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Chapter 1






They were halfway to the Island when Nicia realized she’d made a mistake.


Of course, she had.


Mistakes were her specialty, especially when it came to the Island. 


She gripped the ferry’s gritty, rust-patched rail. “Des, I don’t think you should come ashore.”


But he didn’t seem to hear her over the putter-growl of the ferry’s engine and the squall of gulls dive-bombing the popcorn a group of tourists was tossing into the churning wake. 


He squinted towards the haze on the horizon. “How far out did you say the Island was again?”


She chewed her lip. Her gaze turned in the direction of Horizon Island. Though it wasn’t yet visible, she knew where it was. 


If she’d been kidnapped, suffered amnesia, and dropped off in the middle of Siberia, she would’ve been able to find it. It was like she’d been born with a homing beacon: always leading her back to the tiny island off of Maine’s coast.


She grasped Des’s arm and cocked her head back towards the rows of benches. As she led him across the Astro-turfed deck, her palms began to sweat in spite of the early morning chill. She tugged the sleeves of her jean jacket over her hands. 


They settled down on the bench. 


“Something wrong?” he asked. 


Her stomach tightened and contorted like a twist-tie. “I think, maybe... you shouldn’t come with me.”


He frowned. 


He had a cute frown. A quirky pucker that she’d found instantly attractive when she’d met him at the spring formal. But that was back on the mainland, the way mainland, in Missouri.


And the closer they came to Horizon Island, the further away Missouri seemed. 


Des was such a nice guy. He hadn’t even blinked when she’d asked him to drive her halfway across the country to see her dying grandma. A trusting guy. He had no idea what might happen when they reached the Island. 


More to the point, she didn’t have any idea. But she was starting to have a feeling that it might not be good. She should’ve thought of it earlier, but she’d been so focused on just getting this far, she hadn’t thought the rest of it through. 


Des scratched at the thin scruff on his chin. His dark eyes roved over the prow and beyond to the steely water. The tip of his tongue touched the faint scar on his lower lip. 


Three months of dating and she’d never even asked him how he’d gotten it. 


Finally, he looked over at her.


“You didn’t tell your mom, did you?”


“No,” she admitted.


“She probably has the police and the feds after us, right?” he said. “Are you running away?”


“No. I really just want to see my grandma before she... you know, dies.”


“Why didn’t you tell your mom?”


“Because she never would’ve let me come.” She stared down at the worn leather of her secondhand, burgundy-red boots. 


He leaned in close to her. The familiar scent of him, musky and a little sweet, draped around her like a friendly embrace. 


“So... how much trouble am I looking at for taking a minor across state lines?”


“You’re not in any trouble.” 


His brow crimped—dubious. 


She held up her hands. “Honestly. My mom’s not going to blame you. She’s going to blame me. And she’s definitely not going to call the cops. She has a strict anti-authority attitude.”


He didn’t look convinced.


“Trust me,” she said. “She didn’t call the cops last time I came here. I was only thirteen then, and I took the bus.”


His eyes widened. “You traveled all the way here by yourself, when you were thirteen?”


To him, it probably seemed strange or crazy. But Nicia was used to taking care of herself. Even when she’d called her mom and told her where she’d gone, her mom hadn’t been surprised or worried. She’d been pissed. 


“I wanted to meet my family.”


“And your mom didn’t want you to meet them?”


“It’s more like there was no way that she was going to bring me here. She doesn’t get along with them.”


Actually, her mom had been banished, but that was hardly something she could explain to an outsider like Des. 


She dropped her head back, shoving her heavy bangs out of her eyes. When she’d chopped off her hair at the end of the term, she’d felt liberated. Her friends said it made her look like a punk pixie. She’d liked that, but she’d really done it to look different—really different. 


No Clan girl would cut her hair so short. No Clan man either.


“Why am I so impulsive?” she asked the cloudy heavens. “Can’t I think things through, just once?”


Des grinned. “No, but that’s why I like you. I never know what to expect.”


She put her hand on his thigh, which was lean like the rest of him. And she thought back to the Islanders, especially the men. Every single one over the age of fifteen was built like a lumberjack. It was trouble. If anyone recognized her, they’d haul her back to the Clan Council. And if Des was with her... 


Big time trouble.


“Look, my family is... very protective. They have all these crazy traditions and...” She bit her lip. “I think it would be better if you went back to the mainland and waited for me there.”


“What kind of traditions?” he asked.


“You know...” She waved her hand vaguely “... traditions.” 


Sure, crazy old-world traditions, like telling her who she should marry and spending every winter on a mountain that outsiders couldn’t see, fighting shape-shifting, monster-type creatures. Those sorts of traditions. 


The tips of her fingers dug into her temple. “This was such a bad idea.”


Back in the safe, sane world of Missouri, the plan had seemed so simple. 


After all, it had been four years since anyone on the Island had seen her. Her braces were gone, she’d grown five inches and, even though she wasn’t nearly as tall as her mom or any of her giant Clan relatives, the growth spurt had dissolved her baby fat and thinned out her face so that she hardly even recognized herself. All that, along with her new short hairstyle, seemed like more than enough of a disguise. 


She’d planned to slip onto the Island with the rest of the tourists, sneak up to Gram’s house, spend a few hours with her, and then catch the ferry back to the mainland in the afternoon. So easy. 


But now that the brine burned on her lips and the tug of the Island was hard in her gut, her oh-so-simple-plan seemed to be unraveling like all the terrible knots her uncle had made her tie and untie on his skiff the last time she’d come. 


All it took was one person who recognized her... 


It was one thing for her to take the risk herself—she was determined to see Gram one more time, to hell with the consequences—but to bring Des into it wasn’t fair. He had no idea. How could he?


“Hey.” He rested a hand on her shoulder. “Are you okay?”


“I’d really love it if you’d go back.”


“So... what? Your family’s not cool with you having a boyfriend?”


She snorted. “Something like that.” 


More like they expected her to marry some skinny little kid she’d only met once. 


She tugged the collar of her jacket up to her lips, chewing on the frayed hem, fingering one of the many buttons pinned there. Her guts continued to twist.  


He shrugged. “So, how will they know? Do you think your mom will have given them a heads up?”


“Definitely not.”


“So tell them I’m just a friend.”


She started to shake her head.


“Okay, then I’ll play tourist. How about that? You said there are trails on the Island, right? I’ll spend the day hiking.”


Her teeth scraped her lip. “I don’t know—”


“Why not?”


“Because something always goes wrong,” she said. 


For instance, the last time she’d visited, she’d ended up with a fiancé, and she almost hadn’t been allowed to leave again. 


He tilted his head, his dark curls ruffling in the wind. “You’re really freaked out, aren’t you? I don’t think I’ve seen you freaked out—ever.”


Yeah, well, they didn’t really know each other that well. They’d only met a few months ago. Besides, he’d never seen her on the Island. Things were different there. She was different. Only now was she starting to remember what it had really been like—the Clan, her family, the magic. 


She gripped the edge of the bench. “I just don’t want anything to... happen.”


His frown deepened. “What could happen?”


Good question.


“We’ll pretend like we don’t even know each other, okay?” he said. “I won’t even look at you once we get off the boat.” 


The death grip of panic around her chest eased slightly. “You’d be cool with that?”


“Sure,” he said. “I’d rather play tourist than hang with your family, anyway. No offense.”


A weak smile pushed onto her lips. 


The plan could still work. 


No one would recognize her, why would they? She wouldn’t be walking around telling everybody who she was—not like the last time. 


And Des could go his own way. Even if the worst happened and she was spotted—not that she would be—no one had to know about him. 


“Okay, just promise me one thing,” she said, hating that she was even saying it, like she was jinxing herself by doing so. “Promise that if I don’t meet you at the ferry, you won’t look for me. If I don’t show, just go back to the mainland and finish the road trip without me.”


He gazed at her like he thought she might be joking. But she fixed him with what she hoped was her most serious expression.


He jammed his hands into his vest and leaned back. “If that’s what you want,” he said, not looking terribly happy.


She grasped his arm and tugged him closer. “I don’t plan on ditching on you. It’s just that... you know.”


“If you thought you might stay with your grandma, why did you leave your bag in the car?” he asked.


“I don’t plan on staying,” she said around the tight knot forming in her throat. “I definitely do not want to stay, but...” 


But just in case someone recognizes me, ties me up, and hauls me back to the Clan Council, I don’t want you getting involved or turned into a frog or whatever magical punishment the Clan has for mainland boys who get involved with their daughters.  


He gave her a reluctant smile. “But impulsive Nicia might change her mind?”


“Something like that,” she said.


His smile broadened. “That’s why I like you.”


She smiled back, leaned in, and gave him a quick kiss. “And that’s why I like you.”


When she pulled back, he was pouting a little. “It won’t be any fun without you.”


“Like I said,”—she leaned back against the bench, her words losing breath as a dark mass swelled out from the water and mist, Horizon Island—“I don’t plan on staying.”




 Chapter 2




The wharf was bustling. 


Tourist season was in full swing and business on Horizon Island was thriving. 


She was relieved. Plenty of outsiders milling around, some waiting for the ferry, others preparing for excursions—fishing or whale tours mostly—meant it would be easy to get lost in the crowd. 


As she stepped off the ferry, her lungs seemed to draw breath for the first time. 


No air was as clean and sweet as the Island’s—a dizzying mix of ocean and mountain, fresh with pine and scoured with salt. Not even the fish stink from the nearby market could taint it. The first time she’d taken in the air on the island, she’d felt suddenly alive and completely at home. The same was true this time, but she tried not to let it show. 


She bowed her head and burrowed her way between two clusters of families—the popcorn throwers—as she passed the first Islander, a brawny man in stereotypical fisherman gear: cable-knit sweater, skull cap, and tall boots. 


While having lots of strange faces around helped, she had forgotten about the overwhelming presence of the Islanders. They were impossible to miss. Everyone was tall, blond, and ridiculously good-looking. They stuck out like orchids among dandelions. They guided the tourists to the boats, offering smiles and suggestions and any help they could. And they were hard not to look at. 


She’d already pushed Des ahead of her, into the midst of a senior citizen brigade. She tugged her stocking cap down and put on reflective aviators that swallowed half of her face. 


She could make this work. Just sneak up the hill, stop by Gram’s, and slip away again. 


But as she shuffled along the quayside, keeping pace with the crowd, her heart was thrashing around in her chest like a squirrel caught in a sack . 


Not only was it hard not to look at the Islanders, the mountain seemed to be demanding her attention too. But outsiders couldn’t see it, so she kept her gaze straight ahead. 


To most people, the Island looked like a deeply forested fist of land in the middle of the ocean. But she wasn’t most people. She was Clan. And she could see the violet-gray mountain—the peak shrouded in impenetrable mist—rising above the blue-green treetops. The mountain was truly where her beacon pulled her, like a compass pointing towards magnetic north. 


Des meandered ahead of her, tagging along with the seniors, until he was distracted by one of the many pamphleteers lining the causeway, a young man. 


The kid was predictably handsome, like some comic-book version of a teenage Norse god. All dramatic cheekbones, long white-gold hair, and perfect complexion. 


She had once jokingly asked her cousins what magic spells they used to cover up all the inbreeding defects. They hadn’t found her funny. Her cousin Anise had turned up her perfect nose and informed her that the bloodlines were all carefully guarded. One more reason her mother was such a pariah. Not only had she fled the Island with an outsider, but she was from one of the more powerful bloodlines in the Clan. 


So even though Nicia wasn’t purely Clan, being a part of the Silverthread family apparently made her appealing enough that the Clan had matched her up with some horse-faced preteen. They should’ve known that she wasn’t going to submit to any arranged marriage. And they’d tried to keep her on the Island, until Gram had stood up for her and demanded they consult the prophecies on the matter. 


Fortunately for Nicia, the magic bowl of water had told the Council that they had to let her go. No one but Nicia had seemed happy about it, not even Gram.


As she passed behind Des, she heard him ask young Thor about the hiking trails. Thor responded in that deceptively alluring Islander accent—the cadence, gentle and smooth as calm water lapping on a beach, with rolling r’s that were actually sometimes l’s.


She thought she’d been ready for it, but when Thor’s voice touched her ears, the magic seized on her like an undertow. 


A deep tremor reverberated through her chest and beat through her like the bass thump of a hip-hop concert at Madison Square Garden. She stumbled. 


An older tourist gripped her elbow, steadying her. 


“All right there, young lady?” he asked.


She nodded and gave him a weak smile, afraid to speak and risk drawing any more attention. 


But it was too late.


 The older man patted her shoulder and walked on, back towards the wharf. She looked over to find Des giving her a worried glance. And then her gaze touched young Thor’s.


The bass in her chest exploded into a deafening boom, as if all her pent-up magic had suddenly erupted. 


She ripped her eyes away from him, gasping. The thumping energy diminished, but her head was spinning. 


Des frowned. His lips parted like he might say something. 


But she bowed her head and hurried away.


The first summer, she’d experienced a lot of strange magical things, but nothing like that. 


She touched her cheek and found her skin hot and fingers trembling.


Her pace quickened as her heart continued to throb, shaken by the influx of magical awareness. 


She rushed from the tourist spots, away from the heart of town, northwards, where stacks of lobster pots rose above her head, wafting the metallic reek of the ocean. The boats were of the hard-beaten working variety, not the pretty sportfishing coasters and tourist galleys. 


A few black-headed gulls laughed at her like hyenas as she broke from the causeway and rushed across the street along a retaining wall and into the quieter local neighborhoods. Only then did she look back.


No one was behind her. 


Ripping off her stocking hat, she leaned against the cool stone and pushed her fingers behind her sunglasses, rubbing her eyes and trying to shake the lingering echoes of the magical encounter. 


Maybe Teen Thor hadn’t noticed. Maybe it had just been her. It had been so long since she’d been this close to the mountain. While she’d been on the mainland, her magic had lain dormant. Like all creatures that had been in hibernation, the magic had probably just been stretching its legs. It didn’t have anything to do with Thor. 


She peeked around the retaining wall again. Except for the chuckling gulls, the causeway was deserted. 


She debated whether or not she should go back, grab Des, and jump on the outgoing ferry before it left. 


She pulled out her phone—no reception, just like last time. 


A few more minutes before the ferry departed again. Her eyes wandered over the houses lining the street, some painted fresh and bright, others stripped down to their weathered clapboard, all dozy and serene—utterly unthreatening. 


She swallowed hard. 


Gram was so close and Nicia had come all this way. 


Even if Teen Thor had felt something, it didn’t mean he knew what it was or who she was. She brought up his face again—straight forehead, long nose, dimpled chin, a prototype for the Clan’s male model breeding program. And with that full, eminently kissable mouth and those electrified steel-blue eyes... 


She shook her head. 


Get with it, Nicia. Hot guys abounded on the Island, and girls for that matter. She remembered that all too well—yet another reason she’d felt like such an outsider.


Focusing again, she ignored the dampness collecting on the small of her back. No, she didn’t recognize him. She would have remembered a face like that. Hopefully, he wouldn’t recognize her either. 


She glanced at her phone again. Less than three more hours until the noon ferry. 


She’d be on it.









By the time she’d reached Gram’s cottage, the burn in her thighs and the cramps in her calves had displaced her concerns over Teen Thor. 


She’d forgotten how much of a workout it was walking the upward-sloping streets. 


Gram’s house was situated high between the edge of town and the forest. Blue irises clustered along either side of the front stoop. The front door was a bright, cheery red. Under the close-set windows, pink roses were in bloom. Their heady perfume mingling with the spicy sweet spruce brought tears to her eyes. The scents reminded her of Gram and why she’d come all this way.


She glanced back down the slope. The neighborhood was quiet. 


Most everyone was in town, at the harbor or on the water. From the front step, she could see the boats cutting white paths across the water.


No Teen Thor.


She took a deep breath.


Opening the screen door, she lifted the iron knocker and gave it a few good thunks.


As soon as the inner door opened, she gathered up the magic still thumping through her and spoke the spell. The language was old-world. She only knew it a little. Her mother had taught her just enough—just in case, she’d said.


Her words were roughly, “Don’t screw me over.”


Short and to the point. A secret-keeping spell. 


It had to be short. If a spell was interrupted, it had to be started over or it wouldn’t work. 


Aunt Liv’s mouth formed a comical O as her translucent blue eyes fell on Nicia.


Nicia’s magic spun out from her and wound around her aunt. 


Liv’s pouty lips pursed into a hard line. Her eyes iced as the spell bound her. 


The magic wasn’t visible, but Nicia could feel it pulling out of her like threads from a spool. And she knew, from past experience, that her aunt was feeling a smothering pressure around her as the spell took hold. 


Or, at least, Nicia hoped that’s what Liv felt. 


Liv propped a hand on her bony hip and raised a perfectly manicured, golden eyebrow.


“Well, I suppose you ought to come in then,” she said, stepping back, limping slightly as she moved.


Nicia entered the living room. 


Crocheted antimacassars were draped on the deep-red Queen Anne wing-backs. The ticking grandfather clock marked the staid pulse of the house. The urn-and-floral papered wall was collaged with dark photo frames—relatives she’d never met tracking her every movement.


Gram’s house had always made her feel safe. But something in the air had changed. The warm, brown-sugar and hot-butter aromas of constant baking were missing, the pop and hiss of old Cole Porter records was absent, the powerful and ever-present crackle of Gram’s magical presence, like the sparking fuse of a stick of dynamite, was gone.


She choked a little as she asked, “I’m not too late—?”


Liv’s frosty expression faltered. 


She was two years older than Nicia’s mom, but looked like she could have been ten years younger. 


Nicia’s mother, Edda, had lived her life as hard and fast as she could, dragging Nicia all over the country along the way. A new line seemed to form on her mom’s face for every road she’d traveled. And there’d been a lot of them since she’d left the Island at eighteen.


“You’re not too late.” She gave Nicia a long, appraising look. “I can’t believe you came back.”


She almost sounded impressed. 


Nicia tugged her ratty jacket tightly around her. She could only imagine what she looked like to her aunt—a runty little punk with dark hair and pale skin. 


Everyone in the Clan seemed like they had stepped out of some natural beauty magazine. Liv could have been a cover model in her ivory slacks and pink, pin-striped shirt, all fitted perfectly to her tall, lithe frame. Some of her gold hair was pinned up at the back, but most of it hung in heavy tumbles over her shoulders. The only thing out of place was her white sneakers. They looked more like something a nurse would wear—comfortable and sensible.


“I came to see Gram,” Nicia said.


“Does Edda know you’re here?” Liv asked with a tart smile.


She smiled back. “I’m sure she’s figured it out by now.”


Liv inspected her coolly. 


“Can I see Gram now?”


Liv’s hardness slipped again. She gestured back towards the kitchen, off of which was Gram’s bedroom.


The old floors creaked under her boots. Even though she shuffled, her footfalls seemed to echo through the entire house. 


Gram’s bedroom door was ajar.


Nicia gave the door a soft knock and then peeked in.


“Gram?”


Stuffy and over-warm, the air pushed against her, clogging her throat. She gagged as she inhaled the stifling too-sweet air, like trying to breathe hot cough syrup. 


Her stomach churned, and she almost retreated into the kitchen.


“Nicia?” Gram’s voice was thin as crepe paper.


She swallowed back the bile in her throat and pushed the door open wider. 


The light that filtered through the half-drawn shades and lacy curtains was yellow like old newspaper. 


Sunken into a pile of pillows, draped over with heavy patchwork quilts, pale as lace, Gram was nearly lost under the linens. 


Only her eyes showed life, bright and fiery like blue opals.


“There she is,” Gram murmured, a smile showing in the lines around her eyes, though nowhere else. A rasping sigh escaped her lips, like a breath held too long.


She perched on the hard chair at the bedside and grasped Gram’s hand. Gram’s bones shifted loosely under her grip, as if no longer connected to any muscle or sinew. 


Nicia swallowed again, tears burning her eyes.


“I’m sorry I couldn’t make it sooner,” she said. 


Gram’s eyes searched her face. “No matter.” 


Nicia could hardly look at her. 


The woman, who had only four years before been the most vibrant and compelling light in Nicia’s world, had shrunken and collapsed in on herself. 


If not for her eyes, Nicia might not have recognized her. 


“Mom wanted to come—”


Gram let out a low grunt. “Don’t start lying now.” A faint echo of her old voice came through her barely parted lips. “Your mother...”—she licked her lips and grimaced a little—“well... the blame’s not hers alone, for the way things stand. I made mistakes, Nicia.” The light in her eyes flickered. “Runs in the family.”


Nicia bowed her head, feeling like she needed to apologize for her mom’s absence. 


She couldn’t count how many times she’d heard her mom vow never to set foot on that “shithole rock” ever again. 


“I need you to tell me something,” Gram said, “and no lying. Speak true as you’re able. This is too important now.”


She nodded and leaned in, intent on answering any question, no matter what it was. Her grip tightened gently around Gram’s frail hand.


Gram’s words were barely whispered, but they hit Nicia square in the chest. “What did you see?”


Nicia pulled back. 


She should’ve seen it coming, but then, she’d never been very good at thinking ahead—obviously.


This was why, when she’d peered into the inky black water of the Clan’s scrying bowl and seen what was supposed to be her future, she’d shrugged the vision off. 


Not only had it made no sense, but she failed to imagine any possible way that the girl she’d seen in the vision could really be her. She didn’t want to. 


Sweat beaded on her back and ran down her spine. 


“I’m listening,” Gram breathed. Her eyes closed, like she could only use one sense at a time and she was focusing solely on hearing. 


“I saw...”—she chewed at her lip—“I saw the mountain.”


Another soft moan escaped Gram’s chest.


Nicia cleared her throat. “There was a storm, and I was... on the mountain.” 


She shut her eyes as the vision returned to her, as fresh as if she were once again peering into the water, the images playing out before her like a movie projected on rippling water. 


“I was bleeding, my arm. Above me was a shadow, a—” 


Her voice caught as she remembered the massive black figure, a shape-changer, a Terror, a creature not of this world, looming above her. 


Of course, the Clan wasn’t of this world either. They had come from a parallel world. 


But the Terrors weren’t even from the old world; they came from some kind of limbo in-between. They didn’t have a world. Homeless, eyeless, mouthless, and aptly named, because they were terrifying. 


She’d never seen one in person. She’d never been on the mountain. And she had no desire to experience either. 


“Alone?” Gram’s voice was like a soft nudge.


“I don’t know.”


All she recalled was that she’d been stalking along a bone-white ridge, straight towards the summit and the Breach—the tear in the fabric of the universe where the Terrors slipped through. 


She couldn’t recall anyone else being with her, but she remembered the expression on her face. 


It had been like no expression she’d ever seen. Something she couldn’t even describe, something... foreign and frightening.


“I was holding an axe and... something else,” she said, hearing her voice tremble. “I don’t know what, a bag or a bottle, maybe. I think... I was taking it to the Breach.” 


Her hands started to shake, and she pulled them away from Gram, into her lap.


“It was all so...”


Impossible. 


After a long moment, she looked up. 


Gram’s eyes were open again. 


“You said the future isn’t fixed,” Nicia said, almost pleading. She didn’t want to be that other girl, the one in the vision, the one with the fierce eyes and grim mouth.


The blue fire in Gram’s eyes seemed weaker than before, but they still smiled at her. “True.”


Somehow, Nicia wasn’t relieved. 


She clenched her hands to stop them from trembling. When that didn’t work, she stuffed them under her thighs.


“You’ll have to take it,” Gram said.


Nicia’s heart jumped, still haunted by the idea of marching, undeterred, into certain death, seemingly to deliver something to the Breach. Had the Clan been forcing her? Was there a spell that could compel a person to stride into the hands of a Terror? 


All the more reason not to stick around too long. 


Gram’s hand lifted an inch or two from the bed, palsied, and then fell again to the heavy quilt. 


But Nicia understood what she meant. She’d been gesturing to her neck—to her necklace. 


“It’s yours now,” Gram said. “You’ll have to use a bit of force with the clasp. It’s always been as stubborn as we are.”


Nicia drew back the quilt and exposed the sunken hollow that had become her gram’s chest. 


What was this disease doing to her? Eating her from the inside out? A sharp burn of indignation flared up in her.


“Why can’t magic help you, Gram?” she asked.


“The magic is helping, girl,” Gram replied huskily. “It’s kept me alive long enough to see you. Now get this blasted stone off my neck.”


Nicia suppressed a smile as she gently threaded the silver chain around Gram’s neck to bring the clasp to the front. 


The chain was lighter than it looked—a woven, hollow coil, stiffer than a link chain. The “blasted stone” she was referring to was the pendant—half-a-thumb of polished grey stone veined with silver, nestled into metal spirals that held it in place. 


The little lever resisted the pressure of her thumb.


“Come on,” she grumbled. 


The clasp gave, cutting into her skin. 


She hissed, snatching her hand back. 


A bead of blood welled up, but it was barely a cut. She sucked at it. 


The necklace hung in her other hand.


Gram seemed to sigh. A small smile came to her lips. Her eyelids fluttered. “Let me see it on you.”


Fastening was much easier than unfastening. Though it had been relatively light in her hand, when she first released the pendant, settling the stone against her breastbone, it dragged on her, like she’d hung a cinder block around her neck. 


She touched the cool stone, frowning.


“Gram—?”


Her eyes hardened. “I can’t trust my children, Nicia. They’ve changed these past months... I don’t know... what...” Her eyelids began to droop.


The weight of the necklace dissipated and Nicia forgot about it, taking Gram’s hand again. “Gram? Are you—?”


“I’m tired, Nicia,” Gram replied. “Go on now.”


“Okay.” Nicia stood, kissing her forehead. “I’ll be around for a little while. I’ll check back in a few.” 


Gram murmured in an affirmative way and closed her eyes. 


Nicia stood by her bed for a moment, toying absently with the smooth stone of the pendant, and watching Gram’s chest rise and fall. She decided to check the house, see if there was anything she could do, cleaning or laundry, and then she’d come back and say goodbye.


She tucked the necklace under the collar of her T-shirt. The delicate wire scroll work and hippie-style pendant didn’t really mesh with her shirt’s “Anarchy in the UK”  graphic.


She closed the door softly behind her, walked back through the kitchen, sucking the wound on her thumb. At the arched threshold into the living room, she froze.


Liv turned and smiled—so cold and dark it seemed barely human.


And she wasn’t alone. 


Teen Thor was with her. 




Chapter 3




Nicia bolted back through the kitchen, the mudroom, out the back door. 


She jumped the three steps off the porch and then raced around the house, back towards the front, across the lawn which sloped down to the road.


“Nicia?” Des called.


She tried to stop, but instead slid on the wet grass. She fell, landing with a thump and a grimace, twisted half on her side, staring back at the front of the house.


Des jogged towards her from the tree line behind the house, across the driveway. At the same moment, Thor jogged around the other side—following her circuitous route. 


She watched as they entered into each other’s line of sight.


Thor noticed Des first. He stopped where he was, frowning. 


Des continued towards her. “Nicia? Are you okay?”


Liv limped out of the front door. Her eyes narrowed at Des’s back. Nicia saw Liv’s lips move, but didn’t know enough magic and wasn’t fast enough to stop the spell.


She scrambled up, shouting, “Watch out!” 


Like that was any help.


Des was hit with Liv’s magic. 


His elbows snapped to his sides. His knees locked together. He toppled like a toy soldier, falling onto his face. 


“What the—?” he cried, struggling but unable to free himself from the invisible bonds.


She hurried over to him and rolled him over. “It’s okay.”


His eyes were wide. “What’s going on? What—?”


“Silent,” Liv said as she approached, favoring her right leg. 


Des’s lips clamped shut. Panicked squeals issued from his throat. She gripped his shoulder.


“It’ll be okay,” she said to him. She glared up at Liv. “Let him go!”


Liv folded her arms. Thor edged closer. 


Nicia glanced at him. When their eyes met, a storm surge of magic slammed into her. With some effort, she tore her gaze away. Her pulse jack hammered. 


“You weren’t supposed to tell anyone,” she growled at Liv. 


“Why, my sweet niece, I never said a thing.” Liv’s fingers fanned out towards Thor. “Aaric recognized you, of course.”


Aaric? 


She knew that name...


Her eyes snapped up to Thor—Aaric, heedless of the magical firestorm it ignited within her. 


He gazed back at her, impassive but for the slightest pinch in his brow. 


The last time she’d seen him he’d been a scrawny twelve-year-old with an angular horse-face and too-big ears. Apparently, she wasn’t the only one who’d grown out of her awkward phase. 


Teen Thor. Her betrothed. Aaric Whitesnow. 


His eyes flicked from her hand, resting on Des’s shoulder, back to her face. 


She let out a heavy breath. 


Once more she glowered at Liv, “Just let him go.”


Liv arched an eyebrow. “And just who is this? Exactly?”


“None of your business! And why would you use magic on a complete stranger? Are you insane? Isn’t that against the rules or something?”


Liv smirked. “There are ways to make him forget, once we determine exactly who he is and how you two know each other.”


“So not important!”


At that moment, a pair of girls rounded up the driveway from the road below. 


Nicia cursed under her breath. She patted Des’s shoulder.


“Don’t worry. I’ll fix this,” she murmured, racking her brain for some spell-breaking words, but none came.


He continued to stare wide-eyed up at her, his lips sealed together like they’d been super-glued.


She chanced another glance at Aaric—another magical surge, intense as ever. 


Her cousins, Anise and Kari, stopped in their tracks.


Anise’s mouth dropped open. Her lavender-blue eyes sharpened. She looked about as happy to see Nicia as Nicia felt seeing her—which in a way almost did make Nicia happy. Pissing off Anise was a small uptick in a day that was definitely going downhill.


Behind Anise, their younger cousin, Kari, offered Nicia a lopsided smile and a shy wave. 


Both of her cousins were taller than her by three inches—Kari an inch or two more. 


Anise flipped her own side-swept bangs away from her face so the full intensity of her glare was clear. 


“What are you doing here?” Her nose scrunched at Des. “What is that?”


“He is not a ‘what’ and it’s none of your business,” Nicia snapped, surging to her feet. She turned back to Liv. “Please, let him—”


A clap of sudden thunder made them all flinch.


Black clouds rolled out from the mountain, billowing into the sky over the tops of the trees. A frigid wind swirled around them. The firs and spruces began to dance and sway. 


Nicia had seen plenty of storms, but none that moved like this one. Clouds bloomed from seemingly nowhere—magical, for sure. 


Liv’s hand went to her mouth. Tears welled in her eyes.


Anise rushed to her mom’s side, and they embraced. Kari started sniffling.


“What—?” Nicia frowned at each of them. 


Finally, her gaze met Aaric’s again. And that’s when she knew. 


The hammering of her heart stopped. 


“No...” She shoved up and past them, running back into the house. 


She charged through the silent rooms and flung open Gram’s door. 


Gram’s skin was chalk, her chest, still.


She dropped to her knees and buried her face in the quilt, clutching Gram’s lifeless hand, as the first patters of rain began to tap at the windows.


She hadn’t said goodbye.


Sometime later, she didn’t know how long, heavy footfalls drew her hot, puffy face up from the soaked patch of quilt. 


Her uncle Sig stood at the foot of the bed beside her. 


The clean scent of rain was fresh on him, but couldn’t hide the sour undertones of old fish, burnt oil, and sweet, smoky pipe tobacco. Patting her shoulder with his heavy hand, his voice was a thick grumble.


“Up now.” 


She gazed at Gram’s slack face. More tears threatened to spill. 


“They’re waitin’,” he said.


She frowned. Waiting? Who was...? 


She surged to her feet.


Sig leaned back from her like she might attack him. 


He was the youngest of her mother’s three siblings. The only brother. Only ten years older than Nicia, he held his tongue like a much older man. He had the same triangular face as his siblings, jaw wide and strong, but his eyes were calm and still. Not like the cold ice of Liv’s or the wild storms of her mother’s. He clutched his rain cap in his chapped hands. His blond hair was plastered to his skull. Water dripped off his orange slicker and onto the wood floors. She almost chided him for it, like Gram would have, but her mind was careening from one thought to another.


“Oh my god,” she said, hand in her hair. “I just left Des... where is he? Is he okay?”


“Your friend’s all right,” Sig said. “Safe.”


She wanted to question him further, but found her gaze turning back to Gram.


Then she plowed into her uncle’s wide chest, heedless of the stink and wet, hugging him tight.


He touched her head lightly and then drew her away. 


Tears glistened in his eyes. They slid down to her neck, his brow furrowed. He snagged the chain with a gentle finger and tugged the pendant out from under her collar. 


She wiped her cheek dry with her jacket sleeve as he gazed at the necklace.


“Where is he? He’s really okay? He’s just a friend. Liv used magic on him...” She sucked in a steadying breath. “I knew it. I should’ve trusted my gut. So stupid.”


Sig laid the pendant back against her chest and raised his eyebrows at her—a big expression for him, though she wasn’t exactly sure what it meant. 


He placed his hand on her shoulder and guided her out of the room and the house. No one else seemed to be there. 


Rain gushed out of the black sky and soaked her, even though Sig’s battered truck was only a few steps from the back porch.


He held the cab’s door open for her. 


The old bench seat groaned under her. The windows fogged up almost immediately. The air was stale with tobacco smoke and funky like the sea. 


He slammed the door shut. She shoved aside crumpled newspapers and old, paper coffee cups.


He slid in behind the wheel, shook the water from his face, clicked his pipe between his teeth, and turned the key. The engine rumbled to life.


The wipers pumped as fast as they could, barely parting the sheets of gray water.


“Where are we going?” she asked as he eased the truck down the steep curve of the driveway. 


He gave her a sideways glance. She shivered, the cold of the rain sinking deeper, from her skin into her blood. 


The Clan Council.




Chapter 4




The Hall was one room, big enough to hold every person in town—bare wooden beams, oil-burning chandeliers the size of semi-truck tires, two huge stone fireplaces, neither lit.


Even though only the first rows of rough-hewn benches were full—mainly with Nicia’s relatives—the air was hot, stifling as if the Hall was packed. She bit her lip to stop it from quivering. But she continued to shiver, even as she began to sweat. Her stomach churned. 


Sig kept his hand on her shoulder, either for support or to stop her from running, she wasn’t sure. She shuffled along, in no hurry to reach the other end of the Hall. 


Ahead, the Clan Council. Six members were positioned behind a curved, dark wood table. Two of the Elders were stationed on a raised dais behind. 


“Can’t we get a blasted fan in this place?” Jacob Goldstar, a brawny, bearded man, the head of the Council, yanked his sweater over his head and tossed it unceremoniously over the back of his ornately carved chair. 


Next to him, a thin, pale woman, Auda Bluestone, pursed her lips in a disapproving scowl. 


But Jacob’s piercing blue eyes were already fixed on Nicia.


“Welcome back, kid.” He waved a huge mitt of a hand, beckoning. “Hurry up, will you? I got a full restaurant down shore.”


“Siv Silverthread is dead,” Auda hissed at him.


He gave her a hard look. “And you think that doesn’t bleed me, Auda? But I’ll grieve at the appointed hour.” His tone softened as he added, “As I always do, as is our way.”


Auda subsided, turning her critical gaze to Nicia. 


As Nicia trudged past, Kari caught her eye, smiling a little. Her mom, Iris, the fourth  of Gram’s children, offered Nicia a tight, seemingly sympathetic smile as well.


Seated next to them, Liv and her family were looking less supportive. 


Sig gave her a bit of a push, forcing her to step into that island of empty space before the Council’s table. The same spot she’d stood before, when the Council had tried to force her to stay. The giant scrying bowl sat in the far right corner on its simple wooden stand, looking more like a rustic birdbath than a powerful magical object full of terror-inducing visions. She hoped they wouldn’t make her look in it again. 


Aaric was there too, by the far end of the table, with his mother, a sharp-faced woman in a pale green cardigan—Gret Whitesnow. She wore the same reproachful look she had the last time Nicia had seen her. She and Liv could’ve had a duel of vicious looks—it would’ve been an icy and close match.


But she tried not to look at Liv or Gret, or Aaric, for that matter. His presence alone was setting off electrical storms inside of her. Was he doing it on purpose? Some kind of Clan spell that boys used on their unwilling brides-to-be to make the idea of forced marriage more palatable?


Jacob heaved a sigh and leaned back in his chair. “All right... I believe Gret—”


Liv shot up and rounded on Nicia. “What is that?”


She leaned away from Liv’s fierce glare. Sig’s hand tightened on her shoulder.


Liv’s face went white, her glacial eyes wide and fierce. “Where did you—?” She stopped herself, lips pressing into a bloodless line. She charged forward, her voice turning shrill. “Give that to me, right now!”


She reached for Nicia, like she was going to choke her one-handed.


Nicia flinched away.


But Sig seized his sister’s wrist and gave her a shove backwards. 


Liv stumbled a few steps. 


Liv’s husband, Adam, leapt up. “Don’t you touch—”


Sig swiveled towards Adam. “Sit. Down.”


Liv’s son, Ian, stood and placed a quelling hand on his father’s shoulder. Anise looked as tightly strung as her mother, nostrils flaring, eyes wide.


“What the hell is wrong with you people?” Jacob barked. “Have you all lost your damned minds?” 


Liv half-turned towards him, but was pointing at Nicia. “The necklace! The little bitch stole my mother’s necklace!”


“I did not!” Nicia snapped. “She gave it to me. And you’re the—”


Jacob slammed his fist against the table, knocking over his chair as he surged to his feet. He loomed over them like an angry bear, fierce gaze tracking across every face in the room, daring someone to speak. 


Nicia continued to glare at Liv, but she swallowed back the hot knot of curse words stuck in her throat. Her fingernails dug into her palms. Her entire body thrummed as wave after wave of fire rolled out from the center of her chest. 


Jacob glanced down at Auda. “Can you believe this shit?”


Her cheeks sucked in, and her thin brow arched, which seemed to be about as much response as Jacob expected. He hung his head, let out a heaving breath, and then turned to set his chair upright again. 


Seated once more, his gaze fixed on Nicia, forcing her to break away from the glaring contest with her aunt. 


“Let me see it,” he said.


She frowned, but stepped closer. She shrugged off her jean jacket, which was damp and heavy and smothering in the heat of the Hall, and tied it around her waist. 


With all the Council members staring at her, the inner conflagration cooled, and she crossed her arms over her chest. 


“I didn’t steal it,” she said. 


“Like hell—” Liv spat. 


Jacob’s finger stabbed towards Liv. “One more word, Liv. I swear to the Guards, just one more. Try me.”


Liv’s jaw flexed, straining. 


“The girl must be lying,” another Council member drawled, as if taking up where Liv had left off. 


Philip Copperwell. His eyes were a surreal aquamarine, his hair tawny gold. His lean, muscular frame sprawled in his chair like a big cat. When he spoke, it wasn’t with anger, rather a disinterested kind of contempt. He’d been the only Council member who hadn’t wanted Nicia to stay the last time. In fact, he’d suggested they banish her, like her mother.


He was seated beside Auda, and she glanced over at him. “And why must she be?” 


He gazed at her as if it were obvious. “She’s not true Clan. She’s...”—he sneered, waving his hand dismissively towards Nicia, as if she weren’t even worthy of being addressed directly—“a mongrel.”


Though nothing anyone said should have bothered her, she winced, like she’d been slapped.


Sig took a threatening step towards Philip, who merely smirked at him, as if to say, Oh, yeah?


“She’s not lying,” Aaric said from the other side of the Hall. 


His mom grabbed his arm, like she was trying to hold him, but he wasn’t moving. He gazed steadily at Philip, stone-faced. 


She had the overwhelming urge to hug him. 


“Are you saying you’re a witness?” Auda asked in a judicial manner. “Did you see Siv Silverthread give Nicia the Anchorheart necklace?”


He frowned. “No...”


Anchorheart necklace? Something about the way Auda said it made the necklace seem really heavy again. 


“You know what? I don’t even care,” Nicia said. “You can have the stupid necklace.” She reached around to undo the clasp, but it was stuck again. 


Tugging the coil of metal around, she brought the clasp to the front. She pushed against the lever, but it didn’t budge. 


“Shit,” she hissed as it cut into her thumb again. 


Blood welled up on her skin. 


Everyone seemed to collectively suck in their breaths. 


She glanced up and around. 


They were all staring at her, but not angrily anymore. Most of them looked shocked.


Her stomach flip-flopped. “What—?”


One of the Elders lifted her cane and pointed the rubber-capped end at Nicia. “Blood has been drawn.”


Nicia glanced down at the little drop of crimson. “It’s nothing. It’s fine.” She wiped it on her jacket and tucked her thumb away under her fingers. 


Was bleeding in the Hall against the rules? The Clan had all kinds of weird laws that she’d never bothered to learn, though Gram had sent her home with a book full of them. 


Jacob ran his hand over his eyes and then glanced over at Auda. Her dark blonde  eyebrow quirked at him. 


“I don’t believe this,” he muttered. 


Nicia searched from face to face, looking for an explanation. “Believe what? I didn’t take the necklace, I swear—”


Jacob held up a staying hand at her. “And... we might believe you—”


“It’s just a coincidence,” Liv interjected. “It doesn’t mean—”


Jacob’s words were swift and low and in the old-world tongue. “Shut it.”


Liv’s lips sealed together, just like Des’s had. She clapped her hands over her mouth.


Jacob leveled his gaze at her. “I warned you. Now sit your ass down, Liv Silverthread, before I make you sit it down.”


Nicia suppressed a grin as Liv let out a sharp huff through her nose and then stalked back to the bench. Ian stood so his mom could sit, even though there was plenty of room. Unlike Anise, who was attempting to drill holes into Nicia’s head with her glare, Ian, who was older by a few years, shared his father’s grim expression, like they both wished they were somewhere else. 


“Since I can see that we’re not going to put this matter to rest any other way...” Jacob looked pointedly at Philip, who had been gazing off towards the wall as if he, too, wished he were elsewhere. “Let’s just see what’s in the girl’s blood. All right?”


The entire Council shifted, looking glum. 


And then they took out their knives . 




Chapter 5




Jacob opened his pocket knife and looked at Nicia. 


“This won’t feel good, girl,” he said, adding under his breath, “for any of us.”


She edged back, but Sig gripped her wrist, stopping her. Her pulse pounded against the calloused pads of his fingers. 


Jacob reached under the collar of his twill button-down and withdrew a necklace. The rest of the Council followed suit. 


Each necklace was different, a different metal, a different stone, a different design. Jacob’s was gold and rather more masculine, the stone like the tooth of some prehistoric animal. Auda’s was delicate, the small stone encased in a bluish silver weaving. Philip’s was snug around his neck, the stone, like an unblinking eye. 


The floor seemed to turn to mud under her feet. She was stuck, slowly sinking. The Council members all had necklaces... like Gram’s necklace... But that didn’t mean...


“What—?” she started, but Sig lifted her hand. He slashed his fisherman’s knife across her palm. 


“Ow!” She jerked her stinging hand away from him. Blood trickled down her skin. Tears pricked her eyes. “What the hell?” 


The Council members each made similar cuts on their hands, their expressions various shades of grim. 


With their bleeding hands, they grasped the stones of their necklaces. 


Jacob nodded at her to do the same.


She hesitated, pain gnawing its way through her hand, up into her arm. 


Her gaze flicked over to Aaric. Looking at him brought her attention back to the influx of tingling, thrumming energy. It had been coming at her the whole time. But the initial overpowering burst had given away to a steadier, though no less potent current. While the mystery of it still unnerved her, the actual feeling of it, for some reason, reassured her. 


His eyebrows rose fractionally, as if telling her it was okay. 


She wasn’t sure about that, but slowly, her hand rose to the necklace and closed around the pendant. 


Jacob’s words were old-world, roughly, “Give us the light show.”


A sharp pain shot thru her hand. 


She hissed and tried to let go of the necklace. 


But her fingers barely twitched. 


Her palm was glued to the stone. 


The pendant began to undulate, as if sucking the blood from her wound. Her stomach lurched. The sting was replaced by an icky tugging sensation—a fevered crawling feeling, like worms wriggling into the cut, into her veins.


Her granola-bar breakfast pushed up into her throat. Her head spun. A dull droning filled her ears. 


And then the Council members began to glow.


Gold light shone under Jacob’s exposed skin, spreading like roots along his neck and face. No, not roots, his veins.


The Council’s circulatory systems were lighting up—Phillip’s coppery red, Bluestone’s vivid cobalt. Each a different lambent hue. 


She squinted against the Council’s collective luminescence. But it wasn’t the Council’s radiance washing out her vision, it was her own.


She lifted her free hand. 


Silver-white light burned under her skin, like someone had replaced her veins with ropes of LED lights. The glow pulsed faintly with each beat of her heart. 


“Holy shit,” she muttered. 


At last, Jacob said, again in the old-tongue, “Good enough.”


The stone slowly relinquished its leeching grip. As the silver light faded, her limbs went as weak and limp as dead eels. 


Sig caught her as her knees buckled, bracing her upright. 


Black spots poxed her sight. After a few gasping breaths, her strength began to return. She straightened up on her own. 


The Council looked similarly sapped, sagging in their chairs.


Jacob pressed his hands flat on the table. He blew out a heavy breath. “So... we’ve that much settled.” 


She glanced down at her palm, the wound was gone. No trace of the cut remained. 


“What was that?” she murmured. Her voice seemed to ring through the Hall, drawing everyone’s attention back to her.


“It is not settled!” Liv shot up from the bench. 


Jacob glowered at her. “Didn’t I shut you up?” His gaze shifted to Liv’s husband. “Adam?”


Adam’s eyes widened, feigning innocence.


“You don’t have to live with her,” Ian chimed in on his father’s behalf. 


“Ian,” Liv snapped warningly. 


Jacob undid another of his shirt’s buttons, revealing the white collar of his undershirt.


“Liv, you listen to me. You’ve already accused your niece of lying and thievery. And you were wrong. I’m going to overlook it, considering the circumstances. But like it or not, the necklace clearly belongs to her.” His tone suggested he didn’t particularly like it himself. “And I hope to the Guards I don’t need to remind you what the punishment would be if you made any further false accusations against an Anchorheart.”


Liv looked as stiff and white as a starched sheet. She turned to her husband, but he kept his eyes on the floor. She swiveled to Iris, but her sister bowed her head and huddled behind Kari. The other assembled family members assumed similar shrinking postures, gazes averted. 


“I think it’s time to sit down, Mom,” Ian said. 


She shot him a scathing glare. He merely gazed back at her, nonplussed. 


“Um...” Nicia raised her magically healed hand. “What’s an Anchorheart?”


Jacob’s head dropped into his hand. “What the hell am I supposed to do with this?” he muttered to Auda.


Liv lowered back to the bench, crossing her arms and legs, smiling a pert little smile that made Nicia’s teeth grind. 


Auda drummed her fingers against the table as if sending out Morse code. She regarded Nicia with a faint tilt to her lips, like she was working out a difficult crossword puzzle. 


“That’s us, kid,” Jacob said, sweeping his hand back and forth. “The Council. We’re the Anchorhearts. And now, so are you. Welcome to the club.” He dropped back into his chair with a huff. 


She looked from Jacob to Sig to Kari and back. 


“Huh?”


“The Anchorstone has accepted you, chosen you,” Jacob reported gruffly, gesturing to her necklace. 


She stared at him dumbly.


“It means you’ve inherited your grandmother’s position, her place on the Council,” he said, clearing his throat and casting Auda another look, like he expected her to speak up, but she continued silently studying Nicia. 


“You’re now the Anchorheart of your thread,” he went on. “That means you’re the head of your family.”


Her mouth dropped open. “You’re kidding.”


He snorted. “Don’t I wish I were.”


Head of the family? Like she was supposed to give orders and boss them around and—


“Wait,” she said. “That means I have to stay?”


“Of course you have to stay,” Auda spoke up finally. “You never should’ve been allowed to leave in the first place.”


But Nicia was already shaking her head. “I can’t. No way. You gotta find somebody else, even her,”—she jerked her thumb towards Liv—“if that’s what it takes.”


“That’s right,” Liv said, standing again, smoothing her hands over her long waist. “With all due respect,” she said in a suddenly subdued and deferential tone, “my niece is not in any position to assume my mother’s duties. Her magic is completely unbound. It should be no surprise to any of you”—she seemed to be speaking straight to Philip—“that my sister failed to pass on even the scantest bit of knowledge or training. Nicia knows nothing of our traditions, of our history, of our—”


“I wouldn’t say I don’t know anything,” Nicia muttered.


Jacob waved Liv silent again. 


“Look, I’m inclined to agree with both you and your aunt, but what she’s failing to tell you is that abdicating your place as Anchorheart is a complex and dangerous process. The last time someone tried it, both he and his would-be heir died.”


“I’m willing to take that risk,” Liv said.
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