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Buried

The Secrets Witches Keep, Book One

Lizzie Strong


Dedicated to two people: Tyler, for without you or your endless support, I would have given up years ago. Victoria, for without you I would have never ended up here with this idea. Our countless conversations and pitches to each other inspired me above and beyond and I hope this novel is every bit what you hoped it would be when I came to you with the simple idea of “Swamp Witches.”


Prologue

“Auntie… I’ve done… something horrible.”

There was blood everywhere. Dried under my nails, in between my cold toes, caked onto my scalp to the point it itched worse than lice. With Berry’s cell phone pressed to my cheek, words refused to leave my tongue. The pressure of a thousand stones lodged within my throat choked me, fear built up within me. Tears blurred my vision as I stared out across the apartment. The white marble carved, specifically to accentuate the pillars of Greek gods touching the vaulted ceiling. Their faces splattered in gore. Only a small percentage of the blood was my own. The knife dropped from my other hand.

My body trembled at the steel knife clattering to the floor. I sat on my knees, nerves and flesh numb to the chill of a winter breeze through the shattered French balcony doors. His bloody footprints trailed across crisp, white snow and over the banister of his eighteenth-story home. Snow blew in through the shattered glass and the destroyed frame.

“Quinn, sweetheart, what’s going on? Where are you?” My aunt Darlin’s panic fell on deaf ears as reality settled into my body. Berry Alista French still lay limp before me, eyes wide open and mouth hung ajar. Frost coated her bloody brows and cracked lips. Her blood lingered on my hands.

“I made a mistake.” I swallowed the lump in my throat as exhaustion seeped steadily through my body. My magic dried up and there was nothing I could do. Berry was dead, Dead-Dead.

“Quinn… please tell me you didn’t kill someone.” Darlin’s voice wafted through the air, a soft whisper in my ear. Sirens howled in the background. I wavered as spots filled my vision. Fresh tears licked the sides of my cheeks. My lips quivered.

“Worse.” I choked as I collapsed back onto the sticky marble. My throat closed up tight, unable to speak the truth… I brought him back.


Chapter One

10-39 at 37 E street, suite 1802, back-up required.

“Quinn Gwenevieve Foster, age 16, born Idabel, Oklahoma… you sure are a long way from home.” Pressure built up at the back of my head as the voice of the detective clawed at the insides of my ears. The pressure dulled but never released as I opened my eyes, which was an effort in itself. My eyelids were the weight of cement bricks.

The windows fogged in the frosty interrogation room. The only light came from the sharp halogen bulbs and the long, thin window along the top of the wall. A female officer had chained my hands to the table, which forced contact with the harsh steel, stinging my skin.

“I want a lawyer,” I answered, my head hung to the right.

“Of course, and you can have one. While we wait for them, why don’t we talk?”

Tears spilled down my cheeks. Exhaustion bit into my muscles, turning my bones to putty. If I did not rest soon, I would pass out. I wasted too much magic in Leo Ashwood’s apartment. My aunt would not be pleased to hear how recklessly they caught me. The last time I was caught by human police, she yelled my ears raw. Out of love, out of concern and fear, it didn’t matter why she was furious with me. History showed time and time again that humans were not capable of mercy to witches. Granted, the detective had not accused me of being a witch…yet.

“I want a lawyer, sir.”

“It’s Detective Henry Smith, Miss Foster.” His face softened around the cheeks but not near his lips. The way one’s face softens when they are trying to convince someone smaller and more naïve of untrue things. His lips pursed tighter. He reminded me of Officer Blevens, the officer who dragged me out of the graveyard years ago. A man who tried to lie to my face about how much trouble I was in. I was found hip-deep in what looked like an empty grave… Well, it was an empty grave by the time they got to it. The true corpse fell apart piece by piece about thirty yards north of my arrest. Darlin foamed at the mouth when Winestra called her at about two a.m. to come to the police station. Officer Blevens looked me dead in the eye that night and gave me the same face Detective Smith gave me now. ‘It was just a slap on the wrist.’ Liar.

“I want a lawyer.” I learned my lesson from last time.

They didn’t even let me shower. I stank enough to make my eyes water and gag every time I moved. They washed my hands but crusty blood lurked under my nails. My hair was a ball of grease superglued to the top of my skull and left to drape around me. I’d never felt that gross in all of my life, and I once spent six hours drenched in rainwater and coated in graveyard soil. Her gravestone illuminated behind my lids: Melissa Keen, beloved mother and daughter, born in 1981, taken too soon. She had still been fresh; it was the whole reason I dug her up. The fresher the better. If I could bring her back, then I could bring back others…

It didn’t work out.

“Miss Foster—”

“I want a lawyer,” I whispered for the umpteenth time. My throat, coarse from screaming and lack of water, itched from the back of my teeth down to the top of my shoulders. They offered me a glass of water in a paper cup, but it sat untouched. Darlin always said ‘never drink anything offered from someone who wanted trouble’ and Detective What’s-his-face wanted trouble.

“And one is coming, but we can keep talking,” Detective Smith repeated for the umpteenth time. He said we, but only he talked. I merely repeated my request every time the silence grew too long. I couldn’t look at him; I only stared at my disgusting reflection in the dented steel table. Handcuffs chaffed my wrists but stayed frosty against my skin. They continually pumped the room with as much A.C. as they could afford. It would not change anything. The problem with human torture was that it could never hold a flame to what I endured the night before.

I repeated myself once more. Detective Smith did not listen, but I am stubborn. He would learn nothing from me. My vision blurred. It sharply cleared for a long moment then swirled back out of focus. Energy dripped from my dirty pores and left me empty of everything. Emotionless and run ragged, I just wanted to sleep. Even my bones ached as I let my eyes flutter shut and my body swayed to the side.

A sharp, internal stab to my brain brought me back to life. I couldn’t let my guard down, not here. Not while he was still loose.

“Want to tell me why you have a record for grave robbing?” Detective Smith cocked his head. I rolled my eyes before they fluttered shut again. My insides begged for sleep’s sweet release but refused to fully take me away. Recovery was the hardest part. I wavered in and out of full consciousness. My aunt usually held me when exhaustion hit me that hard. Darlin would always whisper stories into my ears with her long arms around me. I could smell the soft puffs of basil and thyme on her breath as if she sat there beside me—

“Miss Foster?”

I could tell him about my record, but I wouldn’t. Officer Blevens had asked me why I would spend a night in a grave, and foolishly I had answered him. He had told my aunt I had delusions and should be locked away. I learned my lesson that night, and for years to follow; reanimation was impossible. Life after death was a fool’s dream. Witches weren’t meant to mess with the laws of life and death. Then I brought Leo Ashwood back from the dead.

“I want… a… lawyer.” Words tumbled off my lips like stones. I swayed in the seat, my bones like pudding. I would have toppled over, but the cuffs prevented me from sliding off the chair. I hit the arms of the steel chair. The cuffs held fast. Between the tension of the cuffs and the rigid chair, I was forced to sit up like a porcelain doll. Panic pumped through my chest, hot and fast. My veins raced blood to every extremity.

“You sure you don’t need medical attention?” Detective Smith reached over to touch my hands again. I jerked away, and he returned to his side of the table.

A female cop moved my chair closer to the table with her foot. My stomach nearly pressed into the edge of the chilled steel. She returned to her spot in the corner, arms crossed and eyes focused on me.

“I want a lawyer,” I mumbled, half alive. A short passage of time became an eternity as I wavered in and out of consciousness. Even if the detective wanted answers, I was in no position to give them. Mouth shut, even when unconscious, lips sewn shut.

“Quinn, I just want to know how—” Detective Henry finally gave up as the door swung open and a man in a tweed champagne colored suit entered the room, fury etched into his aged face.

“That is enough!” My gaze jumped up from the table and relief flooded my system. The man’s attire screamed lawyer. I knew the type, pressed and clean, heavy scents of aftershave, hair slicked back and eyes sharp.

“My client asked for a lawyer. The questioning should have stopped the second she asked for one.”

“Your client was found in a pool of blood, fingerprints all over the murder weapon, and the only survivor of a massacre—” Detective Smith stopped mid-rant as a slow yawn broke through my lips. He questioned me with his eyes, his mouth hung open ever so slightly. “Does murder bore you?”

My eyes caught the furrowed brows of the female cop. Her last name etched into a tiny sliver of silver on her chest—Alvarez. She pursed her lips as she stepped forward from the corner, eyes on the lawyer. The lines of a tattoo just under the collar of her uniform piqued my interest. Branches of something reached up the sides of her skin, but all I could make out was a raven in flight beneath her collar. Officer Alvarez surveyed me like a hawk as she crossed the room and hovered to the right of the table.

Her hands snatched up the cuffs. She stared me in the eyes, holding back from releasing me.

“Release her before I press harassment against your precinct,” Tweed Suit Guy said. “She is a minor, and her parental figure is already on her way here. If I were you, I would rethink how you talk to me and my client.” Tweed Suit Guy inched toward me, a briefcase in one hand and the other on his hip. A thick stench of rustic cabin and burnt red wood wafted off of him. It wasn’t unpleasant, but the strength of his scent made my eyes water.

Detective Smith slid back from the table and scowled. My eyes settled on him; the world blurred for a moment at the sudden change in focus. There were two beauty marks upon his right cheek, one beside his upper lip and the other south of his ear. He’d missed a spot shaving. The hair on his head was thick red hair, but his facial hair was nearly blond. He met my gaze. A man who chased justice, I could see it tattooed to his flesh. I was a monster in his eyes. I was the reason for all those deaths. If only he knew that Leo Ashwood was the reason. Had Leo Ashwood just seen reason and let Berry and me go, no one would have known.

“We will talk again, Miss Foster. You are not to leave the state.” Obviously, he didn’t know a thing about me.

I shook my head calmly as Officer Alvarez unlocked my cuffs. She refused to look me in the eye as I stood. I hugged myself in the donated police sweatshirt and sweatpants they had given me after my own were handed over as evidence. Not that I wanted any of it back. The only thing I wanted back I had failed to get back long before they found me. Berry was gone, and her blood would cake my hands for the rest of my life.

“Miss Foster.” Tweed Suit Guy stretched a hand out toward me. I shuffled around the table, my eyes locked on Detective Smith’s. He refused to break eye contact. I was not as prideful. I looked away. As I passed the table, I heard Officer Alvarez finally speak under her breath.

“Creepy little witch.” Although her voice was soft, the words scratched at my ears.

If only she knew the half of it. Blood fell like dandruff from under my nails as I picked them clean with my newly freed hands. The second I was safe, I’d shower and scrub off three layers of skin. Not even the swamp made my skin feel this sensitive. Every swish of the fabric against me lit up sensors all over my body. Detective Smith and Officer Alvarez stayed silent as I shuffled out of the doorway and into the loud precinct. Hours of being awake and then chained to a table seemed like nothing compared to the seconds it took to walk out of sight of the two in the room.

One gentle hand on my shoulder blades, Tweed Suit Guy led me through the hallway and toward the massive opening in the precinct. My mouth refused to unclamp as I focused on the nondescript sneakers they put on my feet. Such a shame that they dirtied such a clean pair of shoes on my toes.

“You are a lucky girl. They didn’t charge you. I wonder what game they’re playing,” Tweed Suit Guy whispered as we walked quietly through an empty hallway. Not even murmurs filled the police station. He was keen on chit-chatting. But a Witch is never safe talking with humans. Rule number one: Never talk about Witch business with humans. I’d already broken enough rules for a lifetime.

A crackle of electricity filled my ears as I looked up through the glass ceiling. Snow covered the tips of the slanted roof. Soft plump fluff fell from the sky like feathers and slid across the glass. I smiled. I’d never seen snow before.

“Do you think the snow feels as soft as it looks?” I breathed.

“Miss Foster, your aunt—”

Before the lawyer could finish, fireworks went off behind my eyes, making the world fuzzy. Danger. My skin crawled and electricity ran up my spine. The interrogation room clicked shut behind us at the end of the hall. We rounded into the main bullpen of the precinct. Something within me snapped to action.

I grabbed his hand and pulled him forward with me. I could feel his pulse race under his skin. Exhaustion bit at my ankles, spots formed in my eyes, but I wanted to taste the freedom of winter air on my tongue. There was danger here. Shadows whispered sweet promises of relief from the pain and exhaustion if only I went outside. My lips glued shut and I focused on getting out.

Freedom. All I needed was freedom.

I burst through the doors as if I’d been shot from the police station out of a slingshot, gasping for air. Tweed Suit Guy dropped my hand and stumbled away from me as I stepped out into the snow. The sky was a steely gray muddled with black clouds. Flakes tickled my face, and tears fell down my cheeks in fat drops. Free. I was free.

“Miss Foster?” Tweed Suit Guy choked. “What was…”

I barely heard him. The whispers from the shadows turned to roars that drowned out his gasps for air. Magic crackled across my nerves like sparks from open wires. I spun in the snow, arms out to feel the chill as it bit through the sweatshirt. Exhaustion seeped away from me and reinvigorated me entirely. Hydrated, awake, alive! My magic sparked at my fingertips; even my bones seemed soothed and relieved.

I smiled, truly smiled, as I stared up at the buildings around the precinct. The roads were empty of life and cars, just snow as it silently fell to the ground. I was alive! Leo Ashwood didn’t kill me! The words felt so unreal, and yet, there I was, alive and smiling on the streets of New York!

Berry came to mind with a slap and my face fell. She was still very much dead and there wasn’t a thing I could do. Her body laid on a slab somewhere with giant gash wounds, gutted like a fish. She was surrounded, I imagined, by at least six other people but there were no slashes to their midsections. Berry died at the end of a blade; the others in that examination room died by magic…my magic. It was the reason I was in that police precinct in the first place, but it was also the reason I stood ankle deep in snow and she didn’t. I sucked in the hollows of my cheeks as I absorbed the world around me. The snow glared brightly against my eyes.

“I want to go home,” I croaked as I turned to the Tweed Suit Guy.

Suddenly, the lawyer collapsed, his body flopping onto the frost-covered sidewalk with a sickening thud. His skin paled to a gray hue and sunken in, his eyes had rolled back in his head. His mouth hung open. Snow flurried around me like a snow globe from the disturbance of his corpse hitting the ground. My hands shivered as I reached for him. A finger grazed his cheek and I lived in silent horror as his skin sank in further. Zaps of electricity filled my veins, and I jerked my hand back. His eyes turned to puddles in his sockets and his jaw fell away from his face. Reality sank into my skin like a thousand needles pushed through my pores. I stumbled backward until my back was against a thin pole.

I touched him and sucked the life from him like a straw directly into his soul. My own bloody juice box. I pushed against the steel pole behind me. It whined as it bent. I turned toward the pole, now tilted with a sharp dent where I pushed. Strength pulsed within me as I stumbled into a different pole. With no thought or reasoning behind it, I punched the next lamppost with all my strength. My knuckles tore the metal and slid right through the other side. My jaw dropped in shock.

With a wiggle, I slipped my hand back to my side. Tears dried up on my face as I smirked. Impossible, and yet, here I was, with a massive hole through steel in front of my face and a corpse behind me. My aunt, Darlin, said that my strength came from me and only me. And yet…

I had done the impossible. I brought Leo Ashwood back to life. In all that blood, with my own magic, I brought him back to life and watched him jump out into the snow. No evidence he still lived, but I could retrace my steps. Not to mention I sucked the life from the lawyer. My magic. I felt it tingle my fingertips as I stepped around the pole.

Power coursed through my veins, and I realized I liked it.


Chapter Two

Cecelia Montreal

I woke up drenched in a cold sweat, which was unusual as it was 75 degrees outside. The bugs screamed into the sun-filled midday air and flew against my screen with abandon. Each little body that piled up outside my window only proved the potency of Emma’s spell. Enchanted window screens. Who knew the next wave of inventions would include the solution to a minor problem? Actually, I did. I knew that it would be Emma’s enchanted screens that would make her rich beyond her wildest dreams. Sold to the humans as a modern, high-tech screen that allowed them to save energy with open windows but keep bugs out of their house. I knew it like I knew that if Martin Walton killed those stray chickens in his yard, it would ruin his family's entire fresh egg business. Like I knew that Quinn Foster murdered a lawyer on the snowy sidewalk of New York just outside of the police station that tried to question her for other murders: because they were in my dreams.

I ripped the covers off and hung over the side of my bed. On my stomach, I jerked the drawer on the side of my bed-frame open. I grabbed a leather bound journal embellished with flaky nail polish, thanks to my rather short phase as a nail polish enthusiast, with a purple gel pen stuck in it. Shuffling back up onto my knees, I flipped it open. I needed to write down the dream before it disappeared. An unfortunate side effect of my magic was that all my dreams faded with time. Correction, most of my dreams faded with time.

I clamped my tongue between my teeth as I forced the pain to keep the dream fresh. Her name repeated in my mind over and over. A blood witch… She called herself that, I didn’t doubt it for a moment. I’d never seen one before; the only other person with magic I knew of was Emma, although Emma did not give off any inkling that she was magical in person. All the dreams, all my visions up until this point didn’t even touch the power Quinn held in her pinkie alone. But her face etched itself so clearly in my mind, I could draw it. If I could draw.

My visions were a movie played within my skull just for me. Yet in this one, I watched from within her head. Most nights I walked beside or along the shadows of my vision’s protagonist. With Martin Walton, I walked along the edges of his house like a fly on the wall as his story unfolded. Two chickens, unusual in shape and size wandered onto his farm and he grabbed them up. As an unsure teen with little recognition for cause and effect, he snapped their necks. Then like a video tape put in fast forward, the world rushed forward until it stopped on him and his mother. They sat in the kitchen as they cried over a foreclosure notice they’d taken off the door. No chickens around the house, no sound other than the sobs of his mother as she dropped the notice onto the pile of other overdue bills.

Yet, last night, I was in Quinn’s brain, as if her eyes were my own. The itchy, sticky feeling of blood dried on my skin. My mouth dried with hers, my throat cracked. I felt everything from her hot scalp to her frozen toes. And when she burst out into the snow, the buzz of excitement and the curiosity of her power surged through me. When she punched through the pole, my stomach dropped. Unlike most of my dreams, it wasn’t a tape played out before my eyes; there was no future premonition, just the facts. I witnessed the murder of an innocent lawyer.

As I was just about to reach the bottom of the page, someone pounded on my bedroom door. I jumped and tossed the book into the drawer and slapped it shut. The door flew open. I rolled from my mattress onto the floor. Gretchen Montreal, my mother, stood in the doorway with her red frizzy curls up in a loose bun and permanent frown etched into her face.

“Really? It’s like three in the afternoon, why are you still sleeping? Lazy girl.” Gretchen brushed dust off the dresser to the left of the door with a scowl.

Silence filled the air as she rearranged the items on top to be more orderly. While my mother held the rest of the house to a tight, uncluttered standard, my room was a post tornado disaster in the small town of Idabel, Oklahoma. Mere inches outside of my door frame, the house was spotless. No dust, no item without purpose and its place, no picture frames, no decorative paintings. The only thing in the house that could be considered luxury was the piano, but that grand piano paid for the house. Gretchen Montreal even treated her bedroom like it was up for inspection—bed always made, a small collection of clothes always folded and ready to go, bathroom without a single fingerprint. She took the hair out of her hairbrush every morning and tossed it out the bathroom window.

“Mom⁠—” I squeaked from my pile of books, old T-shirts, and a hairbrush. My room was an example of how different my mother and I were. I owned two floor rugs—one was a fuzzy rainbow I bought from the clearance bin at Walmart, the other I made from four skeins of clearance yarn from the dollar store. Both were covered in homework, projects, books and a coloring book or two. I’d installed a bookcase in one wall and filled it to the brim. Frames full of disposable camera pictures I’d taken acted as bookends, and knick-knacks and DVDs were scattered through the bookcase. My bed was entrapped by a canopy of purple curtains I’d stitched together and embellished with iron-on patches. If Gretchen Montreal spent more than five minutes in my room, her eyes would twitch.

She scowled. “Get your butt off the floor. We have guests coming.”

I scrambled to stand. If only my legs were less wobbly. Everything crashed to the floor a second time.

My mother’s long fingers wrapped around my arms as she hoisted me up to my feet and kicked clothing out from under my toes. For a woman no taller than five-foot-five, she had immense upper arm strength. “Do I need to repeat myself?”

“No,” I chirped.

She dropped me. Once when I was seven, my mother threw an entire oak desk over her head and into the burn pile. Granted, she was livid and took it out on the wood furniture, but I could still feel the air pass around my head as she ripped the wooden chair out from under me and chucked it into the fire. That also happened to be the last time Gretchen Montreal ever dated another person. Jefferson Wiggins never asked for the furniture back. He wasn’t stupid enough to piss her off twice.

“And please, take a shower. You smell like death,” she grumbled as she swiped up an armful of clothing and dunked it into the basket in front of my dresser. She scooped up more armfuls of clothes and deposited them into the basket. She snatched it up and carried it to the door. Then she stopped to look at me expectantly.

“Yes, ma’am,” I answered shortly, unable to even look her in the eye. She didn’t like that I was five-foot-nine (and still growing) when she stopped at five-foot-five at fifteen. Then again, she smoked and refused to eat anything that wasn’t deep fried or gray in color. Also, it might have to do something with my adoption, which she still hadn’t brought up. Sixteen years later and we never talked about it.

“Don’t make me repeat myself, Cecelia.”

My mother left, but the comments under her breath vibrated through my ears. I was weird. I was strange. My throat unclenched, and I was back in control of my body. Fear sank down into the basement of my stomach as I stumbled backward into my hand-built bed frame. My mother did not have the money to buy me a real one, so I’d built it. Much like my desk, and my bookshelf, and my… everything, I’d built it myself. It was lopsided, and some spots weren’t sanded well enough, and the paint job wasn’t even, but it was mine. And I thought it was nice, even if my mother didn’t.

I wondered if Quinn’s mother was anything like mine. She thought about her aunt, back in the interrogation room. Darlin sounded like a strange first name, but who was I to talk? My mother renamed me Cecelia Montreal after her grandmother. My birth name was Feng Mian Su. Darlin sounded like a nice woman. Gretchen Montreal was not, but she was my mother… sort of.

I must reread my dream journal to burn my visions to my memory. I often take it with me, so I can remind myself of visions. The only exception was my mother. The only vision I couldn’t forget was hers. January 4th, seconds after two in the afternoon. I took a small nap on the couch. Gretchen Montreal sat out on the front porch with her best friend Lilly Sellers. They both drank sweet tea and spoke in soft whispers until Lilly looked back through the front windows and smiled. I think it was so sweet of you to adopt outside of the United States. Gives those poor unfortunate kids a home. A good, Christian home! None of that weird… eastern religion.

Gretchen replied with an unamused snort and a roll of her eyes. Yeah, I’m a real saint…

I could see it as clear as day if I closed my eyes long enough. Gretchen walked down the sidewalk, sheet music in a clean folder, neatly tucked against her chest. She wore long jeans tied off with a leather strip, sheer purple button down over a gray camisole, and thick black boots that she tied off at the middle of her shins. A quarter mile from the church, Gretchen looked up and saw a woman on the front steps. She seemed passed out, curled around a bundle of something. Gretchen almost whirled around, but she stopped herself. She about-faced and marched down the street, wary of the unconscious woman until she walked upon the steps of the church and came to the horrible realization that the woman wasn’t asleep. Gretchen sighed as she knelt down at the top step, two fingers to the woman’s throat. Stone cold even in the morning light, lips purple, eyes crusted shut. Then a bundle of blankets moved in the dead woman’s arms.

Gretchen put down her music and peeled the blanket back. A baby’s head, my head, appeared out of the blankets. I whined and wiggled in the stiff arms of my dead mother. Gretchen’s hands slithered into my mother’s arms and snaked me back out gently. She wrapped the soft purple blanket with golden embellishment around me tightly and pulled me into her embrace. That was the first and only time I saw my name. Sewn into the blanket, Feng Mian Su glistened in the sunrise. Gretchen stood up, baby clutched to her chest and music under her arm and stepped inside the church and shut the door on my dead mother.

Gretchen Montreal was no saint, but she was not without her moments of mercy and kindness. In a short moment, she saw a baby in the arms of a dead woman and took her in. I never asked if she told the police. I never questioned why she wanted a child—I didn’t want to seem ungrateful. Despite all her harsh edges and sharp tongue, Gretchen was a good mother. She fed me healthy food despite eating trash herself. When I wanted to learn to cook at eight, she took me to classes at the community center. When I wanted to build my bed frame, she brought home wood for me. When I said I loved books, she always gave me at least three books at Christmas and two on my birthday. When she stumbled upon a baby, she took care of it like she took care of everything⁠—on her own and with her bare hands.

And that’s exactly why I forgave her every time. When she was mean and short tempered, when she called me strange and lazy, no matter what, I forgave her because she could have left me there, but she didn’t.

The only dream I couldn’t forget and the only dream I didn’t write down. Just in case my mother might stumble upon my vision journal, I never wanted her to know that I knew…other than the fact I was clearly, physically, not her daughter. Surprisingly, no one other than me ever questioned it. As if I was the only one who could see that I was a tree giant stood beside a dwarf with no beard.

“Are you daydreaming again!” my mother shouted.

“No!” I squawked as I launched toward the bathroom. My mother sighed with relief at the slam of the door. Embarrassment burned my cheeks and fingertips as I tried my best not to fiddle with my nightclothes. I stank. But I took a shower the night before? My limbs froze in the middle of my bathroom as I raised an arm to my nose. Dried blood and graveyard soil filled my nose. My throat tightened as I jerked my arm to my side. Magic. Must be magic. There was no reason for me to stink the exact same stench of Quinn the Blood Witch—a new development I did not like. It took me over six years to finally accept my visions. No instruction manual, no guidance, no explanation and that scared me.

I flipped the tap on, but my body turned to cement. Pressure built at the back of my head and my vision swirled at the edges. For only a second the water ran red. Viscous blood dribbled out of the faucet, coagulated and forced out of the pipes in globs. I blinked and it disappeared. But it had been there! I saw it! Panic choked me as I stumbled back into the wall of my bathroom. A sob broke through my lips and my hands flew to my mouth. Tears of shock trickled down my cheeks. Vomit threatened to project out violently from my insides.

I’d never seen real blood in that quantity… As if the pipes were full of it, as if I were covered in it. I blinked away tears. My bathroom returned to normal—soft white tile, beige walls with swirls of chocolate; a piano design in warm honeys and browns on the trim; a mirror framed in driftwood; and a shower curtain of coffee beans with tap shoes. This was my bathroom. The bathroom I painted with my mother only two years ago when we both stood in it with tear-stained cheeks and admitted that we hated the old color. There was no blood. The disgust and fear remained in my system. Steam filled the room finally.

I pulled the curtain open and stepped in. The pressure at the back of my head eased; it sat at the base of my skull. My heart turned to sludge in my chest. An intrusive image of the blood in my faucet made my heart kick within the sludge erratically. Shampoo in hand, I clenched my eyes shut and scrubbed my scalp harder than necessary. Tingles ran the length of my back as I grew dizzy. My body swayed in the hot water, and the tingles rolled over my scalp. Pressure built up slowly until it took over and nearly dragged me to the floor.

When I opened my eyes, a squeak of surprise left my mouth. I wasn’t in my bathroom. I stared at the pink tile in a frosted glass shower, which contrasted with a mint green wall in a misty room.

A back was pressed into mine, slick and soft, and a head leaned against my scalp. “I wondered who walked into my mind.”

Hands slithered across my throat to my jawline. My skin turned stiff and cold. Every touch filled my nervous system like fireworks. Soft fingers tickled my face, sliding across my cheeks and my ears. “I’m… I’m… this…”

Long wet hair slipped down my shoulders and stuck to my collar bone as the person dove their fingers in my hair. Shock glued my feet to the slick pink tile, my mouth clamped shut. The fingers slowly peeled away, and I twisted at my hips. Quinn Foster stood in her shower, long chestnut hair soaked against her pale skin. One green eye, one blue, a gash across the bridge of her nose. I memorized her face. Then the dream returned to the back of my head and I realized… I remembered it. Like it was a memory, a novel I’d devoured.

“Quinn,” I gasped. My body whirred to life. I stumbled back and bumped into the wall.

The pressure in my head released instantly and I fell limp. Steam filled the bathroom, but it was my own brown bathroom. Coffee beans and wood framed mirrors and no murderous teenagers standing just behind me. My heart raced its way beneath my tonsils. I could have chewed on my organs if I moved my jaw an inch. I searched for her in every inch of my bathroom, but Quinn was gone. The tingles and dizziness faded, and I was alone… and there was soap in my eyes. I hissed as I dipped my face into the water and grabbed through the curtain for a towel. After I nearly drowned, I squished my face into it. Reality set in and a cold chill ran down my spine.

“That… really… just happened.” I snatched up a bar of soap and viciously scrubbed my body in horror. I blinked into the same space as the girl who murdered an innocent lawyer. She saw me! “Oh my god she could have killed me what if she had—” My words tumbled out in a rush.

“Cecelia!” my mother yelled. “What are you yapping about?!”

I flipped off the faucet and stood naked in the shower, my skin prickled with goosebumps. My muscles refused to move as I repeated the thirty second ordeal over and over in my head. I hugged my towel. Quinn the blood witch in my shower. Blood dribbled out of my faucet, and Quinn Foster smiled at me. My heart pounded against the roof of my mouth and I gagged on it. Finally, my mouth opened, and one word came out. “Sorry!”

The clunk of our washing machine filled the air and finally switched on after I finished my shower. A small mercy my mother gave me, as a shower with the washer on would mean a shower in frozen water with zero water pressure. I wrapped the towel around my body and numbly stepped out onto the bathroom mat.

“Hurry up! I picked out some clothes for you.” My mother’s voice was just on the other side of the door.

For a moment, I let myself drift. It was daytime. I was not asleep. Normal Saturday, not a vision. Mother had worked through piano lesson appointments, at least four today before she came to check on me. I would clean up; we would make food for the neighbors who were bound to show up. Gretchen would entertain them for two hours before she used me as an excuse to make them leave— ‘Cecelia needs to do homework before church tomorrow.’ Then we would sit in peace and quiet in the living room for an hour, me with a book, her with the newspaper or a crossword. A normal day, not a nightmare with murderous teenage witches.

No time to reminisce over my shower with death. There were guests coming! “Coming!”

“Could you whip up that scrumptious chickpea thing you make with the garlic and crackers again?” Gretchen’s voice floated through the steam, soft and reminding exactly why I loved her. Even when she was grouchy and mean, when she was bitter and rude, I was the only person she loved. A shut-in, left only to communicate with her daughter, piano students and their parents, and nosy neighbors, Gretchen Montreal was not a nice lady… but she was my mom.

I smiled as I grabbed my hair towel and wrapped it around my scalp tightly. “Of course!”


Chapter Three

Maggie Walton

Ding! Another text from Kitty. Ding! I sighed and dropped my phone into my mother’s purse. “She’s wigging out,” I croaked.

“You know our Kitty, if even a hair is out of place, she turns into a molting chicken,” my mother teased as she scooped her purse up onto her arm and turned the van off. I swallowed the fire in my throat as I swung to face the door. Another muffled ding filled the air, and I sighed again.

“Have you told her you’re here?”

“Yeah! And that’s the problem.” I coughed through my words. The van door creaked open as I swung my legs out into the hot afternoon air. “She’s threatening to drive me to Houston to see her mom’s throat doctor, Mcmoneypants!”

I regretted the last statement, not for the metaphorical burn but for the physical burn. My throat clenched down tight and sent me into a fit of coughs. I balled up my fists, and my rib cage rattled like nails in a glass jar. My mother appeared in front of me and whisked me onto my feet.

As my mother shut the van door behind me, I heard the tell-tale squeal of teenage girls who watched me. Despite the lack of makeup on my face and my hair up in a messy bun, my fans still recognized me. Today was not a particularly good day for them to see me, but it wasn’t the worst. With my face washed, clean jeans, and a tie-dye loose tank-top, the blond hair and MW logo on the back of my tank gave me away. Damn marketing ploys. Thankfully my father was already inside to check me in, or else he’d rush me past them. My mother loved my fans. My father did not.

I whirled around with a wide grin on my face as two girls, probably twelve at the most, danced on their tiptoes. A mom with ‘I’m so sorry’ etched into her soft face stood behind them as the girls scrambled across the clinic parking lot. The two girls stopped an arm’s length from me, hands out as if they wanted to hug me but were waiting for permission. “Oh! Mah! Gosh! You’re Maggie Walton!” one of them exclaimed.

The girls looked so similar they could be twins, braces glistened with new bands in the morning sun. They beamed as they met my gaze. It was adorable. I couldn’t help it—I broke. “Can I hug you?”

My squeak was diminished by their unison squeals, “Yes! Oh mah gosh yes!”

What was the harm? Besides… I could use a bear hug. Their embrace was tight, slightly sweaty, but comfortable. I tried not to cough over them as my lungs bubbled. My vocal cords restricted in my throat tight enough to snap. Tears trickled over my cheeks as they pulled back. “Y’all made my day,”

One girl let out a string of gibberish, but I was able to make out a request to sign their shirts. I nodded. The back of my knuckles lifted to dab my eyes dry as my mother whipped out one of the sharpies in her purse. Ever since the lost marker fiasco in Houston last October, my mother made sure she always had three of varying colors. I sent my mother an apologetic look as I uncapped the marker.

The girls spun like a stiff wind and shoved their short brown hair from their shoulders. Both of them wore white gym shirts; they had obviously whisked out of school for check-up appointments. That made it better, in my opinion, as my signature wouldn’t ruin any of their nice clothes. It wouldn’t mean much in a few years. I made my signature as large and decorative as possible.

“There, now you can tell everyone you snuck out to get a signature instead.” I covered my mouth as I wheezed. I regretted the words immediately.

“Are you all right?” The taller sister whirled around, and her face fell immediately.

“Oh yeah!” I coughed. “Just an upper respiratory infection,” I lied.

“Is that why you haven’t uploaded this week?” the second asked.

I winced but played it off with a nod and another cough to add to my dramatics. “Yeah, I didn’t think anyone would notice.” I swallowed hard over the lump in my throat.

“What?! You’re one of the best! We watch you every Friday night! Mom bought us your hoodie for Christmas.”

“That’s amazing.” I winced again. My mother stepped in and put an arm around my shoulders.

“Sorry, girls, I hate to cut this short, but Maggie’s gotta get antibiotics, or else she won’t be uploadin’ for a few more weeks.”

Both of their faces paled instantly. I grimaced at them apologetically before I pulled out my phone.

“Let’s just get a photo, real quick, I don’t have-ta-talk-fer-that,” I wheezed out in one breath.

They hopped to my side like bunny rabbits. My mother sighed but took the phone. I ripped my scrunchie out and ruffled my hair before I struck the goofiest pose I could muster without death by suffocation from my lungs. The girls joined in, both with fingers in their mouths to make their smiles huge and wide bug eyes. After a small click from both parents, I smiled and patted the shoulders of both girls.

I wish I hadn’t lied to them. I wish it was an infection. I wish some antibiotics and a few bowls of my mother’s hot soup would fix it. My mother whisked me away from the girls and shoved me toward the doors. She bent near my shoulder with a sigh. “You could have told them the truth.”

“Should I tell them I’m losing my voice?” I wheezed.

“No…” she whispered. “You’re gonna be fine, Magpie. You’re just stuck with a chest bug or some weird infection they’ve never seen. You know how special you are. Watch, Dr. Higgins is going to tell us it’s some weird, super rare infection you got from touring all those weird cities, and we’re going to be fine. You’re going to be fine.”

My mother’s warmth barely breached my insides as the tickle of a cough took over my chest.

“I don’t wanna upset any of them… I don’t… We don’t even…” I coughed hard. My mother bent over in the doorway and blocked me from view of those behind as I hacked up a lung into my hands. I pulled back to stand. My body trembled. Blood speckled my palms. I clenched them shut and let my mother whisk me into the back office.

For several weeks, I’ve been nauseous, I’ve fainted and dropped to the ground. Then when I try to talk, it becomes painful and my throat is rubbed raw. No amount of honey or tea or ginger or any other herb could fix it. Until about two weeks ago, I thought it was a horrible flu. Then I coughed up blood in my bed. My mother came into my room to tell me we might want to see a doctor about my cold when she saw me lying in a puddle of my own blood as it dribbled down my chin.

Jenny West, the office receptionist, stood by the opened door and eyed me the whole time. An eternity passed as I sat in the frozen tundra of Dr. Higgin’s office. Then I blinked, and Thomas Higgins sat on the seat opposite me with a pale face.

My eyes left the wall of doctoral posters to look back to Dr. Higgins as he shuffled the stool directly before me. After a long time of not knowing, the doctor's office called this morning. They wanted us to come in. I knew it was bad when I saw Jenny look at me and forcefully hide her sad frown. Jenny was a pretty girl, but when she tried to hide the grief in her face it twisted up to the point where it was painful to look at.

“The results are…” the doctor began, but he trailed off. He pulled his glasses off his face and rubbed the bridge of his nose. Tears he tried to hide swiped by his thumbs, he licked his lips nervously. I saw Dr. Higgins every time I felt ill. He was my family doctor… he was everyone’s family doctor. He was the only man I trusted even more than my parents. He took out the ingrown hair in my brother’s armpit and then turned around and treated the spider bite on my butt when I was eight, all in the same day. The best thing about Dr. Higgins was his honesty. If you asked a question, even about stuff my parents deemed too adult for me, he would give me an honest, logical answer.

My lips trembled as he shook his head and put the file down. “What is it?”

“Maggie, your parents should really be in here when I tell you this.” He sighed as he stood up and knocked on the back of the door.

My stomach bottomed out. Jenny West poked her head in, whispered something to Higgins and then stared at me. There were tears all over her face, and they doubled when she locked eyes with me. My heart shattered. I knew the answer before Dr. Higgins even told me.

I was sick. My hands slowly lifted to my throat and my insides clawed along my vocal chords. I thought it was strep. It couldn’t be worse than anything I’d faced before. Public school and unwashed drinking fountains had nothing on my immune system. Until they tested me for strep and it wasn’t. Time passed with a horrific pain in my throat. I couldn’t even record a new song for my channel. The last time I opened my mouth to sing, my voice broke on stream. My voice grew worse by the day and fear became my new best friend. Scared wasn’t descriptive enough… I didn’t even tell my friends and made my parents swear they wouldn’t either. Not till we knew what it was.

“Mom… Dad?” I croaked as the door opened again.

My mom dove into the room and scooped me up into her arms. Her sweater smelled of goat, as if she brought the farm with her. I choked on the familiar scent of home, of safety, as I spared a look over her shoulder. Glassy eyed, stony faced, my father lingered in the door frame. He held back tears as he peered at me with regret and pain.
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