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        For every girl who fell in love with the wrong boy. It was not your fault.
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      It is a little-known fact that witches were persecuted in the Southern part of the United States. They were the midwives, the root doctors and diviners, the ones who offered healing, water, and protection to those who could not afford to pay for it otherwise. Most of the accused never saw a trial. Those who did were either acquitted for lack of evidence or hung. Today, their names have all but been erased from the history books, deemed less important or less popular than the witch hunts in New England. Only the South remembers, and she keeps her secrets well, buried deep beneath the ground until they are ready to be told. Then, the blood of the slain cries out from the earth, and the ghosts of the past return to haunt the living once more. This story is one of them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Some memories never fade…

        ~ Unknown

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Rebecca Bristol went to the wells

        In a dress of white

        Carrying a letter from her lover

        That said to meet him at midnight.

        But though she waited, he never showed

        For his love wasn’t true

        So, Rebecca leaped into the well with a curse

        Killing herself and the baby too.

        - A Children’s Playground Rhyme
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        That which is lost, I wish to find. May I be no longer blind. Direct me to the thing I seek, by earth and fire, and air and sea.

        ~ A Spell to Find That Which is Lost, from “A Spell for Everything” by Rebecca Bristol

      

      

      It had been a long time since I’d come home. So long that I had almost forgotten why I had left.

      Almost.

      I held fast to the memory of that final day in Bristol’s Edge as I turned my car off the highway and onto the rougher, unpaved mountain road. The pointed rooftops of the town were visible above the tree line, all hard gray stone. Siren’s Pass, the narrow two-way that connected my hometown to the rest of civilization, faded behind me. For a moment, there was only the roar of the magnificent waterfall cascading into the natural spring from which the street drew its name. Then that, too, vanished in my rearview, replaced by hard-packed dirt and scraggly loblolly pines. Cold and sharp as glass, flurries of snow kissed my cheeks through the open windows.

      The weather dip was early for October, even here in the dense heart of the Appalachians. However, the Edge had always done what it wanted, operating like a place that existed outside the normal constraints of nature. Being in Bristol’s Edge was like stepping into another world, one where the normal rules didn’t apply. Where water ran as thick as blood, and anything was possible, including magic.

      Shivering, I rolled up the windows and switched on the wipers. Not that I needed to see where I was going. I knew this road, with all its twists, curves, and deadly drop-offs, like the back of my hand. I did it more so that I could see what I was returning to.

      The trees thinned as I made my way deeper into the mountains, the forest floor turning into a cranberry bog. Bubbles of greenish-brown peat boiled and popped beneath a canopy of graybeard moss. A crane picked its way through the murky water on long, stilt-like legs, a fish in its beak. Frogs hopped from knotted log to knotted log, their throaty ribbits a chorus, and shadows with fangs and claws lurked on the edges of the forest, waiting to lure me to my doom the moment I left the path.

      When I came to the first of the wells, I slowed the car to a crawl. Goosebumps sprouted across my skin despite the red wool sweater I’d had the forethought to wear. Beads of sweat broke out along my brow, sweat that had nothing to do with the heat blowing from the vents and everything to do with the trepidation churning in my gut. The voice of my common sense—the one that had guided my feet every day since I had left this town behind—screamed at me to turn back. To drive like the devil himself was on my heels until I reached the main road. To return to the safe normalcy of the city and never look back.

      Only I couldn’t. My mother was dead, which made me the last living Bristol. There were funeral arrangements to make and a small inheritance that would more than pay for the four years of college plus the four years of medical school I’d taken at Commonwealth. If, that is, my mother hadn’t squandered it on booze and jewelry, not to mention the family manor. Or at least what was left of it.

      The wells appeared even more dilapidated than they had the last time I’d seen them, if that was even possible. Once, water drawn straight from the spring had served as a cash crop for the town. No matter how many buckets the inhabitants brought up, the wells never ran dry, and the water they contained could grant any wish your mind could think of. It could bring good fortune to a poor man, help a young girl find her true love, heal the sick and dying, make an old dog young again, and even grow crops in a barren field, all in exchange for a simple coin tossed into one of the wells.

      Local legend tells that the bounty of the wells originated from the union of a fin maiden, a creature made of water who could take on the form of a fish or a woman, and a human, a sailor who captured her heart when the wind carried the sound of his singing to her from the church high on the hill. As the story goes, she left her home beneath the waterfall to walk on land so they could be together, but as the years went on, she pined for the part of herself that she had given up. To appease his bride, her husband built twelve wells at the edge of the village they called home, so that the water she loved so dearly would always be close at hand. After that, the fin maiden visited them every day, singing to the wells and tending to the water, until both were as endowed with magic as her children.

      True, the Appalachians are home to many legends. Campfire tales of winged, moth-like creatures who bring omens of doom. Stories of giant humanoids covered from head to toe in fur who lurk in the darkest parts of the pines, and hooded creatures from another world with skin red as blood. Yet people still traveled to Bristol’s Edge from all over each year to get a bottle of well water from the apothecary and throw their coins into the wells. When the tourist company began running the bus, it made the magic even more accessible, until the day my ancestor cursed the town, and the wells dried up. Slowly, the wishes stopped coming true. The city folk stopped believing in the magic. And soon, they all but quit coming to the town altogether.

      Now, crumbling stones overgrown with moss and mildew appeared to grow out of the wet ground beneath the wells in two haphazard lines on either side of the road. Like old crones, they leaned this way and that, as if one strong breath was all it would take to blow them over completely. The leafy kudzu that called the south home had grown rampant, wrapping around the wells. Their grip was so tight that they cut into the stone, choking them. I could almost smell the brackish water on the other side, feel the way it had lapped at my sneakers, like a dead lover’s hands reaching to pull me down into an eternal embrace. Holden Fray’s cruel laughter echoed in my ears as he and his friends ignored my tears and pleas to pull me back up. The sound had haunted my nightmares, both waking and asleep, for the last eight years.

      I rubbed the smooth pink skin beneath my sleeves, where the ropes they had tied around my wrists cut so deep they’d left scars. For a second, I thought I saw a shadow move in the rearview mirror. My pulse jumped into overdrive. But when I checked again, I saw only my reflection looking back at me: dark hair hanging past my shoulders, scared green eyes, and skin that looked paler than it really was thanks to the smattering of freckles across my nose. Gritting my teeth, I put the car into four-wheel drive and plowed ahead until the wells receded into the trees and the town came into view.

      Here, on the outskirts, an eerie sense of wrongness permeated the air. Farmhouses that had once been surrounded by fields of fluffy white cotton held a ghostly air of abandonment, the crops long since dead, their windows empty and yards overgrown. More kudzu pressed against dilapidated picket fences, reclaiming the land humans had stolen. The red dirt road that led to the old Protestant church wound off to my left between sentinels of thick, moss-covered oaks. A new one had been built downtown after a stray match caught the old one like tinder. It’d taken every volunteer firefighter in town to put out the blaze, but while they’d managed to save most of the original structure, it had been deemed too hazardous to repair. The husks of rotten pecan shells crunched beneath my tires as I slowed and turned onto Market Street.

      Here, the air of a ghost town continued. Storefronts that had stood since long before I was born were boarded up, the wood planks decorated with graffiti. The streetlamps flickered, casting twisted shadows across the ground, as if the sickness that permeated the land had even begun to affect more modern amenities like electricity.

      Some of the townsfolk, like me, had gotten out when things started to take a turn for the worse, seeking a new future in greener pastures. But most had stayed, simply moving farther inland, too used to mountain living to do anything else.

      As if to prove that life was not completely dead in Bristol’s Edge, board-free, glass-paned storefronts drew into view as I neared the center of town. Sturdier brick row houses stood cheek to cheek, only their different shades of orange, white, and brown brick making it possible to tell where one ended and the next began. Here, farther from the wells, front steps coated in ice butted up to pine needle-strewn sidewalks. Smoke puffed from wood-burning chimneys. Light from oil lamps flickered in several windows, and witch bells hung from every doorknob, chiming softly as they swung in the wind.

      I turned up the radio, drowning them out until I came to the long, winding drive that led up the hill to my family’s home. Well, my home now, I suppose. At least until I sold every last bit of it online and was able to put this place behind me for good.

      I went slowly, tires sliding on the loose gravel. The winter storm—the first of many, I knew—picked up as I made my ascent, whipping snow, and ice now, too, in clumps against the windshield. Both hands gripped the wheel, and I sat on the edge of my seat, left foot poised over the brake pedal, ready to pump it at a moment’s notice should a deer or a rabbit dart out from the trees lining the driveway.

      The clack swish of the windshield wipers and the sharp puffs of my breathing were the only sounds. I skirted a fallen tree limb, wincing as it scraped against the bumper. Then the house was there, looming above me, a monstrous behemoth of wood and stone, and I parked the car and got out.

      Like the wells, my childhood home had changed in the years I’d been gone. The dark red wood my Grandma Lynne had been so proud of had faded to a dingy pink, giving it the look of an abandoned dollhouse. Cracks spiderwebbed over the upstairs windows and the concrete foundation, as if they were no longer able to stand the weight of so many lifetimes. The yew trees in the garden grew closer, their wild branches untended, hugging the house and wrapping twisted arms around the leaning front steps banister. Ivy had overtaken the entire right wall, and the grass was so high it came up to my knees.

      This was going to be harder than I thought.

      I sighed as I took my bag from the trunk and picked my way carefully over the rotting boards of the wraparound porch. Someone, presumably my mother, had painted the front door and all the windows haint blue. As long as I could remember, they’d been a deep, rich violet, the only sign that a witch lived here. Or once had. I wondered what had driven her to change them.

      I pulled a small iron skeleton key out of my pocket. It had come in the envelope with the letter from the lawyer informing me of my mother’s passing, and it slid into the keyhole with a well-oiled click. The front door opened on silent hinges.

      I stepped inside, feeling for the light switch on the wall to my right. My fingers found it without trouble, exactly where it had always been. They flipped it on, and I blinked in the sudden brilliance of the wrought chandelier overhead.

      Here, inside, the house appeared untouched by time. Rose-patterned wallpaper covered the walls from floor to ceiling. The mahogany desk that had belonged to my father peeked around the open door of the study to my right. My father once sat there every night, smoking his pipe while reading me a story from the endless selection of books on the shelves. I could still hear the low, soothing baritone of his voice. Still smell the tobacco and peppermint on his breath. Still see my mother standing in the doorway, her face warm and full of love as she sent me off to bed. Still feel how it felt to be family, until we weren’t. Until the accident happened and my mother became a cold, harsh thing who no longer had room in her broken heart for a daughter.

      Everything was coated in a thick layer of dust that I would have to clean before taking sales pictures, and cobwebs hung from every light fixture, ceiling beam, and railing in sight. A wreath of rowan branches nailed to the wall above the front door had begun to wilt, brown stems bent beneath the weight of the dried red berries. Yet the faint smell of my grandmother’s bath oil still permeated the carpet from the time I’d spilled it, soaking the fibers with a heady blend of bergamot, lemon balm, bay oil, and grapefruit.

      The effect was dizzying, and I closed my eyes, reeling, as a thousand memories flooded my mind. Of grandma’s wizened hands working her knitting needles. Of my father’s laughing eyes, the same shade of wintergreen as my own. Of broken bottles, screams filled with rage and sorrow, and sleepless nights hiding under the covers until the candles burnt out. Of friendly words hiding ugly lies, haunting songs floating off the water, and sharp teeth in a white face peering through the window.

      I stuck my free hand in my pocket and gripped the small conch shell I carried with me everywhere. The sharp edges bit into my palm, grounding me as I fought not to get lost in the past. I repeated the power words my therapist taught me in my mind. You aren’t really here. You have no power over me. You cannot hurt me. You are not real. When I looked again, the house remained unchanged, but the memories had disappeared.

      I wiped my boots on the tattered doormat, hung my scarf on the coat rack by the front window, and closed the door. After a moment’s hesitation, I locked the heavy deadbolt, though I knew as well as everyone else who called Bristol’s Edge home that it would do little to keep the evil out if it wanted to get in. Witch bells would have helped. Only we had never hung any at Bristol Manor. Grandma Lynne had forbidden it, saying their sound was poison to any witch, and neither my mother nor father was brave enough to cross her even after she died.

      I placated myself by sliding the safety chain into place and heading for the second floor. The house was silent, giving it an empty, unlived-in feeling even though my mother had only been gone for a few days. It was unsettling, and I couldn’t help feeling like I was intruding somehow, a stranger in my own home. As if I had been gone for so long, the house had forgotten who I was.

      Halfway up, the sound of tapping footsteps reached my ears, and I froze, heart filling my throat so that I could hardly breathe. I spun on the landing, fingers in white-knuckled fists at my sides. Although I knew fighting off my inner demons was a far easier feat than facing my real ones was bound to be, I was willing to stand my ground. A moment later, a calico cat with half a left ear and a milky right eye walked around the corner from the den and peered up at me from the foot of the stairs.

      I crossed my arms and stared back, one eyebrow raised. “Well, I see you’re still here. Can’t say I’m surprised, although you must be, what, almost a hundred by now?”

      Pyewacket, my grandmother’s constant companion from before I was born, didn’t answer. Instead, he sat back on his haunches, which were decidedly fatter than when he was younger and hunted mice under the porch for fun, and began to clean his face.

      Outwardly, I scowled. Pye and I’d always had a love-hate relationship. He wasn’t nearly as much fun as the dog I’d asked for every Christmas would have been. He preferred to sit on the windowsill watching the tree line for hours instead of playing fetch and rolling over. He was loyal, always following Grandma Lynne everywhere and never once leaving her side when she was on her sickbed, even after the doctor tried to shoo him away. He stayed with her until the end.

      But he’d never had much tolerance for little girls, hissing whenever I tried to pet him. Once he’d even shredded my favorite shirt. Inside, though, I was happy to see him. I hadn’t been looking forward to spending time alone in this big house with only the ghosts of my past to keep me company. At least this way, I would have someone to distract me from things better left forgotten as I got rid of my family’s legacy one bauble at a time.

      “Fine. Keep your secrets. See if I care. Since you’re not busy at the moment, though, want to help me unpack?”

      Pye stopped licking his paws and blinked his one good eye. His expression seemed to say he had no intention of going up all those steps this late in the day and was perfectly fine where he was, thank you very much.

      Sighing, I went back down and picked him up. He meowed indignantly but didn’t claw me, so I took that as a good sign.

      “Come on, lazybones. You can tell me the best place to put everything.”
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        Worries and doubts, be no more. I shut you down. I close the door. With this spell, I clear my mind of all anxiety. As I have spoken, so mote it be.

        ~ A Spell to Get Rid of Anxiety, from “A Spell for Everything” by Rebecca Bristol

      

      

      My room was exactly how I had left it the night I fled Bristol’s Edge with only the clothes on my back and a couple of hundred dollars from my piggy bank shoved into the pocket of my jeans. Metal canopy bed with lace comforter and sheets. Nightstand with carved vines motif and two drawers for unmentionables. Long, thick velvet curtains half-drawn over the still-cracked window. Frosty air blew in, dusting the sill with snow, and a pale sliver of moonlight competed with the soft, golden glow of the onion lamps to chase away the shadows.

      I could still see the muddy footprints I’d left there when I’d climbed out, using the trellis that hung on the side of the house to reach the lawn below. I was terrified of heights. Had been ever since I had fallen out of the tree swing in our backyard when I was eight, breaking my arm in two places. However, I was more afraid the thing that had taken Holden and the others would come after me, too, to finish what it’d started. I had barely even felt it when the thorns pricked my hands, turning my palms bloody.

      I laid my suitcase on the bed. The action disturbed Pye, who hopped out of my arms. With a flick of his tail, he lay on the mattress.  I felt his eyes on me as I slammed the window shut and, for good measure, drew the drapes. Ignoring him, I began putting my things away. I had only brought enough clothes and toiletries with me to stay a week. It was a tight deadline to set myself, especially considering the sorry state of the house. Plus, now I needed to find a home for Pyewacket. But I wanted to be in and out of Bristol’s Edge as quickly as possible. If I stayed too long, I worried I would begin putting down roots and never escape.

      The mirror on the wardrobe was covered. To keep it free of dust, I surmised. But when I pulled off the sheet, I saw a series of words crudely scratched into the glass.

      
        
        Don’t let her see you.

      

      

      A chill ran down my spine. Mirrors, the women in my line believed, were a gateway to the spirit world. You only covered them when there was a death in the family, to prevent your loved ones from getting trapped in their reflection and allowing something else to come through in their place.

      I quickly shook it off and hung up my clothes on the empty hangers. I hadn’t come back here to get tangled in old superstitions. My mom hadn’t exactly been known for her sobriety. A heart attack, caused by a failing liver, had put too much stress on her body, eventually killing her.  Undoubtedly in her last days she had begun to go a little crazy, seeing things that weren’t really there, saying things she wouldn’t normally say, and doing things she wouldn’t normally do.

      When I finished, I was tired. The long trip from the city, combined with the jarring drive and the mental shock of being back again, had taken its toll on my body. I stripped down to the t-shirt and panties beneath my outer layers, promised myself I would take a bath in the morning, and crawled under the covers. Briefly, I considered turning the lights off, then decided to leave them on.

      Let the darkness stay outside where it belonged.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            Kalon

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Break the bottle. Break the glass. Bind the bones. Quell the asp. Burn the candle. Fan the flame. Cut the tongue. Say the name. Ink of feather, and ash of tree. Give me now the freedom I seek. With these words, may the spell be undone, the victory mine, and the battle won.

        ~ A Spell to Undo a Curse, from “A Spell for Everything” by Rebecca Bristol

      

      

      I dreamed of drowning.

      Water crept over my feet, my knees, my waist, and up to my neck. The ropes around my wrists chafed and burned, stretching my arms high over my head until my shoulders popped from their sockets as I was lowered into the deep, dank dark.

      The smell was cold, sour, and I choked on it, tasting my fear and the hate of those who had done this, as the water flooded my mouth past the dirty cloth that they had gagged me with.

      I tried to scream, but it came out garbled. My fingers scrabbled against rough stone, nails breaking as I fought to claw my way to freedom. Legs tangled in the heavy folds of my dress, I kicked for purchase, for something to brace against, but there was nothing. There was no bottom here, in this well at the end of the world, and I sank, hair winding around my face, cloaking me in darkness.

      I bolted awake, disoriented and gasping for breath. The blankets cocooned my legs. No wool dressed wrapped around them, like in my dream. I was in my bed, in my old room in my family’s manor, safely far away from the wells.

      Pyewacket lifted his head from the pillow next to mine, blinked blearily, meowed once, and went back to sleep. Too wound up to do the same, I ran my tongue over the tooth I’d chipped the one and only time I’d played softball as a kid. I slid out of bed and pulled on a pair of athletic pants and a hooded sweatshirt, then dug my earbuds out of my bag. On the way downstairs, I knotted my hair into a messy bun. I didn’t bother locking the front door. I wouldn’t be gone long. Besides, no one in town would consider setting foot in a Bristol’s home uninvited.

      I shoved the buds in my ears and jogged down the old hiking path behind the house. Here, the red clay was hardpacked all the way to the spring. As I neared the waterfall, shells crunched underfoot. They were mostly mollusks, the result of the freshwater pool being affected by tidal influences through a series of underwater tunnels.

      A scientist had come out once, green at the gills and fresh out of university, intent on being the first to explore and catalog them. But his equipment hadn’t been able to withstand the depth, and he’d drowned during a dive. After that, the town council had posted a sign forbidding anyone from swimming in the pool. Only local kids ignored it and flocked here in droves every summer, swinging from the old rope swing draped over a tree branch and daring each other to jump off the top of the falls.

      Rocks wrapped in a shroud of early morning fog lined the water’s edge. I hugged the shoreline as I ran, getting as close to the water as I dared without getting my feet wet, keeping my distance from the line of trees on the right. Sometimes, black bears came down here to fish for the striped bass that fought their way upstream from the Potomac to spawn at the waterfall’s base. They were usually docile creatures unless they felt threatened, and this late in the season, they were probably all nestled in their dens. But if one awoke with a hankering for a mid-winter snack, it wouldn’t be a good idea to get in its way.

      My breath came in short, even bursts. The taste of salt lingered on my tongue as the waves sent their misty spray into the air. My heart pounded a steady staccato rhythm in time with my footsteps.

      When I reached the inlet, where the water cut a ribbon across the land, I stopped. My clothes stuck to my skin despite the chill of the morning. Hands on my knees, I stretched, feeling the pull of my muscles, and rubbed the back of my hand over the bridge of my nose. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a flash of white against the trees. The hair on the back of my neck stood up. I whirled around, body poised for flight. Yet it was only a tern, come to the pool to catch fish for its breakfast.

      On a gasp, I let out the scream I’d been holding, legs going limp with relief. Of course, it wasn’t her. She had returned to the well after she’d taken care of Holden and his friends. I’d seen her. Being back here, surrounded by so many bad memories, was starting to play tricks on my mind. That’s all.

      Still, the urge to be outside, to move free of the stifling confines of the manor, had faded. I hastened my steps as I made my way back up to the house, unable to leave behind the water, and the secrets it held, fast enough.
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        Give me the strength I need to face this day, the energy to stand against whatever comes my way. Regardless of what was and is and will be to come, grant me wisdom below and above.

        ~ A Spell to Charge Your Morning Tea, from “A Spell for Everything” by Rebecca Bristol

      

      

      Pye was waiting for me in the kitchen next to his empty food bowl. I searched through the cupboards until I found a bag of Kitty Crunchies stuffed behind a half-empty box of garbage bags. I filled his dish, then turned to the counter. The last herbs my mom had ground before her heart attack were still in the mortar, their yellow petals dried and useless.

      Next to them, a book lay open to a recipe for dandelion dream tea. The corners of the mottled, yellowish pages were permanently stained with fingerprints from being turned so many times over the years. I closed my eyes, running my hand lovingly over the worn, green leather cover. The handstitched title—A Spell for Everything—was unraveling in places. The smells of parchment and ink filled my nose as I inhaled, and the door to a memory cracked open, a sliver of light in the dark of my mind. I saw a younger Kalon sitting cross-legged on the floor while everyone else was asleep, this book opened on her lap, searching through it for something that would make the boy she liked notice her.

      I remembered the moment I thought it had worked, that for once in my life, the magic had done what I wanted it to. And I remembered the moment I realized it hadn’t: Holden had only pretended to like me in order to make fun of me.

      I slammed the book shut and opened my eyes, locking away the memory before I could go any further down that road. The movement shook the rowan branch that had been acting as a homemade bookmark. A few of the round red berries hit the counter and rolled onto the floor. I scooped them up and tossed them in the trash, not wanting Pye to accidentally eat them, since they were poisonous if ingested. The sickly, sweet smell of their juices lingered on my palms.

      Of all the herbs and plants that a witch has at her disposal to work with, rowan is the most powerful repellant of evil spirits.

      I heard my mom’s voice in my mind as clearly as if she were standing right behind me, and I frowned, crossing to the sink to wash my hands. I’d been too tired from my trip last night to give the rowan branches in the foyer much thought, but now their presence in the house struck me as odd. My mother had never been much of a bouquet person, preferring to decorate our home with more lasting, functional items. When had that changed? And did it have anything to do with what lurked in the woods?

      A few droplets of water hit Pye’s back as I reached for the dishtowel to dry my hands. He lifted his head, looking askance at me before licking his whiskers and sashaying through the pet flap in the back door to do his business outside. I tucked the book away on the shelf above the stove and dumped the mortar out before wiping it clean with a cloth. I put the kettle on the stove and added some whole mint leaves to the water. Despite my southern roots, I’d always hated the taste of sweet tea. Something meant to be sipped should never be served cold, in my opinion.

      While it steeped, I sliced some bread and slathered a piece with jam from one of the jars of cherry preserves in the fridge. I ate it without a plate, leaning back against the counter, then licked my fingers clean. The kettle whistled. I reached for a floral-patterned teacup which rested face down on a dish towel, then jumped back with a shriek as a death-watch beetle crawled out from where it’s trapped position beneath the porcelain dome. Its tell-tale click-clack filled my ears, an omen of death.

      Both hands braced against the sink behind me, I watched, heart hammering, as it spread its wings and flew around the room. How had it gotten inside? And who was it here for? It settled on the sill with a little shake of its body before trekking toward a potted rosemary plant. Pye lifted his head from his place on the floor, taking notice as he licked his lips, and stalked toward it, preparing to pounce. Forcing myself out my stupor, I quickly went over and scooped it into a napkin, careful not to break any of its legs.

      I carried it to the door and released it outside, watching as it swarmed around my head a few times before vanishing into the bushes. I looked down at Pye, who was glaring at me with a look of reproach that said I’d spoiled all his fun.

      “Sorry, Cat. You know as well as I do that it’s bad luck to kill a death-watch beetle. Better luck next time.”

      Crossing back to the stove, I put the cup in the sink. I poured the tea into a cracked white mug instead and took it onto the front porch.

      The sun had almost risen above the tops of the trees, turning the leafless branches into a light golden-brown. I could see Pye picking his way through the snow from last night’s storm as he crossed the yard, shaking the cold, damp powder off his feet with every other step. From its nest, a snow bunting twittered, annoyed at his proximity to its eggs. I leaned against the railing, watching it track the cat’s progress with beady black eyes until the feline was far enough away, before folding its wings against its sides.

      I finished my tea, then went back inside to get a shower. When I turned the faucet on in the bathroom, the water that came out was barely a trickle. I turned it off again and traipsed to the small wellhouse in the backyard. One look told me what the problem was. The pipes had frozen from too many winters and not enough insulation.

      I went back inside and let the water run for a good thirty minutes, but the pressure still didn’t pick up. I ran a brush through my hair and got dressed without bathing, taking care with the buttons on the white blouse I’d brought to wear to the lawyer’s. I would have to visit the hardware store while I was in town and see if there was a plumber for hire. Old Mr. Stanton had been the local handyman when I was still in school, but he was several years my mother’s senior, and I wasn’t sure he was still around. If not, hopefully whoever had taken over his business wasn’t afraid to venture up to Bristol Manor.
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        It is wealth I seek. It is wealth I demand. Heed these words. Hear now, my command. By my power, money I shall see. Above and below, so mote it be.

        ~ A Spell for Prosperity, from “A Spell for Everything” by Rebecca Bristol

      

      

      I sat in the soft-backed leather chair, listening as Mr. Jennings droned on through the legalities of my mother’s will in a voice that sounded like sandpaper. My posture was attentive—legs crossed at the knees, back straight. Yet it was hard to stay focused on what he was saying, my mind fumbling over the legalese like a toddler learning how to walk. I let my eyes wander over the room. The dusty wooden bookshelves were filled with case files going back as far as the 1800s. The brown carpet was worn. The dull paint on the walls was chipping.

      A fly buzzed in the corner of the window, stubbornly ramming the glass repeatedly in an attempt to reach the open air on the other side. The small clock on the desk tick-tick-ticked the seconds, counting down to the end of our meeting.

      I fidgeted, clearing my throat.

      Mr. Jennings lifted his head, bushman eyebrows raised behind the narrow glasses perched on his nose. “Is there a problem, Miss Bristol?”

      “No.” I flushed, heat rising up my neck and staining my cheeks. “No problem. I was just wondering if my mother left me anything in particular.”

      “Ah. Let me see.” He flipped through the stapled sheaf of paper with ink-stained fingers, licking them now and then as the pages stuck together. I did my best not to wince at the thought of how many germs he was transferring into his body every time he touched his tongue.

      “Yes, here we are.” He skimmed the document, holding it up to the lamp for a better view. “It appears you’re in luck, Miss Bristol. Minus the medical bills and funeral expenses, your mother left you a tidy sum of two hundred thousand dollars, along with the deed to Bristol Manor and everything in it.”

      Two hundred thousand. My heart sank. It was enough to pay off my school loan, but not enough to start my own practice. I would have to make up the difference on the estate sale. Considering the state the house was in, I was no longer sure I could do that.

      “Oh, and one more thing.” Mr. Jennings got to his feet with a creak of old joints and crossed to the bookshelf. He perused it for a minute before pulling down a small iron box covered in dust and cobwebs. He blew it off, sneezed, then brought it back to the desk and opened it. “She wanted you to have this, with strict instructions not to open it in front of anyone else. Including me.” He chuckled. “A shame. I must admit, I’m rather curious to know what’s inside.”

      I took the check he handed me along with a white padded envelope. It was heavier than I’d expected. When I shook it, something inside rattled. Intrigued, I turned it over, searching for a clue as to what might be inside. But it was blank, save for the red wax seal holding it closed, and my name scrawled on the back in my mother’s handwriting.

      “Thank you.”

      “My pleasure, Miss Bristol.” He stood when I did, kneecaps popping again. This cold weather couldn’t be easy on him, and I wondered why he hadn’t retired to the coast where the winters weren’t so harsh. Probably for the same reason everyone else stayed in this godforsaken town. They were mountainfolk. They didn’t know anything else. “And may I be first to offer my condolences for your loss.”

      “Thank you.” I said it again, the words automatic on my lips, practice for the service that was scheduled for tomorrow evening. Then, because I felt like I needed to add something else, I said, “Would you like me to make you some salve for your knees? It will help with the stiffness.”

      His smile was genuine this time, with none of the practiced lawyer mannerisms he’d perfected over the years. “I’d heard you’d gone to school for holistic medicine. That would be much appreciated. I’m afraid these old bones can’t get through the seasons like they used to anymore.”

      I inclined my head. “I’ll bring it by tomorrow. Thanks, again.” I held up the items for emphasis.

      “No problem at all. Let me know if you need anything else while you’re here.”

      “I will.” I shook his hand, then left.
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        With healing and love, understanding and peace, it is my wish to repair this friendship. May all feelings of anger and resentment be blown away with the smoke when the last embers of the picture have burned out, and with the ashes that remain, let them be replaced with patience. No harm shall come to either party by this casting, and the past shall no longer stand between us. This is my will. So, mote it be.”

        ~ A Spell to Mend a Friendship, from “A Spell for Everything” by Rebecca Bristol

      

      

      The faded gold plaque on the front door winked in the sunlight that peeked through the gray clouds as I took a deep breath of fresh air. The wintery bite stung my lungs, but it helped clear my head. Feeling better, I picked my way down the icy sidewalk to the bank, peacoat drawn tightly around me. Once the check was safely deposited in my account, I ran across the street to the small hardware store.

      The sign above the awning was crooked and missing an e. The bell over the door jingled loudly as I pushed my way inside. I could feel the stares of the old men playing checkers by the small coal stove in the corner and did my best to ignore them, stomping the worst of the snow off my boots on the mat and blowing on my hands to warm them up. Distorted classical music came from an old radio next to the register. A large cork board to my left was littered with posters advertising babysitting services—$5 an hour—a sale on milk, and eleven missing persons. The black and white photos were all smiling boys, ranging in age from eighteen to their late twenties. An icy hand trailed shivers down my spine as I realized I recognized one of them.

      Holden.

      The hand wrapped around my throat, tightening its grip, and pulled me down into a watery grave of memories.

      Holden, smiling at me the way he was smiling in that picture, all dimples and charm. Holden, his arm around my waist and a beer bottle pressed to his lips, drunk and laughing with his friends. Holden, shoving me into the bucket, his eyes like daggers. Holden screaming, his face lined with terror and his hands clawing at the ground as he was dragged backward over the lip of the well.

      I shook the memories off, the way a dog dries itself after a bath, and they hit the floor, dissipating in wet splats. Holden and his friends might be gone, but the rest probably left home like I did, hoping to make their fortunes in the big city. It happened all the time in other small towns. Why should here be any different?

      I put the missing person posters from my mind, grabbed a basket, and made my way down the small aisles crammed with goods. Everything was exactly the way I remembered it, right down to the stuffed black bear standing guard over the camping supplies in the back corner. Big Winnie, we’d called it when we were kids, giggling as we dared one another to run up and touch it before Mr. Charlie, the store owner, came out of the back room, waving his cane and shouting at us to get away from his hunting trophy. Its fur was starting to look a little threadbare, but its claws and fangs had lost none of their sharpness. I gave its arm an affectionate pat as I passed.

      I filled my shopping basket with heat tape, hot water bottles, and a copy of Plumbing for Idiots, then made my way up to the front counter. Mrs. Pace rang me up, the pinch of her mouth drawing tighter with each beep of the items sliding across the scanner.

      “That’ll be $24.14.”

      I handed her my credit card and took the plastic bags emblazoned with the hardware store’s logo. “Thanks. Do you know anywhere around here I can hire a good handyman?”

      She chewed on the side of her cheek as if weighing how much to tell me. Finally deciding, “There’s Jack Stanton, but he’s getting on in years, and with his son gone missing, I doubt he’d be able to make the drive up to the manor all by himself. Cataracts.” She pressed her bony arms together over the front of her flower-print dress. “Know anything about that?”

      For a moment, I thought she was talking about the missing boys, and a wave of dizziness washed over me. Spots danced across my vision. There’s no way she could know. No way anyone could know about what happened the night I left town. Any evidence of my presence would have been long since lost to the bog. Then she tapped the corner of her eye, and I realized she was talking about the medical condition.

      I forced myself to breathe evenly—in through the nose, out through the mouth. Steady, Kalon. Steady. “Tell Mr. Stanton he should put an apple cider compress on his eyes for thirty minutes each night before he goes to bed, and again in the morning when he gets up. It will help with the blurriness. And if he feels like taking on a small job, I could use an extra pair of tools up at the house.”

      She nodded, the motion brisk, but her eyes were kinder now as she handed me my receipt. “I’ll pass it along when I see him.”

      “Well, bless my soul. That can’t be Kalon Bristol?”

      The voice, sweet as honey and twice as likely to give you a toothache, went through me like a knife, cutting to the deepest part of my core. I froze, my fight or flight instinct setting every muscle in my body atingle. In my mind, I calculated the distance between myself and the door and knew I would never make it before she caught up.

      Fight it was, then.

      Plastering a smile on my face that felt as fake as I was sure it looked, I turned around. “Tiffani Blake. I was wondering when I’d run into you.” A lie. “It’s good to see you!” Another lie.

      “Of course, it is, silly.”

      She’d been my childhood best friend, the person I’d shared everything with, from birthday cake to diary entries from the time we were old enough to walk until we got into high school —before it was no longer cool for her to hang out with a Bristol witch. She pulled me in for a hug. I returned it, doing my best not to stiffen at her touch. She smelled like vanilla and black coffee, her favorite perfume. My stomach roiled, nauseated.

      “And actually, it’s Tiffani Hamilton now.”

      I didn’t miss the fact that she hadn’t returned the sentiment. She flashed the gaudy diamond ring on the fourth finger of her left hand as she pulled away. She looked almost the same as the last time I’d seen her, all designer clothes, model-like figure, and perfect teeth, though her blond hair was shorter now, barely brushing her shoulders, and there were a few new wrinkles on her face that Botox hadn’t fixed yet.

      “I have to say, I never thought I’d see you in these parts again.”

      There was judgment laced into her tone, in her dark brown eyes, as she looked me up and down, taking in my city clothes that look as out of place in these parts as I did now. I squared my shoulders, set my jaw. I would not be intimidated by this small-minded girl who never cared to try to understand my family or the things we could do. Anyone who abandoned her friend when she needed her the most and turned to taunting and teasing her to boost her social standing wasn’t worth my time. I was no longer the scared young girl who ate her lunch in the school bathroom every day to avoid being pointed at. Or the one who walked down the hallway with her books clutched tight to her chest and her head down, doing her best to ignore the words hissed in her direction: Witch. Bitch. Hag.

      “I’m only here to take care of my mother’s estate.”

      “Oh, yes, I heard. We were all so sorry to hear of Ms. June’s passing.” The way she spit out my mother’s name said she was anything but. “I suppose you’ll be putting the manor up for sale, then?”

      “After I do a few fixer-upper projects. It’s not in the best condition but there’s a lot of antiques, so I’m confident I can get a good price for the lot.”

      “Oh, I’m sure. Why don’t you give me a call when you’re ready to put the house on the market? I’d love to help with the sale.”

      She handed me a small, crisp white card embossed with a leafy border. Her name was printed in the center, right beneath the title Real Estate Agent. I resisted the urge to crumple it and shoved it into my pocket instead.

      “You’re in real estate? I never pictured you as a working girl.”

      Something in the set of Tiffani’s face hardened, making her smile appear brittle. “Yes, well, when you marry into money only for your husband to blow it all on the stock market and leave you high and dry with a divorce to pay off, you do what you have to.”

      I grimaced. “Sorry.” I meant it this time, and it made me angry. She didn’t deserve my sympathy. If anything, she got exactly what was coming to her. But I couldn’t help the seed of pity that planted itself in the pit of my stomach, burrowing deep.

      She waved my apology away. “Don’t worry about it. I’m doing all right by myself. Speaking of antiques though, if you happen to come across that ruby necklace of your mother’s, let me know. I’d love to take it off your hands before someone else gets a chance to buy it. You know how much I like things that sparkle.”

      I did remember, and it hurt. Two little girls in princess dresses sneaking into my mom’s room, trying on all the necklaces and rings in her jewelry box. Taking turns guessing what each jeweled stone meant. Laughing innocently as we twirled in front of the mirror, talking in fake British accents.

      I slammed the lid on the memory and made a show of looking at my watch. “Right. Look, I hate to cut this happy reunion short, but I’ve got to go. Lots to do. I’m sure you understand. I’ll call you when I’m ready to sell the house.”

      “Make sure that you do. Bye.” She waggled her fingers in a parting gesture as unreal as the platinum blond hair she’d been dyeing since we were thirteen.

      My hands were full, thankfully saving me from having to wave back. I left the store, heading back to where I’d parked my car. As I approached it, I cursed. The money in the meter hadn’t run out, but somebody had spray-painted the word wicked onto the driver’s side in bright red letters. I stopped, bags hanging at my sides and breathing in short, sharp clouds. It wasn’t hard to spot the culprits, a group of lanky teenage boys on bikes snickering at the entrance to an alley a few feet away. I glared at them, my eyes promising warts and boils, and they turned white and pedaled away.

      I sighed, visions of hefty repair bills dancing through my mind like mosquitoes in the thick of summer, though I couldn’t exactly say I was surprised at the less-than-friendly welcome. Briefly, I considered calling the police to report the vandalism, then thought better of it. No sense in making a mountain of a molehill, as my grandmother always said. Besides, the fact that I had caught the kids in the act would undoubtedly keep them away out of fear of magical retaliation for the rest of my stay.

      Putting my bags in the trunk, I licked my thumb and rubbed it over one leg of the W, relieved to see it came away flecked with red. Not oil-based, then. I returned to the store, where I bought a pack of rags and a bottle of soap, then used them to wash off my car, right there in the middle of the street. By the time I was done, the icy slush in the gutter ran the color of blood, but the paint was all gone. I threw the rags into a nearby trash can, nodded to the meter maid checking the expired time on my parking spot, then started the engine and drove off before she could write me a ticket.
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