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Chapter One





The whispers follow me as I walk down Ocean Avenue, a low hiss that rises above the gentle breeze sliding in from the sea. A veil of damp, somber morning fog blurs the picturesque Victorian storefronts, but it’s not heavy enough to hide the eyes that narrow as I pass. Not thick enough to obscure the lips that flatten into grim lines at my approach.


There’s been another drowning.


A foghorn sounds beyond the rocky shores of the Pacific Ocean, and I think about the red whistle the janitor found floating next to Mr. Harrison in the shallow end of the high school pool. No one in Hollow Cliff needs a reminder that Tom Harrison was an excellent swimmer, that he coached our championship-winning water polo team for the past fifteen years, or that he won the open-ocean swim race every summer. They don’t need a reminder that his drowning couldn’t possibly have been an accident, but that’s exactly what that whistle was.


The spirits always claim their kills.


The churning fury of their rage is what woke me up in a cold sweat an hour before dawn this morning, the unnatural chill of their touch scraping clawlike against the barrier of my mind. They’re never satisfied with the single life they take. Each drowning only makes them more ravenous. More desperate to break through the binds that rein them in. More savagely determined to complete the vengeance they began more than a century ago.


When I pass by the central square, it’s not only Mr. Harrison’s name swirling in the misty summer air. His death is a stark reminder to the people of this town that in a week, I’ll become the youngest Blackwell ever to take the Vow that protects them from the worst of the spirits’ wrath. Except it isn’t my youth that’s furrowing Willa DeLongpre’s brow as I pass by DeLongpre Apothecary. And the hasty, last-minute planning of my ceremony that no one—least of all me—thought would come this soon isn’t what’s curling the lips of the locals gathered around the memorial fountain. They’re watching me because, even after all these years, they’re still afraid I’ll follow in my mother’s footsteps.


They’re afraid I’ll run.


The bell above the door to Curious Blooms jingles as I walk in, and Francesca looks up from arranging a bright yellow Euphoria bouquet behind the counter. Everything about her is a direct contradiction to the gloom outside, from the fuchsia scarf tying up her tight black curls to her colorful floral blouse and bright red lipstick. Her large eyes search my face and her brow immediately creases, but unlike Willa DeLongpre, it’s not in wariness or suspicion.


“Nev, sweetie. You look exhausted.”


“Hey, Cesca.” The door closes behind me and I’m engulfed in that dewy, floral-scented air no perfume could ever replicate. “I’m a little tired, but I’m fine.”


She hums softly, like she wants to say more but is holding herself back. I suspect my mom’s former best friend knows more than she should about where I go and what I do after a drowning, but we’ve never broached the subject directly, and we never will.


“Are these new?” I wander over to a display rack half full of pale blue bouquets. “I don’t think I’ve seen them before.”


“Bea’s latest creation.” The motherly pride in her voice is impossible to miss. “Forget-Your-Worries bouquets. Flew off the shelves yesterday.”


I skim the pad of my finger over one of the velvety, bell-shaped flowers. From a distance, the arrangement looks like one solid color, but up close, it’s several shades of blue. My fingers twitch with the urge to take out my sketchbook and pencils, but I don’t have time today.


“Willa DeLongpre didn’t think I’d notice,” Francesca continues, her brown eyes sparkling like they only do when discussing her rival across the street. “But she sent her grandson over to buy two yesterday. I have no doubt she’ll be rolling out a Forget-Your-Worries tea in a week tops.”


She pins me with a look because, five years later, she still hasn’t forgiven Gran for stocking some of DeLongpre’s more popular tinctures and teas in the Blackwell House of Spirits gift shop. But I know better than to wade into that particular battle, and I’m saved from having to change the subject because at that moment Bea flies in from the back of the shop. In the week since I’ve seen her, she’s added a fresh streak of pink to go with the fading purple in her thick, wavy bob, and her arms are brimming with more of her new blue bouquets.


It takes her an extra second to notice me, and when she does, she narrows her eyes at me like I’m the guilty perp in a police lineup. Hastily, I try to calculate just how many of her text invitations I failed to respond to this week. She doesn’t normally hold my lack of response against me—Bea’s always been better at keeping up her end of our friendship—but she’s clearly pissed about something.


“Um. Hi, Bea. Is everything—” She cuts me off with a shake of her head.


“You’re early.”


It’s not the accusation I was expecting, but before I can ask what she’s talking about, she rushes over to the counter, unceremoniously dumps her beautiful bouquets in front of Francesca, and points at me. “Don’t move!”


Without another word of explanation, she darts back through the saloon-style double doors. They’re still swinging when Francesca turns to me, eyebrows raised, but I shake my head. “I honestly have no idea.”


Her mouth quirks, and she points at the blue bouquets Bea dropped on the counter. “Would you mind putting these with the display up front while I pop back for your arrangements?”


“Sure.”


“Thanks, mijita.” She smiles at me before following Bea into the back, and I gather up the flowers and start arranging them in the galvanized buckets. I’ve known Bea long enough to guess that she’s up to something, and if I thought a bouquet to ease my worries would help me get out of whatever that something is, I’d buy a dozen. But Beatrice Diaz is a difficult person to say no to, magic-infused flowers or no. We may not spend as much time together as we did in the years after my mom left, but she’s still the closest thing I have to a friend my age in this town, and when you’re a Blackwell, that’s not something you take lightly.


The double doors creak open again and Bea bounds back into the shop. This time, she’s holding a spray of dark and light purple flowers that have been artfully fastened onto the back of a hair barrette. “These are for you.” She holds them out to me. “For tonight.”


I take the flowers gingerly. “They’re beautiful. But what do you mean they’re—”


I break off as realization dawns.


The party.


I forgot about her party.


“The star-shaped ones are astrantias,” she continues, pointing at the varietal in question as if I hadn’t spoken. “And the tiny light purple ones are thyme. Both are good for courage.”


She looks up from the hair clip, her flashing eyes making it crystal clear that she has no intention of letting Mr. Harrison’s death nullify my promise to attend the party she and her friends have been planning at the cove for tonight. Canceling it would of course be out of the question. Clinging to life amid death is a lesson the people of this town learn early, and if anything, the news of the latest drowning makes the party even more necessary.


But it’s not the same for me.


And Bea knows it.


“Bea,” I begin, but she cuts me off with a wave of her hand.


“I’m sorry, but no. You’re not hiding away tonight. This is your last chance to let loose before the ceremony, and I refuse to let you miss it.” She plucks the flower barrette from my hand and moves behind me. “But look, I know you’re nervous.”


“That’s not—”


“And I know the last time you came out with us, it wasn’t exactly … ideal.” I flinch at the memory of my ill-advised appearance at a graduation party earlier this month. Bea’s a year below me and didn’t graduate this year, but she and her friends were far more welcome at the party than I was.


She separates a few curls from my perpetually messy mane of black hair and pretends not to notice my reaction. “But it will be different tonight because this is my party, Nev. And you have to trust that I’ve got your back.” The barrette clicks softly into place, and she turns me around by the shoulders. “I absolutely promise that you’ll have fun. Way more fun than you ever would have had at those sad-sack art college parties.”


I shrug out of her grip. “Can we please not—”


“Not what?” She gives me a shrewd look. Bea and Francesca are the only people, apart from Gran, who I told about my acceptance into the Rhode Island School of Design. An acceptance I turned down the day after we got Gran’s diagnosis. “Not admit that you’re disappointed?”


“Here we are, hon.”


We both turn as Francesca backs in through the double doors carrying a cardboard tray of the clean, white flower arrangements that Gran loves. We order them every Friday to place in the entrance hall where the tours begin, and the familiar sight now, in the midst of so much change, is surprisingly comforting. Here, at least, is one part of our lives that hasn’t been turned on its head.


I take the tray from Francesca and as soon as my hands are full, Bea squeezes my arm. “I’ll pick you up at eight. Don’t forget to wear the flowers.”


I open my mouth to protest, but she skips out of the shop before I can, and Francesca offers me a sympathetic look. It’s been just the two of them since Bea’s dad drowned when she was a baby, and Francesca is just as bad at saying no to her daughter as I am. She asks if I need help getting the arrangements to my car, but I tell her I’m okay and step back out into the grey June morning.


The sidewalk is clear since everyone has retreated into their shops and cafés to prepare for the horde of summer tourists who’ll be descending on these picturesque streets in less than an hour. They flock to our small coastal town two hours north of San Francisco because of Alma Blackwell’s legacy and the world-famous Blackwell House of Spirits that she built. But there will be repeat visitors in the crowds today, too. Vacationing families and couples who return to our hazy shores year after year to sample the offerings of a town that pretty much every tour book and travel guide has summed up in a single word.


Magical.


But they don’t call Hollow Cliff magical because of our majestic coastal redwoods that rise up through sparkling layers of fog. Or because of our dramatic bluffs, sweeping ocean views, or even our Victorian-era charm. They say Hollow Cliff is magical because when someone reads your tea leaves at Mystery Grounds Coffee and Tea, the future they reveal often does come true. Because the thrill of inhaling one of the Euphoria bouquets at Curious Blooms can be more potent than the strongest of drugs. Because the Dreamless Tea at DeLongpre Apothecary will give you the best sleep of your life, and because the protective crystals you buy on Ocean Avenue really do warm in your palm when danger is near.


They call our town magical because as children, they rode through the redwoods in a handcart on the Railroad That Never Was and will swear for the rest of their lives they heard the echoing screams of the people who died that horrible day. They say it’s magical because when they grow up, they bring their own kids here and give them a penny to throw into the memorial fountain in the center square, reminding them to think carefully about what their wish will be because, in Hollow Cliff, some wishes do come true.


My steps slow now as I pass by that fountain, the stone carving of Alma Blackwell kneeling in its center shrouded by silvery mist. But it’s the thirty-four names carved along the base of the pool that draw my eye this morning. Names that were carved over a century ago to honor the victims of the 1903 massacre that only ended with Alma’s Vow.


Tom Harrison’s name won’t be added to this stone even though he, too, had his mind seized by the spirits. Even though he, too, was a victim of their vengeance. Even though he, too, was driven by them to his death. But that’s the way it is in Hollow Cliff when the spirits break free and take one of our lives. The ghost-hungry vacationers who crowd our streets browsing for mood-enhancing chocolates and protective talismans will hear no mention of the former water polo coach. Nothing will be written about his death in the Hollow Cliff Gazette. No investigation will be launched by the sheriff. In our town’s public record, the coroner will record yet another drowning as an accident. It’s not good for business otherwise. Not good for the town. It’s better for everyone if the world believes that our ghost stories stayed in the past.


I turn away from the fountain and immediately crash into someone’s side. The box holding the flowers slips from my grip and I tighten my hold, grunting as the sharp cardboard corners dig into my palms.


A yelp and a thud draw my attention to the ground, and when I see the wispy white hair of Fern Fairchild—her multicolored skirts and scarves sprawled out on the ground around her—I crouch down and set the flowers aside.


“Fern?” I help her back up to sitting. “Are you all right?”


Her perpetually hazy, unfocused eyes settle on me and her thin, wrinkled lips break out in a delighted smile that’s completely at odds with the situation. “Well, aren’t you a sweet one, pet?”


I check her over, but Fern doesn’t seem to have sustained any damage from the fall. The contents of her patchwork bag, however, have spilled out onto the ground, and I quickly gather them up. Several of the tarot card decks have mixed together, there’s a crack in her crystal ball that may or may not have been there before, and a couple of her loose-leaf tea bags have emptied onto the pavement. But Fern just keeps smiling at me as I repack her possessions like I’m the hero here instead of the person who sent an almost-eighty-year-old woman tumbling to the ground.


When I’m done, she pats my cheek. “Home is where the heart lives, pet,” she says like she always does.


“I know, Fern,” I say like I always do in response.


She nods, pleased by this exchange, even though it’s the same one she’ll have with every Hollow Cliff resident she encounters today. Sometimes, she insists on repeating the ritual a couple dozen times with the same person, but everyone is always patient when it comes to Fern. Outsiders may look at her and see a rambling, eccentric old lady with a few screws loose, but we all know the truth.


Fern Fairchild stayed away too long.


I help Fern to her feet and hand her back her bag, but when I move to pick up the flower arrangements, she snatches my wrist, halting me. “Come along now, pet. I’ve got a new brew all ready for your reading.”


Her grip is surprisingly strong as she tries to tug me toward the patio of Mystery Grounds, but I set my feet and gently pry her fingers loose. “I’m sorry, Fern. I can’t today.”


She clucks at me, shaking her head because this is also a thing I always say. Except for the one time. And one time was enough.


When I bend down to pick up the flowers again, she cocks her head and peers at me knowingly from behind her red-rimmed glasses. “Go on then, pet. But don’t take too long. Not all futures are content to wait.”


I stiffen, my gaze flying to hers, and when our eyes meet, I’m reminded of why I never told anyone—not even Gran—about the words Fern Fairchild muttered into a chipped blue teacup three years ago. The expectation in her gaze—the fervent, breathless hope—shook me to the core in a way the coldest, meanest look from Willa DeLongpre could never do.


It still does.


Overhead, seagulls shriek, and one of them swoops so low that the flap of its wings ruffles Fern’s frizzy white hair. She turns to follow the bird’s flight, and when it lands on the ground a couple of feet from her, she makes a tsking sound in the back of her throat. “Taking your time as well, I see.”


Reaching into her coat pocket, she pulls out a small paper bag and tosses what looks like crumbs from a blueberry muffin in front of the bird. It immediately dips its curved yellow beak and gobbles up the offering. Fern tosses another handful of crumbs and—without so much as a backward glance in my direction—ambles away toward the coffee shop patio.


The prickle of unease I always feel in her presence follows me as I leave the square and head toward the bluffs where I parked the car. I’m almost there when an entirely different kind of prickle runs up the back of my neck. Less of a prickle, actually, and more of an unsettling, whole-body tremble. There must be eyes on me, but when I look over my shoulder at the front patio of Mystery Grounds, there’s only Fern with her back to me as she sets up her table.


A cold wind pushes in from the sea, plastering strands of my hair against my cheek, and I turn my face directly into the breeze, shaking off my unease. Then I dart across the narrow road, look up, and freeze.


Not two dozen feet away from me is a guy I’ve never seen before leaning back against the wooden railing at the edge of the bluffs. His arms are folded, his head is tilted to the side, his dark hair is wild in the wind around his face …


And he’s staring directly at me.


Our gazes lock, and the second they do, my stomach jumps into my throat as if I just missed a step going down a flight of stairs. A jolt of recognition moves through me, and I know at once that it was his stare I felt so strongly on the back of my neck a moment ago. I expect him to look away now that I’ve caught him staring, but he doesn’t. Instead, he raises his brows in what feels like a challenge. My body tenses with a strange urge to march right over to him and say … what, I have no idea. But the echo of Gran’s voice in my head stops me.


You need to be careful now, sweetheart.


A lot of national news sites picked up the quirky human-interest story about the teenager in a tiny Northern California town who’s taking over a haunted legacy from her dying grandmother. And most of the articles featured at least one photo of me. My lack of social media presence has shielded me a bit, but Gran has warned me repeatedly that the interest—in me, specifically—might get intense. Aggressive even, especially amongst the ghost-hunting set. And going off this guy’s black hoodie, black jeans, and general un-tourist-like demeanor, that’s likely what he is.


I turn away and balance the flowers on the roof of the car while I fish in my bag for the keys to the blue Volvo my mother had the unexpected decency to leave behind. But I know, without having to look, that his eyes stay on me as I settle the flowers in the trunk and slip into the driver’s seat. I pull away without looking back and press down hard on the gas, but even though I roll both front windows down and let the damp, salty wind freeze my cheeks and fingers, the unsettling heat of his gaze lingers on my skin all the way up the winding hill to Blackwell House.


The witch-capped Victorian mansion teetering on the edge of a sea cliff is still shrouded in a thick layer of marine fog as I pass through the wrought-iron gates, making it difficult to separate the gables, turrets, and columned porches from the towering coastal redwoods that surround it on three of its four sides. Just before the wooden sign welcoming visitors to the Blackwell House of Spirits, I veer right and take my usual back road past the old caretaker cottage so I can loop around and park in the former carriage house.


Thanks to the excitement surrounding my once-in-a-generation Vow ceremony, both our morning and afternoon tours are fully booked, and there are already a few early birds wandering the misty sculpture garden and gazing out at the white-capped sea beyond the bluffs as they wait for us to open. A few of them catch my eye as I rush by with the cardboard tray of flowers, and I recognize the wary, hesitant look in them. It’s always like this after a drowning when the simmering fury of the spirits is stronger and more perceptible. Tourists who would normally only feel the graze of their touch will shiver violently without cause as they tour our twisting hallways and snap at friends and family with an anger that isn’t their own.


I slip through the side door into the kitchen, and Tabitha greets me with the chirping meow she saves only for me. She’s a consistent favorite amongst the tour guests because she has one blue eye and one orange eye and is suspiciously good at striking ominous poses that make the house seem even more haunted than it already is. But Tab’s not-so-secret secret is that she hates every single person in the world except for me, and even though it’s selfish, I love her for it.


After setting down the flowers, I scratch her silky white head and open a can of her food. She mews her approval and digs in while I heat some soup and toast a few pieces of bread I hope I can coax Gran into eating. I force down another half cup of coffee from the pot I made before heading out to check the Anchors this morning, but even though I know I should, my stomach is too knotted to eat anything.


Once Gran’s soup and toast is ready, I set it on a tray and start down the twisting hallways of the only wing in this house that wasn’t opened to the public as an economy-generating tourist attraction by my great-great-grandmother after World War I. Shafts of morning light slant across the gloomy landscape paintings that line the walls, but the shadows in the corners are restless, and they slither out to meet me as I pass. Their unnatural chill surrounds me like a cloak, and I think about that fisherman I overheard at the harbor who said that every time he heads out to open sea, every time that first spray of salt water mists his face, it feels like coming home. But he also never forgets—even for an instant—that the moment he lets down his guard, those same dark waters will drag him to his grave with glee.


The spirits bound to Blackwell House are my sea. The icy touch of their dark fingers skating across my skin, pressing at the barriers of my mind, is as familiar to me as the steady rhythm of the waves crashing into the cliffs beneath my window. And on days like today, that touch is a vicious, angry squall. A reminder, like the red whistle floating next to Mr. Harrison’s body, that if they ever get the chance, they’ll kill us all.


I pause in the hallway outside Gran’s door and a voice—so much thinner than the melodious alto I grew up with—calls out from within.


“Don’t hover, sweetheart. It’s not an attractive trait.”


I stifle a small smile and try to look appropriately chastened as I balance the tray of food against my hip and push open the door to Gran’s room. She’s sitting up in the middle of her old-fashioned canopy bed, the shadows cast by the hangings emphasizing the dark bruises underneath her eyes. Large chunks of her salt-and-pepper hair that were always so smooth and perfectly styled before have escaped their braid to hang limp and damp around her face. Her shoulders slump against the headboard, telling me this isn’t going to be one of her good days, not that she has many of those anymore.


“I didn’t want to wake you.” I keep my tone light as I walk inside. Gran abhors sympathy, but more importantly, the only time she truly loses her composure is when she thinks I’m upset. “But I thought you might be hungry, so—”


“So you decided to bring me a tray of rations straight out of a Dickens novel?”


I set the tray over her lap without comment and rearrange the dark blue coverlet so it lies flat across her legs. Until a few months ago, Gran wouldn’t have even considered eating a meal that didn’t include a colorful array of in-season vegetables harvested directly from her garden. Apart from her passionate dedication to upholding our family’s legacy—and her sometimes overzealous protection of me—her vegetable garden is her one pride and joy. But it’s been a while since she’s been able to keep anything but bland foods down.


She snorts in protest when I tuck a cloth napkin into the collar of her nightdress, but I ignore her and take a seat in the antique armchair that now lives permanently at the side of her bed. “If you’re still hungry after the soup, I can bring you—”


“I’m not an invalid, darling girl. I can get my own food. You have more than enough on your plate as it is.”


I say nothing to that because it’s rare she has the energy to make it down the hallway, let alone to the kitchen. It might be different if she didn’t keep stubbornly pushing back her stay at the hospital for pain management, but I know better than to bring that up again.


Gran picks up the spoon, fills it with broth, and brings it to her lips. When she grimaces after the first swallow, we both pretend that it’s because of the bland taste and not because she’s finding it difficult to keep even that small amount of liquid down. Just like we pretend, when she returns the spoon to the tray, that in a few minutes, she’ll pick it up again.


“So?” Her amber eyes, still sharp even through the haze of pain, study mine with a mixture of apprehension and concern. “The Anchors. Are they—”


A violent cough swallows up her words, racking her too-frail body, and I hastily sweep the tray off her lap. There’s a cup of water on the nightstand, and I hold it to her lips as she takes a small sip. Drops of liquid dribble down her chin and I use the corner of my sleeve to dab them away.


When her coughing fit subsides, I return the water to the nightstand and study her from under my lashes. She looks utterly exhausted. A thin sheen of sweat glistens on her brow, her shoulders tremble from the strain of sitting upright, and the alarmingly greyish tint to her skin makes me want to cry. I came up here to tell her what I found this morning at the Anchor sites because even though I’d love to spare her the knowledge, I can’t. Until the sun sets on the solstice, she alone holds the Vow. It’s because of the blood she added to the heart of Alma’s charm that the spirits remain leashed. If the Anchors that extend that spell’s protection are compromised, she needs to know.


But maybe the full details can wait a few hours more. Just until she’s had a bit more rest.


“You look a little tired,” I hedge. “Why don’t you take a nap and I’ll come—”


“Nev.”


The upward tilt of her chin, the flash of steely determination in her eyes is so like the old Gran—so like the indomitable Marie Blackwell she shows to the rest of the world—that for one shining moment, I almost forget that she’s sick. I almost forget that the one constant I’ve always depended on—the one source of unconditional love that’s kept me from falling apart in a town riddled with death and grief and guilt—is leaving me. I almost forget how terrified I am that without her strong, sure arms around me, the seams that make me up will unravel.


Gran’s eyes soften, and her too-thin, skeletal hand reaches across the bed toward me. She’s always been able to sense the things I can’t say, and when my hand meets hers halfway, her dry, papery skin envelops it.


“Tell me what happened with the Anchors, sweetheart.”


She squeezes my hand, and I let out a breath. “Two pieces of the southern Anchor were drained.”


She watches me closely. “And were you able to replace them?”


I nod. “Yes. But …”


“But what, hon?”


“It wasn’t just the southern charm. Pieces in the east and west were drained as well.”


She blinks once. Twice. “I see.”


I watch for her reaction, but that carefully blank mask slips over her features. It’s the one she wears whenever we talk about things she can’t tell me until I take over the Vow. But I already know what will happen if all four Anchor charms fail, so it’s not hard to guess that three blinking out at once isn’t a good sign.


When the silence continues to stretch, I give up waiting. “Should I be worried? Have you sensed that they—”


“My strength is failing.”


I blink in surprise. Gran isn’t one to admit a weakness out loud, even to me.


“The Anchors will need to be reinforced again,” she continues, her words slurring slightly, exhaustion heavy on her tongue. “Soon. I’m not …”


She trails off, shakes her head, and then grimaces at the pain that small motion causes. I squeeze her hand because she doesn’t need to say the rest out loud. “It’s okay, Gran. I’ll check the Anchors again. I can handle it.”


The tired smile she gives me is so full of trust, so full of love, that it’s all I can do not to break down and sob right here in front of her.


“I know you can, sweetheart.” She slumps back against the pillows, her eyes drifting shut. “She never could … but you will.”


Her hand goes slack in mine and her breathing shallows, but but I’m too shocked to move. I can count on one hand the number of times Gran and I have spoken about the woman who abandoned me—abandoned this town—without so much as a goodbye seven years ago.


From deep inside the house, the grandfather clock chimes the hour telling me it’s time to open the doors and let in the hordes. Without Gran’s help, I’m running the tours, gift shop, and front of house solo, and although I placed a help-wanted ad a month ago—with Gran’s grudging approval—there haven’t been any replies, and I doubt there will be. Most locals do their best to avoid crossing the threshold of Blackwell House. Even Bea insists on picking me up at the top of the driveway, and the only cleaning and ground crew that will work with us travel in from over an hour away every other week. No one but family has ever worked inside the house itself, and unfortunately, it’s likely to stay that way.


Carefully, I tuck Gran’s hand back under the covers, stand up, and stare down at the slight form of her figure in the giant bed that used to belong to Alma herself. The first time the spirits distorted my nightmares, gleefully digging up my deepest fears to parade before my unconscious mind, Gran made a pillow fort in this bed, promising me that within its walls, I would always be safe. She seemed so big to me then, this woman who had the power to solve all of my problems. Who everyone else was a little bit in awe of, but who could make me laugh so hard that milk squirted out my nose. This woman who’d always been there, watching over me. Who leapt into the role of full-time parent with unbridled enthusiasm. Who met the pain of my mother’s abandonment with a love so deep, so constant, not even my broken, betrayed heart could ever doubt it.


It’s why, in every drawing I have of her, she takes up the entirety of the page. I had to stop putting her in group portraits and landscapes years ago because she swallows everything up, even the sea. But it’s been months since I’ve been able to finish so much as a sketch of her. Maybe it’s because she seems so tiny to me now, so frail in the middle of this massive bed.


Maybe it’s because I can’t bear to make her small.













Chapter Two





Our feet kick up sand as Bea and I scramble down the steep path to Smuggler’s Cove. The crescent-shaped beach is a favorite spot amongst locals because the jagged rocks jutting out from the black waters make it a dangerous area to swim, and thus an excellent place to avoid tourists. Tonight, sparks from the bonfire light up the silvery night sky, music is thumping from a speaker balanced on a stump, and the narrow stretch of black-and-white-speckled sand is crowded with my former Hollow Cliff High classmates.


We pause near the bottom of the hill, and Bea reaches up to adjust the flowers I dutifully pinned in my loose hair because honestly, I could use the courage. Once she’s satisfied, she hooks her arm through mine and pulls me into the glow of the flames. Two seconds later, the first head turns. By the time I count to five, every eye on the beach has found us.


So much for slipping into the party unnoticed.


But Bea either doesn’t notice the ripple of palpable unease, or she’s decided to ignore it. Pulling me closer to her side, she steers me past a group of girls I’ve technically known all my life but who are currently looking at me the way you would an undertaker who brought a gift-wrapped coffin to a three-year-old’s birthday party. My presence is an unwelcome reminder of what they came here tonight to forget. It’s always like this after a drowning, but in a couple of days, the initial spike of fear and grief will ease, and they’ll go back to treating me with the careful detachment we’re all accustomed to.


“Bea! Over here!”


The sleek blonde head of Bea’s best friend Darcy separates herself from a water polo player whose name I can’t remember and makes her way toward us. Going off the slight sway in her hips, she’s already a few drinks in.


“Look at you.” Darcy holds Bea’s arms out to the sides so she can better admire the vintage paisley miniskirt and matching halter top from her latest thrifting haul. After a long and enthusiastic inspection of the outfit, she turns to me, and when her eyes land on my faded black jeans and green knit sweater, her nose visibly wrinkles. “Nev. Hi.”


Her voice is flatter than a pancake, but Bea must have threatened her with something drastic because this is the warmest welcome Darcy has ever given me. I send her a wide smile back, which annoys the hell out of her because with Bea watching her like a hawk, she has no choice but to return it. Except what Darcy doesn’t get is that we have more in common than she realizes. She can’t understand why Bea is so determined to integrate me into the social fabric of a town I was quite literally born to stay separate from, and frankly, neither can I.


A plastic cup is shoved into my hand, and before I can offer up a protest, Bea is clinking the rim of her cup against mine. Then, with a smile that’s easy and loose, she raises her cup high in the air and cries, “To a night of wandering youth!”


A cheer goes up around me, as if more alcohol is all that’s needed to forget the tension my arrival brought, and everyone takes a drink. Over the rim of her cup, Bea winks at me, the flames from the fire dancing in her eyes, and I send her a rueful smile back as I lift my drink in salute. It’s rare for Gran to talk about the years she spent away from Hollow Cliff before selecting my mother’s paternal DNA from a clinic and returning to take over the Vow from her own mom. But she made an offhand reference to her years of wandering youth once in front of Bea and me, and Bea’s never forgotten it.


I finish the rest of my drink, and when Bea refills it, I swallow that one down, too.


Like pretty much everyone on this beach, Bea will have her own version of a wandering youth once she graduates. A handful of precious years away from Hollow Cliff before the pull to return becomes too strong to resist. My mother had one, too. Four years at a small college in New York before joining a band, hopping aboard a tour bus, and traveling this country from end to end. She didn’t come back until she was four months pregnant with me and fresh off a breakup with a guy who was visiting from overseas and had no interest in relocating to America. Or in sticking around to meet me. At least, that’s what she told everyone. For all I know, it was another one of her lies.


Gran’s always wanted me to have my own taste of freedom before the Vow binds me to the borders of this town. It’s why she was so insistent about me applying to art schools. But the cancer changed all that. Alma took the first Vow at sunset on the summer solstice, and that’s the only time it can be passed down. Gran won’t make it another year, which means my turn is up. It also means I won’t have the wandering youth my mom and grandmother and the rest of the people around this bonfire will have. I’m going to stay here, in Hollow Cliff, for my entire life.


I know it.


I’ve accepted it.


But as Bea refills my cup again and the music and laughter swirl around me, I decide that maybe she’s right. Maybe this is one night I can afford to wander through.


Smoke from the bonfire whirls around us, and each sip of vodka burns less and less as it goes down. I hadn’t planned on drinking tonight. I definitely hadn’t planned on getting drunk. But as the hours wear on, I find myself liking the warm, floaty feeling that’s taken over my limbs. Liking the way Bea and I sway to the music blaring from the speakers, the sparks from the fire dancing with us as they twist up into the glow of the waxing moon.


At some point, I find myself swaying with my arms wrapped around two of the sneering girls Bea steered me past earlier, our faces flushed from the heat of the flames, our backs chilled by the wind from the sea. We laugh together, these people who have never been outright cruel to me, but who have always kept their distance. Who after tonight, will keep their distance still.


When my head begins to spin too much to stand, I sink down by the ring of stones that circle the fire. Every inch of my body is flushed and hot, so I peel off my sweater, pull off my boots, and sink my bare feet into the sand, burrowing them until my toes reach a layer that’s cold and damp. Laughing faces flicker in the firelight and a few snatches of slurred conversations about college plans and post-graduation travel float my way. I try to ignore it, but the alcohol has made me selfish, and the bitter taste of jealousy claws up my throat even though I know it’s unfair to begrudge them this small taste of liberty. Even though once this town is in your blood, nobody can truly get it out.


Fern Fairchild was a celebrated historical scholar before she left, and her now-addled mind is a daily reminder of what can happen if you resist the pull for too long. My mother hasn’t stayed away as long as Fern did, but she’s getting close. Does that mean she’s feeling it now? In whatever exotic part of the world she’s in? Is she consumed with that empty, heartsick feeling people describe? The one that hollows you out so deeply, you can’t get out of bed? Does she feel like she’s lost a part of herself? Does she yearn to come back here to find it? Does she think about coming back for me?


No. I shake my head because she’s not someone I want to think about now.


Not now. Not ever.


I press my forehead to the tops of my knees and dig my fingers hard into my temples, but it’s not enough. That night still flashes in my mind. The memory of us at the kitchen table that’s been knocking at my carefully erected barriers since the day my Vow ceremony was confirmed. I try to push it away. I try to keep it from breaking through, but my brain is too slow, too sluggish from the alcohol to stop it.


I didn’t understand then. I was ten, and I thought I was my mother’s whole world. I thought she loved me more than anything, and I thought the game we played with the atlas was just that: a game.


That night was my first big hint, but I didn’t see it then. We’d just finished clearing the dishes from dinner and Mom had taken out the atlas. We’d charted a route through Berlin the day before and now we were on to Prague. Gran knew the atlas game was our special thing, so she didn’t normally intrude, but that night, she stayed in the kitchen after dinner. My mom smiled at her. I remember that because I’ll never forget the grotesque way that smile froze on her face when Gran announced it was time for her to step up and take over the Vow. And I remember her eyes. I remember how wide and wild they grew. The frantic dart of them, like she was a rabbit with one leg caught in a trap.


She was gone a lot in the months and weeks after that. She’d leave the house for hours at a time, and when Gran asked where she’d gone, she would lie. I don’t know if Gran knew she was lying at the time, but I did. I could tell by the way her voice went flat.


I didn’t say anything though, because I knew she’d never lie to me. I knew that right up until that day in the Rose Room when I surprised her and she slammed her laptop shut. It’s the only room in the house with semi-consistent Wi-Fi so I asked her what she was looking at, and she said she was shopping for clothes. I knew it was a lie then, but now I know it wasn’t her first. Now I know she’d been lying to me my whole life.


This time when my head spins, it’s not pleasant or warm. The fire is suddenly too hot. Too suffocating. I lurch unsteadily to my feet. My stomach lurches, too, and I swallow against the bitter bile that rises in my throat. Through the flames, I catch a brief glimpse of Bea deep in conversation with Darcy, Darcy’s boyfriend, and a few other guys from Mr. Harrison’s water polo team who I’ve managed to avoid so far tonight. I wait for Bea to turn away from me, and then I back away from the fire and pick my way across the sand toward the shore.


An evening wind slices across the black waters of the cove, blowing my loose curls against my face. I push the strands out of my eyes and realize that at some point, Bea’s flowers fell out even though I swore I’d wear them all night. I could go back and look for them. I could go back and grab the sweater I left by the bonfire, too, because it’s cold away from its warmth, but there’s something in me that needs to keep moving. Some urgent impulse I can’t control that won’t let me go back.


So I don’t. I keep going. Once I reach the water, I turn left and stumble my way toward the jagged rock caves that mark the sudden end of the beach, their outline just visible under the light of the half-moon. I don’t stop, even when the world spins beneath my feet. I take deep breaths instead. Focus on the damp salty taste of the sea coating the back of my throat and the sulfuric tang of the seaweed washed up along the shore.


I’m so focused on breathing through the spins, on not tripping over the sharp bits of driftwood jutting up through the sand, that at first, I don’t hear the steps behind me. And by the time I turn around, it’s too late.


Robbie Harrison comes to a stop inches away, his tall, athlete’s body towering over me. The grief etched on his face is stark in the silver moonlight, and his eyes are puffy and rimmed with red. If I’d known he was already back from college, I never would have let Bea drag me here. His loss is fresh and raw, and I’m the absolute last person he should see right now.


“Robbie. Hi. I’m so sorry about your da—”


“Did you see it?”


The hair on the back of my neck rises at the angry, desperate slap of his words. I throw a glance over his shoulder, but he came out here alone, and I’ve wandered too far from the bonfire for anyone to hear me call out.


I start to back away. “I’m sorry, Robbie, but I don’t know what you’re—”


“No.” His arm snakes out with the lightning-fast water polo reflexes his dad helped him hone, and his fingers clamp around my upper arm, holding me in place. “You have to tell me if that’s why. You have to—”


His face crumples and his whole body shakes in a violent, racking sob. His grip on my arm doesn’t ease, but my heart breaks at the sight of this grief-stricken boy who bears no resemblance to the cheerful, affable guy I used to pass in the hallways.


“Robbie, I really am so sorry. I know you’re hurting, but I don’t—”


“Stop.” His eyes slam shut, and he shakes his head violently like he’s trying to dislodge a fly. “I have to unlearn what I’ve been taught.” His eyes fly open and he blinks several times in rapid succession. “The true history has been hidden.”


His words make no sense, and I try to pin his gaze with mine, but his eyes are moving back and forth too fast. “Robbie, I don’t know what you’re talking about, but you need to let go. You’re hurting me.”


He shakes his head again, like he doesn’t want to hear me. His lips keep moving, but no sound comes out, and I’d think he forgot I was here if it wasn’t for his bruising hold on my arm. But when I try to pull free, his lips stop moving and he pulls me close, so close that I can smell the sour taste of coffee lingering on his breath. Icy shards of panic race up my veins at the anger simmering in his eyes, but there’s confusion there, too. Confusion and naked, heart-wrenching grief.


“You.” He blinks several more times, like he’s having difficulty keeping his focus on me. “It’s because of you Blackwell witches. It’s because of you.”


Guilt and fear war within me as I dig my feet into the sand and try to wrestle my arm out of his grip, because Robbie’s not wrong. The spell my family wove to protect this town may hold the spirits back, but it’s not enough. It’s never been enough.


“Robbie, I understand how angry you must—”


“Stop!” He shakes his head again and closes his eyes. “I can’t—”


“But the spirits still seek their vengeance, and all we can do is hold—”


“I said stop!” His yell echoes off the caves at my back, repeating into the night. He makes another sound that’s somewhere between a roar and a howl, and then his hands are circling my neck. I gasp and kick out, my legs and arms flailing in a frantic effort to get away, but Robbie’s fingers are already digging into the tender skin of my throat. He’s already cutting off my air. His eyes turn wild. They bounce between me and the sea and the caves and the sky like he’s tracking a horde of invisible ghosts. Tears stream down his cheeks. His forehead glistens with sweat, and his lips begin forming silent words again.


I pummel my fists against his chest, but my strength is rapidly fleeing my body and my hits are sluggish and weak. I open my mouth wide, gasping, but nothing can get past the constriction in my throat.


Does he know he’s killing me? Does he know my lungs can’t suck in air?


Black spots fill my vision, and in one last surge of strength, I kick out blindly with my legs. This time, they connect with Robbie’s shin. He grunts, traps my legs between his, and together we sink to our knees in the cold, rough sand.


Robbie’s wracking sobs fill the air around us, but his grip on my throat isn’t loosening. I’m starting to lose consciousness. I can feel my body use up the last of my breath. If Gran were here, she could stop this. She could weave a spell to soothe Robbie’s mind.


But she’s not here. I’m alone. And I’m going to fail.


There’s a horrible irony to knowing that after all my efforts, I’m going to end up following in my mother’s footsteps after all. It doesn’t matter that she abandoned her responsibility to this town of her own free will while I’ll be abandoning them because I’m dead. The end result will be the same. The cancer will take Gran, and when it does, there won’t be a Blackwell left to take over Alma’s Vow. The bind on the spirits may not be perfect, but it’s the best we have, and it will fail. The full force of their wrath will be unleashed for the first time since the 1903 massacre, and it won’t be one life at a time they take anymore, it will be the entire town. No one will be able to outrun them, not even the boy whose hands are currently stopping my last breath. His mind will be invaded and seized like all the rest. He might even be the first they drown.


It’s the thing I was raised to prevent, the purpose that’s been waiting for me since the day I was born, and that reminder jump-starts something in my fuzzy, panicked brain. I can’t fail. But I can’t fight, either. I can’t even breathe. So I do the only thing I can do. I stop struggling and let my body go limp.


My full weight slumps against Robbie, and he jerks in surprise. His grip on my neck loosens enough for me to suck in a sliver of air, and I use that tiny thread of strength to lift my eyes to his. He blinks down at me, dumbfounded confusion shuttering his gaze like he doesn’t understand how I got here.


And then several things happen at once.


A person materializes out of the darkness on my right.


Robbie’s eyes go wide and wild again and then he’s crying out. His fingers fall away from my neck, and I pitch forward onto the sand, catching myself on my hands and knees.


My lungs immediately start sucking in cold gulps of air as the thrum of my blood pounds like a drumbeat in my ears, but it’s not loud enough to drown out the sound of flesh hitting flesh or the deep grunts punctuated by Robbie’s enraged cries.


I try to push myself to standing but only manage to raise my head enough to see the profile of a long, lean body in a black sweatshirt using his knee to pin Robbie’s flailing body to the ground. I need to call out. Stop this before it goes too far. But when I try to wet my dry, aching throat with a swallow, the burn is so sharp, I whimper with pain.


At the sound, the head that’s bowed over Robbie spins toward me. Overhead, a cloud shifts in the sky, clearing a path for the silver half-moon, and when it lights on the face staring back at me, my stomach lurches in immediate recognition.


It’s the guy from this morning—the one I caught staring at me from the bluffs. There’s a fierce set to his square jaw now and a bruise forming on the pale skin of his upper cheek where Robbie must have gotten in a hit. A swath of freckles is spread out over his nose and across his cheeks, and above his left eye, I can just make out the white lines of a crescent-shaped scar.


My eyes linger on that scar. It reminds me of something, but before I can wonder what, he tilts his head, drawing my gaze to his. His brows rise in a gesture that looks … expectant, and that same unsettled feeling from this morning washes through me. It’s like he’s waiting for something.


Does he want me to thank him?


I don’t have a chance to find out, because at that moment, Robbie bucks beneath him, sending up a spray of sand that flies into his eyes. He turns back to Robbie, an annoyed growl in the back of his throat as he pulls back his elbow and curls his hand into a fist.


I throw out a hand and croak, “Stop!”


The guy’s arm freezes midair, but he doesn’t turn to look at me. His gaze stays pinned to where Robbie lies beneath him, tears streaming down his face as he mutters the same words over and over again in a voice that’s barely above a whisper. “The true history has been hidden … the true history has been hidden.”


“He’s grieving.” Each whispered word is a burning knife in my throat. “He doesn’t mean … he’s confused. That’s all.”


This time, when the mystery guy turns to me, a few pieces of his hair fall onto his forehead, shadowing his eyes from my view. But I can still feel them, flitting over my face. Robbie’s twisting and muttering under his hold, but he doesn’t seem to notice or care. The guy just keeps studying me until, finally, he says in a voice that’s low and hoarse from disuse, “Is that what you really believe?”


There’s a disappointment in his tone that I don’t understand, even though I get the strangest feeling that I should. But before I can ask what he means, I’m interrupted by a new voice calling my name.


“Nev! Oh my God. Are you okay?”


Bea is sprinting down the beach, Darcy and her boyfriend fast on her heels. Trailing behind them are the other two water polo players who were sitting with them by the fire. They would have been Robbie’s teammates last year before he graduated.


I manage to sit back on my heels for about two seconds before Bea crashes into the sand in front of me. She reaches to pull me into a hug but stops when I wince from her touch.


“What is it?” she asks. “Are you hurt? Where—”


“I’m okay,” I croak, although I’m not sure that’s true.


Bea’s eyes narrow. “Oh my God. You are definitely not okay. You’re shaking like a goddamn leaf. And what the hell happened to your voice? Josh said Robbie showed up. And then I couldn’t find you, and—”


A scuffle behind us cuts her off and we both turn to see the water polo guys haul Robbie up from the sand so he’s suspended between them. He sags in their hold, his blond head bowed, his broad shoulders shaking with silent sobs.


The mystery guy has taken several steps back and is now shrouded by the shadows of the cliff, so Robbie’s former teammates don’t even spare him a glance as they collectively steer their sagging charge back toward the bonfire. Darcy starts to follow them, but then she stops and looks over her shoulder at me. Our gazes lock, and I read accusation in hers, but confusion, too. As if she doesn’t know how to feel about what just happened here.


I don’t know, either.


Darcy blinks and turns away to jog after the guys as Bea helps me to my feet. “God, Nev.” She scans me from head to toe, her face pinched in worry. “I’m so sorry I made you come tonight. I know you said it wasn’t a good idea, but I never thought—”


I raise my hand to cut her off because I don’t have a voice to protest with, but none of this is her fault. The grief immediately following a drowning can make people say and do extreme things. Gran says that people need someone to blame, and it’s only natural when they choose us. Alma may have halted a massacre, but the spell she wove wasn’t strong enough to protect everyone. One hundred and twenty years later, it’s still not, and it’s not as if the Blackwell name is innocent in any of this. Jonathan Blackwell drew the wrath of the spirits to begin with, and his blood runs through our veins as surely as Alma’s does.


But the fury in Robbie’s eyes, the frantic fear and confusion and grief radiating off of him as his hands wrapped around my neck …


Nothing like that has ever happened before.


I look over to where the guy from the bluffs was lingering in the shadows, but he’s already walking away. Panic sends my pulse racing because he can’t be leaving yet. I stumble after him, trying to call out for him to wait, but all I get from my vocal cords is a barely audible croak.


He must hear me though, because he slows his steps and turns around. The entrance to the sea caves is at his back and …


Is that where he’s going? Is that where he came from a few minutes ago? Is that why he was close enough to hear me and Robbie struggling?


I study him in the silvery night. He’s the longer, leaner answer to Robbie’s bulkier frame, and I wonder how he was able to hold him down for so long. I’d assumed this morning that he was one of those ghost-hunting kids with an EMF reader, but now I’m not so sure. He could be a normal tourist. Most of the local inns are booked up ahead of my Vow ceremony at the end of the week, but if he’s looking for a place to camp, I’d expect him to go to the campground inside the state park. I spent a couple of nights as a kid sleeping alone in one of the few caves that sit above the tide line here, but those entrances aren’t easy to find. And although he could be a drifter, I don’t think he is. His dark jeans and black hoodie are a bit rumpled but clean. So who is he? And what is he doing here?


He tilts his head, waiting for me to say or do something. His hands are shoved into the front pockets of his jeans and his shoulders are hunched forward, like he’s protecting his chest against another attack. With the shadowy caves looming behind him and the churning black waters of the cove stretching out endlessly on his other side, he looks strangely … lost.


I have the sudden urge to run to him, but Bea catches up to me and puts her arm around my shoulders. She looks between me and the guy, her brow wrinkling.


“Thank you,” I gasp out at him.


Bea winces at the pathetic crack of my voice, but the guy just gives me one last searching look before nodding and turning back to the caves. We watch him leave in silence. When he’s no longer in sight, Bea looks at me with her eyebrows raised, but I shake my head and use the very last of my voice to ask her to take me home.
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