
Always a Witch

Carolyn  MacCullough
Table of Contents
Title Page

Table of Contents

Dedication

Copyright

Acknowledgments

Prologue

One

Two

Three

Four

Five

Six

Seven

Eight

Nine

Ten

Eleven

Twelve

Thirteen

Fourteen

Fifteen

Sixteen

Seventeen

Eighteen

Nineteen

Twenty

Twenty-One

Twenty-Two

Twenty-Three

Twenty-Four

Twenty-Five

Epilogue


 For Frankie and Ella



 Clarion Books

215 Park Avenue South

New York, New York 10003

Copyright © 2011 by Carolyn MacCullough

All rights reserved.

For information about permission to reproduce selections from this book,

write to Permissions, Houghton Mifflin Harcourt Publishing Company,

215 Park Avenue South, New York, New York 10003.

Clarion Books is an imprint of

Houghton Mifflin Harcourt Publishing Company.

www.hmhbooks.com

The text was set in Horley Old Style MT Light.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

MacCullough, Carolyn.

Always a witch / by Carolyn MacCullough.

p. cm.

Summary: Haunted by her grandmother's prophecy that she will

soon be forced to make a terrible decision, witch Tamsin Greene risks

everything to travel back in time to 1887 New York to confront the

enemy that wants to destroy her family.

ISBN 978-0-547-22485-5

[1. Witches—Fiction. 2. Time travel—Fiction. 3. Ability—Fiction. 4. Good and evil—

Fiction. 5. New York (N.Y.)—History—1865–1898—Fiction.] I. Title.

PZ7.M1389Al 2011

[Fic]—dc22

2011008148

Manufactured in the United States of America

DOC 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

4500297831


 Acknowledgments

A big thank-you to my family and friends for putting up with me during the writing of this book. Thank you to Alyssa Eisner Henkin, whose enthusiasm and guidance on this project was very much appreciated! And finally, I was lucky enough to have not one but two very wonderful editors for this book. Thank you to Jennifer wingertzahn for getting the ball rolling, and thank you to Daniel Nayeri, who picked up so seamlessly where she left off.



 


 Prologue



I WAS BORN ON THE NIGHT of Samhain. Others might call it Halloween. Born into a family of witches who all carry various Talents. Others might call it magic.

Except for me.

I alone in my family seemed to have no Talent. No gift to shape me or to grant me a place in my family's circle around the altar to the four elements. All I had was the prophecy that my grandmother made to my mother in the first hour of my life. "Your daughter will be one of the most powerful we have ever seen in this family. She will be a beacon for us all."

And then for reasons still unknown, my grandmother spent the next seventeen years making sure I doubted that prophecy at every turn. It took the return of an old family enemy, two episodes of time travel, and one very dangerous love spell that nearly killed my sister before I learned three things. First, I can stop anyone from using their Talent to harm me. Second, I can absorb a person's Talent if they attempt to use it against me three times. Third, I apparently have a choice ahead of me. A choice that will explain the mysterious workings of my grandmother's mind and why she raised me in complete denial of my Talent. A choice that's vaguely hinted at in my family's book. A choice that will fulfill the prophecy my grandmother made all those years ago.

 Or destroy my family forever.

A choice that will be so terrible to contemplate that I'd just rather not encounter it at all.


 One



"I LOOK AWFUL," I SAY, staring at myself in front of the dressing room mirror. The dress I have just struggled into hangs like a shapeless tent down to my ankles. Okay, actually, it clings to the top half of me a little too tightly before suddenly dropping off into the aforementioned shapeless tent. And it's gray. Not silver, not opalescent mist, as the tag promises. Gray. Concrete gray.

My best friend, Agatha, scrunches her eyebrows together over her bright green eyeglasses as she examines me from all angles. "You do look awful. Perfectly awful, in fact," she finally confirms.

I stick my tongue out at her. Agatha loves the word perfectly just a little too much. "Yeah, well, that was probably Rowena's intention all along," I mutter, struggling to find the zipper. The overhead lights of the narrow boutique are suddenly too hot and glaring.

"Here," Agatha says, and with swift fingers she yanks the zipper down.


 With a sigh of relief, I slip back into my jeans and flowered T-shirt, then step into my fringed wedges that I found in my favorite thrift store last week. I can't resist them, even though my ankles start to throb after more than five minutes of wearing them.

"Why can't you wear your rose dress?" Agatha asks again as she arranges the hated gray tent back on its hanger. Rowena had pronounced it "ethereal" when she had been in the city a few weeks earlier and had left me three messages on my cell to come to the store "at once." However, I never picked up the phone. Caller ID is one of the best inventions out there.

"Because Rowena wants silver. And what Rowena wants, Rowena gets."

"Bridezilla, huh?"

"She gives new meaning to that term." I refasten my pink barrettes to the side of my head; useless, I know, since they'll be falling out in about three minutes. My curly hair defies all devices invented to contain it.

"Too bad," Agatha says as we exit the dressing room. "That rose dress is so pretty and you never get to wear it."

"Yeah," I say, keeping my expression noncommittal, while inwardly feeling the familiar pang. Oh, how I wish I could tell Agatha that I already did wear it. I wore it when Gabriel and I Traveled back to 1939 to a garden party in my family's mansion on Washington Square Park in New York City. But if I told her that, I'd have to tell her who I really am. what I really am. And the truth is, I don't know who or what I really am. For most of my life I thought I was ordinary. The black sheep who got stuck in a very extraordinary family. Not until I left my hometown of Hedgerow and came to boarding school in Manhattan did I learn not to mind that so much. For the first time in my life, I was surrounded by people who had no idea that just enough powdered mandrake root mixed with wine can make a man want to kiss you. But too much can make that same man want to kill you. It felt good to be among people who thought I was just like them. It felt normal. I felt normal. I felt like one of them.

 And now that feeling is gone. And I can't decide if I'm happy or sad about that.

I gaze at Agatha for a moment and contemplate how to tell her that I don't really have a hippie crunchy granola kind of family, as she likes to think. Instead, I have a family of witches who actively practice their Talents but who still manage to live relatively obscure lives. I have a mother and grandmother who offer love spells, sleep spells, and spells for luck, good fortune, and health to the town residents who come knocking on the back door after night falls when they can't be seen by their neighbors. I have a father who controls the weather. A sister who can compel anyone to do anything just by mesmerizing them with the sound of her voice. My grandmother's sister who can freeze someone where he stands just by touching his forehead. A boyfriend who can find anything and anyone that's missing. A whole bunch of other people I've been taught to call "uncle" or "aunt" or "cousin" who are all Talented in one way or another.

 If I told Agatha any of that, she'd look at me like I was speaking in tongues. If I showed her that I could shoot fire from my hands or freeze people into statues with one tap of my finger, she'd think I was a freakshow.

Or worse, she'd be afraid of me.

Agatha's one of the first and relatively few people who made me feel normal in my life. Back when I thought I didn't have a Talent at all, when I first came to boarding school in Manhattan, it was okay omitting certain things about my family life. It was okay to blur the line between the truth and a lie. But now that I've discovered I do have a Talent after all, it feels harder.

"So what are you going to do?" Agatha asks, breaking into my headlong rush of thoughts.

"What?" I blink at her until she flourishes the dress through the air. "Oh. I'm not buying that thing!"

The saleslady who has been hovering around the dressing room apparently overhears me. She takes the dress back from Agatha, stroking it like she's afraid its feelings just got hurt. Her long pink nose twitches once, reinforcing my initial impression of a rabbit. "Well," she says, her tone frosted over. "Your sister did say that was the one she wanted. She specifically asked me to put it aside for you even though it's really not our policy to do that here. Not for more than twenty-four hours and it's been three weeks already." The saleslady blinks a little as if suddenly wondering why she did break store policy.

 I try not to roll my eyes. Apparently Rowena has won over yet another heart. People seem to want to throw themselves in front of speeding buses for Rowena. Part of her Talent and all. Not that she ever would abuse that. Oh, no.

"You know, she is the bride, after all. It's really her day," she says.

"No kidding," I reply sweetly. "She's been reminding us all of that for three months now."

"Still," the saleslady says, fluttering the hem at me. "I'm sure it looked lovely on you. Perhaps if you put on a bit more rouge and—"

The doorbell chimes softly and I look up to see Gabriel stepping into the store. Okay, I know it's lame, but my heart still does this weird fluttery thing sometimes when I see him. When the afternoon sunlight is hitting his cheekbones the way it is right now. when he smiles at me—that smile that makes me feel safe and not so safe at the same time. When he gives me that look that spells out, I know you, Tamsin Greene. I know exactly who you are.

Thankfully, someone does.

I smile back and manage to pull my gaze away long enough to shake my head at the saleslady. "I'll tell her it didn't fit me."


 "Yeah, she was bursting out of it anyway," Agatha adds in helpfully. She makes a motion toward my chest.

"Really?" Gabriel says, interest streaking through his voice. "And that's a bad thing?"

Agatha bobs her head up and down. "You should have seen how—"

I clear my throat loudly. "Okay, thanks, everyone, but I think—"

Just then the door opens again and another woman shoulders past Gabriel, a look of desperation on her face. She swings a little black purse by a tasseled cord and I notice Gabriel take a step back to avoid getting hit in the jaw. "Do you have the new Dolce Vita dress in purple? It has to be purple. I've looked everywhere!"

Instantly, the saleslady's face assumes an expression of sorrow. "No," she whispers, her gaze wandering to a spot above the woman's shoulder as if eye contact is too much to bear during this difficult moment. "I'm so sorry. We only carry the Dolce Baci line."

"Oh!" the woman gives a muffled little shriek. "No one has this dress and I have to have—"

"Try Lily Lucile on Spring Street," Gabriel says helpfully. "They're carrying it. The purple one that you want."

A small silence fills the room as all eyes land on Gabriel. He turns his palms skyward, lifts his shoulders in a shrug. "Don't ask me how I know that," he murmurs. And then, "Ah, Tam, I'll wait outside for you," he says, and ducks out.

 


 Dusk is falling by the time Gabriel's front tires hit all the usual potholes of my family's driveway. The house is blazing with light and smoke tinges the air from tonight's bonfire, which I know is already burning behind the house. A small clump of my younger cousins chase each other across the snow-dusted meadow into the darkening woods beyond the house and fields.

"How pastoral," Gabriel says, grinning sideways at me.

"Yeah, until you look closer," I say, grinning back and leaning toward him. My seatbelt presses into my hip and I fumble to undo it, then decide not to bother.

Just then the air is split open. "Mother! I said I wanted peonies, not posies. Posies are ridiculous in winter. Who ever heard of a bride carrying posies anyway?"

Gabriel turns his head. "Are those Rowena's dulcet tones that I hear?"

I shift back into my seat just as my sister storms around the side of the yard, heading toward the house. The porch door opens and my mother steps out. She takes one look at my sister's face, then another look at my father, who is trailing Rowena, a bunch of yellow flowers drooping in his hand.


 "Mother," Rowena yells again. "You need to explain something very important to my father." She flings one arm back to identify our father as if our mother is unclear on just who this man might be. "You need to tell him that I am getting married in three days. Three days and... Mother!"

I grin. The porch door remains closed, but middiatribe, my mother has simply vanished. No doubt she's zoomed into another part of the house at her usual lightning speed. Rowena skids to a stop, and for once her flaxen hair has escaped from its perfect chignon. She whirls around and looks at my father, who shrugs and begins slowly backing up toward his greenhouse, probably wishing right about now that he also possessed my mother's Talent of moving at warp speed. Then Rowena pivots again, her gaze narrowing in on Gabriel's car.

"Tamsin," she calls, her voice imperious as she starts down the driveway.

I sink down the length of my seat and begin picking at a tuft of foam that protrudes from a rip in the upholstery.

"Piece of advice?" Gabriel offers, his eyes tracking Rowena's progress toward us. "Don't tell her you didn't buy the dress."

 


As we step into the kitchen, carrying our bags, my mother, who is standing at the counter, looks up with a startled expression. "Tamsin," she says, her voice vibrating with relief. "And Gabriel," she adds, and offers us both a smile before turning back to the heap of glittering silverware that's piled on the counter. "You're here." She examines two butter knives, and then suddenly raises her head again like a hunted animal to glance behind us. "Where's Rowena?" she whispers.

 "I froze her," I say, setting down my backpack and stretching my arms to the ceiling. "She makes a great statue in the garden."

Gabriel snorts and ducks his head into the open refrigerator as the knives slip from my mother's grasp and crash back on the pile of silverware. "You did?" she asks, a note of hope throbbing through her voice. Clearing her throat, she tries again. "I mean, you did what? You can't just freeze your sister."

I shrug. "It'll wear off. In a week or two. Is there anything to eat here?" I ask, and bump Gabriel with my hip as I join him at the fridge. We spend a few seconds in a shoving match as cold air billows in our faces.

My mother makes a noise like a teakettle coming to boil. "Tamsin—"

"Relax, Mom. I'm kidding," I say, stepping back, ending the fridge war. "She's chewing Aunt Linnie's ear off. Something about the tablecloths not being the right shade of cream and how Aunt Linnie has to dye them again. Or the world will come to an end."

"Is this all wedding food?" Gabriel asks, and I peer over his shoulder at the rows and rows of little iced cakes. His hand hovers over one with a chocolate flower on top of it, but I can understand his hesitation. It's never wise to eat just anything in our fridge, as who knows what recipe (read: spell) my grandmother and mother are concocting next. Then again, since no spells will work on me, I figure I'm safe and scoop the small cake out from underneath his hand. I bite into it.

 "Mmm," I say, licking icing from the corner of my mouth. "It's so good. Even if it probably is poisonous. Go on, I dare you."

Gabriel narrows his eyes at me, then takes the remainder of the cake from my fingers and eats it in one gulp.

"Some of it," my mother answers, inspecting a fork. "And stop hanging on that door," she admonishes absently. "It'll break again and I'm tired of having Chester fix the refrigerator. The last time he fixed it, it sang 'I'm a Little Teapot' every time I opened it. It drove me insane."

Gabriel inhales on a laugh, then begins choking on cake crumbs. Alarmed, my mother whirls around. "Which one did you eat?' she cries.

"The chocolate flower one," I say. "Will he live?" I help myself to another cake, this one covered in sugar violets. "Is this one okay?" I ask, and then pop it into my mouth.

My mother closes her eyes briefly. "Yes."

"Yes I'll live or yes the second cake that she just ate is okay? It's kind of important that you be specific here," Gabriel says.


 "Yes to both questions." She opens her eyes again and glares at us before adding in a more casual voice, "Some catalogues came for you, Tamsin. And a letter from California."

Suddenly, the cake is too dry in my mouth, and I struggle to swallow it down. Gabriel raises an eyebrow at me.

"A thick letter or a thin letter?" I say at last.

"A letter letter," my mother answers distractedly. "Why?"

"Because I applied early admission to Stanford and it could be an acceptance or a rejection," I say, and brush my hand, sticky with crumbs, down the side of my jeans.

My mother turns, holding three forks aloft. "Stanford? what is this about?"

"It's a college in California," Gabriel says helpfully, then takes a step back as my mother glares at him.

"I know what it is. But why? I thought you were set on going to NYU. I thought you were staying in New York. Why would you be going all the way to California?"

I sigh. Most mothers would be pleased if their child got into Stanford. Not mine. She'd like nothing better than to have me live right here in this house in Hedgerow for the rest of my life, like generations of Greenes before me.

"I was in California once," a voice says, and then Uncle Morris blinks into view. My mother shrieks and drops all three forks on the floor.

"They have the loveliest wineries out there," Uncle Morris says to Gabriel, who is trying not to laugh. Stroking his chin, Uncle Morris glances out the window. "I took a tour of this little vineyard once and had the most delightful Cabernet. The grapes were sweeter than honey that year, and—"

 "Be quiet, Morris," my mother snaps, and then turns back to me. "Why would you leave New York? It's bad enough that you live in New York City for most of the year. I'm still not used to that, but why would you leave? And why would you let her?" she demands of Gabriel.

"Whoa," Gabriel says, putting his hands up.

"He doesn't control my—"

"That's not what I meant," my mother interjects. "Just why would you even need to go to college now that you've ... now that everyone..."

"Now that everyone's decided to stop lying about me having a Talent?" I say blandly.

A silence descends over the room.

Uncle Morris clears his throat. "Ah, not everyone lied to you, Tamsin. I believe it was just your mother and father and your grandmother who even knew you had a Talent."

"And Rowena," I add cheerfully. "Don't forget about her. She'd be upset if you did."

"Thank you, Morris," my mother says bitterly, slamming the forks back onto the counter. "Thank you, as always, for being so helpful."

Uncle Morris blinks and his gaze shifts mournfully toward the door. He starts to go hazy around the edges, but then Gabriel slaps him on the shoulder. "Hey, Uncle Morris, let's go play poker. I feel like winning some money."

 Uncle Morris brightens. "All right. And I have a bottle I've been saving for just such an occasion."

"What occasion?" I mutter, but no one answers.

Gabriel kisses my cheek. "Later," he says against my ear, and leads Uncle Morris from the room.

My mother sorts silverware in silence for a few seconds. "I didn't mean that," she says stiffly after a moment.

I'm not sure what she's referring to, but I nod. "Okay."

"I just thought you would be happy ... living here in Hedgerow with us ... after school finishes."

"Come on, Mom. It's not like I'm the first person to go to college in this family." Then I pause. "Am I?"

"No. Of course not. It's just that I thought you would want to—" She blinks rapidly and presses the back of one hand to her eyes.

Wow. Planning this wedding must really be getting to her. I jerk open the refrigerator again and stare at the rows of cakes. "I don't know what I want, Mom. Half the time I forget that I even have a Talent and I think I'm just ... ordinary, and then the rest of the time I walk around school remembering I have this big secret. I just ... need to decide..."

"Decide what?" a deep voice says from the doorway. My mother and I both turn to find my grandmother leaning against the wall. Her skin gleams almost translucent under the kitchen light, and the bones in her face seem to stand out sharper than ever. She's been ill for several months now and no one seems to be able to do anything about it.

 "Mother," my mother says immediately. "You should be resting. Let me—"

My grandmother holds up one hand and my mother falls silent. Her dark eyes find mine and then some expression flickers across her face. Sadness? Unease? I can't tell. "Decide what, Tamsin?" she asks again, her voice clear and strong as ever despite her appearance.

Decide who I really am.

But I can't say that out loud, so I gaze at my grandmother helplessly. Her Talent is to read minds even though she apparently hasn't tried this on me for years, ever since she learned what my Talent was. But somehow she knows exactly what I'm not saying because she closes one eye in her trademark wink and says softly, "Ah."


 Two

"DOES THAT LOOK LIKE THE dress I put on hold?" Rowena asks the room out loud as I step across the threshold, holding the rose-colored dress that Agatha had pronounced so perfect for Rowena's wedding. "When I asked you to show me the dress that you're wearing for my wedding, I meant the dress that I picked out, the one on hold for you at Eidon. The one I instructed you to get. This one is rose colored. Rose. The one I picked out was silver."

"Gray," I mutter.

Rowena's eyes narrow and she steps off the pedestal that she's been standing on. Kicking her voluminous skirts aside, she marches toward me. "What?"

I squirm a little and flap one sleeve through the air. "Can't I just wear this one? I mean, no one is going to be looking at me anyway," I say, striving to appeal to her vanity.


 "No, you cannot just wear this one," she says, her lip curling up as she glances at the wilted dress in my arms. "Where did you even get that thing?"

I probably shouldn't mention that I got it at a thrift store. Rowena loathes thrift stores, and she's already regarding the dress as if it's infested with fleas. "And what happened to the dress I sent you to get?"

"I didn't buy it," I say in a small voice, even though that should be completely obvious to her by now.

"What do you mean you didn't buy it?" Rowena asks, holding her arms out. Aunt Linnie makes a clucking noise, maybe because of all the pins she has clamped between her lips, and exchanges a look with my white-faced mother, who hovers in the background.

I shift from one foot to the other. "Um..."

"I asked you to do one simple thing for me, Tamsin. One simple thing, and you couldn't do it, could you?" My sister's voice is rising. "This is my wedding. My wedding. My special day. And you had to mess it up for me. Because you're Tamsin Greene and you think you're above all the rules now."

"That's not what I think," I say, stung.

"Rowena," my mother protests. The veil in her hands twitches sharply. "That's—"

"Don't you defend her, Mother. Not this time."

I blink. When has our mother ever defended me to Rowena? "I ... it looked really awful on me," I finish lamely, and then try to backtrack, because one look at my sister's reddening face tells me this wasn't the best defense. "And it wasn't my size—"

 "So what?" she hisses. "We could have fixed it. Aunt Linnie could have fixed it. I am the bride. I am the bride here."

"No kidding," I say, which only seems to inflame her more.

"Well, you're going back to the city to get it—"

"Fine by me," I say just as our mother says, "No."

The word falls like an ax through the rest of Rowena's sentence. The silence is broken only by Aunt Linnie's humming as she adjusts the last pin in the waistline of the dress.

"Your grandmother said that no one is to leave the property again."

"What?" Rowena and I both say at once.

My mother shrugs. "She doesn't want anyone leaving for the next few days."

"Why?" I ask.

My mother massages her right temple as if trying to drive away a sudden pain. The lines between her eyebrows deepen into what seems lately like their permanent dent. "She wouldn't say. Something she saw."

Errant sparks fly from Aunt Linnie's hands, and she exclaims softly, stepping back.

"Oh, for the elements' sake," Rowena says, swishing her skirts out of the way and examining them thoroughly. Aunt Linnie wrings her offending hands in distress, but the ivory expanse of silk seems undamaged. My sister glares at me, then tromps to the door of her room and bellows down the hallway, "Silda. Silda, come here." Whirling back, she hisses, "You will match with the other bridesmaids. You will if it's the last thing I do!"

 My mother and I exchange glances. "Uh, Ro," I say doubtfully, "I think you're taking this a little—"

"What is it?" Silda, our cousin, asks a little breathlessly as she enters the room. Tucking her wispy pale hair behind her ears, she glances first at me, then at my mother, and last at Aunt Linnie, who is still shooting sparks from her hands. "What's the problem?" she asks again, now in the tone that everyone seems to be adopting with Rowena lately. The "I'm not going to make any sudden moves or eye contact" tone.

I'm suddenly thankful for the three final exams that kept me at boarding school until today.

"That," Rowena says, pointing at me and my offensive rose dress. "That is what Tamsin thinks she is wearing in three days. To my wedding," she emphasizes in case we're not sure of the occasion that she's referring to. "Even though everyone else's dress is silver—"

"Concrete gray," I mutter, and as Rowena turns to glare at me, a smile slides across Silda's face so fast that I'm not sure it was ever there to begin with.


 "Since Tamsin is being so stubborn and since Mother wouldn't dare send her back to the city to get the dress—"

"That's—"

"I need a favor from you," Rowena continues, disregarding our mother's protests. "I need you to change the dress to silver. Change it to match the others."

A prickly silence fills the room. Silda can change the surface appearance of an object. Shoes into stones, pebbles into diamonds. I don't know if she can manage a whole dress, but I sigh. If she can, then maybe we can avert this whole disaster that was, I admit, of my own making.

Shrugging, I step forward and spread the skirts of my dress.

It stays the exact same shade of rose.

"Tamsin," Rowena shrieks, and I jump. "Stop it. I know what you're doing and you're to stop it right now."

"What? What am I doing? I'm not doing anything," I say. "Sorry, Silda—is it too much? Can you—"

"Just let her change the dress," Rowena snaps, bustling forward, her cheeks turning the color of a brick. I stare at her for a second before realizing what she's saying.

"I'm not—"

"She's not stopping me," Silda says softly, and I turn to look at my cousin. If anything, her face is even more flushed than Rowena's, but she meets my eyes steadily. "I haven't tried to change the dress because I don't want her to try to stop me."


 We all stare at Silda for a second until I am the first to recover. "Of course," I say bitterly. "You think I'm going to try and take your Talent." It's true that if someone tries to use his or her Talent against me three times, then I absorb it, but still, I would never do that to my own family member. Then I swallow sharply. I did do that to two of my own family members. One was Aunt Beatrice in 1939 and the second was an ancestor of mine who could throw fire in 1899. Still, it's not like I took their Talents away from them in the process.

And now Silda drops her gaze to the floor, but her voice is fierce as she says, "It's not right, Tamsin. It's not right that you can do that."

"I won't," I say. "I don't want your stupid Talent," I add coldly. "What good would it do me anyway?"

"Tamsin Greene," my mother says reprovingly as Silda lifts her head to stare at me. I match her glare for glare. My cousin and I used to be friends, or at least friendly.

"That's uncalled for," Silda says, frost coating her voice.

"Funny. I could say the same thing to you," I snap. "Sorry, Ro," I say, still staring at Silda. "Looks like I'm wearing pink after all."

"What? This is my wedding," Rowena shrieks, and we both jump. Then she takes a deep, slow breath and says to Silda in a voice that is soaked in honey syrup, "You will change her dress right now. You will change it to match the others and you will be delighted to do it."

 Silda blinks slowly and turns to me, her hand outstretched.

"Rowena," my mother exclaims.

"That's right," Rowena says to Silda, ignoring our mother. "You want to—"

"Oh, stop it," I say irritably, and reaching out with my mind I pull hard in the way that I've learned. Suddenly the air in the room feels like winter as Silda blinks again and then steps back, her face pale. Her eyes dart to Rowena.

"You tried to compel me," she accuses my sister. Turning to me, she whispers, "And you stopped her."

"Don't bother thanking me," I mutter as I brush past her and out the door.

 


Darkness pours through the hallway of Grand Central Station, a darkness alleviated only by the occasional flash of lightning and by the four-faced clock, which is glowing with a cold white fire. Before my eyes, the clock begins to ripple and swell to five times its normal size.

Stop! I try to wake myself out of this moment, but I can't. I have to watch it play out.

One of the clock faces has now become a door that's swinging open. And all the while the hands are still spinning, spinning backwards, unraveling the moments and years.


 Ten feet from the door, three figures seem locked in a strange kind of dance, arms and legs distorted by the clock's bright glare. Alistair is pulling my sister toward the door and the complete blackness that waits beyond it, while Gabriel has latched on to her other arm. Rowena twists between them like a rag doll.

"Rowena!" I scream. Alistair's eyes meet mine, chips of ice. "She'll never be free. None of you will ever be free," he hisses, his words carrying over the wind and the rain.

I jerk awake, my hands flailing outward as Rowena's twisted face shimmers and then fades into the pre-dawn shadows of my bedroom. Only then do I let myself blink and fall back against my pillows. I stare up at my ceiling for a while before turning my head to look out the window. The fields and forest beyond are hushed with the last breath of night, that perfect stillness just before daybreak.

She'll never be free. None of you will ever be free.

That last part's new, I conclude after a second. Usually the dream stops with Rowena stepping through the doorway. But this time Alistair's words have taken on a deeper twist. None of you will ever be free.

I grind my knuckles into my eyes, trying to rub away the last image of Rowena burning into a skeleton. This makes the third dream in a month. If this keeps up I'm considering asking my mother for one of those sleeping potions that she regularly doles out to Hedgerow's needy residents.


 I pull the sheet up to my chin and flip my pillow. If I had these dreams only at home, I could use it as the perfect excuse not to come home, but the last one before tonight happened at school. One minute, Alistair was wrenching my sister's arm backwards as he pulled her through the open clock, and she was withering away into smoke. Then in the next minute, Agatha, with a head full of curlers, was standing over me, swinging the mop (that we never use otherwise) through the air over our heads. Later, after we had stopped giggling, she told me that she had woken up to me screaming and thought that someone had broken into our dorm room. I don't know if she was planning on scrubbing him to death or what. Poor Agatha. I can't be the easiest roommate in the world.

I sigh and look through the window again. Frost glitters across the fields. In three days it will be the Winter Solstice; Rowena's wedding day.

She'll never be free. None of you will ever be free.

"Mrrr," comes a small complaint from the corner of the room.

I flail upright again and then Hector, my grandmother's cat, leaps onto the bed. "Stupid cat," I mutter. My heart is beating as fast as it was when I first woke up.

"It's just a dream," I say out loud to myself, petting Hector's head a little too vigorously until he slaps at my hand with one paw. Luckily, he leaves his claws sheathed. "Just a dream," I say again.


 Hector yawns once, then regards me through half-closed yellow eyes.

"Yeah, I know. I'm not buying it either." With my two index fingers, I rub small circles in my forehead, before standing up. "Milk," I announce. "Hot milk will make me fall asleep. Or at least that's what I've heard." And maybe Gabriel's still awake and I can persuade him to sit up with me.

At that thought, I smile and search out my pair of fuzzy bunny slippers that Agatha gave me as an early Christmas present. With their bulbous pink noses and goggly eyes, they're ridiculous, but I need some kind of ridiculous right now.

I crack open my door and stick my head out. The whole house seems to be silent and still and—

"Mrrr."

I jump again. Apparently, Hector understands the word milk because he's crept off the bed and is now winding around my ankles until I almost trip. "All right, all right, I'll feed you, even though it's the middle of the freaking night," I whisper, all too aware that I'm talking to a cat.

The stairs creak in their usual spots as I head down them. After one backward glance, Hector dashes ahead of me into the kitchen. I'm about to follow him when I stop, my head turned. A light is on in the small side parlor, and a murmur of voices, too low for me to distinguish, tugs at my ear. The last I saw of Gabriel he was locked in what looked like an all-night poker game with a red-eyed, grim-faced Jerom, who was insisting that he be allowed to wager his cuff links. Uncle Morris had apparently gambled away everything he had and then had conveniently fallen asleep over his cards. Why anyone continues to play cards with Gabriel is beyond me. I won't even play with him even though I have the Talent to stop him from "finding" all the aces every single time.

 But now I inch closer. It doesn't sound like Gabriel or Jerom.

"No, I don't remember that," a voice says querulously, and I recognize it as Aunt Beatrice's. "Are you sure that happened, Morris? When did we say that? Now, back in 1939 I remember seeing a girl who looked a lot like her, but I think she was—"

"Are you sure it was 1939?" Uncle Morris breaks in.

"Of course, I am," Aunt Beatrice answers immediately. "I never forget a date!" Which is so patently untrue that I wait for Uncle Morris to laugh.

But he doesn't.

Instead he says, "Of course you don't. Here, have some more sherry, dear, and tell me—"

I tiptoe closer and peer through the half-open door to take in the scene before me. The parlor is lit by one slender red-fringed lamp and a dying fire in the hearth. The sliding doors that lead into the side garden are standing open, and cold air swirls into the room, raising goose bumps on my skin.

 Uncle Morris, wearing his usual rumpled suit, is sitting very close to Aunt Beatrice on the love seat. As I watch, he rolls to his feet and deftly hooks two fingers around the neck of an opened bottle of sherry. He refills Aunt Beatrice's glass, but before handing it back to her he turns away and pulls something from his suit pocket. A tiny bottle that he swiftly unstoppers and tips backwards into his own mouth. Aunt Beatrice huffs with impatience.

Frowning, I focus in on my uncle's face. The way he moves, almost with a lazy, catlike grace, is so unlike his usual puttering motion that I can only wonder if the change has something to do with whatever it was that he just drank. As I stare at the scene before me, all at once Alistair's voice comes hissing back into my head.

None of you will ever be free.

"Here you are," Uncle Morris purrs, leaning over my great aunt.

Flinging the door open all the way, I scream, "Aunt Beatrice, stop. Don't drink it!"

Both Uncle Morris and Aunt Beatrice jerk their heads up. The glass slips between their open fingers and falls to the floor, the liquid spraying out in a shining arc.

"Tamsin," Aunt Beatrice snaps, her mouth working as if she's not sure what to yell at me for first. But I can only stare at Uncle Morris as he leaps to his feet and grins at me, a wide un-Uncle-Morris-like grin.

 "Tamsin," he echoes, drawing out my name. "The name suits you so much better than—"

Reaching out with my mind, I slam up against the force that is not Uncle Morris and yank hard. All at once, a shimmering, twisting light pours from Uncle Morris's chest and reforms itself into a tall man with a mass of lion-colored hair. He is wearing dark formal clothes from another time, and as I stare at him, my mouth slightly open, he takes off his hat and tips it to me. "A pleasure to see you again," he murmurs. "But I do wish you had waited for the proper time. Your charming aunt was just telling me so many fascinating things about you all."

"Oh," Aunt Beatrice murmurs, crumpling off the couch to land on the floor. She clutches the collar of her green silk robe to her throat with knotted fingers.

"Stay back, Aunt Beatrice," I warn her and then stare at poor Uncle Morris's body. "What have you done to him?" I hiss.

The man glances down at my uncle, smiles again. "Him? He'll live. He might have even enjoyed the experience." And with that he nudges my uncle's body with one foot. Uncle Morris coughs faintly, but his eyes remain closed.


 "Well, you won't enjoy this," I snap. Holding up one palm, I shoot a gust of fire directly at him.

At least I try to. Nothing happens. Not even a spark flutters out from under my skin.

The man lifts one eyebrow at me. "Impressive," he murmurs. "Truly. And now, having confirmed what I needed to, I'll be on my way."

Stunned, I hold up my other hand and try again. I imagine a pure jet of flame knocking squarely into the man's chest. But nothing happens.

"Aunt Beatrice," I scream. "Freeze him." I bolt forward as my aunt, who is now kneeling beside Uncle Morris, raises her head, gives me a doubtful glance, and then tries to stand. But her feet are tangled up in her bathrobe sash and she tips sideways, giving a little whimper as she goes down.

The man clicks his tongue against his cheek and shakes his head in a mock sorrowful fashion. "And this is the legendary Greene family? How in the world did you people ever triumph over us?" he asks, spreading his hands to the ceiling as if seeking the answer there.

Not wasting any time with words, I shove my hand toward his forehead, intending to freeze him. But he sidesteps me easily, knocks my hand aside, and then captures both of them between his own. He pulls me up against him and we stare at each other, our faces inches apart. And even at this very inopportune moment, I notice that he has the most unusual eyes I have ever seen, pale gray with definite streaks of silver that wheel outward from his pupils.

 Stop staring into his eyes, you idiot!

But still, I can't look away, and he seems to understand that, judging by the way his full lips curve into a delighted smile. "It was such a pleasure," he murmurs as if we're alone in the room. "I do wish we could have gotten to know each other better." Then he pauses, seems to consider. "Well, perhaps I do have a moment. And who could resist you?" And before I can even react, he leans down and kisses me fully on the mouth.

I struggle, but then suddenly the whole world narrows down to the feel of his mouth on mine. The hazy thought that I've never kissed someone with a mustache before enters my head before a wave of cold clarity breaks over my skin. The usual reaction when someone is trying to use a Talent on me.

The next second he's released me and I stumble backwards. He smoothes the corners of his mustache, then says lightly, "Another time?" as if asking for a rain check.

"Oh, and please, don't be angry with your young man. He did put up a very good fight, after all. I'd hate to be the cause of a lovers' quarrel."

I stare at him blankly for one second. Gabriel? What happened to him? Furious, I swing my hand at him again, but he steps sideways.

And vanishes in midair.


 The wind whips through the still-open French doors, swirling through my hair.

"Oh, dear," Aunt Beatrice whimpers. "I don't think he was who I thought he was."

I sink to the floor, next to Uncle Morris's body. "No kidding," I mutter, dragging the back of my hand against my lips.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OPS/images/cover.jpg
' Ca;;olyn MacCullough





