ...”

She thought Mina wasn’t ready. Mina’s wrist twinged, an old injury, an old mistake, but she refused to flinch. That was ancient history now.

“You thought I’d forgotten the dead are impossible to ignore tonight? I learned the moon phases before I learned the alphabet.”

“That’s a slight exaggeration.” Mina had been trying to make a joke. But her mother’s response sounded careful, almost wary.

Mina had spent her whole life studying Stella’s moods and habits. She was the only person in the world who understood Stella’s organization system for her spice rack. Who’d held her hand while she talked to a lawyer on the phone about starting her own company. Who knew exactly how Stella’s workday had been by how she’d arranged her shoes at the front door. The only thing she didn’t understand about her mother was Stella’s resistance to include her in this part of her life, when she’d always been included in everything else.

“Please,” Mina said weakly.

When Mina had asked years ago how her mother had discovered her talents, Stella said, “A ghost called to me when I was young, and I answered. And once you start speaking to the dead, you cannot stop. It’s not something you can turn on and off whenever you feel like it—it’s forever.”

“What if I want them to talk to me?” Mina had asked, and Stella had made a low, frightened noise and shaken her head. The look she’d had on her face then was the same one she wore now.

Mina braced herself for another rejection ...but to her surprise, Stella’s expression shifted, like a cloud floating away from the moon.

“You can come along,” her mother said at last. “But we need to hurry up. The dead are louder than usual tonight.”

* * *

A rickety flight of stairs behind their house led from the cliff to the beach below. Mina followed her mother down, her steps cautious on the flimsy wooden planks. By the time her shoes touched the shoreline, her mother had already waded into the surf. Unlike Mina, who’d opted for leggings and waterproof boots, Stella had worn a highly impractical outfit to talk to the dead—a flowing maxi dress and her favorite opal headband twined through her dark hair.

They stood in Sand Dollar Cove, a crescent moon– shaped slice of sand on Long Island’s North Shore. The tide was high enough to swallow most of the coastline, leaving nothing but a thin stretch littered with rocks and broken seashells between the cliff and the open sea. The full moon shone in the sky, a large, glimmering orb that cast a thin light across the beach. It was a peaceful, idyllic sight, yet Mina couldn’t suppress a shudder as she glanced behind her, where a cave opened in the rocks like an unhinged jaw. Three high school juniors had been found dead in that cave six years ago.

It had stopped most of the town from going there. But it hadn’t stopped Stella Zanetti from using Sand Dollar Cove to communicate with spirits.

“There you are.” Stella looked like the medium she was, standing tall and regal in the surf, as ethereal and unknowable as the spirits she guided from the earth to their final resting place. “Remember to stay on the beach. I don’t want you exposed to the ocean until you’re ready.”

Mina choked down disappointment. Saltwater was her family’s primary channel of communication with spirits—the ocean currents tended to pull ghosts to the shore the same way they washed up tangles of seaweed on the sand. If she wasn’t in the sea, they wouldn’t notice her.

“But I am ready,” she said, trying to keep the desperation out of her voice.

“I need you to trust me,” Stella said. “Can you do that?”

Mina’s wrist ached again. She stared at the smooth, unblemished skin there, remembering the only time she’d ever let Stella down. But maybe once was enough. Maybe that was the real reason behind her mother’s resistance to teach Mina how to be a medium.

So Mina backed away from the surf, swallowed her disappointment, and forced herself to smile. Because she was lucky to be on this beach at all. “Yes, I can. What now?”

Stella gestured to the beach behind her in response. “Candles—will you set them up?”

“Of course.”

There were several different kinds of spirit summonings. Stella had been tight-lipped about the implications of the way each of them varied, but Mina knew that when using the ocean to communicate with ghosts, it was important to create a symbolic barrier between the world of the dead and the living. A small row of candles on the upper shoreline would work nicely. When Mina was done, she stood behind the flickering barrier and waited.

Stella thanked her gently, then reached for the scrying focus around her neck. In someone else’s hands, it was just a cheap glass pendant shaped like a lavender diamond. But in hers, it was much more. The spirits had a whole ocean to communicate through. Yet all that water, all that energy, was overwhelming. Mediums needed an anchor to ground themselves, to keep their powers channeled and focused. “Now I work and you watch, all right?”

Mina nodded reluctantly. “All right.”

She observed carefully from the beach as her mother pulled the pendant over her head, her fingers clasped tightly around the purple glass, and turned to face the water. When Stella opened her hand a few seconds later, the scrying focus glowed blue in her palm. She knelt and dunked the pendant in the sea. Its deep, cobalt light spread from Stella’s hand and into the water, glowing like bioluminescence beneath the waves. A small path shot across the surface, and at the edge of the horizon, coming closer to them, Mina saw an answering glow. It was translucent and faint, a small, concentrated ball of blue light.

“I see it,” Mina whispered, her voice soft with awe. “That’s a spirit, right?”

“Yes.” The unease in Stella’s voice had deepened. Her mother rose to her feet, the pendant still glowing in her hand. Saltwater dripped from the ends of her hair and soaked through her dress, but she didn’t seem to mind. “They’re coming closer now.”

Water rippled beneath the light as it moved toward them, guided by a gentle wave. The ball expanded as it drew nearer, twisting into a humanoid form that hovered over the sea. Mina felt something rising in her, humming beneath her skin. It tugged her toward the spirit’s warm, calming glow.

That pull, that connection, was what Mina had come here to find. She wanted to communicate with a spirit, and since they were strongest during the full and new moons, she’d known this would be her best chance. Mina understood that some would consider talking to the dead more of a curse than a gift. But she was a Zanetti, and although this job would not be easy, it was still one she wanted.

Stella was waist-deep in the ocean now, lost in concentration. Another surge of light bled from her scrying focus and circled through the water, coursing gently toward the spirit.

There was nobody watching Mina except the waves and the cloudy sky above them.

Nobody to tell her no.

So she stepped over the line of candles and into the surf, that pull still surging through her, and knelt.

The moment her skin made contact with the ocean, the humming in her chest intensified. She heard a soft, rustling noise, like the sound a shell made when she held it up to her ear. The water lapped gently against her hand, and a familiar blue-green glow began to spread from Mina’s fingertips.

“Whoa.” Mina gazed at the light as it spread away from her hand, tendrils spiraling into the water like elongated fingers. She felt awe and pride and a deep, wonderful relief.

“Mina!” Her mother’s voice was sharp. “What are you doing?”

Mina jerked her head up. The spirit hovered perhaps thirty feet away now. Their glow fully illuminated the panic on Stella’s face.

“I ...” But Mina had no explanation, no excuse except that she’d wanted this so desperately. Surely Stella could understand that.

“Get out of the ocean.” Stella started toward her, gripping her scrying focus like she wanted to shatter it. Her face was slack with fear. “Don’t make me say it again.”

And it was exactly at that moment that Mina felt something else. The humming grew louder, crackling beneath her skin like an electrical current. Mina smelled salt and brine with an edge of rot, so powerful she nearly gagged. The ocean surged against her knees, and the sound surged with it.

The humming unspooled into a tangle of distinct, panicked voices, like water sloshing inside her skull. There was more than one spirit in Sand Dollar Cove, far more than one, and all of them were screaming. It was an agonizing assault of noise that left Mina gasping and immobile in the surf.

She’d been wrong. She wasn’t ready. But that no longer mattered. The voices roared as that pull through her entire body intensified, a calling, a yearning. She groaned and forced her eyes open, searching for the spirits, searching for her mother. Mina looked up just in time to see the wave crashing toward her, far higher than her kneeling body. It sent her tumbling through the surf like an errant seashell.

The wave knocked her on her back and filled her mouth with saltwater. Mina flipped over, coughing, and clawed at the rocky sand. It was harder than it should’ve been to crawl back to the beach, as if the ocean itself was grasping at her with a thousand tiny fingers, refusing to release her to the shore. But then Stella was in front of her, extending a hand. Mina grasped it and scrambled away from the waves. Mother and daughter wound up crouched beside the staircase that led back up to the bungalow, on that precious slice of beach that remained safe from high tide.

The wave had completely destroyed Mina’s candle barrier. A dozen waterlogged tea lights scattered across the rocks, their tiny flames snuffed out.

“Oh, Mina,” Stella whispered.

Their hands were still clasped together. Mina’s eyes scanned the water for any trace of the spirit, but they were gone.

“Are you all right?”

“I’m fine.” Mina gasped, blinking away salt. The taste of the ocean still lingered in her mouth, and her clothes were caked with sand and seaweed. Although it was nearly summer, she was shivering—the water had been cold, and the echoes of those voices were still ringing in her head. She knew the memory would stay with her for a long time. “I’m sorry, Mom. I shouldn’t have—”

“It’s all right.” Stella squeezed her hand. “I’m just glad you’re safe. This is why I didn’t want you to come out here. The spirits have been growing stronger and stronger lately—even with a scrying focus, I can’t always manage them. But I had no idea they’d be so dangerous tonight.”

Mina turned toward the ocean, where the waves now lapped calmly against the beach. There was no evidence of the dread and horror she had felt just moments ago, and yet it still lingered inside of her, pressing against her ribcage.

“Why was it so bad tonight?”

Her mother’s voice was grim. “Because someone else called a spirit.”

Mina knew people who weren’t mediums tried to talk to the dead sometimes. Most of them reached out to relatives or friends they couldn’t bear the thought of never seeing again. But Stella seemed nervous about this in a way that didn’t quite match up with an amateur summoning attempt.

“Another medium?” she asked.

Stella shook her head. “I’d never call that the work of a medium. Someone summoned this spirit with the express purpose of bending them to their will.”

Memories stirred in Mina’s mind. A ring of salt. Candles snuffing out. A sharp scream.

There were other reasons people wanted to contact the dead. Awful reasons. Mina had spent the last six years trying to forget them.

“And you think that’s what we just dealt with?”

“Absolutely.” Stella pulled Mina up from the sand. “But you shouldn’t worry. This work is clumsy, inexperienced. Your uncle and I will deal with it.”

She started toward the stairs. Mina turned to follow her ... and gasped with pain.

Her left wrist was on fire. Voices surged in her head, stronger this time, and the taste of salt rose in her throat once more. Mina gagged and doubled over on the beach, her watery eyes fixed on the mark that had appeared on her wrist. It was a bluish-green sand dollar the size of a quarter, and it hurt in a way she had only felt once before: the first time it had appeared on her arm.

Something stirred at the very bottom of her memory, like a long-dormant creature waking on the ocean floor. And suddenly she was ten again, staring at Evelyn Mackenzie over a flickering candle flame as Mina felt something course through that cave in the side of the cliff, a whispering that felt strong enough to shatter her skull. Her wrist had blazed with pain until all that remained was that same sand dollar, etched into her skin.

A mark of the spirit she and Evelyn had summoned—and what they had asked the ghost to do.

“Mina?” Her mother’s voice pierced through Mina’s haze of alarm. “Are you coming?”

Mina stuffed her hand in the pocket of her sweatshirt and swiveled around, struggling to keep her voice calm. “Just thought I saw something in the water.”

It had been a long time since that day. Mina had assumed that Evelyn had forgotten about what they’d done, blocked their summoning out the same way she’d blocked out their entire friendship. Heat pulsed in Mina’s wrist in time with the waves crashing behind her as she made herself a silent promise.

One way or another, she would ensure that Evelyn Mackenzie kept their secret.


Chapter Two
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SEVEN HOURS EARLIER

EVELYN MACKENZIE DIDN’T APPRECIATE being called difficult.

Not by her father, who used the word every time Evelyn brought home a lackluster report card or wound up in detention for sleeping in class after a morning shift. Not by her sister, who always answered her phone calls with a twinge of dread in her voice.

And certainly not by Nick Slater, her boyfriend, who mumbled the word accusatorially when Evelyn showed up at his house after her disciplinary hearing with Cliffside High’s academic honesty council.

“C’mon, Evie,” he whined as they stood in the foyer, beneath an oil painting of Nick, his brother, and his parents—four white people with matching ice-blue eyes who looked like they’d rather be anywhere else. The portrait had probably cost more money than Evelyn’s future college tuition. “Why do you have to be so difficult? It’s not like they’re expelling you or anything.”

Evelyn hated when he whined. “It’s going on my permanent academic record. Which means colleges will see it. And Cliffside High is notifying every summer internship I applied to that I cheated. I can’t believe you didn’t tell them the truth.”

“It wouldn’t have changed anything. They would’ve just punished both of us.”

“But it was your idea.” Sophomore biology was Evelyn’s highest grade and her favorite subject. But Nick was pulling a C, and his dad had threatened to ground him for the entire summer if he didn’t get at least a B minus in every class.

So he’d asked his girlfriend for help on the final exam.

Evelyn wasn’t sure what made her more furious: that she’d been caught, that Nick had let her take the fall, or that she’d agreed to steal an answer key in the first place.

“It’s done, okay?” Nick said, lowering his voice. “Let’s just forget about it.”

“No, this isn’t finished,” Evelyn said. “But we are.”

And it was only later, after they were done breaking up and she’d slammed the Slaters’ front door behind her with all the force of her pent-up rage, that she wondered what it even meant. Being difficult.

Maybe, she thought, choking back tears as she slid her longboard onto the pavement and clipped her helmet beneath her chin, difficult was just a word people used for anyone too smart, too angry, too inconvenient.

Cliffside Bay was the kind of Long Island suburb where the homes looked like an architect had practiced on each of them, growing more skilled as they went on. Nick lived in one of the imposing modern mansions at the top of the cliff that had given the town its name. So Evelyn let momentum take her down the entire slope until she reached the streets at the very edge of town, lined with shabby clapboard houses and brown yards. Going there straight from Nick’s made her house look even shittier than usual, made the knot in her stomach double in size.

Evelyn coasted to a stop once the paved street gave way to her gravel driveway. She scooped up her longboard and stomped up the front steps, halting only to kick open the unlocked door.

Her father was busy becoming one with his recliner in the living room, staring intently at the glow of the TV screen. The blinds behind him hadn’t been opened or dusted in the three years since Meredith had left for college.

“Veggie burgers for dinner?” she asked, instead of saying hello.

Greg Mackenzie blinked at her as if she were an alien. Her father was a middle-aged white guy with the prematurely sun-damaged skin of a man who’d spent most of his life outdoors. Now, the closest he got to nature was the Discovery Channel.

“Sure,” he said, after a moment’s hesitation. “Use less charcoal this time, though—don’t want the neighbors up our asses again.”

“The Kowalskis throw a rager every weekend, Dad. They can handle a few scorch marks.”

“You set their fence on fire, kid. You’re lucky they didn’t sue us.”

“Fine,” Evelyn muttered. “Microwave pizza it is.”

She headed up the stairs, relieved. His tone was too warm for him to have found out about the disciplinary hearing yet. He’d been invited, of course, but she’d figured out his email password and his phone passcode years ago—he could barely work either without her help. And it wasn’t like Cliffside High was going to reach out to her mom. But deleting the school’s messages was only buying her time before the inevitable disappointment, because there was no way she could hide this from her dad forever.

Evelyn’s room was small and cozy, with a collection of plants crowded on the windowsill, dark blue walls she’d painted herself, and a flannel-patterned bedspread. A neon sign shaped like a cloud—a birthday gift from Meredith—hung above the rumpled covers.

She dropped her helmet and backpack on the floor, then went to the cage beside her closet, where her corn snake Clara was curled up in her favorite hide.

Nick had always hated Clara. He thought the whole reptiles-as-pets thing was creepy, couldn’t understand why Evelyn worked extra shifts at the Scales & Tails Pet Shop for an entire sweaty summer just to adopt her and give her the perfect enclosure.

“Should’ve known he was an asshole,” Evelyn told her snake.

She chose to believe that Clara was lifting her yellow-and-white snout in solidarity, even though Evelyn knew her pet was probably just hungry. She was due for a feeding tomorrow.

As far as the breakup went, Evelyn knew she would be fine. Yes, Nick had been her boyfriend for the past four months, but it wasn’t like she loved him. This was nothing a few cute reptile videos wouldn’t solve.

The bigger problem here was her tarnished academic record.

Bile rose in Evelyn’s throat as she thought of how the news of her cheating would spread around the school. She wasn’t exactly popular, but she wasn’t a nobody, either. Her dad’s involvement in the drowning summer had given her a sort of double-edged notoriety that got her invited to parties. And dating Nick, for better or for worse, had made people remember her for something other than her last name. But she had no real friends, no support system that would stop the rumors about what had happened on the biology final ... or the fact that it would have to go on her college applications.

Evelyn excavated her laptop from her unmade bed and pulled up the website for the Coastal Wildlife Conservation and Research Society of Long Island. She had applied to a bunch of summer stuff across Long Island, but this one was perfect for her: two months spent shadowing real scientists as they monitored the populations of local species in protected beachfront habitats. She’d already aced her interview and was waiting to hear back about their final decision.

But once they found out that she’d cheated on her exam, they would never hire her. And that was just the beginning.

College was her way out of Cliffside Bay for good. But after Meredith left and Evelyn took on a second job, her grades had started slipping. Pair that with a messy disciplinary record and a lack of prestigious extracurriculars, and the goals Evelyn had painstakingly worked toward for years would crumble.

She couldn’t let Nick Slater take her future away.

Evelyn pushed the laptop aside and swung off the bed, rummaging through the bins shoved beneath the mattress until she found the one she was looking for. It was filled with evidence of a friendship she couldn’t bear to forget—a crumbling seashell strung on a necklace, notes written back and forth on yellowed loose-leaf paper. She paused on a faded picture of two tiny white girls posing behind a sand castle. Evelyn was the one on the left, mid-yell, blurry from her decision to jump around when her father said Hold still. Mina Zanetti sat on the right. She dyed her hair now, but the face beneath her dark brown bangs was still unmistakably hers. Solemn. Careful.

Evelyn sighed and put the photo down, pushing away the familiar twinge of hurt. She was looking for one note in particular. It was hidden at the bottom of the bin, tucked inside an old school folder patterned with cartoon cats and puppies. The page was written in a child’s handwriting, a copy of notes jotted down by someone much older.

At the beginning was a short message, underlined sharply.

Are you sure you want to try this?

After what had happened the first and only time she and Mina had talked to the dead, Evelyn had accepted that it was dangerous. That this power wasn’t hers to use—instead, it belonged to the girl who’d given her that spell in the first place. A girl who would probably disapprove of her using terms like spell or magic at all.

But tonight felt different. Cliffside Bay had finally taken too much.

She had to make this go away. She would not fail. There was no other option.

Evelyn scanned the paper, her hands shaking so hard she feared it would rip.

How to Summon a Spirit to Do Your Bidding

The list of instructions was pretty short for a spell that promised to put a spirit’s energy to use for any purpose. But the very first item made her pause.

Necessary location: a place of great pain for you or your target, after the sun has set, during the full or new moon. A graveyard will do, although it’s rather derivative. It’s an archaic fable that spirits only come out at night, but admittedly it’s more likely they show up from dusk onward. And the darkness will cloak you from prying eyes that aren’t the ones you seek.

“I don’t know if this is a good idea,” she said to Clara.

Her snake flicked her tongue out in response. Evelyn could’ve sworn she saw a warning in her red, unblinking eyes.

But some part of Evelyn had already made the decision the moment she pulled the bin out from under the bed. She hadn’t used this spell when her mother left them, or when Meredith went away to school, because forcing someone to stay had felt too selfish. But it was Nick’s selfishness that had gotten her here. And for the second time, Evelyn understood what it was like to need something big with the kind of intense, all-consuming fervor that overrode everything else. She knew in her bones that if she followed these instructions, she would summon a spirit again.

She shoved the rest of the items on the list into her backpack: Nick’s varsity soccer sweatshirt. A lighter and three small candles. A saltshaker. A bowl.

The last item on the list was a knife. Evelyn stole her father’s crimson switchblade from his hiding place in the back of his desk and tucked it carefully into her sweatshirt pocket. She wanted it close, just in case.

“I’ll make dinner when I come back,” she hollered at him as she raced toward the front door. He grunted in response.

Her longboard chased the setting sun toward the horizon as she looped around the bottom of the hill and coasted toward the water.

The massive slopes of brownish-tan rock that had given Cliffside Bay its name curved inward just enough to allow for occasional pockets of rocky shore and lapping waves. Sand Dollar Cove was the most picturesque of these by far, a perfect little hideaway secluded from the larger Long Island Sound. But thanks to the drowning summer, Evelyn wasn’t worried about finding anyone there as she rounded the bend of the shoreline and walked in.

The tide was low, revealing the way the cliffs transitioned into a beach that was more rock than sand before finally hitting the surf. Evelyn scowled as her sneakers crunched across a broken bottle. She had spent her childhood spying on the organisms that chose to make their homes here, in the intertidal zone, where the harsh extremes of the tides and the temperatures made for hearty creatures that didn’t take any bullshit. But everyone had their limits, and Evelyn wondered if tonight she’d reached hers.

She filled an empty water bottle in the surf, then headed to the cliff ’s base. The cave waited for her there about six feet off the ground, carved into the rock like an open eye. Behind her, the sunset bled out across the foamy water, red and orange reflections spilling onto the sand.

There were no sand dollars in Sand Dollar Cove. Actually, there were no sand dollars in Cliffside Bay at all, at least not on the beaches. Evelyn Mackenzie knew enough about what washed up on Long Island’s North Shore to know sand dollars didn’t—which was why this place had been called Horseshoe Crab Cove for most of Evelyn’s life. The beach had gotten its new name six years ago, when three drowned teenagers were found inside that cave, laid out on the rocks with sand dollars placed neatly over their eyes.

The killer was never caught.

Evelyn had been ten when it happened. Old enough to remember the media frenzy. Old enough to remember the way the town had whispered the names of the dead, like a prayer, like a warning. Tamara Winger. Colin Maxwell.

And Jesse Slater. Nick’s older brother ...and her older sister Meredith’s ex-boyfriend.

Enough time had passed since then for podcasts and conspiracy theorists to dissect every tiny detail of how the “Cliffside Trio” were murdered. For the occasional annoying tourist or reporter to show up with a camera and a lot of questions.

But not nearly enough time for anyone to take their kids into this cove to play.

It was a strange sight every summer, the lone deserted stretch of shoreline in a town where sunbathing spots were basically handed down from parent to child. And although no one had been charged with the murders, that didn’t stop the town from meting out their own version of justice: stares and rumors and occasional vandalism. When Evelyn closed her eyes, she still saw the ugly scrawl of the letters someone had spray-painted across her father’s car. The way his face had crumpled as he tried to shield her from the word.

MURDERER.

Greg Mackenzie hadn’t killed anybody. Evelyn knew that. But Cliffside Bay’s suspicion had cost Evelyn everything. It had made her mother leave, made her sister follow as soon as she graduated. It had destroyed Evelyn’s friendship with Mina Zanetti. And it was still messing up her relationships to this day—making her feel like she owed Nick something. Like she had to help him cheat because he’d lost a brother and she still had a sister.

A place of great pain for you or your target.

Evelyn set her jaw. The cave worked for both her and Nick, which made it terrible, which made it perfect.

She clambered up the rocks and into the opening, her unease fading as she used her phone flashlight to survey the space. It wasn’t so bad, really. About the size of her bedroom, with curved, craggy walls and rock formations that jutted unpredictably from the floor. If not for the overwhelming smell of brine and sulfur, it would’ve been almost comfortable.

Evelyn tried not to think about the last time she’d been here—with Mina Zanetti by her side, talking her through the summoning instructions. But it was hard not to remember how it had felt when that unknowable thing had rushed through her, and the voices of the dead had wailed in her mind. Hard not to remember her panic when she heard Mina’s cry of pain and saw the sand dollar–shaped mark on her friend’s wrist.

After they called that spirit, Mina got sick. Really sick. When she came back to school a week later, that sand dollar mark had disappeared ...along with her and Evelyn’s friendship. Evelyn had spent months bracing herself for the spirit to hurt her, too, but nothing ever happened. She’d thought it was because the magic was all Mina. Her friend was the medium, after all. Part of her still believed she’d had nothing to do with that spell, but she had to try this anyway.

“It’s worth it,” she told herself now. “It has to be.”

Make a circle of salt, then light the candles around it.

Evelyn did as instructed, although the saltshaker’s aim left much to be desired. This wasn’t part of the instructions, but she remembered Mina telling her to never put so much as a finger inside the circle once the summoning started. It was a barrier between herself and the spirit that shouldn’t be broken, ever. She put the bowl in the center of the circle, poured the saltwater inside, then piled the sweatshirt in as the sun vanished beneath the horizon.

There was only one step left now: Supply the offering and make your request. In order to bind yourself to a spirit, you must offer part of your mortal body to them.

Her pulse pounded in her ears as she pulled the switchblade out of her pocket and pressed it against her palm.

This was her last chance to turn back.

But Evelyn’s future was what she clung to when the weather was harsh and the tides were unforgiving—and if she didn’t do this, it would be gone forever.

She snarled and sliced the switchblade across the center of her palm, cutting through the skin in a sharp, perfect X. Evelyn held it over the bowl.

“I summon you,” she said, panting softly as red splotches appeared on the sweatshirt, then seeped into the saltwater. “And in return I want you to make all this cheating stuff with Nick go away—take it off my record permanently. Like it never happened at all, like I never got caught. Whoever you are. And, um—thank you.”

Her words bounced off the cave walls, not quite echoes, but copies, maybe, like someone was repeating them back to her. Like someone was listening. She pulled her hand back hastily, remembering Mina’s warning.

A gust of wind surged through the cave, blowing out the candles and sending her hair swirling across her face. Voices rumbled through her mind, some loud, some soft and scattered, until one drowned them all out, a roar that somehow felt both frightening and exhilarating. The smell of the ocean intensified until she nearly choked on it, and below her, waves pounded against the shoreline. Although she knew the tide was too low for the water to touch her, she could’ve sworn she felt the spray of saltwater on her face.

When the noise finally faded away, Evelyn knelt in the dark, her bloody hand clenched in a fist. She scrambled to turn on her phone flashlight. Nick’s sweatshirt was charred and twisted now. Crimson-stained saltwater swirled around it.

Evelyn moved to stand—and gasped.

There was a smudgy handprint on the floor of the cave, outlined in salt. It had pushed outward at the edge of the circle, dragging the grains as far as it could. But the salt hadn’t broken. The outmost tip of the middle finger was less than an inch from Evelyn’s knees.

Evelyn bandaged her palm, her mouth as dry and salty as if she’d swallowed the seawater in the bowl. She scanned her wrist, but there was no mark, no pain.

“I did it,” Evelyn whispered. And as it all sank in, she began to weep, smudging her mascara down her cheeks.

Because the magic had found her again, just when she needed it most.


Chapter Three

[image: Image]

IT WAS THE LAST week of school before summer vacation at Cliffside High, and for the first time all year, Evelyn felt invincible as she walked through the front doors.

Because her summoning had already worked.

All the emails about Evelyn’s academic dishonesty hearing had vanished from her phone sometime between leaving the beach the night before and arriving back at home. Evelyn checked her grades in her academic portal—her incomplete for biology had gone back to an A. Around eleven, she’d gotten a single text from Nick, apologizing that they’d “fought about the cheating even though they’d gotten away with it,” and asking if they could get back together.

Evelyn let the text sit until the morning, then responded with a single word: no.

Nothing could lower her spirits. Not even the lackluster B she’d gotten on her French final, or the fact that Meredith hadn’t answered Evelyn’s texts asking if she was still planning on visiting over summer break. Not until the end of the school day, anyway, when Nick finally tracked her down in the parking lot. Evelyn cursed silently as he approached.

“Evie,” he said, apologetic. “I don’t know what happened last night, but I want to make it up to you.”

“I don’t want to date you anymore, all right? That’s what happened.” The cut on Evelyn’s palm throbbed painfully behind its bandage. She could see a few of Nick’s soccer teammates watching from the steps—nobody at Cliffside High knew how to mind their own business. She’d learned that the hard way as a kid, and again last fall, when one disastrous beach bonfire had been enough to get her whispered about for the next few months. At least dating Nick had made that stop.

Nick winced. “You don’t have to be so blunt about it. I don’t even understand what I did.”

Evelyn lowered her voice. “You convinced me to cheat. That’s not okay.”

He looked at her, puzzled. “But we didn’t get caught, and now I’m not getting grounded. It’s a win-win.”

“No, Nick. It’s a win for you.” It didn’t matter that she had erased all traces of the cheating. Evelyn couldn’t erase the knowledge that Nick had sold her out the moment they got caught. She knew there was more to him than the rich athlete most of the school saw, but that wasn’t enough anymore.

“At least let me give you a ride to work,” Nick said, gesturing toward the shiny black SUV his parents had bought him for his sixteenth birthday.

Evelyn lowered her trusty longboard to the pavement, put a warning sneaker on the tail. “You know I hate that car.”

The car had been their first fight. It was impossible to care about marine ecology without also caring about rising sea levels and fossil fuels, and after an argument, Nick had told her that he’d arrange a carpool to “minimize impact.” But Evelyn had known he was only doing it so that she’d stop complaining.

“I just don’t think we make sense anymore. I’m not sure we ever did.”

She tightened the straps of her helmet, which was black and faded and covered in stickers. And then she was off, weaving easily through the parking lot and down the sidewalk that would take her into town. She was already late to work.

Evelyn had gotten her first part-time job the week she turned fourteen. Her mother’s alimony payments covered rent and most bills, but her father had struggled to find steady work since the drowning summer, and Evelyn had the acute knowledge that a single emergency could be catastrophic to their funds. Before Meredith left for college, she’d helped Evelyn set up a savings account. Evelyn had spent the last few years learning how to be responsible for her own food, her own clothes, her own future.

When she swung open the door to the Scales & Tails Pet Shop, Luisa Morales was already behind the register, piling mustard greens and bell peppers into Hal the iguana’s food bowl. Luisa was a Mexican American girl in Evelyn’s grade, a budding photographer with a wry sense of humor who’d taken the pet store’s social media accounts to new heights. Evelyn liked their shifts together—Luisa really cared about the animals, unlike some of their coworkers, who were more interested in shirking cage-cleaning duty than making sure the aquariums’ pH levels were balanced.

“What happened?” Luisa asked as she placed Hal’s food bowl in his tank. Her curly brown ponytail swung behind her head as she bent down to shut his enclosure. “You’re never late to work.”

“Yeah. Sorry. Bad day. I broke up with my boyfriend, and he doesn’t seem to get that we’re done.”

Luisa’s brow furrowed. “That Slater guy, right? The one whose brother ...” She trailed off awkwardly.

Evelyn sighed and nodded. When people thought about Nick, it was either that trust-fund jock or the boy with the dead brother. “That’s him.”

Hal—the unofficial mascot of Scales & Tails—gave Evelyn what felt a lot like a judging look. Luisa snapped a photo of him as he devoured a bell pepper, grinning.

“What a handsome man,” she cooed. “See, this is the only kind of attention we need.”

“You want us to become ...the reptile equivalent of cat ladies?”

“I’m just saying,” Luisa pointed out, “Hal won’t text you long emotional paragraphs about how much you mean to him and then pretend he doesn’t see you at lunch the next day.”

“So your ex is still doing that, huh?” Evelyn had absorbed a fair bit of Luisa’s life over the seven or eight months they’d been working together, though she wouldn’t really call them friends. Her coworker hung out with the other art-class kids at Cliffside High, who had always been friendly but distant to Evelyn. Evelyn didn’t mind. Friendly but distant was the safest kind of relationship she knew how to have. “You should just ghost him for the summer.”

“I’m thinking about it,” Luisa said, sighing. “But we have a best friend in common. You know how it is when friendships get all tangled—I don’t want to make anyone pick sides.”

Evelyn didn’t know, actually, but she nodded anyway. “It gets messy.”

“Exactly. Hey—I could set you up with Talia, if you want,” Luisa offered. “You’re bi, right? Because I really think you’d get along.”

“Talia does take great selfies,” Evelyn admitted. “But I think I need a little while before I date again.”

Evelyn had come out on social media the year before, and for the most part, it had gone over well. But she had gotten an anonymous comment calling her fake once she started dating Nick. Saying she’d “claimed to be bi” only for the attention, that if she was dating a guy, she was straight. She’d deleted it right away, but the memory still stung. It was nice to talk to somebody about it who treated it like no big deal, because it wasn’t, at least not to Evelyn.

She and Luisa chatted about the photography projects Luisa wanted to work on that summer as they settled into their usual rhythm at Scales & Tails. The opening employees had taken care of feeding the animals and cleaning the cages that morning, but Evelyn and Luisa still liked to check on everyone. There was always somebody who needed a little extra attention. Luisa had been thorough like that for as long as Evelyn had known her, which was a while—her mom worked at the library, a place where Evelyn had spent a lot of time as a kid.

After they were done, Luisa took a bathroom break while Evelyn waited behind the counter. She was admiring Hal’s massive enclosure, which stretched almost to the ceiling, when the snake-shaped doorbell rang. She turned toward the entrance, expecting to see one of the shop regulars or perhaps even Mr. Clark, popping in to check on his employees.

Instead, she saw Mina Zanetti, wearing a perfectly tailored blue sundress she had undoubtedly sewn herself, a golden cuff bracelet on her left wrist, and a grim look of determination.

Evelyn froze.

In the year she’d worked at Scales & Tails, Mina had never come inside.

They had an unspoken agreement that usually kept them off each other’s turf. Mina got the Shorewell Community Center, where her mom worked. Evelyn had Scales & Tails. School and the Basic Bean were neutral territory, but when the girls were in the same room, it was always on opposite sides. Evelyn couldn’t remember the last time they had willingly spoken.

It wasn’t because she hated Mina. It was because Mina had pulled away from her after what they’d done during the drowning summer.

Together, they’d summoned a spirit to clear Greg Mackenzie of the authorities’ suspicion and stop him from being charged. The secret could have pulled them closer, but instead, Mina’s subsequent illness and withdrawal had torn them apart.

Now, staring at Mina’s bleached-blond bob and annoyingly symmetrical face, Evelyn knew that her ex–best friend’s presence here the day after Evelyn had called a spirit on her own was no coincidence.

“Welcome to Scales and Tails,” she said, trying to keep her voice professional. “Can I help you with something?”

Mina looked around the store, her gaze deeply unimpressed. “You can, yes. I’ve got some questions. About this.”

She yanked off the cuff bracelet and extended her arm across the counter.

Evelyn’s stomach sank straight to the soles of her beat-up sneakers at the sight of that all-too-familiar sand dollar. The mark practically glowed, vivid and blue green against Mina’s pale wrist.

“Shit.”

“Precisely.” Mina slipped the cuff back on. She still spoke as mildly as if they were talking about the weather, which only unnerved Evelyn more. “Now, then, I assume this isn’t a conversation you want to have in public?”

Evelyn knew she looked panicked—she sucked at hiding her feelings. Mina had chosen her location well. This wasn’t school, where everyone would be watching them, but it wasn’t home, either, where Evelyn could easily avoid her. Right now Mina was technically a customer, and Evelyn’s job was to help her.

“Ugh. Fine.” She scanned the store while fumbling mentally for some sort of plan. “Follow me.”

She led Mina into the back-corner supply room of Scales & Tails, hoping Luisa’s bathroom break was almost over. They weren’t supposed to leave the register unattended, but this was an emergency. Evelyn’s heart hammered a tattoo against her rib cage as she turned on the light, revealing stacks of food bags, two massive storage fridges, and enough substrate and empty cages to set up a second location.

“Make this quick,” Evelyn said, before Mina could speak. “I’m not in the mood for a lecture.”

“You really think I’m here to lecture you?” The light bulb hanging above their heads emphasized Mina’s perfectly applied eyeshadow. Yeah, Evelyn had avoided her for six years, but that hadn’t stopped her from noticing how glamorous her old friend looked all the time. It was completely unfair.

“What else would you be here to do? Catch up?” Something about how unflappable Mina seemed only made Evelyn more agitated. “So the mark came back. That sucks. But I don’t get what that has to do with me.”

“It has everything to do with you.” Mina stepped closer to her. “Because you summoned a spirit last night.”

Evelyn felt cornered and exposed—a tide pool in the sun, a mollusk cowering as a predator approached. “You can’t prove it.”

“I don’t need proof. I know it was you.” Mina was less than a foot away from her now, close enough for Evelyn to see the tiny golden studs glimmering in her ears. Their height difference plus Mina’s platform sandals forced Evelyn to crane her neck, squinting into the light. “You promised me you’d never do this again. You promised to keep it a secret.”

“And I did.” Evelyn’s voice broke on the last word. “I’ve never told a soul.”

“That doesn’t matter.” Mina’s expression wavered at last, although she pulled it back to normal so quickly Evelyn nearly missed it. “Last time this happened, I had a fever so high I went to the hospital. I vomited every day for a week before that mark finally faded. Were you trying to hurt me?”

For the second time that afternoon, Evelyn felt guilty. “Of course not.”

“Then what could have possibly been important enough to risk that again?”

Evelyn gulped. “Uh... I needed to do something about Nick.”

“This was about your boyfriend? Seriously? You bent a spirit to your will for something so ...silly?”

Evelyn’s temper crackled to life at the other girl’s patronizing tone. It had been Mina’s choice to tell her that the rumors about the Zanettis were true, to summon a spirit with her. Mina had no right to treat her like this, not when Evelyn had lied for her all these years. Not when Evelyn truly hadn’t realized that the consequences of this spell could happen to Mina again when she wasn’t even there.

“This wasn’t about being petty,” she said. “Nick screwed me over. Screwed up my future, too. I had to undo it—I had to. I didn’t know it would hurt you again.”

Something in Evelyn’s words must have reached the other girl, because Mina paused. “What did he—”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“All right.” Mina’s voice was far gentler than it had been before. “Look, even in emergencies, it’s not acceptable to call spirits like that. I didn’t know better when we were kids, but using a ghost to do your bidding is amoral. They’re a person, not a tool.”

Evelyn swallowed. She hadn’t been thinking about that. Or about anything, really, except herself.

“Okay, okay, I get it,” she muttered. “I’m a horrible person.”

“That’s not ...” Mina sighed. “You didn’t know better. Now you do.”

Evelyn bowed her head, ashamed. “Yeah. I guess. But even if I don’t do it again, you still have that mark. Is it going to make you sick?”

For the briefest of moments, Mina’s voice trembled—and then it was gone again, just like the vulnerability in her expression. “I have no idea. But we need to fix this before that happens. And before anyone other than me notices what you did. This mark showed up when I was out in the field with my mom in the middle of the night. You’re lucky she didn’t see it.”

“What happens if your family finds out I called a spirit?” Evelyn asked nervously.

“I don’t know,” Mina said. “My mother has been telling me my whole life that a corrupted or untrained medium is far more dangerous than the most unsettled spirit. So she and my uncle would have no choice but to punish you.”

Evelyn felt cornered again, panic flickering in her like the light bulb above. But there was something off about Mina’s tone. She didn’t sound scared. She sounded almost ...guilty. Besides, Evelyn knew Mina’s mom was young and fairly cool, and when they’d been kids, Mina had absolutely adored her. She didn’t seem like the kind of person who would punish a teenager for making an understandable mistake.

And then Evelyn realized what was bothering her about Mina’s story.

“I summoned the ghost yesterday, right after sunset,” she said slowly. “But you said your mark showed up in the middle of the night. Wouldn’t those two things have happened at the same time? Why are you so sure it’s my fault?”

“The mark returned when I tried to talk to a spirit for the first time since we did that summoning.” Mina’s right hand tugged at her wrist cuff, fingers curling around the gold. “So it must be tied to you, because if you haven’t done it since either ...”

The storeroom went silent, and for the first time since Mina had walked through the door of Scales & Tails, Evelyn felt like she had the upper hand.

“So you really don’t have proof that this is my fault,” she said, putting it all together. Why Mina was being so cagey about her mother. Why she had broken her six-year silent treatment to speak to Evelyn at all. “But you’re here anyway. Which means this isn’t about me—this is about you. You don’t want your family to know what happened.”
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