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Authors’ Note

We came up with the idea for Beautiful Creatures: The Untold Stories because the two of us wanted a chance to tell our readers all the stories that never made it into the Beautiful Creatures novels. We’ve been writing about the Mortals and Casters in Gatlin for eight years now, and we know every backstory, side story, and secret they don’t want you to know. But we’re going to tell you some of them anyway—because what would Gatlin be like without a few surprises?

These stories are also our opportunity to answer the questions readers ask us most often, like: How did Lila fall in love with Macon? Why did Amma show up at Wate’s Landing to take care of Ethan? What is life like in Gatlin now? Best of all, we’re writing them for our own pleasure as much as for yours.

The truth is, Ethan and Lena, John and Liv, Macon and Lila, Amma and Marian, Link and Ridley—not to mention the entire Wate, Ravenwood, and Duchannes families—they’re our families, too. Gatlin is our hometown as much as it’s home to our characters and our readers. When we’re not there, we miss it, as we imagine (if you’re reading this) you do, too.

So read on. You can start with any story in this series without reading the others. However, for our most committed readers (and honorary Casters), if you read all of them, you’ll learn more than a few things you didn’t know about your favorite Mortals and Casters.

We look forward to sharing the next story with you and talking about all of them with you online. See you soon in the Gatlin County Library!

Love,

Kami & Margie







For our readers. In the end, all our stories are for you.










There is no such thing as accident; it is fate misnamed.

—Napoléon Bonaparte








I. Box of Secrets

Ethan stared at the yellow box with the words Whitman’s Sampler looping across the lid. He knew there wasn’t a single vanilla caramel or molasses chew inside. “One day I might let you have a look under that lid, Ethan Wate,” Amma had said after she caught him poking around the candy box when he was seven. “But today isn’t the day.”

The contents of the Whitman’s Sampler box remained one of the many mysteries about the woman who helped raise Ethan—like Amma’s actual age (his dad estimated between seventy and eighty when she died, but no one had ever been brave enough to ask while she was alive); the secret ingredient in her fried-chicken batter (Link thought he’d narrowed it down to red pepper, bacon drippings, or Old Red’s Seasoning Salt, none of which seemed exactly right); and the reason Amma had knocked on the door of Wate’s Landing and moved in the day Ethan’s parents brought him home from the hospital (his mom maintained it was because Amma didn’t think Lila knew anything about babies, but Amma claimed it was because she couldn’t stand the thought of Ethan being raised on frozen biscuits and store-bought pie).

And now that she was gone for good, no one would ever know.

Ethan ran his hand over the faded cardboard and turned to his girlfriend, who was sitting cross-legged on the bedroom floor next to him, scratching words into one of her notebooks as she twirled her black curls. “Why would Amma leave me her box? Why not my dad?”

Ethan hadn’t realized he’d said the words out loud and was almost relieved when Lena seemed to be only half listening.

“Ethan,” she said as she turned a page, “do you really want me to answer that?”

“No.” He set the box on the rug in front of him. “Maybe I’ll get to it tomorrow.”

Ethan knew he sounded sad and tired. It had only been three weeks since Amma’s funeral, and he still missed her as much as on the day she died. After losing his mom, he knew that over time the pain would fade into the background just enough to make it bearable, but it would never go away.

Everything that reminded him of Amma was moving deeper and deeper inside him—the crinkles at the corners of her eyes, the strings at the back of her apron, the sounds of the One-Eyed Menace stirring up ten kinds of trouble, and not just in the kitchen. Even now, he could almost hear Amma’s lingering footsteps on the creaking boards of the hallway floors as she settled into his heart for a good long stay.

Ethan was startled out of his thoughts, at first by the velvet touch of Lena’s hand slipping into his, and then by the even softer words reaching into his mind.

Maybe she wanted the person she loved more than anyone else in the world to have it, Lena Kelted. It was their private language, Kelting, the unspoken way Casters had always communicated with their kindred. After all that Ethan and Lena had been through together, there were still some things too intimate to be said aloud—even to the girl you loved.

He closed his eyes and leaned his head back against his old mahogany bed.

Amma loved my father, L. You know that.

She closed her notebook and rested her head against his.

Of course I do. Just like we both know she loved you like her own son, Ethan. What are you afraid of?

I don’t know, L.

It was true. Ethan’s dad had given him the yellow box a few days ago—following Amma’s letter of instructions—but he still hadn’t found the courage to open it, and he didn’t know why.

Wordlessly, Lena sat up and pulled the box back, sliding it between the two of them. Now she faced Ethan as they sat on either side of the cardboard candy box. He saw the familiar look on her face. There was no more stalling.

“I don’t know,” Ethan said again.

She looked up at him. “You’re talking about Amma, remember? It’s not going to be something dramatic from your past, and it’s not going to be live snakes.”

“You’re right,” Ethan said. “She hated snakes, even more than drama.”

“It could be anything from crossword puzzles and number two pencils to the Holy Grail.”

“Or Red Hots,” Ethan said. He took a deep breath and touched the box once again. “When I was in second grade, I had a nightmare about Amma dying. I couldn’t sleep for days, and eventually she dragged the reason out of me. She said, ‘I’m not dyin’ anytime soon, Ethan Wate. I know the exact date I’m leavin’ this world to meet my Maker, and I’ve still got plenty a pies left to bake before then.’”

“That sounds like Amma,” Lena said with a smile.

Ethan nodded. It was all coming back to him now. He’d been sitting at the kitchen table, watching Amma stir the butter and marshmallows for Rice Krispies Treats, when she’d said it.

He picked at the corner of the cardboard box. “Amma wouldn’t tell me the date, so I asked her how I’d know if she was right or not. She said she’d write it down somewhere for me.” Ethan tapped on the Whitman’s Sampler. “I bet that’s what’s in here.” Then he looked up at Lena and shrugged. “Maybe that’s why I can’t bring myself to open it.” He couldn’t say the rest, or even Kelt it.

Ethan wondered if it was too sad for him to see it right there in her handwriting—that date—and the fact that she knew it was coming. That she’d made her peace with leaving the whole world—and him—behind.

Lena pushed the box closer to him with a firm smile. “She was a Seer, Ethan. Of course she knew things like the day she was going to die.”

“Don’t you think I know that, L? Amma knew almost everything about everyone.” Ethan stared down at the faded yellow lid.

Slowly, he moved Lena’s hand to one side of the lid and curved his fingers around the other. “We’ll open it together. Okay?”

She nodded, and when Ethan tugged on his side, Lena lifted hers.

Her eyes widened.

Ethan held his breath—and looked.

“What is that?” Lena asked.

Inside, one of Amma’s protection charms and a small vial rested on a stack of white lined paper, thick enough to be a bit more than a journal but something less than a book. Amma’s neatly curved script peeked out where the pages were visible.

“For protection,” Ethan said with a smile. The charm was one of her favorites, and it smelled like her bedroom—which was a good thing.

“What is she protecting?” Lena looked puzzled.

Ethan picked up the small pouch tied with lavender, a tiny bell hanging from the knotted stems. “I don’t know, but I used to find these under my pillow at night.”

Lena examined the suede bag more carefully. “I’d rather have those under my pillow than Boo spying on me all the time.” She loved her Uncle Macon’s wolf of a Caster dog, Boo Radley. What she wasn’t crazy about was that her uncle could see through the dog’s eyes whenever he wanted—a trick she and Ethan had learned about a little too late.

“What’s in the jar?” Lena pointed to the vial.

Ethan lifted it up to get a better look.

“Are those—?” She scrunched up her nose.

“Baby teeth,” he finished for her. He rattled the jar.

“Aww. That’s so cute.” Lena kissed his cheek. “And so disgusting.”

“Probably also for protection.”

“From the tooth fairy?” She grinned. Ethan knew she was just trying to keep him from losing it. It almost helped, but more than that, it reminded him how much he loved her.

Both of you, he thought, looking back at the charm.

With the other items out of the box now, it was easier to read the words on the top page.

Two stood out from the rest.


Ethan Wate



Ethan’s chest tightened. He couldn’t read any further. Seeing his name written in her handwriting felt like losing her all over again, just as he’d known it would.

This is the worst part, Ethan. I promise.

The warmth came flooding back into his mind as Lena squeezed his hand.

I know, L.

Are you okay?

I’m not. But I still need to read it.

He looked back down at the page.


Ethan Wate.

If you’re reading this letter, it’s because I’ve decided it’s time you knew the story I never could tell you—the story of how I ended up on the porch at Wate’s Landing the day your mamma brought you home from the hospital, fussing like you didn’t want any part of what was happening in the world outside her belly.

It’s a story that started with a little girl and a deck of cards. You see, I picked a hole in the universe long before you did, Ethan Wate. I found my way to you, didn’t I? And I’d do it again. You’ll always be my boy, in this world or the Otherworld, and don’t you forget it.

Be good. I’m watching.

Amma



Ethan lifted the rest of the pages out of the box and began to read.







II. The Cards Never Lie

Sixty-Eight Years Earlier

In Amma’s family, knowledge and secrets were fiercely guarded until the time came to pass them down to the next woman in the Treaudeau line—or, in this case, the next girl. Because at eleven years old, Amma knew more about checking the swamp for gators and kicking the tar out of the boys than she did about being a woman.

Women were old and ornery, like Mamma and Grandmamma.

And Aunt Delilah, Amma thought, watching her great-aunt shuffle a gilded deck of cards with her bony hands. The cup of hot lemon water next to her shook with every vibration.

“I figure it’s about time you stop readin’ rocks and tea leaves,” Aunt Delilah said.

Amma stared at the floor, her cheeks hot. “The tea leaves were only the one time, and it was an accident. I was takin’ Mrs. Marshall’s cup to the kitchen, and the leaves sorta talked to me.”

“Well, that one time was more than enough for Reverend Marshall’s wife, seeing as you told her about the good reverend’s lady friend and predicted his death two days before the man dropped dead.”

“It could’ve been a coincidence,” Amma suggested hopefully.

He’d led an adventurous life, at least for a reverend.

“And I coulda been born with a voice like Billie Holiday, except that I wasn’t.” Aunt Delilah stopped shuffling. “The reverend choked on a chicken bone, just like you said he would. Do you know what that means?”

Amma shook her head. She wasn’t sure she wanted to know.

Her great-aunt patted the seat of the wicker chair next to hers. When Amma sat down, Aunt Delilah leaned close. “It means you’re a Seer. If I’m right—which you know I always am, child—you’re gonna be the most powerful Seer since Sulla the Prophet.”

Amma had heard her great-great-grandmother Sulla’s name before—everyone within a two hundred mile radius of Wader’s Creek, South Carolina, had. People had nicknamed her Sulla the Prophet for a reason; her readings were legendary, and they were always right.

Amma studied the gilt-edged cards.

Cards of Providence—more rare than tarot cards, and, according to her grandmother, more difficult to interpret. Aunt Delilah wielded them the way a snake charmer controlled a rattler. With respect and fear.

It was hard for Amma to imagine becoming someone as gifted as Sulla the Prophet. She was always getting herself into trouble, hiding a book in her desk and reading during arithmetic, or overworking the dough for the crust when Grandmamma made lemon meringue pie. She couldn’t even win second place in the county’s junior bake-off. When Grandmamma had found her crying out on the back porch with her participant ribbon after the fair, she’d tried to console her with the one thing she had in her hands.

“This spoon is for you,” Grandmamma said. “It’s my favorite, and I wouldn’t give it to you if I didn’t think you’d put it to good use someday.” She pointed to the hole right smack in the middle of the wooden kitchen utensil. “See that hole? That’s what makes it special.”

Amma wrinkled her nose. “That old hole?”

Grandmamma nodded.

“How does a hole make a spoon work any better?”

“You’ve gotta figure that out for yourself. Bakin’ a pie is a lot like readin’ cards. Takes patience and practice.” She winked. “And maybe an old spoon with a hole in it.”

That had been months ago, and Amma still couldn’t bake a half-decent pie. How was she supposed to see the future in a deck of fancy cards with names she couldn’t remember?

“Pay attention, child. Come on, now,” Aunt Delilah said, fanning out the freshly shuffled deck. “Pick five cards and turn ’em on over.”

Amma took her time, choosing each card carefully. The old woman had arranged them to form a cross in front of Amma: the Mother of Thunder, the Gates of the Otherworld, the Hourglass, the Wounded Heart, and the Key to the Unknown.

Aunt Delilah sucked in a sharp breath. “Good Lord Almighty.”

“What’s the matter?” Amma’s heart thudded in her tiny chest. She found herself wishing she had her spoon within reach, though she didn’t for the life of her know what she’d do with it.

“I was wrong, child,” her great-aunt whispered. “You aren’t destined to be as powerful as Sulla the Prophet. You’re gonna be more powerful.”

It had to be a mistake, but it was clear from the look on her great-aunt’s face that she didn’t think so. In fact, Aunt Delilah’s expression was downright terrifying.

Amma swallowed hard. “I don’t feel all that powerful, Aunt Delilah. Maybe the cards are wrong.”

“You listen to me, Amarie.” Aunt Delilah only called Amma by her given name when she was serious. “If you remember just one thing I’ve taught you in this life, remember this.…” Her great-aunt rested her hand on the spread, the Mother of Thunder peeking out from beneath her splayed fingers. “The cards never lie.”







III. Chicken-Fried Fiancé

Forty-five years and about as many miles away from that day in Wader’s Creek—not to mention maybe more than fourteen thousand card readings later—Amma still hadn’t managed to prove the cards wrong.

She was rarely wrong.

Except for now. This fry is ten kinds a wrong.

Amma took one look at the oil and huffed. It was too darn hot, which was a recipe for a burnt bird, not her famous fried chicken. She’d been making it for more than half her life now—and for all of Mitchell Wate’s, too. He was the boy she’d taken care of since he was four years old, and even Mitchell could tell the difference between lightly golden and Yankee-restaurant brown.

What a waste a good Wesson, she thought, turning off the burner.

The girl is distractin’ me already, and she hasn’t even set a foot through the door, Amma thought, filling a stockpot with fresh oil. She kept her eyes on it as tiny bubbles formed around the sides, and tried to clear her head, which turned out to be impossible.

Mitchell was coming home from Duke for the weekend and bringing his girlfriend with him—a girl he’d been dating for months now. Not that he’d mentioned more than three words about her to Amma or his daddy, which wasn’t like him at all. Still, he was a good boy, sure and true, and she knew if she’d taught him anything, it was to make her proud.

Whether or not this girl was raised well enough to appreciate it.

Amma dropped a battered chicken neck into the new oil with her extra-long tongs. The oil hissed loudly, letting her know the temperature was just right.

Least one thing is.

She took the familiar deck of cards out of her apron pocket and shuffled them, then chose five cards, flipping them over on the counter with one hand while she dropped battered chicken pieces into the pot with the other. When she turned the final card and saw the spread, a shiver ran up her spine.

The Wounded Heart, the Hidden Door, the Fated Path, the Endless Thread, and the Bleeding Blade.

It was her spread, the one meant for her eyes only. The warning that had haunted Amma her entire life. She’d done everything she could, but somehow it was never enough to change the cards.

Amma had found her way to Mitchell’s house, and she’d fallen in with the Wate family. She’d kept Mitchell safe and happy—and still, the cards never changed.

Not enough to matter.

Today was no different. Not one of those cards meant anything good, unless they were in inverted positions—which these weren’t. But together, they represented something even worse.

Deception.

Mitchell’s girl. That’s what this is about. It has to be.

Her hand hesitated in the air over the spread.

The front door slammed, and Amma swept the cards off the counter and back into her pocket. Mitchell knew she was a Seer, capable of catching glimpses of the future by reading cards, among other things. But he thought she read tarot cards like some sort of exotic fortune-teller, and Amma had never bothered to correct him. The less Mitchell knew about the supernatural world that was hidden in plain sight all around them, the better. That was her job—to keep him safe and to keep him on the right side of all the wrong in this world.

“Amma? We’re here,” Mitchell called out from the foyer.

She pulled the last chicken wing out of the pot, shaking her head.

It was a first.

Burnt as Martha Lincoln’s meat loaf. It’s gonna be a long night.

“Amma?” Mitchell jogged into the kitchen, his cheeks flushed and a mile-wide grin on his face. “Didn’t you hear me calling you?”

Amma put her hand on her hip. “Oh, I heard your hollerin’, Mitchell Wate. But I’m not sure why you think I’m gonna come runnin’ when I’m in the middle a makin’ fried chicken.”

Mitchell threw his big arms around the woman who had helped raise him, and gave her a squeeze. “I smelled it from a block away. You’re the best. You know that, Amma?”

“Me or my chicken?”

“Both.”

She snorted and swatted him with the One-Eyed Menace, the burnt, battered wooden spoon with a hole in it that she wielded like a sword. It was the oldest thing in the room, except for Amma herself. “Don’t try to butter me up. Now get outta my kitchen so I can finish cookin’.”

Mitchell shifted his weight and glanced at the kitchen door. “I have a surprise for you.”

She knew what he was doing, and she wasn’t having any of it. He was waiting for her to ask him to introduce her to his new girlfriend, but the Devil would have to show up on her doorstep passing out Good Humor ice-cream bars first. After reading the spread she’d pulled earlier, Amma knew everything she needed to know about Mitchell’s mystery girl. Even if the odds were good that the same girl was outside waiting on the doorstep right now.

“So where’s Dad?” he asked instead.

Now it was Amma’s turn to look uncomfortable. “He got called to Columbia at the last minute to consult on a big case.”

Mitchell’s grin faded. “Of course he did.”

“Don’t you start up with that college-boy sass. Your daddy works hard and keeps a roof over your head, Mitchell Wate. The way I see it, that counts for somethin’.”

“Not enough,” Mitchell shot back.

“Not enough? Says who?” She pulled herself up a good inch taller, which still meant she barely came up to Mitchell’s chest. “Since when did you get to decide who gets the drumstick and who gets the wing in this kitchen?”

Mitchell raised his hands, admitting defeat.

Amma waved the One-Eyed Menace, ready to deliver one of her lectures—and she was almost as famous for her lectures as her pie—when the back door creaked open, then banged shut a second later. Amma, hearing the familiar banter in seconds, lowered her spoon.

“Good God Almighty. When it rains, it just keeps right on rainin’,” she muttered.

“Now, Harlon, I’m gonna visit Daddy at his new place,” Mitchell’s Aunt Prudence said, instead of nursing home. “But there’s a tuna casserole in the icebox, and Mercy and Grace will check in on you.” Aunt Prue (who probably should’ve been named Imprudence) and her sisters, Aunt Mercy and Aunt Grace (neither of whom had been blessed with grace or mercy), had a habit of dropping by whenever the scent of Amma’s cooking caught the wind into town.

“I don’t need your sisters fussin’ and carryin’ on over me. I’m a grown man. I know how to find my own supper,” a man’s voice said from the back hallway. “And if you don’t mind me sayin’, you’ve been spendin’ a lotta time over at that nursin’ home.”

Aunt Prue breezed into the kitchen with her browbeaten husband, Harlon, in tow, and turned to glare at him. “As a matter a fact, I do mind you sayin’, and it’s not a nursin’ home.” She opened her mouth, most likely to give him another piece of her mind, when she noticed her nephew. “Mitchell! I didn’t know you were gonna be here.”

“Then you’re gettin’ senile,” Amma said. “Because I told you just this mornin’.”

Aunt Prue ignored the dig and gave Mitchell a hug, tucking two sour-lemon candies in his shirt pocket. “You save these for later,” she whispered. “But don’t you chew ’em, or you’ll wreck your bridges.”

He nodded. “Never.”

“I hear you found yourself a girlfriend.” Her shrill bingo tone was back. “Where are you hidin’ her?”

Amma huffed from the kitchen.

Back at Duke, if I had my way.

Someone coughed just the tiniest bit, and Amma turned toward the kitchen doorway. A pretty girl, with a pencil holding her chestnut hair behind her ear, fidgeted with the books in her arms and a duffel over one shoulder. “Looks like I found the party,” she said with a rosy-cheeked smile.

Mitchell grabbed her hand and pulled it behind his back, drawing the girl into the room.

Amma raised a single eyebrow. For one of the rare times in her life, she was speechless.

Aunt Prue stood next to Harlon James, with her mouth hanging open as if the girl had just pulled up her skirt and flashed her britches. Aunt Prue had spent enough time mapping the Caster Tunnels—the underground labyrinth that ran beneath the Mortal world—to recognize this girl, too.

Amma’s expression remained unreadable, but she understood Aunt Prue’s reaction perfectly—because Amma had seen Mitchell’s sweetheart before, as well—even if the girl didn’t realize it.

In fact, Amma would recognize that face anywhere.

But finding out she was Mitchell’s girlfriend and seeing her holding hands with Mitchell in her kitchen was a shock to the system—a feeling Amma Treaudeau didn’t like (and a position she certainly didn’t find herself in often).

Thank the Good Lord for that.

Mitchell stepped forward. “Amma, this is Lila Evers, the girl I’m in love with.”

“You hush,” said Aunt Prue, looking horrified.

Lila blushed. “Mitchell, stop,” she said in a tone that implied she didn’t mind one bit.

“You might want ta slow down, son, or you’ll scare her off,” Harlon said from where he stood behind Aunt Prue.

Mitchell looked down at his girlfriend, and they exchanged a conspiratorial glance. “I don’t really have to worry about that, Uncle Harlon.” He raised his hand in front of his chest, his fingers still intertwined with Lila’s.

A tiny diamond, no bigger than a sequin, glinted on Lila’s ring finger.

“That is just—” Aunt Prue spluttered.

“I know,” Mitchell beamed. “I’m the luckiest man in Gatlin.” He looked to Amma, who stood motionless in the doorway. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you first, Amma. I was so happy, I just couldn’t wait. And I couldn’t let her get away.”

Aunt Prue couldn’t look away. “Oh, she’s a keeper, all right.”

“I reckon so.” Amma raised the One-Eyed Menace a little higher, and Aunt Prue clamped her mouth shut.

Lila’s gaze darted to Amma. “Mitchell talks about you all the time, ma’am. It’s so nice to finally meet you.”

“Is it?” Amma wiped her hands on her apron.

Mitchell cleared his throat awkwardly and plucked the spoon out of her hand with a laugh. “I think Amma’s in shock.”

He was more right than wrong.

She wanted to be happy for him, but she didn’t want Mitchell mixed up with this girl—a girl who knew all about the dangers of the Caster world and still pulled a chair right up to their supernatural table. A girl one of the Ravenwood boys—if you could stomach calling them boys—had fallen in love with, not more than a year ago.

Lila Evers was all those things, and something else.

A Caster librarian—the Keeper of the most powerful Scrolls and Casts in the Lunae Libri, the underground Caster Library.

And the former love of Macon Ravenwood’s life.

His Wounded Heart.

The cards were beginning to fall into place, and there was nothing Amma could do to stop them.

[image: image]

After Amma pushed her peas and mashed potatoes around on her plate for an hour while Mitchell provided a detailed play-by-play of his proposal to Lila, it was finally time for dessert—and Amma’s escape to the kitchen.

Aunt Prue and Harlon had stayed for dinner, and Prue hadn’t said much more than Amma. Luckily, Harlon talked to anybody and everybody, including young ladies who spent their time researching dead languages and books Mortals had no business messing with.

Not to mention romancing Dark Casters like Macon Ravenwood, Amma thought.

She picked up the plate right from under Harlon’s fork and knife. He was like a goat; you had to stop him before it all came back up again.

“I’m gonna get the pie,” Amma said, wandering toward the kitchen door.

“Buttermilk or pecan?” Harlon asked, even though he knew full well that she wouldn’t answer him.

“I’ll help,” Mitchell said, standing up.

“You will not, Stickyfingers,” Amma scoffed. Mitchell had a hard time keeping his fingers off her famous crust, but tonight she had another reason for wanting to keep him out of the kitchen. “Lila can help me. She’s the only person at this table I trust to keep her hands off my pie.”

Mitchell looked at Amma suspiciously, but she only shrugged.

Lila looked pleased and pushed her chair away from the table. “I handle rare documents every day, ma’am.” She smiled as she walked toward Amma. “I’ll treat your pie with the same care.”

“Will you, now?” Amma banged open the kitchen door.

She didn’t say another word until the door between the dining room and the kitchen swung shut behind them, and she heard Harlon carrying on about Mercy and Grace driving him to drink. In the safety of the kitchen, Amma’s sanctuary, she didn’t waste any time.

Lila smiled. “That was a lovely—”

Amma held up a hand. Her eyes were dark and her expression cold. This was business.

“You can stop right there. I’m not makin’ small talk about my fried chicken. Not with you, not in this house.”

Lila gave Amma a confused look. “Excuse me?”

“Does Mitchell know the truth about who you are?” Amma asked, even though she already knew the answer.

“The truth?”

“Don’t play dumb with me, child,” Amma said, sounding angrier than she intended. “You’re not in the shallow water now. I know all about the Tunnels that run underneath this town, and the people usin’ them. I also know you’re waist deep in their world.” She leaned forward. “Which means one wrong step, and you go all the way under.”

The color drained from Lila’s face, and she reached for the wall next to her.

Amma ignored the panicked expression on the girl’s face. “What I don’t know is why you’re draggin’ my boy into that drownin’ Darkness with you.”

“I—” Lila’s voice shook, and she took a deep breath and started again, this time clinging to the edge of the counter for support. “I wasn’t aware you knew. But it’s not all Dark. There are Light Cas—” She stopped.

“Casters,” Amma finished for her. “If you can run their library, you should be able to say the word.”

“I don’t remember seeing you in the stacks,” Lila said quietly.

“They don’t call me a Seer because a my eyesight.” Amma folded her arms.

“I swear I’d never involve Mitchell in their world. I love him.” Tears welled in Lila’s eyes. “It’s just a coincidence that we—”

Amma snorted. Right. And I’m just a fortune-teller.

But a clinking sound—one of the bottles on Amma’s bottle tree, just outside the kitchen window—kept Amma from responding. She caught a glimpse of a passing reflection in the glass. Amma moved to the window, searching the yard. Her eyes zeroed in on the source of the disturbance.

A black dog that looked more like a wolf.

Amma squared her shoulders. She knew exactly who that black devil of a dog belonged to and what it was doing in her yard.

Spying on me. The nerve. This day just gets better and better.

“I don’t have time to talk about this right now. You go on ahead and start without me.” Amma handed a shocked-looking Lila the pie. “I gotta see about a stray.” She untied her apron, balled it up, and threw it on the counter. Then she lowered her voice to a whisper. “But we both know that wolf isn’t a stray, now, don’t we?”

“I don’t know why he’d send his dog here,” Lila said, barely able to get the words out. It was obvious the girl recognized the mongrel.

Amma grabbed her pocketbook off the table. “Well, I intend to find out.” She turned on her heel and headed for the back door.

No one spies on me, Amma thought, snapping shut the back-door screen behind her. Not a Mortal, a Caster, or a monster.

The black dog took off the moment it saw Amma stomping down the back steps.

“That’s right, you tell him I’m comin’,” she snapped. “And I’m madder than a starvin’ gator.”

Amma rarely set foot in the Caster Tunnels, but tonight was an exception. The closest entrance was behind the DAR building, but Mortals needed a key to access the Outer Doors that led into the Caster Tunnels. Luckily, one of the few Mortals who did have a key was jabbering away in the dining room at Wate’s Landing right now. Of course, Aunt Prue kept the irreplaceable supernatural key exactly where anyone who knew her would expect—in an oversized plastic Hide-a-Key rock in her garden. Aunt Prue had Harlon paint it bright red and label it HIDE-A-KEY with her label maker, because otherwise she couldn’t see well enough to find it. It was a miracle the key was still inside.

But it was, and by the time Amma made it to the Outer Door behind the DAR building, she was seething. It didn’t help that the black fleabag of a dog had followed her the last few blocks.

“You’re lucky I don’t have my spoon with me,” Amma said to the dog as he crouched in the bushes.

He whimpered in response.

“Oh, really? You chew that one up, and I’ll just get myself another.” She didn’t have to know what Macon’s dog was saying to know it was sass. “Even the dogs are mouthy today.”

Just as she slid the key into the lock, a shiver ran up her spine, and she knew she wasn’t alone anymore. Amma kept her eyes fixed on the door. “You could try sayin’ hello, like respectable folk.”

“Good evening,” a man said, from somewhere behind her. “And I didn’t mean to intrude.”

“Didn’t you, now?” She let her hand drop from the key.

“I assume you’re looking for me, and I thought I would make it easier for you.”

Amma turned slowly, her hand clutching the protective medal at her throat. She hated being this close to a creature as full of Darkness as an Incubus. But a Ravenwood Incubus was almost unthinkable.

I’ve faced Macon Ravenwood before, and I’ll face worse yet.

“Aren’t you considerate?” Amma straightened her back and studied the Incubus’ pupil-less black eyes. “Maybe you should use some a those manners the next time you think about using your wolf over there to spy on me.”

Macon raised an eyebrow. “I’m impressed, Miss Treaudeau. Most Mortals aren’t aware that Caster animals afford us certain advantages.”

“If you think your only advantage is that mangy old dog, you got another thing comin’. I know all about your kind.” She pointed a skinny finger at the handsome young man’s face. “My mamma was killed by a monster like you. Your own kin, for all I know.”

Macon Ravenwood flinched as if she’d struck him. Amma wasn’t sure if it was the revelation about her mother or calling him a monster that did it, and she didn’t much care either way.

“I’m sorry to hear that.” He kicked at the dirt, the tails of his long black overcoat flapping in the breeze. He looked more like a boy than a dangerous monster. “No one wishes they could change what they are more than I do. But I wasn’t offered a choice, and you can’t imagine what I’ve lost because of it.”

“Like Lila Jane Evers?” Amma snapped. “Is that what you’re moonin’ about?”

Macon’s head jerked up.

Amma took a step closer to him. “That’s right. I know about you and the Mortal Caster librarian. My question is… does your daddy know?” She’d played her card, and from the look on Macon’s face, Amma knew it was the right one to play.

“Word travels,” Macon said.

“Is that so? Then how about these words?” She leaned even closer. “You can quit your sulkin’ and your lurkin’ and take your fanged fleabag and leave us all alone.”

Macon stepped back. “That’s precisely what I planned to do.”

“Then get on with it already.” She waved her pocketbook at him in the shadows. “This is me, seein’ you off.”

“I just wanted to—”

Amma scoffed. “We all know what you wanted, Macon Ravenwood.”

He shook his head. “You don’t. I only meant to check on her and see that she was happy. I heard…” Macon took a deep breath. “I heard she was engaged to someone from Gatlin. A Mortal.” He said the word as if it cut him, and Amma was pretty certain it did.

“She is.” Amma drew herself up, ramrod straight. “That someone is Mitchell Wate—a boy I raised. You understand? My. Boy.” The pocketbook swung dangerously close to the Incubus with every word. “And I swear to you right now that I’ll put one foot in the grave before I let you do anything to hurt him. That’s why I’m here. You and I need to come to some kinda understandin’.”

“What sort of understanding would that be?” the Incubus asked innocently.

Amma’s eyes narrowed. “Lila Evers might not be the girl we wanna see Mitchell end up with, but he’s my boy, and she’s the one he wants. So you’ll let him be.”

As Amma spoke, she knew that every single word she was saying was true. He was her boy—not Macon Ravenwood or Sulla the Prophet herself could stop it. Saying the words opened up a whole stew of feelings bigger and colder than Lake Moultrie in a wet winter, and there was nothing she could do to change them.

Amma scowled at the Incubus one more time for good measure.

“Do we understand each other?”

Macon nodded slowly. “Absolutely.”

He turned as if he was about to walk away, then glanced at Amma over his shoulder. “I loved her. I want you to know that.”

“That’s funny, seein’ how much I don’t want to know it,” Amma said.

He shrugged. “I thought you might find it reassuring. I’d never hurt her, or anyone she cares about.”

Amma crossed her arms. She didn’t believe him.

“It’s not easy,” he said, “having your fate decided for you. But you know something about that, don’t you, Miss Treaudeau?” He raised an eyebrow. “You’ve seen it in your precious cards, I would imagine.”

Before Amma had a chance to answer, Macon Ravenwood dematerialized—disappeared right in front of her—as if he’d never been there at all.







IV. Luck of the Draw

It had taken years—almost the whole length of the engagement—for Amma to get used to the idea of her boy Mitchell marrying Lila Evers. They had been engaged all the way up to graduation, but the moment they stepped off the stage with their graduate diplomas in hand, Mitchell and Lila had announced they were getting married in three months.

Amma had been sure they were messing with her. What self-respecting Southern woman would plan a wedding in three months? It turned out Amma could, with a little help from Mitchell’s older sister, Caroline; Lila’s best friend, Marian; plus the Sisters (Aunt Prue, Aunt Mercy, and Aunt Grace)—and the local chapter of the Daughters of the American Revolution, which was headed up by Martha Lincoln, an uppity and altogether unpleasant young woman who drove Amma to her wit’s end but who controlled the use of the nicest reception gazebo in town.

The ceremony had gone off without a hitch, with plenty of net-wrapped Jordan almonds and the good punch for everyone. Lila had insisted on bare feet under her wedding dress (“No one will know, and I’m not wearing those three-inch spikes for myself”) and would only carry a bouquet of wildflowers fresh out of the garden (“I’ll pick the flowering weeds. Cut flowers are too sad”). In the end, even Amma had to admit the girl was her own force of nature.

Lila had grown on her, and Amma couldn’t help but love her, despite everything. Despite the cards and the Lunae Libri and her past with Macon Ravenwood. On the night of the reception, as Amma stood in her kitchen cleaning a spot of cake off her good dress, she felt the tug of the cards and, for the first time ever, she didn’t answer it.

The deck stayed in her pocket.

Amma refused to read a spread.

Mitchell worships her. Who knows? Maybe lovin’ someone enough changes everything.

Even fate. Even the Wheel a Fate.

After the wedding, things had finally settled down. Mitchell’s father had left to teach full-time at Columbia, and Wate’s Landing on Dove Street was empty for the first time in generations. Amma came by once a week to make sure the sheets stayed on all the furniture, but aside from that, she was back in her house in Wader’s Creek, reading cards—her other profession.

“Miss Treaudeau? Have you been listenin’ to a word I said?” the tight-faced socialite from Charleston on the other side of her table asked. “I drove all the way out here to the middle a this godforsaken swamp; the least you can do is pretend you’re listenin’.”

Swamp? That mouth a yours is the real swamp, Mrs. Arthur Beauchamp the Third.

“And I’m here to tell you that your rates are hardly a bargain.” She was still yammering. “I coulda gone out and bought ten a those Magic 8 Balls for what it costs to sit here and have you ignore me.”

Amma’s eyes narrowed. “Are you comparin’ my readin’ to a plastic toy?”

“Signs point to yes,” Mrs. Beauchamp said triumphantly before applying another layer of frosted pink lipstick to her already frosty lips.

If she wants a readin’, I’ll give her one.

Amma slapped her hand against the table. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Beauchamp. But don’t you worry—you have my full attention now.” Amma studied the spread. “I’m happy to tell you that your husband isn’t cheatin’ on you.”

The socialite smiled smugly.

“But he will.” Amma tapped a card. “Next year. With that blond secretary at his office. How old is she, anyhow? Twenty-two?”

The color drained from the socialite’s face, and she stood up, knocking her chair over in the process. “You are goin’ straight to Hell, Amma Treaudeau, as sure as I’m standin’ here right now! You hear me?”

Amma stood, her presence seeming much larger than her five-foot-one-inch stature. “Then I’ll be sure to tell the Devil to save you a seat at the dinner table, right along with your husband and his future lady friend and her babysitter.”

Mrs. Beauchamp stormed out the back door of the house. Amma watched as she trudged through the weeds and tall grass. When one of her high heels got stuck in the mud, Amma smiled. Then she caught a glimpse of something moving in the swamp grass—something big and black.…

Amma saw its tail and froze.

Boo Radley. Macon Ravenwood’s dog.

What the devil are you doin’ out here?

The dog trotted toward her, carrying a thick rectangular object in its mouth. When Boo reached the back steps, he dropped the book and ran off.

“You Macon Ravenwood’s mailman now? That’s right. You better run,” Amma called after him. As she bent to pick up the book, she noticed the title embossed on the front: RAVENWOOD FAMILY LINEAGE.

But why would Macon send me this? As if I wanna know any more about the monsters in his family than I do already?

For a second, Amma considered leaving the book outside in the mud, but the written word was important, regardless of who was doing the writing. She carried the book in, the smell of mothballs and age rolling off it in nauseating waves.

Inside, she dropped the book on her table and flipped through the first few pages. Maybe crazy Macon Ravenwood had left her a note between them, in the front. She turned the heavy parchment, and a suffocating feeling enveloped her, like her lungs were filling with smoke. The stench of ash flooded her nostrils, and two names jumped out at her as if they were written in darker ink.

Abraham Ravenwood.

The first Blood Incubus in the Ravenwood line. Murderous and sadistic and, thank the Good Lord Almighty—dead.

Sarafine Duchannes.

Macon’s twisted half-sister. A cursed Caster Claimed for the Dark at sixteen. Sarafine had run off as soon as she Turned. Every Caster in the Lowcountry knew the legendary stories of both the diabolical Ravenwood Incubuses and the cursed Duchannes Casters.

Amma’s fingers itched. The cards were calling.

She shuffled the deck and pulled her cards quickly, propelled by a force stronger than anything she’d ever experienced before. Macon wanted her to read his family’s cards. That had to be the reason he was sending her his family tree. And those weren’t just any names. Those names meant something.

Fine. If you’re that desperate, I’ll do it. Even for you, Macon Ravenwood.

Amma tapped the top card in her deck.

Abraham Ravenwood and Sarafine Duchannes. What’s the connection? she asked herself. Show me what I need to see.

She thought about Sarafine Duchannes first and began flipping the cards.

The Angry Queen and the Tree of Life.

A baby. Sarafine Duchannes’ baby.

Then she thought about Abraham Ravenwood.

The Sleeping Snake and the Liar’s Song.

It can’t be.…

Amma’s hand kept moving.

The Fire and the Child of Darkness. The Caged Bird and the Wounded Heart.

How are they connected?

The phone rang, and Amma jumped. She flipped the last two cards without looking at them, and rushed to answer it. A feeling deep in her bones told her she had to take this call.…

“Amma? Are you there?” It was Mitchell.

Amma breathed a sigh of relief. “Of course I’m here, Mitchell Wate. Who else would be answerin’ my telephone?”

Two people laughing on the other end of the line.

“Hi, Amma. It’s Lila,” Mitchell’s wife said in her gentle tone.

“Why are you both callin’ me together? Is somethin’ wrong with one a the Sisters?”

Lila giggled. “Everybody’s fine,” Mitchell said. “Better than fine, actually. You’re not going to believe this, but we wanted you to be the first to know. Lila’s pregnant.”

Amma dropped the phone, the spread swirling in her head.

The Angry Queen and the Tree of Life. The Sleeping Snake and the Liar’s Song. The Fire and the Child of Darkness. The Caged Bird and the Wounded Heart.

The last two cards stared back at her, and Amma’s hand flew to her mouth.

The Endless Thread and the Fated Path.

It’s a mistake. It has to be. Mitchell’s baby won’t have any connection to the Casters, not from a Mortal bloodline. It’s impossible.

But Amma knew better. She could still hear Aunt Delilah all those years ago: The cards never lie. “Amma? Are you still there?” Mitchell shouted through the phone.

She steeled herself and picked up the receiver. “The phone dropped outta my hand,” she said.

“I told you she’d be excited,” Mitchell said. He must’ve been talking to Lila.

Amma walked into the hall, stretching the phone cord as long as it could reach, and yanked her suitcase out of the closet.

“You’re excited, aren’t you, Amma?” Mitchell asked expectantly. She could hear the need in his voice.

If I’m right, he needs me more than he knows.

“Excited? I’ve never felt anything quite like this,” Amma said, already tossing things into her suitcase. The next nine months would go by fast, and she had a lot to do if she wanted to be ready. “You could say I’m discombobulated. Fifteen across. Just did that one in my puzzles today.” She paused to yank the One-Eyed Menace from the ceramic jug she kept next to her gas burner. Better safe than sorry.

Amma made herself a promise right there in the hallway, holding that old wooden spoon in her hand.

I’ll be ready, no matter what it takes.

A child’s life was hanging in the balance—a boy.

She hadn’t even met him and she already loved him.

The rest was written in the cards.







V. Boxes

Ethan dropped the letter onto his rug and leaned back against his bed. “It was all for me.”

“You knew that,” Lena said, looking up at him. She lay her head on his shoulder.

“I didn’t know how much or how far back it went. Amma found my father because of me. She waited and watched over me, even before there was a me to watch.” Ethan rubbed his eyes with a fist. He didn’t care if Lena saw him cry, but he knew Amma would reach over from the grave and smack him if he carried on like a baby because of her.

“Amma lived with the cards,” Lena said. “She knew what was coming, and she pulled that string anyway. They say some Seers work across whole generations that way. Like time is a big tapestry, and they’re the ones doing the weaving.” She shrugged. “I guess destiny is a powerful thing.”

Ethan dropped his head in his hands. It was too overwhelming. “How do I live with knowing she made that kind of sacrifice?”

“It was her choice. She did what she wanted to do.”

I thought it was because she loved me, L. Ethan Kelted the words because he couldn’t bear to say them out loud.

It was, Lena Kelted back.

But how could it be? If it started before she even met me?

Lena smiled and climbed into Ethan’s lap before she answered. “Love before first sight? Do I really have to explain how that’s a possibility?”

It was what had happened between them, when Ethan was dreaming about Lena before they ever met.

She took his face in both hands, kissing his damp eyes.

Ethan smiled, tucking his face against her sweater and pulling her close. He’d keep the letter, just like he’d kept every one of Amma’s old crossword puzzles. They helped him understand her—and even more importantly, they helped him remember.

I’m still your boy, Amma.

I’m still here.

I’m listening.

The words were all he had left of her now.
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