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			From the back cover:

			Sixteen-year-old Echo Navarri, daughter of world-famous archaeologists, Alice and Peter Navarri, had spent her life traveling from one expedition to the next as her parent’s unearthed lost civilizations. 

			On their thirteenth dig, Midnight, Echo’s twin sister, disappears without a trace. This prompts a year-long search that leaves the family nearly broken. 

			In an attempt to find closure they reluctantly host a mock funeral for Midnight without ever discovering her remains. 

			Nearing the one year anniversary of Midnight’s assumed death, Echo is sent to live with her eccentric Aunt Luna who is the caretaker of the centuries old Navarri Estate in Port Royal, Maine. In the meantime, Peter and Alice insist on returning to the place of Midnight’s disappearance and the mystery that surrounds an ancient people only referred to as the veil. 

			Echo attempts to settle into her new life in Port Royal, but soon finds that she’s destined for adventure as the mystery of her family’s history, the sunless town, and it’s oddly intriguing people teeter on the supernatural.
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			Prologue 

			I closed the magazine and admired the cover. There they were, standing side by side, my parents, Peter and Alice Navarri, world-famous archaeologists. The headline was about as accurate as it could be.

			“Digging up the past to predict the future.” 

			I lowered the glossy image and spotted the two of them standing next to each other on top of the small white steps jetting out from the side of the plane. 

			My dad’s thick curly black hair framed his pale face and bright blue eyes while my mom’s long dirty blonde hair lay in a thick braid that cascaded over her shoulder and rested just above her narrow waistline. Her eyes were emerald green with specks of amber tossed in here and there, almond shaped and devoid of emotion. She’s impossible to read, so I don’t even try. My dad, on the other hand, is an open book. I guess I fall somewhere in between. 

			Ten plus hours of skirting along the lower stratosphere had not upset them in the least. 

			Me? I was a hot mess. 

			My hair was disheveled, and my clothing wrinkled. I suffer from terrible jet lag, and this had been the longest flight we had been on in months. 

			I had exited the plane in search of solid ground and taken a tumble down the steps only to catch myself with one white-knuckled hand and a yelp. Luckily our transport had not yet arrived, so the only witness to my graceful exit was the vast jungle that stretched out before us. 

			 “Alice, look! Beautiful Brazil.” My dad spoke with his usual excitement while my mom eagerly leaned into his side. I lifted my hand and shielded my eyes from the blistering sun, noticing the small scrape on the side of it that I must have collected from my most recent fall. I shook it off. The collection of scrapes and bruises were nothing new for me; I excel at it. At least I excel at something.  

			I’m tired and cranky. Time to spread the misery. 

			I cocked my head and called out to my parents, yelling above the plane’s engine as it was winding down. “Hey, I hope the hotel has Netflix, I’m in the middle of binge-watching Gilmore Girls, and this whole thing with Dean and Rory has me all upset. Not that I don’t think about how ironic it is that he’s now known as Sam, and has a brother named Dean on Supernatural. Don’t you find that odd?” I asked, trying to conceal a grin. Truth be told I was catching up on Ancient Aliens but that would please them and I wasn’t about to do that. This was far more enjoyable.  

			My dad laughed, and my mom rolled her eyes. “Honestly, Echo. Television is trite.” She spoke with her trademark dismissive tone and pursed lips. Annoying her may be the only pleasure I’ll get here, so I’m cashing in.  

			My dad winked at me. “I thought you were more of a Buffy the Vampire Slayer girl.”

			My mom nudged him from the side. “Stop encouraging her, Peter.” He winked at me, and I hid my amusement. I nodded at the two of them while I lowered my hand. My eyes narrowed to thin slits. “It’s very cerebral, the show, I mean.” 

			“It’s fictional.” My mom spoke without much emotion while she passed me by. I let out a defeated sigh. She hated anything she couldn’t prove, so there was no talking to her about things that I liked. Whether it was shows or the many paranormal books that I had devoured over the past few years as we migrated from dig site to dig site unearthing any treasures we could as commissioned by private contractors. 

			I don’t disagree with her analogy. I just enjoy reading about things that couldn’t possibly be true. That’s why they call it entertainment. I like being entertained. She enjoys explaining everything until it no longer holds any mystery. 

			That’s why we don’t talk. I’m more like my dad. 

			Their fame had allowed them to become more selective in the jobs they accepted and I assumed that eventually they would settle down and take up residency on some prestigious college campus. I looked forward to that day, or at least I thought I did. 

			Our own house, my own room, stability, a set schedule? What a strange concept. 

			It would be a cultural shock to both my sister and me. 

			We had been on the move since birth, my sister and I, along with my parents. We were born in Port Royal, Maine. Our parents grew up there, but they didn’t stick around after we were born. They packed us up, and the rest is history. We grew up shuffling from one dig site to the next as our parents pursued their passion and secured their legacy…not in me, in my twin sister, Midnight. 

			She’s the adventurous one. She’s exactly as they are. She has that fire inside of her.

			Me? I’m not sure what I want to do with my life which makes me abnormal in my parent’s eyes. Well, that, and about a million other things that scream ‘YOU ARE ADOPTED,’ which I would believe if Midnight and I didn’t look exactly the same. 

			Two pale arms wrapped around me from behind and my sister leaned into my ear. “You should come this time and help me explore.”

			I shook my head as she squeezed me. “No thank you,” I muttered. She let go and stepped around in front of me. The only difference between the two of us was the fact that she had her hair pulled back in a thick ponytail while mine sat on the top of my head in a balled up mess. Well, that and our clothing. I was wearing a black and white striped t-shirt with dark skinny jeans, and she was decked out in Indiana Jones attire complete with khaki pants, boots, and a white shirt that clung to her small frame and accentuated her toned physique. 

			“Well, there it is.” My dad said as we all turned and peered into the jungle. It seemed to go on for miles and miles. My stomach growled, and I placed my hand over it. 

			“Can you see the hotel? I’m starving.” I asked, scanning the countryside. 

			Midnight giggled while placing her arm around me. She moved us forward.  

			“Pizza.” She crooned in a whispered reply. 

			I perked up. “Pizza?” She let go and rushed out in front of me, spinning on her industrial boots and walking backward. Her playful nature was shining through. “With toasted grasshopper and centipede.” She winked and bit on the edge of her bottom lip.

			My nose wrinkled in disgust. “Yuck.” 

			“Do they have that here?” my dad asked in passing. 

			I leaned toward her and spoke in a hushed whisper. “I will freak out if they try to get some funky glazed insects for dinner. I’m serious.” Midnight smiled tightly. 

			A large white jeep pulled up in a hurry. The bulky tires screeched to a halt causing the vehicle to rock from side to side. Our guide hopped out and landed firmly on the ground. I looked him over. He was tall, dark, and handsome. His white shirt lay open at the top with a couple of extra buttons undone for good measure. The wind caught the material and showed off his thick roped necklace and tanned skin. Totally Midnight’s type. His shaggy black hair swung into his bright green eyes, and he had to reach up and move it out of the way. His muscular arms captured glints of sunlight. Midnight noticed, and that was it. I was history. 

			“Oh, hello.” She spoke in a flirtatious tone.

			He grinned at her and ignored me. The story of our lives.

			Our hunky guide helped Midnight up and into her seat as I struggled with the grace of a drunken monkey. My dad caught my arm right as my foot slipped off the edge of the long bar that ran the length of the oversized jeep. 

			“Thanks, Dad,” I whispered, and he gave me a nod. I fell back into the seat when the man slammed his foot on the accelerator and took off like we were on a movie set and being pursued by the police. I glanced up to see Midnight hanging onto the overhead bar. She reached up and undid her ponytail, allowing her long black hair to whip around in the breeze. It was supermodel photo shoot worthy.  

			How? How could someone who looked exactly like me be so different in every way?

			Ridiculous.

			We made our way to the hotel, checked in and got settled the best we could. I unpacked, my sister didn’t. She stood at the doorway of our room giggling while the boy flirted with her. Finally, I had had enough. 

			“We have to get up really early, and I’m starving.” This was partially true. Midnight had to get up early with my parents. I would be up, but my destination wasn’t the same as theirs. I would stay behind, as usual.

			He paused as she glanced back at me with those eyes. I don’t know how she managed to make hers look more attractive than mine. It had to be her attitude.  

			“There’s more to life than food, Echo.” She spoke in a sultry voice, staying in character for him. 

			I grumbled. “Not for me.”

			She gazed up at him while toying with her ponytail. The thick strand of hair twisted between her fingers. “You wouldn’t happen to know where we could get a killer pizza, would you?”

			I perked up. He gave me a quick once-over and then returned his attention to her. “Sure, yeah. What do you want on it?”

			“Every bug you can muster up.” She replied while trying to control her laughter.  

			I walked to the door and crossed my arms over my chest. “No—no bugs. Not a single one.”

			She held up her hand in surrender. “Okay, fine. Pepperoni, cheese and extra sauce.” She thumbed at me. “My sister doesn’t like an adventure.” 

			“That’s a shame.” He said as he finally noticed I existed. My lips pursed. “No, I don’t.”

			The boy lingered. “Honestly, I’m dying of starvation here,” I added, hoping to hurry him along. 

			“I’ll be back,” he said in a flirtatious tone, leaning in toward my sister. I swear if I had a fly swatter I would give him a good whack across the cheek. 

			“Promise?” Midnight asked, and he bit his lip. “Baby, you know it.” I arched my eyebrow, and he straightened up. “Seriously?” I muttered.  

			He walked away, and she leaned out the door to get a better look. I shook my head, and she turned to face me. “He’s amazing, don’t ya think?” 

			I laughed. “Amazing?” I tried to deepen my voice to mimic him. “Baby, you know it.” My shoulders hunched. It was my best impression of him.  

			“Stop.” She said with the exhaustive roll of her eyes. 

			I headed back over to the bed and dropped down on it, forcing it to bounce. My hand lifted then hit the white comforter. “Come on, Midnight. He didn’t have one piece of information to share with you while we drove over here except for how often he works out.” I touched my chin and tapped it with my index finger. “Let’s see, Monday, Wednesday, and Friday he works on those abs and Tuesday and Thursday he focuses on cardio.” 

			She interjected with an aggravated sigh. “Physical health is important.”

			I smirked, pulling out a map and staring at it. “So is mental.”

			“Okay.” She lifted a hand and waved it around. “So maybe he isn’t the brightest, but he’s hot and hot sometimes overrules everything.” It lowered, finally resting on the side of her hip. “Besides, I don’t need him to talk to me.”

			“Gross,” I muttered. 

			She gave me a wink. “Maybe he’s one of them.” 

			I rolled my eyes. “No, he isn’t.”

			“His skin looked kind of pale.” Her mysterious hush was amusing. I chuckled and tapped the map on the bed. “He was not, he was tan. He wasn’t pale at all, Midnight.”

			She bit her lip and added a reassuring nod. “I think I saw a fang.”

			I snorted. “Oh my God. Midnight, listen. I said this on the plane. It’s folklore. I know you’re on this quest to prove that vampires existed here, but I’m going to burst your bubble…they don’t. Vampires are not real and honestly Mom would die, I mean DIE if she heard you talking this way. You know that if she can’t prove it, then it’s a waste of time.”

			“Dad thinks they could be real.”

			I paused. “He does not.”

			She started laughing and dropped back on the bed. She stared up at me. “Oh, but wouldn’t it be amazing if they did?”

			I shook my head in disbelief. “I think you’ve lost your mind,” I added a twirl of my fingers to nail it home. 

			She rolled over and drew her legs up. I watched the bottoms of her boots sway as she crossed them over. Her chin rested in her hands. A wink followed. “You need a boyfriend, one who bites.” 

			I felt my cheeks redden. “No, no I don’t.”

			“I just don’t get it, Echo. You read all of those paranormal romance books. You have to believe that maybe, just maybe, something could exist out there that doesn’t fit into a neat little box.”

			I pointed at her. “Watch it; you’re dangerously close to mutiny and mom may have the room bugged.” 

			“Mutiny.” She muttered. “Some of the greatest discoveries in history began with rebellion.” 

			I studied her expression. Could this be the first signs of my sister breaking off from what was expected of her? 

			It couldn’t be. 

			She was the prodigal daughter, the one who would carry on the work that my parents had begun. 

			She broke in with another question. “Why do you prefer reading about romance instead of experiencing it?”

			I paused, licking my pouty bottom lip, quickly biting and then releasing it. Her shift in attitude was confusing at best, but then again we would be celebrating our sixteenth birthdays, soon.  

			Maybe her hormones were jumbling her brain. 

			I shrugged my shoulders. “It’s not as messy, I guess.”

			She moaned and snatched the map from my hand. She rolled onto her back and held it up, staring at the cover.

			“I love messy. The messier, the better.” She spoke with such a dreamy fervor. 

			I moaned. “Again, gross.” 

			“The veil.” She ran her pale fingers across the map. 

			My eyes wandered toward the window. It was dense jungle as far as the eye could see. 

			“The veil is folklore, Midnight. It refers to the blue mist that collects in the ravines. Vampires don’t exist. They just don’t.”

			“Stop being so negative.” She scoffed. 

			I spoke through laughter with a wave of my hand. “I’m not, and honestly, you’re the one who loves discovering things, things you can prove existed just like mom does. I don’t, so I find it hilarious that I’m the only level headed one in the room right now.”  

			She lowered the map and closed her eyes. “Just think about it, Echo. Living forever. So romantic.”

			I leaned down into her face. “Tiresome.”

			The tilt of her head was met with a childish grin. “We can’t be related.” 

			I tucked a stray piece of hair behind my ear. “Except for the fact that we look exactly the same.”

			“Minor details.” She added, and we both turned our attention to the door when the boy returned with a white box in hand. I could smell the pepperoni and melted cheese. 

			“Now you’re hot,” I said passionately. 

			“What?” he asked as I rushed to him and snatched the box out of his hand. I returned to the bed and opened it up. Midnight left me there as she stepped out into the hallway with her new friend. 

			“Hey!” I called out, and she leaned back in as her long black ponytail slid over her shoulder and dangled in midair. 

			I shook my folded slice of pizza at her. “Hungry?”

			“Yes.” She said with a wink and disappeared from sight. 

			I grimaced. Honestly, I had no idea where her appetite for boys came from, but it seemed to get worse and worse with each passing day. I cocked my head and shrugged my shoulders. She could do whatever she wanted to; I was going to devour this pizza like it owed me money.

			Two hours passed, and I flipped through the channels, finally landing on some random cooking show. The guy poured some liquor into the pan, and the fire shot up into the air almost catching his spiky white hair on fire. He flipped the food, and I eyed the small refrigerator. I had saved some pizza for Midnight, but she hadn’t returned yet. I sat up when the door opened, and she slipped inside. She turned and pressed her back against the door, looking all dreamy. 

			“There’s cold pizza in the fridge,” I spoke without keeping my eyes on her. I love my sister, but her newfound religion at the altar of temporary love was starting to annoy me. 

			“I ate.” She made her way over and sat down on the bed next to mine. Her hair was down, and her lips looked swollen. I knew what that meant. She had been making out with this guy. Yuck.   

			“Oh, yeah?” I have a tendency to be sarcastic when it comes to things like this. 

			She laughed, pulling her hair back and balling it up with a black hair tie.

			“I had some traditional food.” The ball of hair tilted on the top of her head.

			My eyebrow rose. “Oh, let me guess. Was it indigenous boy?” 

			She hit me with a pillow. “Cut it out, and no. We mostly talked.”

			“Mostly,” I whispered as I leaned back and rested on the pillow I successfully stole from her. 

			“Seriously, he’s a guide. He knew a lot about the veil, and he told me about a spot we should check out.” 

			“So, he’s an expert on vampires; that’s handy, and no, I’m not stepping foot in that jungle.” I know I sounded jealous and maybe I was. I mean, there used to be a time when Midnight and I were inseparable. Now, not so much. 

			“Yes, he is, and you shouldn’t be so dismissive. It’s rude.”

			“Rude? Oh, okay. Not believing in some made up stories about blood sucking creatures is rude?”

			She looked over at me and grinned. “You need a boy and some adventure.”

			“What’s his name?” I asked. 

			“What?”

			I side eyed her. “His name, did you ask?”

			She paused, and I laughed. I lifted the remote and haphazardly flipped through the channels like I could focus on them. “You need to shush.” 

			She laughed at me. “Oh, come on, Echo. Honestly, don’t you wonder about it?”

			I lowered the remote in my hand. “About what, his name? Sure, but then again I would have asked before I allowed him to attack me like a face hugger from Alien.”

			She hid her amusement. “Stop, no…how it feels?”

			My eyes narrowed. “How what feels?”

			“Kissing.” She had locked her eyes onto mine, so I was cornered. 

			I rubbed the side of my neck as my nerves kicked in. Of course, I wondered about it, but no one had made me want to make out with them as of yet. She continued with her harassment.

			“You know, lips pressed together and your heartbeat racing in your chest.” She tapped her chest and added in sound effects. “Thump, thump, thump.” 

			“Stop it.”

			She grinned. “Maybe someday you’ll find your vampire.”

			I thought about the many paranormal novels I had devoured this past year. I shook off the thought of something so silly. “And maybe someday you’ll remember a name.”

			She swatted at me, and I had to move out of her way. “Do you want that pizza or not?” I asked her when my stomach growled again. 

			She leaned back and crossed her arms over her chest. “No, you go ahead and eat your emotions.”

			I left the bed and walked to the refrigerator, quickly pulling out the box and turning with it in my hands. I shook it. “He may be a caveman, but this pizza was the bomb.” 

			“That caveman can do things with his tongue that would make you…”

			“Ah!” I held my hand up and then sang over her as she went on about the hugging and the kissing. She grabbed her pillow and hugged it, brushing her hand along the top of it.

			I sat down and chewed with my mouth open. She grimaced and stopped. I pointed at the pillow in her hand. “I bet this one has a higher IQ.”

			“I’ll smack you, Echo.”

			I grinned while taking another bite of cold pizza. I waved at her pillow. “Oh, hi, Bob.” I winked at her. “His name is Bob, just in case you wondered.”

			“I wouldn’t make out with a Bob. Maybe a Roberto.”

			“Oh sure. Like you would know.” I continued to chew, foregoing any manners.   

			“Way to ruin the mood.” She huffed. 

			“Sorry.” I grinned as I swallowed. Finally, she joined me and took a slice, quickly nibbling on it. 

			I half laughed. “I thought love sustained you.” 

			She nudged me from the side. “Shut up you brat.” 

			  

			She woke me up late that night, whispering in my ear. 

			“Echo…Echo. Wake up. I want to show you something.” 

			I swatted at her, and she giggled. She shook the canister next to my nose, and I could smell the coffee. I perked up. 

			“You suck,” I muttered while I took a sip of it. She nodded to me. “You won’t regret it, come on.” 

			“What time is it?”

			She ignored my question and grabbed my hand, dragging me from the bed. Luckily I had fallen asleep in my clothing or she would have been pulling me along in my pajamas. 

			Soon I found myself standing in the dark jungle with strange sounds echoing in the distance and Midnight’s hand firmly gripping mine. She pulled me along, silently as my clumsy feet hit every protruding vine beneath us. Her pace quickened, her grip tightened. I dropped my coffee, and it annoyed me. I jerked on her hand, breaking her hold. 

			“Why? Why did you bring me here?” I muttered. 

			She just kept pushing forward. 

			“Midnight, wait,” I grumbled through blurred eyes.

			“Come on, I want to show you something amazing, trust me.” I stared at the jungle floor trying to find my coffee. Finally, I did, and as I reached for it, I heard Midnight cry out to me. I stood up, squinting my eyes, trying to allow the full moon to give me some direction. 

			“Midnight!”

			She didn’t respond. Again I yelled into the darkness. “Midnight?!”

			I rushed forward, trying to stay upright and then I heard her call out to me. 

			“Echo! Over here!”

			I gasped when I reached the edge of a large ravine. I stood next to her and stared into a blue mist that masked everything below us. The breeze would kick up, and the thick sheet of mist would rise a few feet and then drop back down like a living breathing thing. 

			“Oh my God,” I whispered.

			“I know, right? Isn’t it beautiful?” she asked me.

			I shook my head. “It is, it really is.”

			“If you close your eyes you can hear it.”

			“What?” I asked.

			“A heartbeat.” 

			I half laughed. “You cannot.”

			“Echo, just try.” She said without laughing. 

			I glanced at her, and she already had her eyes closed. I decided to give it a try, but just as I relaxed and accepted the fact that I may hear something, the peaceful silence was broken by movement behind us. We both turned to see what it could be and she cried out as her foot slipped over the edge. I spun in horror just in time to see her disappear over the side. I rushed forward, and my eyes widened when I spotted her. She was hanging onto a thick root protruding from the side of the cliff. Instinct flared. I fell to my knees and then laid flat, extending my hand toward her. She looked down and then back up at me. Her eyes captured slivers of the moonlight. 

			Even then she didn’t look frightened. 

			Even then, she was brave. 

			“Take my hand, take it,” I yelled, half out of breath. Her free hand lifted and she clasped it in mine. I felt my heart flutter in my chest as I could hear the root giving way. It budged, spewing dirt and dust down onto her and jerked me forward. I dug my nails into the earth at my side while my grip tightened. Again the root shifted and pulled me further over the edge. Inch by inch, moment by moment, it was begging to claim us and drag us into the unknown. 

			I moaned as my body moved forward. I stared down at her in horror, sweat glistening on my face and neck. I could feel the strain in my arm, shoulder, and back. The tips of my shoes desperately dug into the ground but found nothing that could stabilize me.  

			Her expression was calm. 

			No fear, no regrets. 

			I didn’t know that she had made her choice without consulting me. 

			The root gave way, and I cried out as she dangled there from my hand. I felt her grip loosen and my heart sank. I was losing her. 

			I wasn’t strong enough. 

			I was never strong enough. 

			“No…no, help me, please, help me,” I cried out through gritted teeth. I inched forward while gravity played havoc with us. “No, no,” I repeated as if my words outweighed reality. The top half of my body was inching forward with each passing moment. I couldn’t find anything to grab onto so that she would have the opportunity to climb. I just didn’t have the strength to do it myself.    

			Her eyes softened, and she tilted her head. “Echo.”

			I tried to focus on her through the sheer terror of the moment.

			“Midnight, please…please help me.” 

			“Live.” She whispered and then she let go. 

			My hand extended toward her while her body disappeared into the mist, silent and peaceful.

			No screams, no sound at all. 

			She was just gone, taking my heart with her.  
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			The cab came to a stop, and so did my mind. I peered up at the large three-story black brick house sitting on top of the hill. It had high peaks, like a mountain range. Streaks of rain tumbled down the clouded car window, and I had to wipe it with the side of my hand to see the house more clearly. 

			This was the Navarri Estate home, in Port Royal, Maine. I had only been here twice, well three times if you count when Midnight and I were born. 

			We had spent one summer here when we were five. I remember very little about it, just bits and pieces here and there. Then there was our last trip home which was an attempt at closure as we held a service for Midnight and placed an empty coffin in the family’s mausoleum on the other side of town.

			 I swallowed hard and pushed the thought of that terrible day as far away from me as I could and returned my attention to the house. I knew that it had an extensive library on the third floor. It was the selling point my parents had used to convince me that I should come here while they stayed behind in Brazil. 

			My eyes lit upward, and I could see the flickering lights of large white candles in every window. I loved the thought of staying here. The only thing I didn’t love was the fact that I’m about to turn seventeen in two months and I’ll have to attend this new school. 

			I’d rather be homeschooled as I had been on and off my entire life, but my parents insisted that being around kids my age may help me snap out of this depression I seem to be stuck in. 

			I wanted to stay in Brazil, but I knew that leaving would be best for all of us, even me. I couldn’t even bring myself to enter the jungle again, let alone leave my room in the hotel. I was slowly wasting away, breaking my sister’s last wish, for me to live. 

			But depression is a prison all its own and I had no key. 

			That’s when I had first met Molly, Molly Brindle. She was introduced as a new tutor, but I knew something was different about her when she skillfully interjected the occasional statement that made me think about more than math and literature. She was on a dig all her own, into my mind, and somehow she snaked her way into my psyche and started to become the outlet that I sorely needed.

			I toyed with the plastic bottle in my jacket pocket. I pulled it out and jiggled it in front of my face. I could see two small white pills jostling back and forth. It was all the medication that I had left and the only thing that kept the nightmares away when I slept at night. I had made a conscious decision to try to break myself of this habit, and it scared me, but this, this scared me more than anything else had. 

			I had been enrolled in Port Royal High School, home of the Buccaneers. 

			A school with people in it. 

			Teenagers. 

			I was terrified but excited all the same, which was weird for me. Oddly enough I said yes to this just as I had that night when my sister woke me up. This felt like something she would do and instead of skipping out on an adventure, as I’m known to do, I took the metaphorical bull by the horns. 

			A masculine voice interrupted my thoughts and brought me back to reality. “We’ve arrived.” He said calmly, then added a bit more. “The bill has been sorted.”  

			The window fogged over and my green, sometimes hazel eyes, landed on my cab drivers. He was turned in his seat and staring at me. I couldn’t tell if he was curious or overtly compassionate.

			I guess it didn’t matter. 

			It’s strange after you experience a loss like my family had. Every look, every word seems different when spoken by strangers. It’s almost as if the whole world knows you’re in pain and is trying desperately to deal with it without mentioning the obvious. It makes my already awkward nature downright alien. I never felt like I fit in, but now, I don’t even fit into the world. I can imagine myself in the distant future, old and alone, sheltering fifty-five cats and shooing children off my porch with a broom as my carefully selected feline army lined up behind me.

			“Miss?” he added, and I blinked as the visual of my crazy cat lady future dissipated. 

			“Thank you,” I said politely, firmly gripping the handle and opening the door. He rushed out and popped a large red umbrella above our heads, sheltering me from the rain. 

			“Here, you take this. I have many.”

			His English was broken. He may be Serbian, from what I could tell. I’m pretty good at nailing accents. 

			I glanced up at the gray sky. “No Sun?” I asked with traces of sarcasm in my tone. He laughed and tilted his chiseled chin upward, shaking his head in defeat. “If you want sunlight, you have to travel south, down the coast to Crow’s Landing. There you will find the sun if you go up into their mountains. A Beautiful sight, indeed. Just beautiful.”  

			I sighed. “I’m not really into hiking of any sort.”

			“No? The daughter of Alice and Peter Navarri does not like adventure?”

			I hated the question but answered it just the same. “You know how they say the nut doesn’t fall very far from the tree?” He looked confused. “Well, I hit the ground and rolled, like rolled for miles.” He had no idea what I meant, so I reeled in my elaborate explanation. “No, I like to read and stay inside, shocking, I know, seeing that my parents are probably dangling from the side of a cliff right now.”

			He handed me the umbrella and ran to the back of the car with a chuckle echoing along the way. I’m glad I could amuse him. 

			He opened the trunk and pulled out my red suitcase and walked it back to me. The handle left his hand with ease and rested in mine. I gave it a gentle shake. 

			Everything I cared about was in the suitcase. Sweatshirts, t-shirts, a pair of jeans, leggings, three pairs of shoes, some pictures, and my books. 

			I like to travel light, no need to bog yourself down with unnecessary clutter. 

			That’s my mom talking, but I agree with her.

			He opened his car door. I parted my lips, desperate to continue our conversation. “So, you said Crow’s Landing is sunny? How far is it from here?”

			He rubbed the gray and black stubble on his chin with his weathered hand and then spoke with confidence. “Don’t tell me you’re already planning your escape.”

			“I wish I were Houdini, but I’m not,” I muttered under my breath.

			He narrowed his eyes as the rain rolled down his forehead, and dripped from his broad brow.

			“Magician, no?” he asked. 

			I nodded to him and refused to face the house. “I’m sorry, but...” he reached for the door, and I had to move because I was blocking his way. He paused and looked me over and then offered a quick smile. “You’ll be okay. Embrace the journey, little one.”

			His door closed and the cab pulled away. I looked up and gave the umbrella a gentle twist in the palm of my hand. Rain spun off of it in a circular pattern all around me, breaking through the downpour. 

			Then it hit me, although convenient, it wasn’t mine. “Oh wait! Your umbrella!” I called out to the man, wanting to return his generous gift. 

			I began to jog along the sidewalk, but he was gone and around the corner before I could trick him into any more small talk. 

			I took two steps back and begrudgingly turned around, making my way back up the sidewalk, which sat on an incline. I could feel the strain in my calf muscles, and it only reminded me of how lazy I had been while the rest of my family hiked the countryside and repelled into caverns. 

			I paused at the tall black gates and tilted my head back. Lightning streaked the sky behind me and lit up the name over the gate in quick bursts. Navarri was written out in bold letters, big enough to appear dramatic. 

			I sighed and thought of my Aunt Luna. She was my dad’s sister, his only sibling, and keeper of the house that they both grew up in. She lived here all alone. My grandparents had long since been buried in the town’s cemetery in the family mausoleum, claimed by another accident, only this one involved a boat and a terrible storm at sea. Again, no bodies were ever recovered, and I couldn’t imagine how hard that was for my dad to not only bury his parents in empty coffins but his daughter, too. 

			I reached out and pushed on the cold iron. It swung open without much effort, but let out an eerie creaking noise that matched the dark skies and abundant rain. I made my way up the wide path, lined with knee-high shrubbery that looked to be needing some attention. Maybe I could help Aunt Luna in this way. I assume she doesn’t have a green thumb and that’s one thing that I could do. I could grow things where no one else in my family seems to be able to accomplish with any luck. 

			I stopped in front of the steps and gave my red suitcase one more firm shake. Pumping myself up with a small, but adequate pep talk. 

			“Go, just go, Echo Midnight Navarri,” I whispered with borrowed confidence. Yes, I have my sister’s name as my middle name, just as she had mine, as hers. My parents must have felt very clever the night we were born, or maybe they just couldn’t think of any other names to give us. 

			My right foot hit the first step and the front door opened as if on cue. I could see a shadow moving forward. The sky groaned and lit up like a strobe light, and forced me to flinch. My Aunt’s soft features, large brown eyes, and thick curly auburn hair came into view. She clapped her hands together and rushed toward me, snatching the suitcase right out of my death grip, hugging me so hard the umbrella was forced back, allowing the rain to take advantage of the two of us. I grunted, and she backed up, rubbing my shoulders while the cold rain trickled down her face and over her pouty lips. She was beautiful, with a small round face, not rugged like my dad. His jaw was chiseled and firm but totally didn’t match his attitude. My mom was the serious one, while my father was easy going by nature. 

			He had lost some of that charm when Midnight, well, you know. 

			Loss does that. It twists everything inside of you and spews it back out in an unrecognizable heap of heightened apathy. It makes you long for the past and dread the future. Very similar to what my parents do for a living. I should want the same, but I don’t. I must be such a disappointment to them. I swallowed hard, happy to have the rain masking my glossy eyes. 

			She laughed and snatched the umbrella in hand, forcing it upright to shield us. I blew on my long black bangs, and they barely moved on my face. I was completely drenched, and the chill was starting to settle in. My lip quivered, and my muscles tightened up in my legs. Partially due to the weather and the rest my overwhelming emotional state. 

			“Oh, honey, come inside. I have a fire burning and hot chocolate on the stove.”

			I nodded to her as she wrapped one long arm around my shoulder and guided me into the house, shutting the door behind us and bringing one adventure to an end only to welcome in a new one.
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			I wrapped the blue and white plaid shawl around my shoulders, snuggling into its warmth and generosity. My aunt had graciously given it to me after I changed into my gray sweatshirt that hung off my right shoulder, fleece-lined black leggings with white and gray owls all over them, and my red, white, and black MUKLUK slippers. My absolute favorite and permanent fixture in my life. They were Midnights, so, of course, I would be lost without them. 

			I wiggled my toes inside my slippers and adjusted the shawl, drawing it in just a little bit closer. I lifted the black coffee cup to my lips, reading it before I sipped on the hot chocolate. COFFEE READ WRITE REPEAT stared up at me from the side of the black cup. I took a deep breath and held the sweet aroma in my lungs. The homemade marshmallows bobbed on the surface. I slurped one into my mouth, and it exploded with flavor on my eager tongue. I cooed, and my aunt grinned, taking a slow sip of her own out of a matching cup, only hers was white with black lettering. 

			This was the perfect remedy for a cold and rainy night. We were off to a great start, and it had calmed my nerves and helped me relax when I didn’t think it would be possible. Sometimes the smallest of things can do the greatest good. 

			This house. My aunts smile. Hot chocolate and a roaring fire. All things I never considered to be catalysts for happiness, but I could love this, or learn to love it. Anything is better than misery and guilt. Anything.  

			I lowered the cup and coddled it in my hands, allowing the heat to resonate through my fingers as I spoke up. “My mom and dad made hot chocolate sometimes, but they used real cocoa beans.”

			She carefully eyed me. “Chocolate should not be bitter; it’s a dessert for Hade’s sake. I swear, your father thinks fig newton’s and black licorice are desserts. I consider them punishment.” 

			I chuckled and peered into the cup; she was right, he did. Then she said something that took me by surprise. 

			“You’re so pretty, Echo. Just gorgeous, like your mother.”

			I felt my cheeks become flush. I’m not good with compliments. I consider myself very homely, especially in comparison to Midnight. My aunt leaned forward and finally I had to look at her to avoid appearing rude. 

			“Thank you, but I’m not, I mean, I don’t think I’m pretty,” I responded as acceptingly as I could but made sure to taint it with my honest opinion about myself. I promise it isn’t for pity. I just don’t find it necessary. Every boy I ever found attractive lived within the pages of a book, so it wasn’t like they cared how I looked. 

			So much simpler than real life. 

			She set her cup down on the small table next to her large tan chair that matched my own. They sat at an angle in front of the enormous fireplace that could easily fit two people inside of it. This house still felt large, even now. When I was five it was enormous, nothing had changed. Don’t get me wrong; it didn’t have an unreasonable amount of things in it, but what it did have was just on a grander scale. Like the large clock in the entryway with the slow pendulum swinging from side to side, the elaborately framed paintings on the walls, and the black chandelier that rested high above our heads from a tin lined cathedral ceiling.

			“Both of you are exceptionally beautiful. You and your sister.” She added. Her words set me off while she practiced present tense and not past as if Midnight was still alive. I blinked and watched two young girls giggle and run across the room and out into the entryway. They moved in slow motion, ghostly white, clasping their hands together and doing circles around each other. Their long dark hair bounced on their shoulders, and their happiness filled that strange void in my heart. I thought the memories were lost, but no. They live on in my mind and this house, it seemed. 

			“Well, tomorrow we need to take you shopping.”

			I blinked again, letting the ghosts of my past dissipate from view. 

			“Shopping?” I asked with an inquisitive look on my face. Shopping wasn’t my thing, well honestly, most things aren’t my thing, especially that. I’m so easy when it comes to clothing. Comfort was key. That’s it. If it feels good, I wear it. 

			She leaned back in her chair and pulled her feet up to one side, tucking them in and mimicking me. “Yes, for clothing.”

			I narrowed my eyes. “I have clothes, I mean, I have a few.”

			She laughed, and it echoed in the room. Her lips pursed when I didn’t even crack a smile, and I watched as she tapped the side of her cup. “Oh, honey, T-shirts and leggings won’t do you any good, not here.”

			I set my cup on the table next to my chair, adjusting the shawl and wondering why my clothing wasn’t adequate. “I know that I don’t have much, so maybe a couple more pairs of jeans and some regular shirts would help. I’ve never been fashionable.”

			She smiled at me and placed her chin in her hand. 

			I shook my head in confusion. “Maybe a hoodie, too?” I added. 

			“You don’t know, do you?”

			My eyebrow cocked. “Know what?”

			“Sweetheart, Port Royal High School has a dress code, a very strict one.”

			“So, what does that mean? No t-shirts with bands on them or holes in my jeans? I can do that.”

			She let out a slow breath. “I hate to be the one to break this to you, but you’ll need a uniform.”

			I shook my head from side to side while she gave me a nod to counteract my denial. 

			“Oh, crap,” I muttered. 

			“Yes, crap…but to be honest, it could be worse, Echo. The dress code is quite simple. Black coat, white shirt, black tie and then there’s the plaid skirt. Very Japanese. I wasn’t nearly as appalled as I thought I would be.”

			I sat forward. “The skirt?”

			“The skirt.” She repeated without missing a beat. 

			I rubbed my temples, and she spoke through laughter. “Well, let’s hope you inherited your mother’s legs and not your dads.”

			“No such luck,” I mumbled under my breath. Then I perked up. “What kind of shoes do I have to wear?”

			She waved a hand. “As long as they’re black, you’ll have no issues.”

			I rushed to my suitcase and popped it open. I pulled out two industrial looking black boots and waved them in front of me. My aunt laughed again. “I suppose no one will fight you over wearing those, or they may be in trouble.”

			I grinned. They also belonged to Midnight. Trust me; Molly has had a field day with my obsession with wearing some of her things. I cleared my throat. “So why do they have a dress code?”

			She stood up and walked to the fireplace and grabbed the iron poker in her hand and stabbed at the pile of wood causing sparks to rise up the flute. My eyes were transfixed on the flames until she spun around with the poker in her hand and a piece of the charred wood skidded across the floor. I rushed toward it and knocked it back to the fireplace with the bottom of my boot, returning it to the fiery pit as she began to talk as if nothing had happened. 

			She waved the poker around in her hand. “That would be the royals.” Her emphasis on the words told me she was disgusted. I stood up and blew on the bottom of my boot. I had to tap it on the edge of the fireplace to remove the last bits of smoldering wood. 

			“The what?” I asked while inspecting the sole of my shoe. 

			She placed the poker back in its stand and glared at me; I knew it wasn’t personal. She had a serious distaste for whoever these people were. “The royals are a group of people here in town that think they have the right to impose their beliefs on everyone. It’s ridiculous and annoys the piss out of me.”

			I giggled, and she mischievously eyed me. “I mean pee, not piss.” She pointed at me. “Don’t tell your father that I curse; I’ll never hear the end of it. He already thinks I’m a sailor.”

			“We don’t, I mean...I won’t tell him.” She paused and touched my cheek, not hesitating to lean in and hug me. She understood what I meant. I used to talk to my dad, not so much anymore. 

			She stepped back and gently held my chin in between her thumb and index finger. She added a wink. “Good girl.”

			I cleared my throat. To be honest, I wasn’t used to such intimacy with anyone. I hate to sound like my parents were villainous, but hugs, kisses, and simple words of encouragement were never practiced with any sort of regularity. 

			“So the royals, what gives them the authority to tell people what to do?” I asked, hoping to shake the thoughts of my strained relationship with my parents. 

			She strolled over to her chair, gently picking up her hot chocolate and taking another drink. She lowered it and licked the chocolate mustache from her upper lip. 

			“Each one is a descendant.” She paused then waved a hand. “I guess they feel the need to strangle the life out of everyone.”

			“Descendants? “ I asked. 

			“Founders.” She clarified. 

			My eyes shifted down then back toward the flames. “Well, the Navarri’s are founders, too, right?” 

			She lowered her cup and set it down on the table, turning back to give me a wink.

			“Yes, in fact, our family and one other landed here first, and to this day there is still much debate as to who won the race. I say it was us, of course, but don’t try to tell Eyota Vega that.”

			“Who?” I asked, and she crossed her arms over her chest. 

			“Eyota Vega. He and his sister, Persephone, think they run everything.” She paused and leaned in toward me, “Did you know that Persephone means bringer of death? What kind of bullshit is that?” 

			She tucked a thick strand of my hair behind my ear. “I meant bull crap, of course.”  

			“Of course.” I choked out, trying to hold back the laughter. 

			“Let’s get you settled in before I ruin you any further. Next thing you know you’ll be swearing as badly as I do.”

			“I’ve heard worse.” 

			Her eyebrow shot up. “Oh, yeah? From who?”

			“Not dad,” I said, and she let out a sigh followed by a snap of her fingers. “Damn it.”

			“Sorry, I didn’t come bearing any information that you could use against him.”

			“Someday.” She waved a hand and dismissed it. 

			I followed her out of the living room and only paused for a moment to glance back at the fireplace. The ghostly vision of two young girls appeared in front of it, playing patty cake. I blinked, and they were gone. 

			I stood at the edge of the doorway and peered into the room. The bed took up the middle of the space and jetted out from the wall at least six feet. It had a dark black wood canopy over it, the tips of the wood had been painted in deep red and had faded over time, but you could see it even in the dull light of the room. The window along the wall was also large, matching everything else in the house. It had two oversized window panes, squared off in black wrought iron. I quickly counted the squares. It was a habit I had had since I was a child.

			One, two, three four. Four across the top of one window and four rows down. 

			“Sixteen on one side, thirty-two in total,” I spoke without thinking about it. My aunt turned and smiled. “Oh, you still count things, you did that as a child.”

			“I don’t remember much about this house or when we visited you,” I admitted.

			I let my eyes skirt along the wall and over the large black dresser. I could make out picture frames on top of it, so I set my suitcase down and made my way over to them as my aunt chatted away.

			“This is where you and your sister slept when you came to stay with me that summer. Oh, the giggling, you two kept me up almost every night.” 

			I remained silent. I’m not very good at talking about my sister; even Molly had trouble getting me to say much of anything at all that was specific to her. 

			She interjected. “You should visit her.”

			I swallowed hard. “At the cemetery? Why? It’s empty, isn’t it?”

			My aunt took a step toward me. “The coffin may be empty, but it’s meant to serve as a place to say what’s in your heart.” 

			“Who says there’s anything there?” I spoke quietly. 

			I could hear her sigh behind me. I know I’m not easy to be around, especially when I feel pressured to talk about anything to do with her. 

			“Well, if you ever want to go, you know, visit the mausoleum, I’ll be happy to take you.”

			“I doubt I will, but I appreciate it.” 

			My fingers gently ran along the glass as I stared at a picture of Midnight and me, right here in this room, sitting on the ledge of the window. I looked over, and I could see the ghostly memory of the two of us leaning into each other, matching braids, matching shoes, matching dresses. We always looked the same right up until our thirteenth birthdays. That was the year we drifted apart and started doing our own thing. 

			I flinched when I heard a loud ringing. I turned to see a phone sitting on the night table, and it amused me. Of course, my aunt would still have one of these archaic things. 

			Luna touched my arm, and I turned to face her as the phone continued to ring. She walked by me and picked it up, placing it to her ear and gripping it firmly in her hand.

			“Oh, Peter. Yes, she’s here. I’m so sorry; we started talking and…” she closed her mouth, my dad must have interrupted her. She nodded. “Of course.” She said, staring down at the floor. I fingered at the cell phone in my pocket. I should have called my dad when I landed at the airport, but I was met almost immediately by the cab driver and then my mind had wandered. Luna handed me the phone with a sorrowful look in her eyes. I took it from her and held it to my shoulder. She half smiled and walked to the door, grabbing the knob and slowly closing it behind her. 

			I cupped the phone in my hand. “Aunt Luna?”

			She paused, turning back to face me. “Yes, honey?”

			“Thank you, for everything. I was, well…I won’t lie; I was nervous about coming here, but you made everything better.”

			“Of course, love. Anything for you.”

			I felt a slight tinge of guilt for being so dismissive of her when she offered to go to the cemetery with me, but visiting an empty grave wasn’t exactly my idea of closure. All it would do is remind me of everything I’d rather forget.   

			She closed the door, and I lifted the phone, placing it to my ear. 

			“Dad?”

			I closed my eyes when he spoke. “Why didn’t you call when you landed?”

			I opened my eyes and peeked out the window. The raindrops continued to hit the glass. At least the lightning and thunder had passed for now. 

			“I had no bars on my phone.” I lied, but it was easier than saying I got lost in the memory of that horrible night.

			He exhaled. “Storms as usual.”

			“Yeah.” I tapped the tip of my finger against my bottom lip. “So when are you and mom coming here?”

			“Oh, well…” he paused, and my mood shifted. I spoke up, breaking the news for him. “You guys won’t be here for my birthday, will you?” 

			The silence said everything his words didn’t have to say. 

			“Hey, we’ll be there for Christmas, I promise, and we’re going to make this up to you, I swear. I…you…mom just…”

			I narrowed my eyes. “Dad? Dad?” 

			The line went dead, and my shoulders slumped. He must be on site, and his phone had lost its connection, or maybe it’s the storm here in town, who knows, either way, he was gone; they wouldn’t be here for my birthday in October, and from what it sounded like; I wouldn’t see them until Christmas. 

			My heart sank. 

			What seemed to be a welcomed call had turned into a terrible realization. I was truly on my own here. I would have to navigate this town and the people in it, along with a building full of teenagers for at least four months before my parents would come to visit me. My breath hitched. “Great,” I whispered.  

			I placed the phone back on the cradle and walked to my suitcase. I lifted it up onto the wooden chest that sat at the end of my bed and opened it up. I shuffled the contents around until I located the only picture I had. It was of me, Midnight, mom, and dad, all crowded in together on the back of a rickety old truck in Africa. It had been taken only a few days before we landed in Brazil. I touched the smiling faces and then placed it on the bed. I picked up my jacket and reached into the pocket, rummaging around for my phone. I had missed two calls from my dad, but it hadn’t even rang. 

			Hearing his voice meant more than I expected it to and now that strange feeling of being homesick was starting to settle into my bones. Funny how you can miss the organized chaos that your life once was. This should be comforting, but it wasn’t. The truth was, I hadn’t felt settled since I watched Midnight fall away from me into the mist. I never told anyone this, but for a few seconds, I had to fight the urge to jump in after her. I doubt it was as much bravery as it was surrender.  

			I scrolled through my messages and landed on the one I was looking for. It was from Midnight, the last one she ever sent me. 

			13 Ways to Midnight.

			I had responded with a few question marks.

			She had text back almost immediately with…LOL! That was my phone, sorry, Echo. 

			I thought you were sending me some encrypted message, Midnight.

			No, but it would make one heck of a title for a book, don’t you think? You should write it someday, make me the star, okay? Make me immortal. 

			I remembered that it made me laugh. The thought of writing a book was overwhelming, but she was always like that…dreaming big for the both of us. I ran my fingers across the screen.

			I had texted her back without wanting to argue. 

			Hey, listen, I have to go to bed. Tired. 

			Hey, Echo.

			Hey, what?

			I love you.

			Love you, Midnight.

			I clutched the phone to my chest and closed my eyes as one tear escaped and rolled down my cheek meeting up with the last thousand I had shed.  

			I sat up and grabbed my jacket again. I pulled out the small bottle and twisted the cap, dumping two white pills into the palm of my hand. I cupped the opening and let one slide back in but kept the other. I popped it into my mouth without a second thought, ignoring the idea of water to wash it down. All I wanted was peace. 

			No dreams. 

			No tears. 

			No anxiety or regrets.

			I quickly tilted the bottle and took the second one, swallowing it and closing my eyes.

			“I miss you,” I whispered into the darkness.  
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			I woke with a large black furry face in mine with one bright green eye and one blue. I screamed, and the loud hiss followed. The beast scurried away, and I heard the thud on the wood floor. I rolled to the side of my bed and stared down at the tall black cat, with a thin tail that bent to the left just at the tip. 

			The cat meowed at me in disgust. I guess I would have too if I stumbled across a stranger in my house. 

			“Hey, kitty,” I spoke through a yawn. “Are you here to help me start my crazy feline army?”  I extended my hand, trying to coax it back. It stepped just out of reach and then turned, finally allowing my hand to run the length of it. The purring vibration hummed against my fingertips. I grinned, blinking a few times and trying to shake off the jet lag. 

			My hand gently stroked the cat’s soft black fur. “I’m Echo, who are you?”

			My aunt’s voice chimed in. “This is Bela Lugosi, and yes, he is named after my favorite actor who played Dracula, in fact, he is the only Dracula for me.” She strolled in with a wooden tray in hand. The sweet smell of cinnamon filled the room. I sat up and pushed my back against the headboard. She set the tray down on my lap, and my eyes widened when I spotted the feast before me. I’m not one of those girls who shirks the opportunity to chow down. 

			I picked up the small glass of orange juice and took a gulp of it, quickly followed by a huge bite of the fresh cinnamon roll on the plate. The gooey icing clung to my lips, and I had to lick it off. I swallowed, and my aunt stood there gawking at me. I set the roll down and picked up my fork. She waved a hand. “By all means, devour it like a heathen.” 

			I laughed, I knew she was joking. My aunt wasn’t stuffy in the least, but she had mastered the art of sarcasm. I only knew this from the countless phone conversations with her that I had received over the past few months. It didn’t occur to me that I was being set up, but I can’t blame my parents for getting us acquainted before they suggested that I stay with her. It would have been a thousand times more awkward with no introduction. 

			Bela jumped up on the bed, and my aunt quickly snatched him up. He let out a defiant meow. She kissed the side of his head while he stared at my plate and waved a paw at me but it was no use, she had him in a loving death grip. I grinned and took another bite, and he wiggled in her arms. She cradled him like a baby. He started to purr, and she hummed behind closed lips. I chewed and swallowed, taking the last two bites and then washed it all down with the remainder of my orange juice. The small burp followed, and she stopped singing when I covered my mouth. 

			“Sorry,” I muttered. I wasn’t used to practicing my manners. I guess I should now that I would be around other people on a daily basis. 

			“Honestly, Echo. I really don’t care how you act here, but you’ll need to be more civilized at school.” 

			The glimmer in my eyes dulled. 

			School. Crap. 

			“Hey…how would you feel about tutoring me? I’m easy; I absorb everything just like that.” I snapped my fingers. Bela hissed and jumped out of her arms, racing toward the door. I watched his crooked tail disappear around the corner. My eyes returned to a newly armed crossed, foot tapping Aunt Luna as she let her glare engulf me.

			I sighed and moved the tray off my lap. I slid out of bed and placed one slipper on, then the other. I stood up straight, and she was fighting a smile. I shrugged my shoulders. “It was worth a shot, right?”

			“You take a shower; you do know what those are, correct?” I laughed and so did she. “Yes, I bathe.”

			“Your bathroom is right through those doors. After that, we’ll go into town and pick up your uniform.” She pointed behind her. I perked up. My own private bathroom? Sweet. 

			I watched her leave the room then I walked toward the two doors and gripped the polished silver handles firmly in both hands. I twisted them and opened them up as a rush of sweet vanilla wafted over me. I could see the white candles burning in the window to the left, right above a large ivory tub with clawed feet. I looked down and stepped on one black tile, then one white, trying to avoid counting them, but I did. There were fourteen to the sink and another ten to the tub to my left. I turned my head and counted another ten to my right and eyed the large walk in shower. 

			“Excellent.” I cooed under my breath. I glanced up and caught my reflection in the mirror. I bit my lip and then grabbed the new toothbrush from the holder and ran it under the sensor activated spout. I pulled it back, and the water stopped, shoved it forward, and it started up again. This went on until I finally bored myself and began to brush my teeth. 

			I turned with the toothbrush sticking out of the corner of my mouth and made my way to the black wood cabinet. I opened it up and grabbed a fluffy white towel and rubbed it against my right cheek. I closed my eyes and then spun around when I heard a boy’s voice behind me. 

			“Oh, I’m sorry, I had no idea anyone was in here!” he spoke with genuine panic. 

			I pulled the toothbrush out of my mouth, and a small amount of toothpaste dribbled on my chin. Very attractive. I clutched the toothbrush and my fresh towel to my chest as I looked at the cute boy who was standing not five feet away from me. Yes, cute. I usually don’t notice, but with him, I did. I think most girls would have.

			He was tall, maybe five foot nine. I’m only five foot three, so I guess most people seem tall to me. He had chestnut brown hair with flecks of red in it, and his eyes were bright green and complimented his pale skin. His shoulders were not too wide to be intimidating, and the black framed glasses on his nose made it even worse. Glasses, I just like them, especially on boys. 

			He spoke again. “Are you okay?”

			I rushed to the sink and spat the toothpaste out and turned to face him. 

			I detected a slight Irish accent, and I waved the toothbrush between us. “Gaelic?” I asked with a raised brow. 

			He gave up the information with no fight at all. “My mother is from Ireland; my dad’s from right here in Port Royal. So I guess I’m half Irish.”

			I nodded and extended my hand as I approached him. I usually wouldn’t shake someone’s hand, and I felt awkward doing it, but I was already in motion so I might as well see it through. He narrowed his eyes and slid his hand into mine. I gave it a firm shake, and he had to tap his glasses up his nose while they fought to slide down his face. 

			I kept my eyes locked onto his. “I’m Echo, Echo Navarri. Luna is my aunt, my dad’s sister. I’ve come to stay for a while.” I could hear myself rambling as my nerves kicked in.

			“Hi.” He said with a smirk. 

			I pulled my hand back and gripped the towel close to my chest. I wasn’t so much attracted to him as I was intrigued. 

			He parted his lips but was swiftly interrupted before he could introduce himself. 

			“Daniel Aiden Fitzpatrick, what are ya doin’ in this girls room!” The shrill voice went up an octave toward the end, punctuating a thick Irish accent. We both flinched. 

			He turned, and I could see a woman, about my height, with long red hair cascading over her shoulders. She placed a hand on her hip and scowled at him. I had to intervene.

			“I asked him in here.” I scanned the room and spotted the shower. I pointed. “The shower isn’t working; I thought maybe he could fix it.” 

			“Daniel, is this true?”

			He nodded in agreement. She eyed the shower, then me. I expected her to rush over and prove me wrong by simply turning the water on, but she didn’t, and I let out a small sigh when her aggressive stance softened. 

			“Polly, there you are.” My aunt came in and gave her a big hug. The petite woman hugged her back with enthusiasm. “I take it this is the wee one.” She stated, giving me a once-over. 

			I grimaced in horror. I wasn’t wee anything; I’m nearly seventeen. 

			My aunt countered the embarrassing statement. “Oh, we have a birthday coming. Echo will be seventeen in October, can you believe it?” She looked me over and cupped her face. “Time is brutal.” 

			“Well, she is just a child. They both are.” Polly added with a dominant tone. I wasn’t sure why she felt so compelled to point it out. My cheeks reddened, which they often do when I’m flustered about anything. 

			My aunt Luna wound her arm into Polly’s and laughed. “Now, Daniel will be seventeen soon, won’t he?”

			Polly let out a sigh. “Don’t remind me. Although it feels just like yesterday that I had to push that massive head out…” My aunt laughed over Polly’s words and drug her toward the door. “Okay then!” she paused, then snapped her fingers. “Hey, how about some chamomile tea with a touch of vanilla bean? That’s your favorite, right?” she asked her, giving me a small nod. I was grateful that she had intervened. 

			Polly grinned and tapped her hand on my Aunts’ arm. “That would be lovely.” She quickly eyed Daniel. “Come along.” She added without missing a beat. I kind of felt sorry for him. My parents barely noticed me while Daniels mother seemed to have a radar system that surpassed anything the military could conjure up. 

			He looked back at me only for a moment and mouthed the words I’m sorry. His mother called out to him. “Daniel.” He turned and followed them out of my room without saying another word. 

			I lowered the towel and realized that I had been standing here in my pajamas the entire time. 

			Perfect. 
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			I started to walk down the staircase and made my way to one bend that turned sharply to the left then back the other way. I stopped dead when I almost ran face first into a girl who was my height, with blonde hair, and large blue eyes. Her skin was pale, not unlike Daniels and his mothers, and she had full pouty lips, round cheeks, and a small figure. I stepped back from her and held my hand out. I had no idea that this place would be so busy. She stared at my hand and smiled. 

			“Oh, okay.” She extended her hand and shook mine as it wobbled my head. She had a firm grip and a mischievous glint in her eyes. I recognized it as well as I recognize myself. Midnight always looked the same way. 

			“I’m…” I started to say, and she interrupted me. “I know, you’re Echo Midnight Navarri, and Luna is your Aunt. Your parents are archaeologists, and you’ve traveled the world.”

			I nodded. “Okay, I guess it’s your turn.” I tried not to laugh. 

			“I’m Mattie Fitzpatrick, Daniels cousin from Crow’s Landing. I mean, we’ve been together so much that he’s practically my brother, which I love because I have all sisters…five of them, and they drive me crazy.” She held her hand up and extended her fingers. My eyes floated over them, and she continued without taking a breath. “I’m the oldest. The oldest of six. Six girls in one house, can you imagine? There is zero privacy and do my parents care? Of course not, why would they? They just popped us out and moved on with it. Well, they popped four of us out, they bought the last two. Adopted, I mean. Very convenient, don’t you think? May, Mina, Mary, Mia, Margerie, and me. It’s ridiculous. It’s like there are no other letters in the alphabet, just M.” 

			“They’re gone?” I asked.

			She shook her head. “Who?” 

			“Your parents?” I added with genuine concern. 

			She sighed. “Oh no, no, my dad is a stay at home mom, and my mom is a business woman who travels, but my dad mostly directs traffic in the house and nothing more. The only thing that saves me from completely losing my mind is hiking in Crow’s Landing. Did I say I was from there? I think I did, if not, I am.”

			I perked up. “Crow’s Landing, that’s where the sun is hiding out, right?”

			She laughed and gave me a nod while taking a step back. She rubbed the palm of her hand on the side of her leg, and I eyed her dark skinny jeans. She glanced down and then back up at me. 

			“I can wear these in school, we don’t have a dress code in the landing, but I wouldn’t be opposed to it, I kind of like the whole schoolgirl outfit thing, at least you don’t have to think about what to wear, which can suck, right? I kind of envy you for having a uniform.”

			I laughed and tucked my hair behind my ear, giving her a nod. “Yeah, I guess that’s a plus. I just get dressed and go.” 

			“Yeah, me too. I mean, who cares, right? Clothes are clothes unless it’s a date. You have to dress up for that. Now if you’re talking about coffee or books, ah! Then I have a firm opinion. Speaking of which.” She paused to take a breath during her verbal tsunami.

			 “Coffee and books, now you’re talking my language,” I said with a little more enthusiasm. 

			She leaned forward and lowered her voice. “I’m only here for the library, girlie, I really could care less about you.” My laughter was delayed until she jabbed me with her elbow and rolled her eyes. “I’m totally kidding, but I would love to see the library, so please? Pretty please with cherries on top?” She looked upward as she clasped her hands together. 

			I tilted my head and looked up then back to her. “I haven’t seen it since I was five, so I’m looking forward to hanging out there, too.” She weaved her arm into mine. “Then what are we waiting for?”

			We took a few steps back up the stairs, and I heard my Aunt call out to me. 

			“Echo, honey. We need to go shopping.”

			“Man,” I whispered. Mattie leaned into my side. “Well, it’ll still be there.”

			“Yeah.” I took one last look up and then my aunt called out again.

			“Echo?”

			“Yes, coming,” I yelled down. 

			Mattie smiled while she studied me. “You have great hair, good God. Mine is a hot mess. What’s your secret?”

			I shook my head while she turned and led us down the stairs, walking right next to me. 

			I answered without hesitation. “Eggs.” 

			“What?” She sounded skeptical. 

			I swallowed hard and repeated what I said, only this time I elaborated. “Eggs, it was a thing that my sister did, to make her hair shine. I didn’t believe her until she started doing it and I noticed the difference, but it works, so I still do it.” 

			Her eyes softened. “You mean, Midnight, your sister that…” she trailed off.

			I didn’t respond. She cleared her throat. “The whole egg, then?”

			I took a breath. “Well, egg whites for oily hair, egg yolk for dry hair, or you can use the whole thing. I use all of it.”

			“Listen.” She murmured. 

			I stopped, and she turned to face me. “I’m sorry about…you know.”

			I did know, and I didn’t want to talk about it. I nodded, just to show that I appreciated the fact that she mentioned it. 

			We reached the bottom of the steps, and Polly approached us, giving Mattie a once over. “We need to go; your Uncle will be comin’ home soon, and I need to get dinner on the stove. He has a ferocious appetite if ya know what I mean.” She nudged her, and Mattie groaned. 

			“Yes, I get it, he loves you. Thanks for rubbing it in, Aunt Polly.”

			Polly grinned as she touched Mattie’s face. “Such a beautiful girl, you’ll find love.”

			“Yuck, no. I’ll pass.” 

			I looked down and then glanced over at Daniel, who was now standing by the front door. He smiled ever so slightly, just enough for me to notice. I cleared my throat, and Mattie bumped me from the side. “We’re scholars, aren’t we, Echo? There’s no room for all that boy stuff.”

			I licked my lip and then bit into it, hesitating and waiting entirely too long to respond. Mattie sighed. “Oh no, you too? Fine.” She rolled her eyes. “Everybody go fall in love and waste your time.”

			My nose crinkled, “No, I’m not looking for a boy.”

			“Good, because romance is dead.”

			“You don’t believe in romance?” My aunt asked her and she placed a hand on her hip. “I did, but not anymore.”

			Polly put her arm around her waist and shook her gently from the side. “Mattie is nursing a broken heart.” Mattie pushed her away. “Am not.” 

			She turned to face me and her expression had changed. “Boys are not worth the trouble, trust me.”

			My eyes floated over to Daniel for only a split second, and then I nodded to her and shoved my hands in my back pockets. “Yeah, I totally agree.” 

			She nodded to me and held her hand up waiting for me to high five her. I did, but it was awkward. She laughed and leaned in, giving me a hug. I had never met anyone who could make you feel like you had been friends forever, but she could. 

			She released me and stepped back. “Okay, well, we have to go make some elaborate stew or something,” Mattie said as she turned and walked toward the door. Polly rolled her eyes. “Perhaps you can be in charge of dinner this evening.”

			“Ah, no…not unless you want to be sick.” 

			She strolled out the front door, followed by Polly, and finally Daniel joined them, pausing for one moment as if he wanted to say something to me, but didn’t. I held my hand up. 

			“It was nice to…” and the door closed. I was left there with my mouth hanging open. My aunt reached out and gently placed her fingers under my chin, shutting it for me.  

			“Daniel is a very attractive boy.”

			She walked past me, and I followed, protesting her assumptions. 

			“He’s okay as far as boys go, ya know? But man, Mattie is something, isn’t she?”

			She stopped and pulled a wide brimmed hat from her tall wooden stand. She adjusted it on her head and wrapped a white scarf over the top of it and tied it under her chin. I studied her until she turned and smiled at me.

			“She is, and she likes you. I think maybe he liked you, too.”

			I blushed. It didn’t bother me that Mattie was so chatty with me, but Daniel, he couldn’t possibly like me. I shook his hand and got him in trouble. 

			I had perfected the art of the awkward introduction. In fact, if you look it up in the dictionary there’s just a picture of me with a terrified look, missing a high five and smacking someone in face. That defined my social prowess. 

			She reached up and slid her fingers along the edge of her hat. “I avoid all sun; that’s why I have exceptional skin.” She spoke with pride. 

			“What sun?” I asked as she made her way to the front door and spun around in a most dramatic fashion, placing on a large pair of Audrey Hepburn style sunglasses. She slung a small purse over her right arm and let it dangle. My eyes followed it as it swung back and forth and then I jumped when the clock chimed behind me. I glanced at it just as the hand clicked into place. 

			“It’s three o’clock in the afternoon?” I asked in disbelief. 

			She waved a hand. “It’s actually three thirteen. That clock is a mystery to me. I’ve had everyone in the world look at it, and still, it insists on running thirteen minutes behind. So annoying.”

			“Thirteen,” I muttered. Trust me I’m not superstitious by nature, but that number had been haunting me for a while now. 

			“Come, sweetheart. We have to get your things, or you won’t be ready for orientation tomorrow morning.”

			“Tomorrow? I thought school started on Monday!”

			She lowered her glasses and winked at me. “Echo, you slept a full day away, it’s Sunday.” 

			I stared at her in shock. “I slept twenty-four hours? That’s crazy!”

			Luna flicked her hand and then pushed her glasses back up her button nose. “I’m sure it was jet lag.”

			“Why didn’t you wake me up?” I passed through the front door and out into the dull light. At least it wasn’t raining, but the chill still clung to everything along with a creepy fog-like mist. She closed the door behind us and didn’t even bother to lock it. She stepped up to my side and placed her arm around my shoulder, leaning into my ear. “You needed the rest, and by the way, you snore as loud as your dad does.”

			I felt the red color rush into my cheeks. “I do not snore.”

			She laughed and gave me a gentle shake. “Now come, let’s spend some money.”

			“Coffee first,” I said. “Fine, coffee first.” She replied without any protest.

			I peered back for only a moment as we walked down the wide path, constructed of black brick that matched the house. I could see Bela in the window, twitching his tail. He meowed and disappeared from sight as I turned back, making my way through the black gates and out onto the charcoal gray sidewalk. I turned back to ask a few more questions about Daniel and Mattie and suddenly felt myself teetering on the edge of the curb. My arms flailed, but my aunt calmly reached out and grabbed my hand, jerking me forward.

			“I see you also inherited your dad’s sense of balance.”

			I laughed. “I have no idea how he’s survived so long.”

			Her laugh matched my own, and we strolled down the sidewalk, letting gravity do most of the work as we made our way toward downtown Port Royal. 

			“Luck, we Navarri’s depend on it.”

			I silently accepted her statement with a bit of sadness. 

			If only luck had held out for Midnight. 

			If only. 
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			“No,” I said sternly as I yanked on the bottom of the pleated black and white plaid skirt. I was horrified at the sight of my pale legs. There was no way I could do this. None. I heard a light tap on the door, and I covered my face. 

			“Echo, let me see.” I could hear the laughter caught in the back of my aunt’s throat. I may die of embarrassment.

			My voice cracked. “Nope, I’m good right here.” She let out the laughter that was fighting to escape her lips. “Echo…honestly. Don’t be so damn dramatic, I mean darn…darn dramatic.” Luna lingered and tapped on the door again. “I have coffee.”

			I perked up. I cracked the door and snatched it from her hand, quickly shutting it again without allowing her to get a glimpse of me.

			“Echo!”

			I scowled when I caught my reflection in the mirror. The white button down shirt was fine, so was the tie and coat, but the skirt…my God, the skirt was about to give me a stroke. No one should be subjected to my legs, most of all, me. 

			I took a deep breath and held it in, expanding my cheeks like a chipmunk hoarding nuts for the winter. I blew it out when I heard another knock on the door.

			“Fine, I warned you. Put on your sunglasses because the glare may kill you.”  

			I swung the door open and kept my eyes closed, wrinkling my nose. I heard nothing, but I did detect the scent of sandalwood in the air and a spice that I couldn’t quite nail down. I licked my bottom lip and bit into it, opening my eyes, curious as to what smelled so good. 

			There before me stood a boy, a few inches taller than me with blonde hair, pale skin, and rosy red lips, plump and inviting. His hair had traces of deeper shades of blonde here and there, highlighting the cut. It was shorter on the sides, longer on the top and his shaggy bangs had slid down, concealing one eye. His hand lifted and he moved them back with grace. I watched his pale fingers glide through his thick hair with ease. 

			His eyes consumed me. An ocean of mystery. Deep blue, almost black in color. Large, overpowering and nestled in thick dark brown lashes. His stare penetrated me on a level I couldn’t understand. My heart skipped in my chest, and the blood rushed to my cheeks, making them appear pink in color. He noticed and the edge of his full lip curled. His eyes lit up like fireworks on the Fourth of July. 

			I’m not sure why I was speechless, I’m never entirely that way. I may prefer solitary moments over congested ones, but this stunned me. 

			He stunned me. 

			It wasn’t the same as when I met Daniel. My interest in him seemed so tame next to this. 

			He lifted up a pair of black sunglasses and bit the tip of the arm, grinning at me, which exposed his straight white teeth. They were perfect, everything about him seemed to be.

			“Should I?” he asked as he gave the sunglasses a quick shake in front of my face. 

			“I, who…what?” I stammered, sounding like a complete idiot.

			His eyebrow arched and he glanced at the sunglasses in his hand. 

			“You said to wear these, or I may be killed by the glare.”

			I parted my lips and slammed my door shut. Not exactly the smoothest reaction, but it was involuntary. I took a step back and could see his shadow at the bottom of the door. I didn’t realize that I was holding my breath until I heard a female voice call out and he stepped away, freeing me from my awkward prison. 

			I placed my hand on my chest and could feel my heart pounding. 

			“What just happened?” I whispered, utterly confused as to why this boy had wrecked me in a matter of only a few seconds. I had to turn and take a seat on the wooden bench. I placed my hands on my knees and closed my eyes, the scent of sandalwood still lingered in the air, and it was then that I realized it was him. Whatever he wore was, well, it set me on fire. Every part of me. I trembled, then placed my thumb in the palm of my right hand and started to rub it in a circular motion, applying pressure. It was a trick that Molly had told me to use to help calm my nerves. It wasn’t working, so I abandoned it.  

			I gathered my courage and got up, reaching for the door. My hand trembled and I balled it into a tight fist and then shook it out. 

			“Come on, Echo,” I whispered to myself. “It’s just a boy.” 

			Finally, I opened it, poking my head out at first and then drew back, taking in a huge gulp of air. I rushed out into the boutique and stood there, appearing pale and confused. Only my aunt and the lady behind the counter remained. No boy, no scent, no anonymous girl who had called him away. Just us. I probably appeared flustered. My chest rose and fell as I fought to steady myself, but when I realized he was gone I started to relax, and my heartbeat began to slow down. My anxiety was quickly replaced with a sense of disappointment. 

			I wanted to see him again even though he absolutely terrified me. It was like riding a roller coaster. You knew how that drop would make you feel like it was the end of the world, but once you survived it, all you could think about was getting back in line to do it again. 

			My aunt turned and grinned at me, but her smile faded when her eyes landed on my legs. 

			“Oh, dear.” She blurted out, unable to filter her thoughts. 

			“I told you it was terrible,” I muttered.

			My aunt turned to the clerk. “Do you have anything longer, like ankle length?”

			I tilted my head. “Aunt Luna.” I had no defense. My legs were a liability. I gawked out the window and spotted two girls, but I didn’t see the mysterious boy who had shown up at my door. My shoulders slumped. 

			“I like the skirt, a lot.” The whisper came from over my left shoulder. The boy brushed past me and offered my aunt a quick nod. The glass door closed behind him. I took a step forward, smelling the sandalwood again and my aunt spoke up while I held it in my lungs. I needed to desperately redirect my thoughts. 

			“Echo?”

			I cautiously observed him while he placed his sunglasses on, then the three of them walked to the right. I quickly made my way to the front door, blowing past my aunt as she tried to talk to me. I opened it up and leaned out, but nothing. They were gone. Vanished, just as quickly as they had appeared. 

			“Echo, honey?”

			I turned, allowing the door to close while the silver bell chimed above me. Funny I didn’t even notice it until now. I’m usually so good with details. 

			My eyes locked onto hers, and she smiled. “So, is it a yes?”

			I nodded and then returned my attention to the mysterious boy.

			I lifted my hand and tried to act nonchalant. “Do you, I mean, who was that guy?”

			My aunt narrowed her eyes and glanced at the clerk behind the counter. “The prodigal son.”

			I shook my head. “The who?”

			She waved a hand. “I’m being dramatic, Echo. That’s Eyota Vega’s son, Hawthorn Vega; everyone calls him Thorn.” 

			The clerk leaned on the counter behind my aunt. “I call him smoking hot.” I glanced down at my legs and sighed. I would too, but I’m not going to verify her claim. 

			I lifted my chin, and half grinned. My aunt’s eyebrow cocked. “Echo.” She snapped her fingers.

			“The skirt, honey, what’s the verdict?”

			“Oh, yeah, the skirts fine, I guess.” 

			She turned back to the clerk and gave her a quick nod. “We’ll take five then, along with five shirts and the ties to match.” 

			“Echo, would you like some socks…maybe knee high?”

			I pushed my long hair behind my ear. “Please, the higher, the better.”

			She snickered. “Socks, toss in ten pairs, please.” She pointed at the wall. “Grab the extra-long ones.” The clerk reached for one pair, and my aunt waved her hand. “Ah, over one. Yes, those. Maybe we’ll luck out, and they’ll cover up her knees.” I ignored her playful jabs. 

			I turned back and stared out the window as a couple passed by hand in hand. My eyes remained locked on them until I spotted a black limousine. It rolled by the store, and I studied the reflection of the darkened sky as it raced across the shiny black hood, down the side, and over the tinted glass. Then it stopped and just sat there. I narrowed my eyes and took one step forward, and it drove off. I turned around, and my aunt had two large bags in her hands. 

			She gave them a quick shake. “You can wear it home if you like.”

			I glanced down and gritted my teeth. “No, I’ll change. Be right back.”

			I rushed to the fitting room and removed the skirt, tie, and top, replacing them with my skinny jeans, boots, and loose fitting sweatshirt. I slid my black coat back on and stepped out, bringing the clothing with me. 

			I strolled by the clerk and felt her eyes on me. I glanced over, and her look of irritation quickly changed to one of a fake smile and a nod. I awkwardly waved at her, quickly tucking my hand back into my side pocket and shadowed my aunt out of the store. I really need to work on my people skills.  

			Again, no sun, only gray clouds and whispers of rain on the wind. 

			And sandalwood. My new favorite scent. 

			I stared down at my feet as we walked along, allowing my aunt to chat away, but the words eluded me. My thoughts lingered back to those eyes.  

			So mysterious, calm, deep blue, teetering on black. 

			His stare haunted me. 

			Hawthorn Vega. 

			My aunt stopped walking. “What, honey?”

			I paused and stared at her with a furrowed brow. “What?”

			“I thought you said something.” She added. I bit my lip, quickly releasing it along with the thoughts of the boy who had captured my attention. 

			The brief shake of my head accompanied my lie. “No, I…no,” I said, hoping to sound convincing, but I knew I had been muttering to myself and must have spoken his name out loud. It was an old habit suddenly renewed. 

			“Love,” she said, and I was speechless. I hadn’t mentioned love. No one had said anything about love. 

			“Love?” I asked. 

			She laughed and handed me one of the bags. I gripped it firmly in my hand. “Yes, I love vegetable stew, do you?”

			I blinked, allowing a smile to break through. I gave a hasty nod. “Yeah, I love it.” 

			“Good! That’s what I’m going to make for dinner. We’ll have that and fresh baked bread, Pane Toscano. It’s my favorite. The crust is so crispy, and the bread has a slight hint of sweetness to it. It’s Tuscan. I finally perfected my recipe. I can’t wait for you to taste it.”

			“Sounds great.” She lifted her chin, and the first drops of rain started to fall. She wove her arm back into mine and ran along, pulling me with her until we reached the house. We broke through the black gate and up the steps we went, escaping the rains fury right before the storm decided to return. I glanced back, and the clouds churned in the sky, rolling over each other with no clear pattern. This place was unpredictable at best, and usually, I would hate that, but for some reason, I was starting to settle in and enjoy the mystery of it all. Becoming a little more like Midnight, and less like me. 

			Again, a flash of those full lips, straight white teeth, and deep blue eyes consumed my thoughts forcing me to blush.

			“Echo, are you feeling okay?” She lifted a hand and touched my forehead. 

			“Yeah, why?”

			“You look flush, do you have a fever?” She asked, leaning in to inspect my face. 

			I touched my cheek with the back of my hand and concealed a rising grin. If only she knew how Thorn made me feel, maybe then she’d decide to become a tutor and not let me leave the house.

			I certainly would if I were her.   
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			The sound of rain hitting the bedroom window served as a gentle lullaby. I laid there on my back staring at the top of the canopy. Thoughts of Thorn swirled around in my head. I won’t lie. It was nice to have something to distract me, even if it was a ridiculous fantasy about him. 

			I yawned and turned onto my side, blankly staring out the window and watching the rain rush down the glass. 

			This was a calm storm. No lightning or thunder, just rain. 

			I yawned again, totally shocked that I could be tired after sleeping for twenty-four hours. Then it hit me; I had taken my last two pills. I rolled onto my back with heavy eyes. I fought it the best that I could, but with sleep, the dreams returned without the aid of my blocker that Molly had prescribed to me…

			 

			I found myself in a forest with a blue hue capturing fog between the trees. I tilted my head and searched for the sky, but it had been swallowed whole by the dense forest. 

			The thick scent of pine permeated the air all around me. I placed my hand on my stomach and felt the soft material. I narrowed my eyes and glanced down at the black corset that held me in. 

			 “What is this?” I asked. 

			I studied it closer. It had a decent sized black bow dead center at the top that shimmered in the dull light as I turned. I reached down and grabbed at the long black skirt that drug the ground, the material matched the corset and captured what light it could. I lifted it and could see that I no longer had any shoes on. My pale feet easily distinguished themselves against the dark earthen floor. I wiggled them and watched dirt rise between my toes, cool and inviting. I took a slow breath and the sound echoed in my ears. I released it in a small puff of white smoke. 

			I was alone, at peace. Safe and sound in the confines of this place even though it seemed foreign to me. Somehow it called out to my spirit and spoke to me in ancient whispers on the wind. 

			Then a voice broke through the peaceful resolve. “Echo.” I spun around to gaze behind me and saw no one. A shadow raced to my left. It was too fast for me to focus in on. 

			“Echo.” The voice repeated, and the shadow raced to the right. Again, I tried to follow it and failed. Then I felt a chilled breeze behind me and my hair stood up on the back of my neck. I swallowed the fear and turned, expecting to see someone but again, no one was there. Finally, I spoke up, half out of curiosity and the rest out of fear of the unknown. 

			“Hello? Who are you?”

			“Echo.” This time the voice was in my right ear, then it repeated in my left. I spun around in all directions hoping to capture this mysterious creature before I begged for it to stop and reveal itself to me. The forest that had seemed so inviting only a few minutes prior was now becoming a nightmare as I tried to see through the murky darkness between the trees. 

			“I’m not afraid of you,” I said with conviction although it was a lie. 

			“You should be.” The voice spoke right behind me. I wasn’t sure if I’d turn and anyone would be standing there, so I took a short breath and spun as my dress whipped out to the side and then finally settled around my muddied feet. 

			There he was, Hawthorn Vega.

			He was wearing a black suit, black shirt, and white tie. I glanced down, and he wasn’t barefoot like I was. Black dress shoes completed his outfit. He was very handsome, and his hair was neatly pushed over to one side. So unlike his relaxed nature in the boutique. Even his expression had changed to one that seemed much more severe. 

			He reached up and gently brushed his ice cold fingertips against my cheek. The profound feeling of his touch raced through me and met up with the butterflies in my stomach. I stood my ground, staring directly into his eyes. His head tilted in confusion. Trust me; I was just as shocked as he was. Standing my ground wasn’t anything I expected to do, even if this was a dream. 

			Two red eyes appeared between the trees. A giant beast stepped forward with black antlers shooting into the sky. I forced my eyes to focus, and I could make out the shape, it looked like a deer, but larger than any deer should be. Its fur appeared to be black, matching its antlers, but it shimmered like it was wet. I could smell iron in the air, and my breath hitched.

			Was that the smell of blood? Was this thing drenched in it? If only I could tell in this haze. 

			“Run.” Thorn spoke with authority. 

			I shook my head in defiance. “Why?” I asked. 

			He stepped toward me and his eyes shifted from dark blue to black. I refused to look away. 

			“I am darkness. I am death.” He whispered, staring intensely into my eyes. 

			“I see life in you,” I replied without fear. 

			He leaned in and two sharpened fangs caught what little light there was. I was frozen, but not in fear; I was frozen in intrigue. 

			“I can’t control myself.” He spoke in a whispered hush.

			“Then don’t,” I replied.

			“Please, run.” He begged me as the beast stared on.

			“I’m yours.” Fell from my lips without a second thought.   

			He lunged at my neck, and I could feel him penetrate me. The sharp pain quickly made way for the pleasure that followed. My body relaxed in his arms, and he moaned against my skin. He drank of me, draining my life force bit by bit, but I could feel his restraint. Oddly enough, it almost frustrated me. 

			“Take it all,” I muttered without regret. His grip tightened accompanied by a deep growl.

			I sucked in my breath and sat straight up in my bed with the bellowing of thunder humming beneath me. I placed my hand over my heart and felt the terrible rumbling. I shook my head and let out a short laugh. That was the most vivid dream I had ever experienced, and even now I could still feel the ache that his teeth left behind on the surface of my skin. 

			I slid out of bed and walked toward the window, watching the rain streak the glass, then I spotted a figure standing in the yard beneath my room. It startled me even more than the sight of Thorn had in the blue mist of thick pine.  

			I could make out blonde hair, pouty lips… it was Thorn Vega. I quickly wiped the fog on the glass with an open hand, and he was gone just as quickly as he had appeared. My hand lingered on the glass as my eyes searched the yard in desperation. My heart sank, the mere sight of him left me with a longing. I wanted him here, with me…always. 

			“Please don’t go,” I whispered, and my breath fogged up the glass. 

			He spoke behind me. “Why did you have to invite me in?”

			I looked down, and my feet were covered in mud. I turned, and there he stood. His glorious fangs protruding from behind swollen lips. The sweet smell of sandalwood filled the air. I reached up with a trembling hand and touched the side of my neck, pulling it back and seeing the blood dark as ink on my fingertips.

			I screamed, sitting straight up in my bed. I reached up and rubbed my neck, looking at my hand in horror. 

			There was no blood, no bite…no Thorn Vega in my bedroom. 

			I rolled my eyes and dropped back onto the bed. “Seriously, what is wrong with me?” I muttered to myself as I covered my face with a pillow and groaned.  

			I ate my scrambled eggs and chewed on my crispy pane bread toast that was left over from the delicious meal my aunt had made for us the night before. I followed it up with a few swigs from my glass of fresh squeezed orange juice. I had never experienced such great home cooking. My parents were dedicated to organic food. Don’t get me wrong; I’m not saying it’s a bad thing, but they weren’t exactly top chefs. I had spent most of my life chewing on granola bars or some sort of dried fruit intermixed.

			I swallowed and grinned at her when she winked at me. If she only knew about my dream. Apparently, I was projecting my fantasies onto Thorn, and I needed to stop. I also needed to contact Molly and get my prescription refilled. Funny, I hadn’t done it first thing when I woke up. The reason may be much scarier than the dream had been.  

			Aunt Luna spoke, and I gladly let the thought go. “Is that lip gloss?” She asked, and I wiped my lips with the napkin and removed it. She sighed and touched my cheek. “Come with me.” 

			She stood up and grabbed my hand, pulling me along with her until we reached the hallway. Luna pointed at the wooden chair that sat along the wall. “Take a seat, missy.” 

			She snatched up her bag from the long table by the door and rifled through it, producing a small black and silver pouch. She stepped up and sat it down on the edge of the table next to me with a suppressed smile. I bit my lip as I watched her unzip it and pull out a compact. I narrowed my eyes. Luna leaned in and opened the compact, dusting the soft pad on the pale powder. She gave it a turn and then started to go to work on my forehead. I felt it glide along. Then she dabbed it again and worked on one cheek, then the other, followed by my chin. My aunt took one step back and cocked her head to one side. I wiggled my nose and lifted my hand; she tapped it away. 

			I snickered. “It itches.” 

			“You’ll smudge, just give me a moment to finish up.” She added while she studied me.

			Luna sat the compact down and grabbed a pencil, leaning in toward my face, biting her bottom lip. She carefully traced along one of my eyebrows then the other. She stood up straight and winked at me. I squirmed on the chair. I guess I couldn’t be mad at her. I had caused this by putting some lip gloss on. Again, it was so unlike me. I wasn’t one to wear makeup, Midnight did that, but I found myself putting some on after I showered and brushed my hair. 

			I really need to call Molly. 

			“Almost done, sweetheart.” She added a wink, and it calmed me. 

			I offered a supportive nod, and she leaned into my face with a lipstick in hand. “Part your lips, please.” I did, but way too far. She chortled and placed her hand under my chin, closing it up just a little bit. I felt the lipstick glide along my bottom lip then my top one. “Rub them together, like this.” She said while demonstrating the proper way to do it. I carefully observed and then mimicked her. She stood up, tossing the lipstick in the bag and readily produced a tissue. “Now blot.”

			“Blot?” I asked. 

			“Yes, press your lips on the tissue. It will take off the excess. Honestly, Echo, has no one ever shown you how to do this?”

			I snatched the tissue from her hand and did as she instructed. “I don’t wear this stuff.”

			Her hip cocked to the side. “Well, you had lip gloss on.”

			“I was experimenting, and I forgot to take it off.”

			Her eyes shifted to narrow slits. “Uh huh.” 

			“Totally scientific,” I added. 

			She reached out and took my hand, pulling me up out of the chair and grabbed me by the shoulders. One sudden turn and I was facing the mirror. The girl looking back at me was a stranger, and I immediately wanted to wash my face, but I knew my aunt wouldn’t let me without a struggle. 

			Luna placed her chin on my shoulder and gave me a hug from behind. Her eyes appeared gentle and kind. 

			“Do you see how pretty you are, my angel?”

			My cheeks felt flush, and I attempted to hide my embarrassment. I think she would have understood why I put the lip gloss on if she knew about my dream. She gave me a squeeze and then the clock chimed. We tilted our heads in unison.  

			“Oh! We need to go!” Her voice went up an octave. 

			“I guess homeschooling is out of the question.” I teased.

			“No such luck, Echo.” 

			I shuddered. The thought of school had me terrified. She chaotically shoved her arms into her coat. I clutched mine and then admitted defeat, finally buttoning it up. My aunt swung the door wide open and again we were met with gray sky and threats of rain. I should just get used to it and stop thinking about the lack of sunlight here, besides, in this light we all seemed to look the same, so my pale skin wasn’t such an oddity. 

			A great equalizer of sorts. I could appreciate that. 

			“Ready?”

			“Never.” I scowled. She seized my hand and rushed us out the door. 
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			I sat in the car and ogled the large school. It took up a full city block and rose high into the sky. It was constructed of charcoal gray stone and was reminiscent of a fortress in medieval times. I tilted my head and could see a black flag flying with a white skull and crossed swords on it. 

			I wondered if rum would be served at lunch. 

			I studied a group of girls walking by in a huddled mass. Then I spotted another group, then another. 

			Cliques. Great. 

			I could barely stand being in a clique of one let alone joining a well-established one here. 

			Everyone was dress the same, but it didn’t help the rising bile in the back of my throat. I was two-seconds from faking the flu when the car horn blew, and I recoiled in my seat. My aunt waved to a man who was jogging toward the car. He leaned down in my aunt’s window, resting his arm on the edge. I noticed the light gray patch on the elbow of his plaid coat. His brown eyes lingered on my aunt and then skirted over to me. He reached in and extended his hand while my aunt pressed against her seat. I hesitated and then permitted his hand to slip into mine. His shake was firm, reassuring. 

			His eyes locked onto mine. “You must be Echo; I’m James, James Jenny. I’m the guidance counselor here at Port Royal and a good friend to your Aunt.” She winked at me and he let my hand go. He was relatively handsome for a middle aged man. His hair was well kept and dark brown, swung over to the side with neatly trimmed bangs. His skin was just a little bit darker than my aunts. His lips weren’t that large, so if he wasn’t talking, it could be misconstrued as a frown, but the jovial nature of his eyes made up for it.  

			“Good friend, huh?” I asked, and my aunt tapped my leg. “James is going to give you a tour of the school and get you all settled in.”

			“Oh.” I lowered my gaze. She touched my hand. “He works here, it’s his job, Echo.”

			“No…I didn’t mean, well, I guess I just assumed you would be with me, is all.” I added a shrug, trying to play off how uncomfortable the thought of her leaving me here made me feel. 

			She tapped my hand and ran her thumb across the top of it. “Oh honey, no. I have to get back home.” She added a gentle squeeze. “I have a plumber coming over to check that shower.”

			I swallowed hard. Crap. There was nothing wrong with it. 

			“Oh?” James asked, and Luna visibly enjoyed his tone. “Yes, it’s Carl.”

			“Ah, okay.” He waved a hand. My aunt laughed. “You’re so cute when you get jealous.” She leaned over and whispered to him. 

			I turned away not wanting to know about whatever James and my aunt had going on. She hadn’t mentioned him, but she wasn’t obligated to tell me about her personal life. Honestly, I didn’t want or need to know. 

			“Okay then young lady, let’s get the tour started, shall we?” James said with authority.

			 My aunt cleared her throat. “Honey.”

			I turned back, and she touched my face. “It’ll be fine.”

			“Sure, yeah.” I half whispered, trying to convince myself that I wasn’t going to have a meltdown. She eyed the car door, and I reluctantly opened it up. I got out and stood there in front of the long row of steps. Suddenly I felt small, smaller than I had ever felt in my entire life. This school seemed far too big for Port Royal, far too big for me. The car rolled away behind me, taking my last escape route with it. Mr. Jenny now stood next to me with a fixed grin. He crossed his arms over his chest and observed the school with a look of fondness. I wish I could be that enthusiastic. 

			“I graduated from Port Royal High, and so did my dad, and his dad before him. I never guessed that I would end up working here, but life’s funny that way, isn’t it? We always seem to find our way back home, one way or another.” 

			I would grant him that analogy. I smiled and gave him a nod. He eyeballed my boots. I shuffled my feet, feeling a tad bit uncomfortable. “My aunt said I could wear them. Is it okay?” 

			“We may have a dress code, but we still encourage some individuality. In fact, I insist on it.” His eyes lingered on me for a moment longer as he smiled. “Nice shade of lipstick. Your aunt’s, right?” he asked. 

			I reached up and thumbed the edge of my bottom lip. “I usually don’t wear makeup. I should wash it off.” 

			“Oh no! You look fine. You just…well, you look like your mom, and you have your dad’s eyes. I knew Alice and Peter before they ran off and became famous.” 

			I mocked his definition. “If they hadn’t received awards for what they do I doubt they would’ve noticed.” 

			“Well, the whole world knows who they are.”

			“Yeah, I guess so.” I know I sounded distant and he picked up on it.  

			He placed a hand on my shoulder. “My job is to make you feel at home, and I promise that you will here, Echo. Just give it a chance, okay?”  

			“Sure, no judgments rendered, as of yet.”

			He removed his hand. “You have the same sense of humor...as your mom.” 

			“My mom? She isn’t funny at all. My dad’s the funny one, or…I mean, he was.” I hated admitting it or anything about how my parents used to be. All of it only reminded me of how much things had changed. 

			He didn’t push me, and I appreciated it. He cleared his throat and held his hand out. “Shall we?”

			Once I successfully navigated the steps I found myself standing at the top of the stairs. I noticed the inscription above the two doors in the middle. One said Navarri, and one said, Vega. I paused to inspect them, and he noticed. 

			“Both of your family’s founded this town. They both contributed significantly to this excellent school, so naturally, your names are on them.”

			“Great,” I muttered, and he turned to face me.

			“Everyone knows who you are, Echo.”

			I sighed and refused to talk about how awkward that made me feel. I guess I would have just preferred to come here under the radar, do my time, and then slip away into obscurity.  

			I shifted the topic. “So, you were friends with my mom?” 

			He took a breath and opened the door up for me. “You could say that.”

			I decided to leave his ambiguous statement behind. I stepped inside and was immediately met with a girl rushing past me. She swung around in a most dramatic fashion which caused her long red hair to flow like a river of blood. It tumbled over her shoulder and past her waist, laying in long curls. She crossed her arms over her chest and glowered at the girl who was approaching her. 

			“Liar!” the petite brunette chirped in a high tone while the red haired girl shot invisible daggers at her. 

			“Really, Bri?” The red head produced a piece of paper and shook it in her hand. 

			The brunette grimaced and responded in a huff. “Give it back, Tailor.” 

			The red head produced a sinister grin. “Let’s see. Oh, how I love thee, Thorn…”

			The brunette rushed toward her and snatched the paper out of her hand. They both wrestled like animals until they dropped to the floor and rolled around. Mr. Jenny abandoned me and was forced to reach in, breaking them up. The two girls stood up with tussled hair and rosy complexions. I stepped back, winding my fingers into the straps of my backpack while Mr. Jenny kept a hand between them. 

			“You will settle down!” He spoke in a stern tone and then both of the girls started to laugh. It began as a giggle and then boiled into hearty laughter. Mr. Jenny appeared confused, and the girls hugged, leaving an arm around the other’s waist as they turned their attention on me. The red head spoke first. “I’ve totally made a mistake, sorry, Bri.”

			Mr. James spotted a boy with a band t-shirt on and held his hand up. “Now you know we have a dress code, Bryon.” The guy took off running, and James rushed after him. It left me standing there at their mercy.  

			“What do you mean?” the brunette said with a smirk.

			“Well.” The red head pulled out the piece of paper and studied it. “It seems that you didn’t write this love letter at all, it was the new girl…Echo Navarri.” 

			I shook my head. They had to be kidding me. I hadn’t written anything, let alone about Thorn Vega. The thought of those sharp fangs on my neck made me blush, and the girl grinned. 

			The redhead cocked her eyebrow as she looked me over. “Every girl loves him. Get in line.”

			I pointed at the note in her hand. “I…that wasn’t… I didn’t…” I was tripping over my words. 

			She took a step toward me. “I thought she’d be prettier.” I guess the word ‘she’ referred to me. I wasn’t sure if I should be offended or not. 

			“Talking about me in the third person is nice,” I muttered. 

			The brunette chimed in. “I thought she’d be taller.”

			“I’m right here.” I choked out. 

			“Or smarter...as if he’d…” The red head started to say while I held my breath. 

			This had to be my worst nightmare. I should have fought harder to be tutored. I felt my heartbeat speeding up and the shortness of breath that signified the inevitable. The terrifying possibility of a full blown panic attack was looming on the ever darkening horizon.

			The room started to tilt, and the red head continued to speak, but her words sounded like a distant echo. I may pass out, or perhaps I should drop everything and run.

			I could see her leaning into my face, she seemed to be asking me a question, but my body had disconnected from my mind. My eyes shifted to the right, then to the left. My fingers had that old familiar tingling sensation and the ringing in my ears had begun. My throat felt dry; my stomach started to churn. Everything would soon close in on me; nothing could save me.

			Nothing at all until I spotted him.

			He came walking down the staircase and entered the scene like a majestic angel, minus the wings. My eyes were transfixed on him. My heartbeat slowed. The feeling returned in my hands, and I was able to swallow without choking. Both of the girls stepped aside without saying another word. He walked right up to me, stopping only a foot or so away. The sweet scent of sandalwood filled the air all around me and what I now thought could be myrrh. 

			“Hello, Echo.” His voice lingered in my mind, searching through every dark space for secrets yet uncovered. My eyes remained locked on his mouth. I couldn’t help myself. 

			“Hello?” he repeated. I parted my lips. “Hi.” I sounded meek. 

			His eyes wandered down my neck and then quickly lifted, locking back onto mine. “No door.”

			“What?”

			He paused then spoke calmly. “You can’t slam a door in my face here.”

			I tucked my hair behind my ear and glanced at the two girls who seemed to be scrutinizing us.

			“I’m Thorn.” He said as I nodded. “I know, I mean…I heard.”

			His face lit up. “Oh, yeah? Were you asking about me?”

			I had no idea how to respond to him. Everything about him flustered me from the way he smelled, to how his eyes seemed to penetrate me. It was ridiculous, but I had to straighten my shoulders and soldier on, pretending like he didn’t bother me. 

			“My aunt told me who you were.”

			His response came quickly. “So you didn’t ask her?”

			I shook my head in agreement. 

			“So you did.” He added. 

			“Nope, I didn’t.”

			“But you shook your head.”

			I bit my lip, and he studied my mouth, mimicking my action by biting his own. 

			I couldn’t look at anything else but his full lips. Finally, I cleared my throat. “You misunderstood.” 

			“Huh.” He added and left it at that. He turned to Bri and Tailor. “Play nice.” 

			They watched him as he walked away. Soon he was around the corner and out of sight.  

			They approached me and looked me over acting more like birds of prey. One reached out and touched my hair while the other stared down at my boots. “Cute,” Bri said as Tailor smiled at me.

			“You have lovely hair.” Tailor whispered.  

			Mr. Jenny reappeared. “Class ladies, or I’ll consider detention.”

			Tailor wadded up the paper and dropped it on the floor at my feet. I knelt down and snatched it up, tightening my fist around it. All I needed was for this thing to be circulated around school. I had already had enough attention for one day.  

			They quickly dispersed as the bell went off over our heads and left me and Mr. Jenny standing in the corridor all alone. 

			“They were just showing off. Both Tailor and Bri have been friends since birth, perhaps before. They are inseparable.” 

			“And Thorn?” I asked. 

			He began to walk, and I trailed him. “Thorn is the son of the richest family in town, except for your own, and he mostly keeps to himself, when he bothers to show up at all.”

			“Show up?” I asked. 

			He paused in front of a door with frosted glass. The name ‘Mr. J’ was spelled out in gold flaked lettering. He grabbed the gold knob and waved me in. I didn’t protest, but I really wanted to talk about the mysterious boy with the sea blue eyes.  

			“Yes, his dad doesn’t seem to mind pulling him out of school on a whim. So I guess it really isn’t his fault.” He paused. “Hunters.” My eyebrows furrowed. He explained further. “His father likes to hunt, and he insists on taking Thorn with him. Large game, like lions and tigers. I don’t even know if he enjoys it, God forbid he confide in me.”

			I bit my lip. “You mean, Thorn?”

			“Of course.” He added. “Some kids have trouble opening up.” He sighed. “I shouldn’t be talking about him; the focus is on you today. I’m just against hunting, and I think I’m letting my distaste for it bubble over into work. I apologize.”

			“We all have things we don’t like,” I murmured. 

			He closed the door behind us and held his hand out to the black leather chair. I sat down, and he walked around the back of his oak desk and took a seat. He pulled a file and opened it up in front of him. I adjusted on the chair, and the leather creaked beneath me. He intertwined his fingers on top of the file and looked me over. 

			“I know how it feels to lose someone.”

			His words struck me in the chest and lingered. 

			I stammered. “I…I’m okay.”

			He leaned forward. “We all say that until we convince ourselves that it’s true.” 

			“Mr. Jenny, I don’t want to talk about it.”

			He raised his hand and closed the file. “No, I understand, Echo, I do. I just want you to know that I’m here for you. I’ll always be here if you need to vent, yell, scream, or cry. I serve that purpose in my position here at this school. I’m not offering it because of your aunt.”

			I fought back the tears. “No, I’m good.” I cleared my throat. “I’d like to be shown around if you don’t mind.” 

			He stood up and walked around to the front of his desk. He sat down on the corner of it and let his hands rest on his knees, taking a pretty casual stance with me. 

			“Grief is a long process, and sometimes we find ourselves doing things we normally wouldn’t do as we work through our feelings.” 

			“I’m okay!” I yelled, immediately regretting my outburst. 

			He didn’t even flinch. “Okay, well. I just wanted you to know that the door is open, anytime.” 

			He stood up and held his hand out. I rose from the chair and then rushed him, wrapping my arms around his waist and sobbing uncontrollably. It was so much easier dumping these emotions off at the feet of a complete stranger than it was to tell my parents how heartbroken I was. I knew I wasn’t the only one who had lost Midnight. They lost her too and instead of dealing with my feelings I had balled them up and changed for the worse, shutting myself off to both of them and making it seem as if they had buried not one, but two daughters, doubling the tragedy and deepening the sadness. Maybe that’s why I let my medication run out. Maybe it was time. 

			Finally, I caught my breath and stepped back from him. He said nothing as I stared at the wet spot on his shirt from my tears. “I’m sorry.”

			“I’m not.” He looked down at it and grinned. 

			I nodded to him while wiping my cheek with the side of my hand. 

			“How about that tour?” he asked me and I took a deep breath and let it out. 

			“Yeah, that would be great. Thank you.”

			“No problem, Echo.”

			He opened the door, and I turned, feeling lighter and leaving some of the darkness behind. 
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			“Okay well, that’s it.” Mr. Jenny said as we stopped by another frosted glass door. This one had the word Biology on it. I could smell formaldehyde leaking from under the door. I rubbed the side of my neck. It made me uncomfortable but admitting that would lead to more things that I didn’t want to talk about. Death and anything to do with it now terrified me. 

			I fidgeted with my hands. “About earlier, when I yelled at you…” My eyes lifted, hoping to find that he wasn’t offended. 

			He cut me off. “No need to talk about it, I understand. I didn’t take it personally, and like I said, you’re welcome to visit me anytime, but for now you should probably get to class. You missed first period, but this one has just started.”

			I glanced at the door. “Biology?”

			“Would you rather wait for it to be over?”

			I shook my head. I couldn’t hide from things or skip classes just because I was nervous. I needed to take the plunge and just get in there and stop running away from everything. 

			“No, I can go.” I half laughed. “I would just prefer to have a class like this one after lunch.” 

			He smiled and rubbed the side of his neck. “I can introduce you to the class if you like.”

			I shook my head. “No, I can just go in and sit down.”

			“Okay, if you’re sure that’s what you want.”

			“It is, I’m fine Mr. Jenny, and I do appreciate the tour and the talk.” I eyed his shirt, then pointed at it. “Sorry, again.” He glanced down at it and shrugged his shoulders. “It’s just salt water, nothing more.” I nodded to him. “Yeah, I guess you’re right.”  

			He grabbed the handle and opened the door. A woman stood at the head of the class in a black pair of dress pants and a white button-down shirt. She stopped talking and turned to face us. Her blonde hair was pulled up in a bun on the back of her head with a pencil sticking through it. Her oversized chocolate brown glasses sat on her small nose and threatened to slide down, but she reached up and gave them a tap, putting them back in place. 

			“Ms. Hull.” Mr. Jenny said, and she smiled, placing a hand on her hip. “Come on in and take a seat.” She looked out into the room and spotted an empty chair. “There, over by the window.” She raised a hand, and I gave Mr. Jenny one last look as he released me from his protection and closed the door behind him. I made my way to the empty seat without looking at anyone. I sat down and placed my hands on the desk. I spotted the large book in front of me and pulled it forward, quickly opening it, but totally at a loss as to where we were. 

			“Ms. Navarri?”

			I looked up and Ms. Hull smiled at me. “Page fifty-seven. Today we’re talking about the energy that sparks life.”

			“Like Frankenstein.” Some boy said from the back of the class, and everyone laughed. Ms. Hull laughed, too. I was glad to see that she had a sense of humor.  

			“Yes, like Frankenstein. Although the story is fictional, the science behind it is valid. All life is energy; it’s all around us in everything that we do and thousands of electrical impulses fire off inside of us every single moment. It makes the ability to do this, possible.” She lifted up her coffee cup and then with one swing she dropped it to the floor, and it shattered. “And, that which released energy as the coffee cup was transformed into something new.”

			“Sacrilegious,” I whispered, mourning the loss of her cup on the floor.  

			She started to walk down the aisle in between the high desks. “Energy fuels our bodies and is what drives us. Every action, every reaction, and every emotion.” She stopped and looked at me. I focused on my book. “So, your assignment is a simple one. Read chapter thirteen; then I would like for each of you to write a short essay on how energy drives you and the world around you.” The bell rang as students moaned. She spoke above the chatter. “Due Friday and no extensions! This essay can be as short as one page, it isn’t the end of the world, people.” 

			I stood up and accidentally dropped my book. I leaned down and just as I was about to pick it up a hand swooped in and snatched it up for me. I stood up as Thorn did, face to face and a little too close for comfort. He held the book to his chest. I didn’t take my eyes off of it. 

			“Here.” He held it out to me, and I took it. “Thanks,” I mumbled. I walked past him, and he followed. I stepped through the door and turned my head one way then the other. I reached into my pocket and pulled out the schedule Mr. Jenny had given me, and Thorn leaned over my shoulder. 

			“I can show you where that is if you like.” 

			I tapped the paper in my hand and finally turned to face him. 

			“Listen, I don’t know if someone dared you to be nice to me or what, but the jokes over.” 

			He pushed his bangs out of his face and shook his head. “Dared?” 

			“Yes, I just…why are you talking to me?” I tried to keep my voice down, but the fact that he was paying attention to me was confusing at best. 

			He placed his hands in his pockets and shrugged his shoulders. “Maybe I thought you needed a friend, sorry.” He walked away from me, and I rolled my eyes, feeling terrible for lashing out at him. I ran to catch up and noticed the grin on his face when I spoke. “Thorn.” 

			He turned and faced me, crossing his arms over his chest. “Yes, Echo?” 

			“I…listen. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t assume anything, but you…well, I just got here, and this is all very new to me. I’ve never gone to a school. I’ve always been homeschooled with tutors.”

			“Cry me a river.” He said without smiling. I sighed. “Okay, yeah. I deserve that; it’s cool. See ya later.” I walked away from him, and he caught up to me and took the paper out of my hand. I stopped and crossed my arms over my chest. 

			He pointed in the other direction. “It’s that way.” 

			“Of course it is. That sums up my entire life. If it’s right, I go left, if it’s up, then I go down.” 

			He started to laugh, and again I noticed his teeth, straight and white. Utterly perfect, like the rest of him. “We all have an internal compass; you just have to listen to it and let it take you where you’re supposed to go.”

			I smiled. “Mine’s broken in like a million pieces.” 

			“Nothing a little duct tape can’t fix, right?”

			I tilted my head, and we started to walk in the other direction. I guess I didn’t expect him to be so informal. I know that was a horrible judgment on my part. 

			“So, how do you like it so far?” he asked. 

			I licked my lip. “The school seems fine.”

			“No, I mean Port Royal.”

			I paused and glanced up at him as he strolled next to me. “I don’t know; it rains a lot.” 

			He grinned. “Yeah, I guess it does. So you don’t like the rain?”

			“I, well, it’s okay I guess. I just never expected to miss certain things.”

			“What things?” he asked, sounding like he was genuinely intrigued. 

			I shrugged my shoulders. “You just never miss the sunlight until it’s gone.” 

			He stopped and looked at me. “Yeah, I guess that’s true.”

			I got lost in his eyes. He narrowed them. “What?”

			I shook my head. “Sorry, it’s just, well, I’ve never seen eyes like yours.”

			He blinked a couple of times. He stopped and handed me the paper. 

			“Well, this is where I get off.”

			“Huh?” I asked. 

			He leaned up toward me and placed his hand on the wall next to my head. I felt my heartbeat speed up, and his eyes skirted over the throbbing vein in my neck. He licked his lip and quickly stood up straight. “I have advanced math.”

			“Lucky you,” I said, letting my heart slow down. He rubbed the side of his neck and we spoke at the same time. 

			“Thank you,” I said while he talked over me. “Do you like coffee?”

			Again we spoke over each other. “You’re welcome, Echo.” He said while I talked over him. 

			“Yes.”

			We both smiled. 

			“There’s a coffee shop three blocks from here; we can meet out front at lunch if you want to.” He spoke without missing a beat. 

			“Are we allowed to leave?” I asked, scanning the hallway like someone may be listening. 

			He bit his lip and then released it. “Do you always do everything you’re supposed to do, Echo Navarri?” 

			I hesitated but finally answered him. “Not always.”

			He leaned up into my face. His deep blue eyes penetrated me. “Good.” The bell went off, and he stood up straight. “Damn it,” he muttered to himself, and I grabbed the door handle and opened it up, only looking away for a second, but when I looked back, he was gone. I narrowed my eyes and entered the room knowing that I wouldn’t be able to concentrate on anything but the thought of seeing him again. 
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			I stood out front and waited. Ten minutes turned into twenty, and before I knew it lunch had ended, and Thorn never showed up. I felt so disappointed, but I had to shake it off. I had no idea what had happened, but the insecure side of myself had plenty to say. I was sure he had changed his mind, or maybe I had been right from the beginning and his interest in me was a dare.

			God, I was so stupid to believe him. 

			I spent my last three periods pretending like I was listening when my heart and mind wandered. All I could see were his eyes, and slowly but steadily the hurt turned into anger until finally the bell rang and I was free. 

			I stepped out into the gray mist and accepted what was to be. I came here with zero expectations, and instead of hope, I should have stuck with reality. All I needed to do was get through two years of this and then I could move on and be whatever I choose to be, live wherever I want to live, and leave Port Royal behind. 

			Leave boys like Thorn behind. 

			All this talk about returning home and accepting things as they were may have been a weakness. I had cried with a total stranger and allowed a boy to fluster me. Apparently, my grief was affecting me in the worst possible way, and I was in desperate need of my medication to help even me out. 

			Again…I was so stupid to believe that I could just stop taking it and everything would be okay. That’s not how it works. 

			I pulled out my phone and scrolled through my numbers. I found Molly and called her, hoping to hear her voice on the other end of the line, but instead it was her voicemail. 

			“You’ve reached Dr. Molly Brindle. Leave a message.”

			“Molly, this is Echo, Echo Navarri, I, well. I’ve run out of my medication, and I think I need a new prescription. There’s a pharmacy here in town. If you could call it in that would be awesome. I just, I’m having trouble sleeping and…well, I’m just having trouble. I’m in Port Royal. You knew that.” I paused and then pressed the button on my phone. I was rambling again. 

			I tucked my phone back into my pocket, walking along aimlessly, trying to shore up this sinking feeling in my gut. Going back there tomorrow would be agonizing, but I needed to move on. I really did. 

			Before I knew it, I was standing in front of the cemetery, and oddly enough it seemed appropriate for my mood. I walked through the open gate and noticed a flock of blackbirds taking off overhead, abandoning an old tree void of leaves and what seemed to be any signs of life. I continued along the winding cobblestone path until it dropped me off where I needed to be.

			 I sat down in front of our family’s mausoleum and extended my legs out in front of me. I dropped back and stared up at the churning gray clouds in the sky. I used to love the rain, but I suddenly found myself missing the bursts of sunlight on my skin. My conversation with Thorn Vega would always haunt me. I had taken the sun for granted as I had other things in my life. 

			Like my sister. I missed her. Every day, every night…every moment my mind allowed her smile and laughter to sink back in. I know it may seem selfish of me but having a distraction today, even for a few hours, was like a vacation. I had spent almost a full year thinking about her and everything we lost when she left us.

			Left me. 

			Maybe it would have been easier if her body was right here in this cold stone box in front of me. At least then I could properly say goodbye and mourn her as I should. Instead, I’m left with nothing. No closure, no proper goodbye, just the memory of her disappearing into a blue mist as I cried out in terror. 

			I closed my eyes. I had counted the tombstones on my way back here. 

			“Twenty-six graves.”

			“Twenty-seven.” 

			The familiar voice came from behind me, and I rolled over, pushing myself up onto my knees.

			“I counted twenty-six,” I said with a glare. 

			“Twenty-seven if you count the one that has the couple in it.”

			“Couple?” I asked. 

			He thumbed behind him. “Yeah, newlyweds.”

			I rolled my eyes. “How romantic.”   

			“Are you okay?” Thorn asked me with a look of concern wrinkling his brow. 

			I pushed myself up and onto my feet. I brushed the leaves off of my socks and then stood up straight to face him. “Why would you care?” I asked with zero concern for his feelings. 

			He took a step toward me, and I stepped back. He stopped. “Listen, I’m sorry about today. I really am. I didn’t want to stand you up.”

			I crossed my arms over my chest. “But you did, and that’s okay. Really it is.” 

			“No, it isn’t. It was rude and hurtful. So, I apologize, Echo. I didn’t want to hurt you.” 

			“You know what they say about want.”

			He narrowed his eyes. I sighed. “You can’t always get it.”

			He snapped his fingers. “That’s a song, right?”

			I crossed my arms over my chest. “I guess I’m supposed to be impressed that you know who the Rolling Stones are? Good job.” 

			He shuffled his feet and allowed me to take verbal jabs at him. 

			“I’m sorry.” He spoke soulfully. I felt my anger subsiding, but he didn’t deserve that. I paused and studied his facial expression. He looked genuinely sorry for not showing up, but it wasn’t like it would end the world. “You didn’t hurt me.” I looked down at my feet and dug the tip of my boot into the dirt.

			“I did, I can tell.” 

			I tilted my head. “You have no idea how I feel.”

			He shrugged his shoulders. “Maybe you’re right.”

			I lifted my hand. “What are you doing here, anyway?”

			He scanned the cemetery and then let his dark eyes settle back on me. “Like I said, I was worried.” 

			“That doesn’t answer my question, how did you know I was here?”

			He shoved his hands deep into his pockets and deflected my question. “They say the dead can hear you.”

			“What?” I asked while my arms relaxed. 

			He nonchalantly adjusted his stance. “Yeah, the dead. They can hear you. All you have to do is think, you don’t even have to speak the words. It’s not words that show how you feel, it’s the emotion, right?”

			“You’re taking our assignment too seriously. Of course, it’s the words. How else would I understand what someone was trying to say to me?”

			He grinned. “What?”

			“Our assignment, the one in biology, about energy and all of that. I mean, I get it. There is a reaction to every action, that’s science, but this thing about emotion…”

			“You don’t believe in it, do you?” he said.

			I shook my head. “I believe in what can be proven.”

			“I see.”

			I watched him scan the cemetery with those soulful eyes then they landed back on me. I cleared my throat. I honestly believed every word I said to him. 

			He didn’t appear to be upset, but something had shifted between us, or maybe it was my overactive attention to detail. It could be my greatest asset and most devastating flaw. There were things in my life that I wished I could let go, that last night with my sister being one of them. Thorn broke through my internal monolog. 

			“I don’t blame you for not believing in more.” He seemed ready to concede. 

			I found my hand waving out to my side before I could rein it in. “Well, I love fantasy. Trust me; I’ve read a ton of it.”

			His eyes lit up. “Paranormal?”

			I cleared my throat and shrugged my shoulders. I didn’t want to come off like I was a fangirl of all of these creatures that clearly couldn’t exist. “Sure, some.”

			“Like what?” he asked. I watched his hands disappear into his jacket pockets. 

			“Well, I tend to read books that include things like fairies, elves, some werewolves, and a vampire, here and there.” 

			He lowered his head, and I detected a slight grin. My back stiffened. Of course, he would find it silly. I quickly made it appear less important to me than it actually was. 

			“It’s not like I believe any of it. Like I said, if it can’t be proven then it isn’t true.” I let out a small chuckle. “Like vampires, come on. They don’t exist.”

			His eyes darkened. “How do you know?”

			A white puff of smoke escaped my lips. “Um, well, I guess I don’t, but if they existed don’t you think they would be in charge of everything? A creature like that would have such a crazy advantage over humans.” 

			His eyes lowered to my lips, and it made me self-conscious. I played with my hair, twisting a thick strand between my fingers. I swallowed hard, standing my ground as he took a couple of steps in my direction, then he halted. “In what way?” he asked. I crossed my feet, and his eyes lowered. It made it easier to concentrate. 

			“Well, in every way imaginable. Something like that would have had access to tons of information. It would know everything about us.”

			“It?” 

			I nodded. “Yes, a vampire would be classified as a it.” 

			He pulled one hand out and waved it with a smile. “What?” I asked. 

			“No, go on.”

			I narrowed my eyes. “No, you think I should call them something else, don’t you?”

			His lips pursed and then his whole expression changed. “They look human.”

			“But they aren’t, at all.”

			He nodded to me. “How do you know?”

			I stammered. Again, I didn’t know. “I’m just, well…I guess I don’t know that either. Listen, I’m not an expert on something that was made up.” 

			He leaned forward and his eyebrow arched. “Every story is based on something that really happened.”

			I laughed. “Well, in this case, I think it was a late night meal and an overactive imagination.” 

			He straightened up. “Well, I’m glad you’ve figured it all out, Echo. It must be nice to be so smart.”

			The thin line between my eyebrows deepened. “I haven’t figured anything out and why do you care? They aren’t real.”

			He tilted his head back and closed his eyes, then opened them and they landed right back on me with a renewed sense of purpose. At this point, I felt like he may be trying to antagonize me.

			“Oh, I bet you have. I mean, you only believe in things that can be proven while you sneak off and read books about things that you clearly don’t believe in, fantasizing about creatures that go bump in the night.” 

			My hand rested on my hip. “It’s called entertainment.”

			He laughed. “Or maybe curiosity.”

			I shook my head. “No, well, yeah. Who isn’t curious about things like that?”

			He grinned. “See, you call them things. You just refuse to humanize this poor creature. I guess you’d be the one with a wooden stake and a hammer?”

			I cocked my head. “I don’t know; maybe I would be. Maybe I would be just like Van Helsing.”

			I watched the muscles in his jaw tighten then relax. “A hunter? Not like it matters. Your future is written out. You have no say in it.”

			I bit my lip and released it. “No, it isn’t.”

			He nodded to me. “Sure it is. The daughter of two famous archaeologist’s? That’s what you’ll end up doing.”

			“Don’t assume anything about me.” I know my tone sounded harsh, but he had hit a nerve. 

			He looked me over. “Why not? You obviously don’t believe in anything that you can’t prove, you dismiss things like vampires as if they couldn’t possibly be real and you don’t like it here, and you definitely don’t like me.”

			I parted my lips. His reaction wasn’t what I expected at all. My hand lifted, not so unlike what always happened when my mom was about to give us a piece of her mind. 

			“You don’t know anything about me,” I spoke through gritted teeth. 

			He took a step toward me. “Really? I thought you appreciated the truth?”

			I took a step back, and he took another step toward me. 

			“I don’t know what I’m going to do with my life, but I doubt that it’ll be anything close to what my parents do.”

			He shrugged his shoulders. “You live in denial.”

			“I do not!” I could feel my heartbeat speeding up. 

			“You do. You’ll end up just like them, not believing in anything.”

			“You don’t know them or me,” I muttered as he continued to speak. I knew he was getting closer, but I was starting to feel dizzy with anger. 

			“Admit it, Echo. You just want to please them, so you will by becoming exactly what you were born to do. Why fight it? Why pretend like you can escape it? Just shut up and be a good little girl. You are destined to please them just as I’m destined to please my father.”

			My fists clenched at my sides as his feet came into view. My eyes blurred from the tears that threatened to release themselves in a flurry of emotion.

			“I’m not her,” I muttered.

			“Who?”

			I looked up at him, and a tear rolled down my cheek. “Midnight.”

			“No, you aren’t.”

			My blood started to boil. 

			He leaned forward and whispered to me. “Why did you have to come to Port Royal?”

			I looked up at him, and my voice trembled as I spoke. “I had nowhere else to go!” 

			He stepped back from me as I rushed past him. He trailed me, quickly grabbing my wrist and stopping me dead in my tracks. His cold touch sent shock waves through me. I closed my eyes as his grip relaxed and he rushed in front of me. “Echo.” He was clearly distraught. 

			“Where are they?” I half whispered. I opened my eyes as his hand lingered close to my face. 

			“Who?”

			I spun around and looked in every direction. “Come on out! I know you’re here. The games over, you’ve won!”

			I lifted my hand and swung it wildly, ready to slap him across the face.

			He caught my wrist, forcing me to stop. “No one is here but us.”

			I laughed as I wiped the warm tears from my cheek. “Right.”

			He stepped back from me. “Echo, I promise you that I came alone.” 

			The flood gates opened and I sobbed as I tried to catch my breath. 

			“Do you wanna know why I came here? Okay then, here’s some truth for you. I’m pathetic. I’m weak. Every hope that my parents had in the world died with my sister and I lingered there, like a horrible reminder that she was gone and never coming back. She will never be back, and that’s on me. ME!” I yelled as I hit my chest with an open hand. I pulled it out in front of me and stared at it in horror. “I, I had her. I had her hand in mine, and I felt her slipping away, and there was nothing I could do about it, nothing, and you know what? She chose me. Me.” I nodded as tears dripped from my chin. “She told me to live and then she was gone. It’s my fault that she’s gone. Mine. I’m the reason she died.”

			He narrowed his eyes. “Echo.”

			I shook my head and pointed at the mausoleum. “My empty coffin should be there, I should be the one who died, so now you know. Now you know everything you need to walk away from me. So do it! Walk away from me and don’t look back!” 

			He rushed in and wrapped his arms around me.

			“I wish that I could, Echo Navarri. I wish that I could.” He leaned in and grazed his lips against mine, holding me as I trembled in his embrace. 

			Soft and bittersweet. 

			My first kiss. 

			I felt a warmth rising that started in the pit of my stomach and radiated out into every part of me. I reached up and touched his face as our bodies pressed against each other. We seemed to be two lost souls finding shelter in our shared misery.

			Aching as one. Searching as one. Becoming one.  

			He groaned, moving away from me as quickly as he had arrived. I stood there with my chest rising and falling. He appeared distraught and completely out of his element. I didn’t expect to see him this way. He had seemed so confident about everything, but now he appeared frightened. It totally took me by surprise. 

			His eyes searched the ground. I took a step toward him, and he refused to look at me. 

			My voice cracked. “Thorn.”

			His gaze lifted but the blue was now gone, and black was left in its place. I narrowed my eyes knowing it was a trick of the light; it had to be. He looked darker now, sorrowful. Tortured. 

			“You kissed me,” I said. 

			“It was an accident.” He quipped.

			“Did you fall into my face?” I retorted.  

			“I’m sorry. I should go.” He said as he lifted his hand and I detected the slight tremor. His reaction to me solidified my growing love for him. He turned and started to walk away from me. I followed, but for each step I took he seemed to take five, and the distance between us lengthened until I was at the front gate to the cemetery and he had disappeared into the early twilight. 

			I reached up and touched my lips. They still hummed with excitement. His sadness lingered all around me, and I was drawn to his misery. It matched my own. 

			I glanced back at the cemetery. “You were right. It felt incredible, Midnight.” 

			I turned and looked down the sidewalk to my right and then to my left but he was gone, and I reluctantly started to walk home, selfishly hanging onto that kiss among the dead. 
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			I walked home in a daze. I pushed on the gate with my mind swirling with thoughts of Thorn and the accident that had occurred between us. What did he mean by that? Had he kissed me out of pity?  I was stopped dead when I spotted two shadows on my porch. It was Tailor and Bri. The look on my face preceded the obvious question. 

			“Um, what are you guys doing here?” I rubbed the side of my neck hoping that Thorn hadn’t told them what had happened. I don’t think I could take it if they had come to make fun of me. 

			Tailor walked down the steps, and Bri followed. They both stopped in front of me and gave me a once over. I was expecting something sarcastic until Bri chimed in.

			“Listen, what we did was pretty crappy. We came to say we’re sorry.”

			I sighed. “It’s a day for apologies, isn’t it?”

			“What?” Tailor asked, and I sighed. “Nothing, listen, it’s okay. I get it. I’m the new girl; it’s called hazing, right?”

			Tailor stepped up to me. “No, it’s called being jerks, and we’re sorry. Truce?” She asked as she pulled out a tall white cup and I could smell the vanilla latte. I took it from her with a smile on my face. “Coffee, okay, that’s a truce.” 

			“Good! Are you gonna ask us in or what?” She asked. 

			I hesitated. I wasn’t sure if I should. It was my aunt’s house, not mine, even though by birthright I guess the house would go to me someday down the line. My eyebrows rose. “I should ask.”

			“Tailor, don’t.” Bri murmured, and she ignored her. 

			My aunt opened the door and stepped out onto the porch as Tailor and Bri moved behind me and locked arms. “Echo, come inside, dinner is almost ready.” 

			I glanced behind me willing to ask if they would like to come inside for dinner but they were walking away and through the gates before I had a chance to open my mouth. 

			“See you tomorrow!” I yelled, and Bri waved back at me.

			I turned back around and walked toward my aunt who waited until I was inside. She shut the door and flipped the lock, which I thought was odd. She turned and looked me over, placing her hands on my face and cupping it. “So, tell me everything.”

			If only I could. 

			She eyed the coffee in my hand. “Is that for me?” She jested. I nervously grinned. “I’ll share.”

			“Now that’s love.” she cooed, letting my face go, and my nerves started to settle back into place. “They gave it to me.” She stopped and turned around, knocking the cup to the floor with the swish of her hand. She immediately reacted to it. “Oh, honey! I’m so sorry.”  

			“It’s okay. I can grab a towel.” I walked into the kitchen, but she snatched one up and waved it at me. “My mess.”

			I nodded to her and sat down at the large island in the middle of the room. I could smell the sweet aroma of tomatoes with a sprinkling of pepper. 

			She returned and tossed the towel in the sink, immediately running water over it. Luna stood there tapping the edge of the counter and then sprinkled some salt into the water. She leaned in and then grinned. I narrowed my eyes when she turned back to face me. 

			“It’ll get the stain out.”

			I nodded to her. I had no idea what removed stains and what didn’t. I just had to take her at her word. She walked to the stove and started to shovel food onto a plate. 

			 She stepped up and placed it down in front of me. “Here you go, sweetness.” I could smell the delicious roast, stewed potatoes, and fresh vegetables. 

			I wanted to eat, but one thing consumed my mind.

			Thorn.

			His voice, his eyes; the way he moved next to me. All of it wrapped itself around my thoughts and squeezed out the rest until all I could see was him. Only him. 

			Was this normal? Certainly, it couldn’t be. It bordered on obsessive, and I knew it, but I couldn’t stop. A spell had been cast, and I was its captive. 

			“Thorn,” I whispered. 

			“What’s that, dear?” my aunt spoke up as she sat down in her chair and placed a small chunk of tender meat in her mouth. 

			I quickly saved myself by deflecting. “Corn, this corn is so good. It just…wow. Delicious. The best I’ve ever had.” I nodded as I spoke, really trying to sell it. I shoved a forkful in my mouth and chewed with enthusiasm. 

			I swallowed as she paused and stared me down. Her expression wasn’t so different from my dad’s when he knew I was trying to fool him. I felt the need to switch topics.  

			“So, what’s up with you and Mr. Jenny?”  I tapped the tip of my fork on the side of my plate. I didn’t know if it would work, but luckily she took the bait. 

			She stopped chewing and gave me a wink. She swallowed and took a drink from her tall glass, leaving small traces of milk behind. She licked her lips, and it disappeared. Luna placed her fork on her plate and toyed with the food. I had obviously hit a nerve with her. A good nerve, not a bad one. 

			Her eyes lit up. “I suppose I should divulge.” She pushed her plate aside, and the fork shifted, cradling itself between a large wedge of potato and what was left of the pork roast on her plate. My eyes shifted from the food back to her. 

			“James and I have been together for almost a year now. It was a rocky start, but anything worth having tries to break free. It just means you have to squeeze harder.” She tightened her fist.

			Her words mattered to me, not only for her but for myself and what I had experienced earlier in the day. 

			Things do try to break free. 

			Thorn seemed so tortured as if he couldn’t decide whether to stay or go. That’s what intrigued me the most. The intensity of his stare, the weight of his words and of course that kiss, stolen away from me just as quickly as it had arrived. I could only hope he would do it again because I wanted that more than anything.

			“Echo?”

			I blinked and realized I must have been giving her my best zombie impression. The small wrinkle between her eyes was prominent. I had worried her by not responding.

			“I’m so sorry; today was…interesting.” Interesting was a creative word to use. My mind wandered, and I could feel the kiss again. My lips tingled. 

			She tilted her head, and the large ponytail shifted to the right.

			“Who messed with you?” her eyes narrowed. 

			I lowered my fork. I cleared my throat and with it the memory of Thorn in the cemetery. I tried not to grin, but I was, which set off her Spidey senses.  

			“Echo?”

			I shook my head. “Well, first of all, I think you and Mr. Jenny are an awesome thing. I just wanted to put that out there, so there’s no weirdness. I mean no weird at all. None.”

			She grinned. “No weird, huh?”

			I waved my hand. “None, I really like him, I do. He’s cool.”

			She rubbed the back of her neck, and a tiny grin turned her lip upward. I was so glad we could get that out of the way. I hate awkward, especially with people I have to be around every single day. She was free to date whoever, love whoever. I had no say in that, but I was relieved that she had chosen to be with someone who was so kind. Mr. Jenny made me feel safe. I love safety; it puts me at ease, and that’s exactly why Thorn confuses me. He isn’t safe at all. 

			“Well, that’s good to hear because I’ve sort of mentioned the idea of him moving into the house.”

			“This house?” My voice cracked as I leaned forward. 

			She lowered her hand, and it hovered between us with a flip to the right. “Of course this one, do we have another house? I mean, I mentioned it before I knew you were coming.”

			She made me laugh. Her sarcasm matched my own. “No, the other one, the one behind this one,” I said, and she scoffed at me. “Shush, Echo.” 

			She carried on. “Well, it isn’t set in stone, of course, and I would consult your dad before anything happened. This is as much his house as it is mine and I wouldn’t move anyone into it, especially while you’re here with me.” She tapped her chin. “In fact, is it even appropriate? Perhaps not. I may be crazy.”  

			I placed my chin in my hand. “Don’t worry about me. You do what you want to do, Aunt Luna. This house is so big I don’t know if I would even know he was here.” 

			She took a short breath and exhaled while tapping the island. “Funny you say that because he’s here, now.” 

			“What?” I asked as I scanned the room like he was hiding in a corner. 

			She pointed toward the ceiling. “He’s upstairs, in the library. He often comes and peruses the books.” She paused and tapped her chin with her index finger. “I hope he actually likes me, and this isn’t a ploy, you know, to get to the books.”

			I laughed again. She was so eccentric and a bit paranoid. Both of which fit her. “That’s totally it, I’m sure. He wants the books.” I said with a nod. 

			Her eyebrow rose as she stood up. Her green and tan checkered shawl swung between her arm and thigh, tapping against her leg. “I knew it,” she muttered. 

			“No, I was kidding. I mean look at you, you’re a strong, independent woman with a killer personality, a beautiful house, and you can cook! He would be stupid to pass you up and try to use you for a dusty old library in the attic.” 

			Her expression softened. “Of course I am, and you’re right. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

			She placed her plate in the sink. “Let’s go to the living room.”  I looked upward, knowing that he was in the house didn’t freak me out but did remind me how large this place was. For someone to be here and me not know it could be disturbing. 

			I followed her out of the kitchen and took my chair by the fireplace. “So, is he staying?”

			She approached the fire and poked the wood, trying to conceal her smile. I stood up. “I don’t care if he does. I really don’t.” I was totally prepared to go to bed so they could spend time together. 

			She turned back and grinned. “No, he won’t be staying, nor has he ever stayed.”

			I crossed my arms over my chest, and a look of confusion overtook my expression. “Echo, I have a story to tell of love and loss.”

			That sparked my interest, so I pulled the small throw that looked to be handmade, over my legs. It was constructed of square blocks in fall colors of deep red, orange, yellow, and green. I ran my hand over it and felt the smooth texture. She took a seat in front of me and then decided she needed something stronger to drink. “Hot Toddy?”

			I laughed. “What’s that?” 

			“Tea and honey. It’s a blend of wonderful spices, warmed up and spiked with whiskey.” She stood up and pointed at me. “Yours will be virgin in nature, of course. No whiskey for you.” 

			I nodded to her. “I don’t think I could handle whiskey anyway, I tasted it once while we were on an expedition, but it was Midnight’s idea, not mine. She stole it from our parent’s tent while they were sleeping. I thought I would puke. It tasted awful.”

			She grinned and pulled the shawl tight around her shoulders. “Midnight was a wild creature; you are not.” She walked out of the room, and her words bothered me. Midnight was a wild creature, and I was boring, tame, and predictable. Maybe that’s why Thorn ran away from me. Maybe if I were more like Midnight, it would be impossible for him to ignore me. Impossible for him to run away. 

			“Oh, I didn’t know you were up.” 

			I turned to face James as he stood frozen in the doorway. He had a book in his hand, and my eyes studied it more than him. He tapped his open hand on the top of it and faked a smile. I really didn’t want him to feel awkward here. His relationship with my aunt shouldn’t change because of me. 

			“I’ll be going to bed soon.”

			He glanced at the silver watch on his wrist, and it reminded me of the one my dad wore all the time. The thing always ran a few minutes behind causing him to be late to everything. I found it charming; my mom found it annoying. I could understand both sides. 

			The silence was deafening, so I stood up and took a step forward.

			“I’m totally cool with you being here, I really am.”

			He cleared his throat. “I appreciate that, Echo, I do, but you’re a student, and this is highly inappropriate.” 

			“How so?” I asked. 

			He paused, shifting from one foot to the other and running his hand through his hair. I noticed the ring on his left finger, and my chest felt heavy. He wasn’t wearing it earlier in the day. 

			He couldn’t be married, could he? No way. 

			He lowered it, and my eyes remained locked on the ring. He tucked his hand deep into his pants pocket and parted his lips. I felt like he was either on the verge of a confession, or he was about to say his goodbyes. Either way, I was listening. 

			My aunt returned, and he gladly welcomed her presence. I wasn’t so sure of who he was now, but I had no intention of ignoring it. My aunt touched his arm, and he leaned toward her but then they both looked at me, and the temptation to kiss was abandoned. I turned away, trying to allow them some privacy but all I heard was a good night from each of them, and then Mr. Jenny said goodnight to me. I half waved and didn’t say a word. 

			I took a seat and stared into the fire. My aunt returned with two cups and sat one down next to me while she took a seat in her chair and held the other one in her hands. She hadn’t skimped on the whiskey in hers. I could smell it in the air. 

			“So.” She tried to start, and I broke in without much grace. “He has a ring on his finger.”

			She slowly set her cup aside and let out a long sigh. It didn’t give me much hope for what was to come after that. She fluffed her hair and then her eyes locked onto mine. 

			“Yes, technically, he is married.” 

			I leaned forward. “What?” My voice rose, I usually don’t get emotional about many things, but this thing was something that had touched my life before when my parents had gone through a short period of confusion. 

			A bad spot in their marriage. 

			My dad was seeing another woman, a woman we met on a dig…younger, by ten years, and my mom was dating a professor from Stanford. I wanted to die then, and so did Midnight. We were eleven and thought the world was ending. Luckily they regained their sanity and our family was reunited, but not without damage done. The frightening possibility of divorce still lingered with me. I hated the thought of it, and honestly, I couldn’t handle it. Midnight would have survived, but I would have crumbled. I just know it. 

			She interrupted my painful concentration on the past. “Echo, it isn’t what you think.”

			I leaned back and grabbed my cup, taking a swig of it. I lowered it and spoke with a venomous tone. “I could use some whiskey.” She eyed me and tried to hide her amusement. “That you will not get.”

			“So, what should I think?” I asked. I know I sounded hateful because this was one thing I hated more than anything. Disloyalty was as bad as murder in my book. 

			The two deal breakers. 

			My parents should consider themselves lucky that Midnight and I stayed. We could have run away never to be seen or heard of again. The lump rose in my throat, and I coughed. My aunt stood up and grabbed my arms, lifting them above my head. My eyes watered and then I jerked my hands away from her, forcing her to let me go. “I’m not five anymore, Aunt Luna.” 

			She sighed and took a seat across from me. Her eyes held so much sadness. 

			“No, you aren’t. You’re a beautiful young lady growing into her own.”

			“Flattery is cheap,” I mumbled under my breath. She ignored it and decided to cut right to the chase. “His wife is catatonic. She has been for over a decade. They were in a terrible accident. She never recovered.” 

			I pressed my thumb into the center of my hand and applied some pressure. “What happened?”

			She leaned back in the chair and took another sip of her hot toddy. I’m sure the whiskey was helping her relax. I could see it on her face and hear it in her voice. 

			“James and Carrie, that’s her name, Carrie, anyway, they were driving home from a restaurant, and something ran in front of their car. James swerved, and the car flipped into the forest, tumbling a few times until finally it hit a tree and left them both for dead.”

			The flash of memory consumed my mind. 

			I could see it all. Two smiling faces, James holding the wheel and then a black shadow with red eyes rushing across the road. His fingers turned white, and I could see the look of terror on his face. The car flipped over and over again; everything went into slow motion. I could see bloody shards of glass floating in the air between them, the sad look on his face as Carrie’s hand reached out toward him, the moonlight racing across the silver wedding band on her bloodied left hand right before her head slammed against the side window and her eyes closed. He screamed and everything faded to black. 

			I had to shake off the vision. 

			My eyes widened, and I tried to regain my composure. “Something?”

			She looked at me. “It’s speculated that it was a deer, a large buck, but James swears it had black fur and large red eyes. 

			I sucked in my breath. “Black fur and red eyes?” I asked with trepidation. She nodded to me after taking a sip from her cup. She swallowed and brushed her bangs aside. “Yes, a black buck said to be ridden by the God of Death, its Celtic folklore, of course, and James was injured in the crash, affecting his memory. I believe he was projecting his trauma into scary stories we all heard as children. It was used to keep us out of the thick pine forest. The God of Death, how theatrical.”

			“The God of Death?” I asked. It sounded horrible.

			“Yes…like I said, scary stories and nothing more. Some people here believe that he rides in the forest to this day collecting souls on his black buck.”

			“So it’s a man?”

			She paused. “The God of Death is a demon. He lives on blood and souls, a vampire.”

			I swallowed hard and tried to move past it. “That’s terrible, I mean, what happened to Mr. Jenny and his wife. Did they find it? The animal, I mean.” I paused. I now knew what he meant when he spoke to me earlier in his office about how we all grieve in different ways. He understood loss, probably even better than I did because unlike me, he has to see his wife hooked up to machines, knowing that she’s gone.

			“No, it was a deer or a wolf, injured, I’m sure. We have both in the woods that surround Port Royal. Speaking of which, don’t ever wander into it, it isn’t safe. The mist rises and a terrible fog can confuse you. Many a hiker has been lost and luckily found, but not everyone has been so lucky.”

			“People died out there?”

			“Some, two in my lifetime and then there was this terrible accident with Carrie and James, but some things are worse than death.” Her words struck me. I was speechless. Finally, I spoke. “So sad.” 

			She sighed and looked up at the ceiling. “The story of the black buck and the God of Death is in the library, and yes it’s morose. She’s alive, of course, if you call being hooked up to machines alive. She will never be what she was. So you see, James is a good man. He isn’t doing anything wrong, and neither am I. It took us months to admit how we felt about each other, in all honesty, it took us years.” She sighed. “James and I went to school together. I knew him very well, and I knew Carrie.” She paused and then fingered at the rim of her coffee cup, tracing it in a circular motion. She stopped. “She was a close friend since childhood, so I feel her loss too, but I know, in my heart, that she wouldn’t want us to live alone, unhappy, and ignoring how we feel for each other. I know this as well as I know that I love him. I hope you can understand.”

			Her words floated into the air. 

			Love. I know love. I love Midnight; I love my parents, and I may be falling in love with Thorn. I don’t know how else I can explain how I feel when he’s near me. It’s unlike anything I’ve ever known. I had read about love at first sight and often laughed about it. But now it wasn’t so funny. 

			“Anyway, Echo. I just want you to know that the ring is just a symbol of his loyalty to her. If the accident hadn’t happened, then I’m sure he would still be with her, and that’s my burden to bear, not his. But I can’t deny my feelings for him. We don’t choose who we love, it isn’t a choice, honey. It’s fate that brought us together, and regardless of the circumstances, it doesn’t make us bad or evil. I believe that wholeheartedly.”

			She took another drink of her hot toddy, and I picked up my tea and rose from the chair. 

			“I think I’m going to bed, okay?”

			She nodded to me and then stood up, setting her cup aside and turned to give me a hug. She held on for a while longer than expected, but I hugged her back. I didn’t want her to think that I didn’t understand, I do. She loves him, and he loves her. He’s bound to Carrie, and because of that, they live with it anchoring them to one spot. I didn’t know if I should be happy for them or sad. Either way, at least they had each other. 

			She stepped back and kissed me on the forehead. I balanced my tea and made sure it didn’t spill on the wood floor. The fireplace crackled and moaned sending large sparks up into the air above the pile of charred wood. I studied the flames until she spoke to me and broke the spell. 

			“I’m so happy that you’ve come to stay here with me, Echo. I do love you more than words can express. Know this.” Her voice was gentle and sincere.

			I grinned. “I love you, too, Aunt Luna.” 

			“Okay, off to bed you go. Maybe tomorrow we can talk about your first day at school.”

			I made my way to the doorway and paused. “It was uneventful,” I said as I turned to face her. I added a smile and a nod. “I have an essay due on Friday. I should work on that and get it out of the way.”

			“Oh, Echo?”

			I turned back, and she winked at me. “The showers fixed now.” 

			I tapped the doorway and fingered at the wood. “Oh, that’s great. Good, yeah.”

			I slipped away before she could say anything more. 
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			I lay in bed, but I couldn’t sleep. My attempt at writing my essay was a massive failure, but it didn’t surprise me. My mind wandered. 

			Finally, I sat up and turned to face my door. I slid from my bed and crept across the floor, trying to avoid the creaking spots of wood, but my feet found every one of them until I gave up and abandoned trying to imitate a ninja. 

			I made my way down the hallway and approached the staircase. I gripped the railing and started to ascend, knowing that I could no longer contain my curiosity.  

			I stepped up to a large door with elaborate designs carved into the black wood. I reached out and touched the face of one small cherub and then my fingers slid along the wing. I paused at the tip and eyed the silver handle. I remember this library from when I was five. One of few memories I had retained from staying here with her that one rainy summer. 

			This was a magical place that my Aunt Luna used to bring us to, snuggling up in the overstuffed gray chair in the corner of the room that allowed both of us to sit at her sides. We were nestled in and listened to her as she read from many a book, taking us on adventure after adventure in the safety of her arms.  

			She read a story to us each night before bed, and it was one of the reasons that I love books so much to this day. This library birthed my passion for the written word, so naturally, I have to treat it with the utmost respect for molding me into the person I am today. 

			I took a breath and turned the handle, opening the door and allowing the sweet smell of old books to waft over me. I closed my eyes and let the scent linger, taking my mind back to those days when I was a child and nothing weighed on my heart or mind. An easier time. Innocent and without care. 

			I opened my eyes and scanned the room. Every wall was lined with rows of books that went from floor to high ceiling. Each section had a leaning ladder attached to it on a thick iron bar with wheels to glide along as a reader searched for their next adventure. A large rectangular table sat in the middle of the room with four chairs on each side of it. The table’s legs were constructed of thick wood, stained black and carved to match the door. Gleeful cherubs held this behemoth up on all four corners. Two for each leg, gripping harps in their chubby fingers and grinning mischievously. I remember sitting on the floor and tracing their mouths with my small fingers. I glanced down at the floor and remembered the rug, checkered black and white. 

			The misty apparition of two little girls raced past me, giggling, chasing each other around the table and disappearing underneath it as a ghostly figure of my aunt came rushing in, laughing and pretending that she couldn’t find us. She left the room and the girls crawled out from underneath the table and rushed to the large window that curved outward. A cushioned bench rested beneath it in a half circle. One child willfully dragged herself up onto the cushion and then paused, reaching back and helping the other. 

			They both leaned forward and placed their small hands on the glass as I approached them from behind. They dissipated into mist, and their little handprints remained on the glass. I pressed my open palms against the glass, and it fogged up around my fingers. I removed them, and only my handprints remained. 

			Memories of me and Midnight. Treasures beyond understanding. 

			I turned back and wiped a warm tear from my cheek and then decided to check out the books. This place was an oasis for me, an escape as books allow it to be. Taking me away to magical places and letting my mind rest from all worry and sorrow. 

			I strolled along the wall, letting my extended fingers touch the spines. My body hummed with anticipation. Books do this for me; I find that they excite me more than anything else in this world. 

			Well, almost anything. 

			I paused and tilted my head, reaching up and pulling a thick book from the shelf. I leaned in and read the spine. 

			“Viking folklore and the God of Death.” 

			I mouthed the words ‘The God of Death.’ 

			I pulled the book from the shelf and made my way to the window. I sat down on the cushion and opened it up, gently running my hand over the old paper. I smiled, taking in a deep breath and smelling the history that was hidden inside of it. 

			I rifled through it until I landed on the chapter that intrigued me. I began to read and take it all in, trying to understand where this myth came from, the same one that James thought he had experienced and subsequently caused the accident that rendered his wife catatonic. 

			I leaned back and pulled my knees up, resting the book against them and began to read…

			Odin was known as the God of Death. He was later incorporated into Christian doctrine during the Roman occupation. Odin was associated directly with the Christian devil, who, among other things, was known as The Black Veil or simply, The Veil. 

			I paused and stared at the words on the paper. My eyes narrowed. The Black Veil or The Veil was something I knew all too well. 

			Given that human sacrifices were made to Odin up until the 10th century A.D, associating Odin with Satan was not difficult. 

			This eventually morphed into tales of the Wild Huntsman. This shadowy figure, who is often described as having antlers branching from his head and glowing red eyes, rides through the dark forests at night on a black buck. He is accompanied by a pack of hell hounds, hunting the souls of men. 

			I shut the book and stared out the window. The black buck intrigued me, as well as the God of Death and the hell hounds, but The Veil lay heavy on my heart. I let my eyes wander until they landed on the thick forest that sat in the distance. 

			I shook my head and stood up, walking the book back to the shelf and placing it right back where I had found it. I paused, noticing a gap to the right of it, and then I remembered the book in Mr. Jenny’s hand. Was he still searching for answers? If so, I could only hope that he would find them.

			I returned to my room and pulled out my notepad. I bit the tip of my pen and then started to write about energy in the most scientific way. When I finished, I gladly closed it and tossed it aside while tapping my pen against my leg. I knew that it would suffice, but it was devoid of passion. I would have much rather jotted down the details of that kiss that sparked everything inside of me, but I wouldn’t dare. 

			It was foolish of me to be this enthralled with a boy so quickly. I knew it as well as I knew that the God of Death and his black buck with glowing red eyes wasn’t scouring the thick pine surrounding Port Royal in search of souls. 

			But then again…

			I stood up and walked to my window, gently placing my hand on the glass. I squinted my eyes and then something amazing happened, the clouds parted and the moon exposed herself to me for the first time it what felt like ages. I sat down and traced it with my fingertips. I bit my lip as she mesmerized me only blinking when I thought I heard the faint echo of a horn off in the distance and my eyes lowered to the thick pine. 

			“The Veil,” I whispered before leaning back against the side wall and ushering in another night of cryptic dreams about sharp fangs and a boy who sank into the darkness under the light of a full moon. 
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			A day turned into a week and soon it was Friday with no signs of Thorn Vega. 

			I spent my days trying to settle in, studying, and accepting my new environment. I read as much as I could about the folklore of the black buck, the God of Death and everything else connected to it, but by all accounts, it was only stories passed down from generation to generation with nothing substantiated anywhere in the world. I couldn’t find anything else on The Black Veil, despite digging as curiously as my parents had. Bri and Tailor kept their distance, but I often caught them staring at me from across the room, hallway or while walking home. It was almost as if they had been directed to leave me alone, but I knew that was a ridiculous assumption. No one had the power to do that, not here, not anywhere.

			“Echo.” I looked up and Ms. Hull had my paper in her hand. She placed it on my desk, and I saw the C on it in red. I narrowed my eyes, and the bell rang. I stood up as the rest of the class rushed out ahead of me. I lingered behind on purpose.

			I approached her desk and laid my paper down on the edge of it. Her eyes skirted over it and back to her stack of papers lying before her. 

			“Yes?” she asked, adjusting her glasses when she finally decided to look up at me. She didn’t seem very interested in me. I swallowed hard. “I was just wondering why I received such a low grade.”

			She removed her glasses and set them down on her desk. “Technically it’s perfect.”

			I narrowed my eyes. “Okay, then why a C? I mean, I’ve never received a C in my life.”

			She sighed. “Because it was average and average effort deserves average grading.”

			“Average?” I asked, picking it up and looking at it. “I included every key reference on it.”

			“I know that.” 

			I pushed it toward her. “Then why?”

			She leaned back in her chair. “Because you lack passion, Echo.”

			I laughed. “This is Biology.”

			She intertwined her fingers and tapped the side of her balled hands on top of her stacked papers. “Yes, it is.”

			“Science,” I added. 

			She tilted her head. “Do you remember what I asked for?”

			I bit my lip. “You wanted a paper on action and reaction.”

			She shook her head. “No, I asked for something on what sparks life.”

			“I included everything about the atom bomb. I mean you could practically build your own from what I provided.”

			She grinned and then picked up her glasses. “You wrote a solid explanation about the one thing that can kill all life as we know it.”

			“Oh.” 

			“Yes.”

			“Okay then. Can I do something to make this up?” I asked. 

			She tapped her desk with her index finger and then paused. “I will give you one more chance to write something that doesn’t involve destroying everything on the planet.”

			I nodded to her. “Okay, I’ll have it ready tomorrow.”

			“No.”

			I leaned forward. “No?”

			She looked back up at me. “You can turn it in at the end of the year.”

			I retrieved my paper and shoved it into my folder. “Fine.” 

			She nodded to me, and I left her room trying to understand exactly what she wanted from me.

			I walked down the hallway, in a daze as I mulled over what I could write about that would give me an A. The students parted like the red sea. I stopped dead as my hair flew forward into my face and then rested on my shoulders. I spotted him, standing about twenty feet down the hall with his hands shoved into his pockets, and his sea blue eyes locked onto me. I swallowed hard and stood my ground, the thought of veering off to the right did occur to me but it would take me away from my locker and wouldn’t make any sense. 

			My mind said run, but my heart held me in place.  

			I could hear my heartbeat in my ears as well as my slow and steady breathing. He started to walk toward me as everything went into slow motion. 

			Two steps, then four, he kept coming.

			A smiling face suddenly stepped between us and I had to refocus on some familiar eyes. Daniel Fitzpatrick stood there grinning, and the strange spell was immediately broken. 

			“Ms. Echo Navarri.” He spoke with jubilation. 

			I blinked a few times and returned the favor by mustering up a halfhearted grin. He noticed and his smile started to fade. I shut my mouth, sucking my bottom lip inside and then releasing it. 

			“Hey,” I said giving an awkward nod and trying to see past him. 

			“Guess who just transferred?” he asked. 

			I blinked a couple more times, not responding quick enough for him so he answered his own question. “Me.” Mattie leaned in and gave me a wink. “And me.” She nudged him from the side, and I genuinely smiled at her. “Mattie,” I said with more enthusiasm than I had for Daniel. I couldn’t help it. 

			“Hey, you. Check this out!” she twirled around, and I watched her skirt flare up and almost expose her underwear. She laughed and paused with her feet twisted. 

			“Well, that skirt fits you much better than it does me.”

			She looked down and laughed. She pointed at my legs. “Those socks are the bomb, where did you get them?” She stepped up and interlocked her arm into mine. Daniel pulled his books to his chest as she started to pull me along. I looked back at him and raised my eyebrows. He waved. “I’ll catch you later.” I nodded and allowed Mattie to chat away at my side. 

			“So, tell me everything. I need to know who is dating who, who wants to date who and who is available to date me.” 

			I laughed and stopped at my locker. The number 113 stared back at me. I eyed it and then her. 

			“I don’t know,” I said. She leaned her back against the locker next to mine and sighed. “I have dreamed about coming here like forever. Do you know how long forever is? Well, you can take all the years you’ve ever known and multiply them by a million, and you’re still not even close.”

			I messed with my lock, and it clicked open on the first try. That was new. I had been struggling with it for days. Maybe Mattie was helping me not overthink because overthinking is a curse that I have.

			“Very accurate.” I chuckled. 

			I opened my locker and placed my books inside. I paused and stared at the picture I had held in place with a black star magnet. It was the one of my family that I had decided to bring along with me. She popped her head out, and I eyed her. 

			“Who are you crushing on?”

			I closed my locker and grinned. “Me? No one, no one at all.” I swallowed hard when I spotted Thorn walking by the long window. He glanced over at me, and I felt the heat rise in my face. She turned, and her eyebrow shot up. 

			“Oh, now who is that?”

			She took a step forward and watched him go by. She gave him a wave, and he ignored her. His gaze was set on me. She turned and narrowed her eyes then wagged her finger as she approached me. “You, fess up, now.”

			“I, honestly, I don’t know what you mean.” I stammered.

			 “Okay, now I’m really interested.” She thumbed behind her. “Who is that brooding hottie?”

			I shrugged my shoulders. “Just a boy.”

			She laughed. “Just a boy? Uh huh. Come on.” She reached out and took my hand, intertwining her fingers in mine. It reminded me of Midnight. She often held my hand without much thought. I missed that, along with so many things. I glanced over at Mattie, and she walked along with her blonde curls bobbing on her shoulders. Her black headband held it off of her porcelain doll-like face. She was beautiful, flawless, and brave. I wasn’t sure if my connection to her was caused by my loss or need to fill it. Either way, I welcomed her back into my life.

			We stepped outside, and she stared up at the sky. “What the H is up with all the rain here? I mean seriously, cheer up sky.” 

			I hid my smile. “Okay, fess up.” She said, and I glanced around me. “Fine, but not now. We can talk at lunch, alright?”

			She winked at me. “Cool, hey, there’s a coffee shop like two blocks from here, we should check it out.”

			Of course, I knew what she was talking about. That coffee shop was the whole reason I was in this mess with Thorn, to begin with. 

			“Alright.” 

			She pointed at me. “And I want it all; I mean every dirty little detail.”

			I looked everywhere but her. She snapped her fingers at me, and I gave her a nod. 

			Her eyes lit up. “Good.”  
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			We stood in front of the building and grinned. My eyes lifted, and I noticed the white and black awning and all of the wrought iron table and chairs placed in front of it. The Red Rose Emporium stared back at us in white script on the door.

			“This is the coffee shop?” I asked. 

			She smiled. “Well, it’s a coffee shop and a store. A witchy one.”

			“A what?”

			“Come on; you’ll love it.”

			She pulled me inside, and the silver bell rang above the door. I looked up and watched it slow down, and the vibration ceased along with the sound. I scanned the room and could see a few people seated to the left. There were only five tables, and then I spotted a booth toward the back, along the wall with a dim lantern-like light hanging over it. The smell of sage filled my nostrils, and I could see it smoldering in a black bowl on the counter to my right. Rows of small glass containers lined the wall behind the counter with white labels. I read a few of them as we passed it by…witch hazel, anise, basil, bloodroot, sandalwood... the shelves were filled. I knew the herbs, at least some of them, they were used in casting spells. 

			We made our way to the booth and Mattie slid in, and I sat down across from her. A woman immediately stepped up and placed her hand on the table. I looked down and studied her rings. She had one on each finger, some in silver and some adorned with stones. My eyes lingered on the large amethyst until she spoke. 

			“How can I help you today?”

			Mattie shot me a smile and then looked up at her. “Two lattes, vanilla with extra cream.” She looked at me. “Is that okay?” I nodded. 

			“Anything else?” the woman asked. 

			Mattie laughed. “Do you have anything for a love spell, my friend here is…” I interrupted her. “Just the drinks, thank you.” The woman winked at me as she leaned in. “I’m sure you don’t need a spell, not with those beautiful eyes.”

			I looked down from embarrassment, and she walked away. I rubbed the tops of my thighs and removed a little bit of the nervous moisture building on my palms. 

			“So.”

			I studied Mattie’s blue eyes. They looked even prettier in the light above our table. 

			“So,” I repeated, not willing to elaborate on anything. She cupped her chin in her hand while resting her elbow on the table. 

			“Tell me about that boy.” She spoke softly, which I appreciated.

			I leaned back and cleared my throat. “Which one?”

			She scoffed. “Seriously, come on. The boy, that blonde that walked by the window.”

			“He’s just a boy who lives here.”

			“Okay, I get it.”

			I tilted my head. “Get what?”

			She leaned forward and eyed me as the edge of her full lip curled. The expression on her face reminded me of Midnight. “You don’t want to share; it’s fine. I don’t want him; I was just curious as to why you looked at him like he was the only thing in the world.”

			I quickly responded as my voice cracked. “I didn’t…I mean, he isn’t. I barely know him.”

			The woman returned to the table, and I had to sit back and collect myself. Mattie’s intuition was scary. She was spot on, but I wasn’t ready to admit anything about Thorn Vega, not yet.

			She set our drinks down, and Mattie picked hers up, blowing on it and taking a sip. She was clearly impressed. “Oh my God, drink.” She blurted out in excitement. I complied, and she was right, the latte was fantastic. I could taste hints of cinnamon after the bursts of vanilla bean washed over my tongue. I set it down and turned the cup in my hand. 

			“His name is Thorn Vega.”

			Her voice got louder. “The Thorn Vega?”

			The wrinkle between my eyes deepened. “The?” 

			She placed her hands on the table and leaned forward. “He’s only the richest guy in the world.”

			I laughed. “The world is pretty big.”

			“So is his dad’s bank account!”

			I glanced to the right as a man in a black suit looked over at us. I cleared my throat and tucked my hair behind my ear. “I know his family is well off, but I don’t care about money.”

			She nodded to me as she bit into her lip. “I see.”

			“See what?” I asked. 

			“You’re falling for him, hard.”

			I placed my hand on the table and leaned forward. “No, there is no falling going on at all.”

			She tapped the table with her fingers. “Then what is it?”

			I blinked a couple of times. What was it, then? Her question was valid and made me search my mind for an answer that made sense to not only her but to me. 

			“Curiosity.”

			She narrowed her eyes. “Curiosity is for the devil and fairytales.”

			The bell rang at the door, and we both looked over. “Speaking of which.” She whispered. 

			Thorn stepped in and immediately spotted me. He closed the door behind him and walked to the counter. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a piece of paper, quickly handing it to the woman and she reached beneath the counter and pulled out a black bag with small handles on it. She nodded to him, and he took it without handing her any money. He turned, but before he walked out, he let his eyes take me in. My breathing stopped, and I had to fight the urge to get up and walk after him. Then he looked down and out the door he went without saying a word to me. I took a short breath and turned back. Mattie was sitting there with her mouth open; then she shut it. 

			“Okay then.” She took a drink, and I drank mine. 

			She spoke up when I did. “Port Royal is nice,” I said as she spoke over me. “Port Royal seems nice.” We both laughed, and she set her drink down. 

			“Listen, Echo. You talk about whatever you wanna talk about, but when you’re ready to share the skinny on that hottie I’ll be right here, k?” 

			I nodded to her. I was so glad that she had stepped back and stopped pressuring me about Thorn. Nothing would make me happier than to talk about him, but how could I talk about it when I wasn’t even sure what ‘it’ was?  

			We finished our drinks and headed to the door. Lunch was about over, and all I wanted to do was get back to school and finish the day and then go home. 

			We walked by the counter, and I glanced over and noticed that the woman was staring at me. She reached down and placed a small satchel in front of me. “Here, take this.”

			I stopped and stared at the small black bag wrapped at the top with a red ribbon. “What is it?”

			She picked it up and held it out to me in her open palm. “Place it under your pillow; it will calm your dreams and give you good sleep.”

			I listened to her accent; it was definitely Greek. I took it from her hand after she nodded at the bag and winked at me. I placed it in my pocket and rushed to meet up with Mattie, who was already at the door and heading out into the foggy mist. The whole town was blanketed once again, stealing the sunlight, but not my excitement about Mattie’s arrival. She may have made me uncomfortable with her questioning, but her presence calmed me like nothing had since I arrived in Port Royal, amongst the rain and churning clouds in the sky. 

			She was a welcome interruption. 
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			I bit the tip of my pen and stared at the book on the table before me. My last class, if you want to call it that, was study hall in the library. I was happy to end the day this way, but it allowed my mind to wander. I heard the voice and noticed the large black and white chucks before I looked up and grinned. Daniel held his hand out, and I nodded to him. He pulled the chair out and took a seat across from me. I leaned forward, removing the pen from my teeth and tapped it on the open face of my book. 

			“So, you lucked out with this, too?” I asked. 

			He scanned the library and let his eyes land on me. “I guess it’s only for the remainder of the week. They’re trying to place me at the beginning of lessons and not in the middle. I think…” he pulled out a piece of paper and stared at it. “Yep, Advanced English. I guess starting next week that’s where I’ll be at this time.”

			“I have that third period, it’s a good class, you’ll enjoy it…I mean, if you enjoy reading.”

			“Aye, that I do.” He said without pausing.

			“Good, me too,” I said. I was so happy that he wasn’t acting strangely after this afternoon. I wasn’t exactly jumping up and down when he stepped in between me and Thorn.

			Daniel moved his chair, and it scraped across the wood. A quick shush was shot in our direction from the tight-lipped woman who manned the desk across the room. Daniel sighed and adjusted on the chair followed by a little laughter. 

			“I’m glad to see you here,” I said. He perked up. “Oh, yeah?”

			My eyebrow rose. “Of course, you and Mattie. I don’t really know anyone here, and I’m not great at making friends, so seeing the two of you, made everything a little less awkward.”

			“Oh.” He looked down, and I moved my chair, making that terrible noise, and got the shush from the librarian. He laughed and lifted his green eyes. Just being here with him made me calm and filled me with happiness. He wasn’t so unlike Mattie in that way; it must be a strong trait in their family. 

			“So, why did you transfer here?” I asked. He bit his lip and placed his hands on the table between us intertwining his fingers. “I asked, and my mom said yes. This school isn’t exactly cheap; I was going to a public school, but…”

			I grinned. “It’s nice,” I murmured. 

			“You,” he said without hesitation, and I had to catch my breath. I leaned back and had to look down at my book. “I…I’m not sure what I should say.”

			He took a breath and let it out. “Yes?”

			I looked up at him. “Yes to what?”

			“A date?”

			I narrowed my eyes. “A date?”

			He laughed and leaned back in his chair. “A date, Echo, with me.” He fingered at the wooden table, and I had to take it all in. This was the first time I had been asked out by anyone, funny that it came after the first kiss. 

			“I…”

			He sighed. “It’s okay. I shouldn’t have dumped this on you. Obviously, I took something wrong. My bad.” 

			“I’ll go,” I said, and his eyes lit up. 

			“Yeah?” he repeated, and I nodded to him. “Great, okay, sure.”

			“A date,” I said as he stood up and tripped on the chair, barely regaining his balance and trying to appear in control. I looked down and then back up at him, and he walked away from me, backward at first until he bumped into someone and had to apologize. I rubbed the side of my neck and then ran my thumb along my bottom lip. Finally, he made it out the double doors and disappeared without accosting anyone else. 

			I shook my head. I was happy to say yes to Daniel, but Thorn lingered in my thoughts. Maybe going out with Daniel would help stuff that away in a box where it needed to be. I mean, obviously, Thorn no longer has any interest in me. If he did, then he wouldn’t avoid me and stare at me like I’m a plague on the world. In fact, the more I thought about it, the angrier it made me. I didn’t ask him to follow me to the cemetery, and I certainly didn’t say kiss me. I shook it off and stood up, grabbing the book from the table and walking in between the aisles, out of sight and away from the other kids in the library. 

			I lifted the book, nearly dropping it when I spotted two dark eyes staring back at me through the space on the shelf. Thorn parted his lips, and I slammed the book back in place, blocking his view. I walked down the aisle and just as I neared the end he stepped around, and I stopped dead, crossing my arms over my chest and contemplating turning around and running. 

			“So, do you like him?”

			I tilted my head. “Who?”

			“That boy who asked you out?”

			“We’re you eavesdropping?” I asked.

			He stepped forward, and I didn’t move, not this time. He stopped about two feet in front of me, and my eyes quickly looked behind him, I saw two girls giggling and then they kept walking. He didn’t even bother to look. I swallowed hard.

			“Do you?” he asked again.

			“Why do you care?”

			He placed his hand on the shelf and ran his fingertips along it, taking a half step toward me. I took a step back, and he stopped, pulling his hand back and inspecting his fingers. He blew on them, and some dust escaped into the air like glitter. My eyes focused in on it until he spoke again. 

			“I don’t regret what I did, Echo.”

			“Oh, you mean acting like you liked me and then disappearing? No, it’s totally fine and a natural reaction after kissing someone.” I spoke a little louder than I meant to. He seemed amused by my anger; I wasn’t. I sighed and turned away from him, but he caught my wrist and held on, stopping me from going anywhere. It wasn’t like I wanted to fight him, but even if I wanted to, I wasn’t sure that I could. His touch cast some strange spell over me. I turned back and stared at him as he moved forward. His hand slid into mine and held on. I tried to remain calm, but the primitive side of me wanted nothing but to run as far away as I could, yet here I stood, face to face with this boy that I longed to understand. 

			I longed to be with him when I knew I shouldn’t.

			He licked his lip, exposing the tips of his white teeth. He leaned forward. “Like this?” he moved slowly, seductively; approaching my mouth with those full lips. Time stood still and everything became silent. 

			“What did that woman give you?” I asked. He paused just a couple of inches from my mouth.

			“What woman?” he asked. 

			“The witch,” I whispered like it was a huge secret.

			He straightened up. “Do you like him?”

			“What did she give you?”

			“You answer me first, and maybe I’ll tell you.”

			“No,” I said. 

			“No, you don’t like him, or no, you aren’t going to tell me?” He asked. 

			I grinned. He smiled. My stubbornness amused him. He lifted his hand and placed it on my side, sliding it into the curve. He pulled me forward. “Echo. Tell me.” 

			 We heard a throat clear behind us. I turned, and the librarian stood there with her arms crossed and a stern look on her face. The silver chains swung on each side that were connected to her glasses and disappeared behind her neck. “I would suggest that the two of you return to the main room,” I said nothing but the rosy color on my face spoke volumes. 

			She relaxed her arms. “Thorn.” She spoke without remorse. He nodded to her. “Mrs. Smith.” She focused her attention on me. “Now, young lady and you too, Mr. Vega.” I sighed, and Thorn released my hand. I stepped back, and he smirked at me. I turned and walked away as quickly as I could, once again utterly bewildered as to why Thorn could make me forget the world and only see him. One minute I was so disgusted with him and the next I was fantasizing so deeply that all I wanted was his attention and another kiss…as many as he wanted to give. 

			I was in serious trouble, and I knew it. 

			I returned home, and Aunt Luna was busy trying on a few heels that lay in a large pile in the middle of the living room floor. She would place one shoe on and walk around, swinging her hips from side to side then she’d rush back to the pile and try on a new pair. 

			I leaned in the doorway, and finally, she noticed me. 

			“Oh! Honey. Red or black…or maybe hot pink?” She lifted one shoe, then another, followed by the last one. I pointed at the pile. “Black is a classic. Goes with everything.” She snapped her fingers. “Such a smart girl.” 

			I made my way over to the couch and dropped down on it, letting my backpack slip from my shoulder and rest on the floor next to my feet. 

			“So what’s going on?” I asked. She stood up and wobbled on a pair of spiked heels that must have been created by a sadist. She took one horribly unstable step, and I held my hands up. “Maybe not those.” 

			She looked down as her ankles shook. “Yeah, you may be right.”

			My eyebrow rose. “So?”

			She grinned and tried to balance herself. “Hot date, with James.”

			I leaned back and lost my enthusiasm. I had a date, too, but I hadn’t been tempted to rush home and try on everything. It made me feel awkward. 

			“What’s wrong, sweetheart?”

			I felt like I may be able to salvage it. “I’m going out on a date.”

			She started to fall, and I bolted off the couch and tried to catch her. I was too late. She landed in the pile of shoes and stared up at me with a silly grin on her face. Laughter followed it. 

			“Daniel?”

			I nodded and extended my hand. She took it, and I helped her back to her feet. She fidgeted with her hair. “Maybe we can double date!” 

			I wrinkled my nose, and she shook her head. “Oh, no. That’s not cool is it?” she added. 

			I half grinned. She touched my face. “It’s okay; I’m not offended. Oh my God, a date! Echo is going on a date.”

			“Yep.”

			“Should I call your dad?”

			I shook my head and waved my hand. “No! I mean, no. There’s no reason to tell him.”

			“But honey, this is your first date! I’m sure that your parents would want to know.”

			I sat back down and stared at my hands. She took the shoes off and tossed them back into the pile. She sat down next to me and leaned into my side. 

			“Okay, what’s going on?”

			I interlocked my fingers and rubbed my palm with my thumb. I wanted to spit it all out. Just come totally clean but then I opened my mouth and nothing about Thorn made its way into my vocabulary. 

			“I just don’t want to make a huge deal about it; they’re busy.”

			“Oh, hon, you know that your parents love you very much.”

			I nodded. “I know they do.”

			She tapped my hand then gave it a shake. “Well, if you change your mind I will be happy to field that call.”

			I took a slow breath and let it out. “Noted.”

			She eyed the pile of shoes. “You’re welcome to try some on.”

			I stood up and rubbed my hands on the sides of my skirt. She glanced at my legs. 

			“Could I suggest pants?” 

			“Aunt Luna!”

			She winked at me. “Just kidding.”

			I grabbed my backpack and swung it onto my shoulder. She stopped me right at the door. “I just can’t believe how much you’ve grown.”

			“I may get just a little bigger,” I said while pinching my fingers together. 

			She tilted her head and waved a hand. “Daniel is a lucky boy.”

			I nodded and left the room wishing that I felt as excited as she did.

			But Thorn.

			He had a tendency to ruin everything. 
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			Another week passed, and Thorn said nothing. He ignored me in the hallways and spent his time with Bri and Tailor, who followed after him like star struck groupies.

			They could have him. Seriously.  

			I ignored it, or at least I tried to pretend that I could. The mere fact that it festered in my mind was a clear and concise reminder that Thorn had successfully made a fiery impact on my life, one that I couldn’t extinguish as hard as I tried. And I was trying, but the dreams kept haunting me.

			The visions seeped into my waking hours.

			The black buck with red eyes.

			The blue mist.

			Those fangs aching to be set free in my flesh. 

			The sweet scent of iron clinging to the air.

			And me…wanting it so badly, wanting HIM and waking up in a cold sweat.

			I gasped as my phone rang during lunch. I white knuckled it. “Hello?”

			“Echo, how are you!” Molly’s voice was such a welcomed sound. 

			I stood up and walked away from the table while Mattie and Daniel chatted away. I glanced back and noticed Thorn staring at me from across the cafeteria. He had a tray of food that he hadn’t even touched yet. I pushed on the door and walked down the hallway holding the phone next to my ear. “Molly, hi!”

			“I apologize for the delay. I had a situation to take care of with another client.” Molly liked to refer to her patients as clients. I wasn’t going to argue with her. 

			“Is everything okay?” I asked. 

			She paused. “Well, it will be.”

			I knew it must be serious. Usually, she wasn’t so vague. “So, I called in the prescription for you.” My eyes lit up and then I remembered the bag that the witch had given me. I hadn’t even tried it under my pillow yet. No matter, I knew that the pills would do the trick as they had for the last few months. 

			“Great, thank you so much.”

			“So.”

			I paused and leaned my back against the lockers. “Yeah?”

			“How is everything going?”

			I looked out the window and watched a few students pass by. I held my breath hoping that I wouldn’t see Thorn. I didn’t. 

			“Fine, everything is fine.”

			“That good, huh?”

			I let out a small chuckle. “No really, Luna is great, the house is great, and I’m getting used to school.”

			 “Do you want me to come visit?”

			I tapped my index finger against my bottom lip and contemplated her offer. “You know what? You don’t need too. I’m doing much better. I think the medication will be a huge help.”

			“Well, that’s wonderful, Echo. Just let me know if you need anything, anything at all and I’ll be there in a jiffy.”

			I nodded. “Sure thing.” 

			“I’m sorry, but I have to go.”

			“Bye,” I said as I lowered the phone and let out a sigh when I spotted Thorn standing across from me. I narrowed my eyes. 

			“So, are you sick?” he asked. 

			I shook my head and slid my phone into my pocket. I crossed my arms and started to walk away from him, but he quickly caught up and I refused to look over at him.

			“I’m just concerned.” He added. 

			I stopped and faced him, then walked toward him as he backed away from me. The grin that teased at the corner of his mouth only helped fan the flames. I stopped when his back met up with the wall. 

			“Why?” I asked. 

			He tilted his head. “Because we’re friends.”

			I snorted. “What?”

			“We are friends, aren’t we?” He asked. 

			I frowned. “You have some nerve.”

			He placed his hand in his pocket. “You mentioned medication.”

			“It’s considered rude to listen in on people’s conversations.” 

			He ignored my statement. “Are you?” 

			“She’s my therapist.” 

			He smirked. 

			“What?’ I asked when my eyebrow shot up. 

			“You mean she’s your psychiatrist.” He said while scanning the hallway. 

			I answered immediately. “No, she’s my therapist, just like I said.”

			He shrugged his shoulders. “Okay, call it whatever you want.”

			“I will.”

			He rubbed his neck and shrugged his shoulders. “I call mine a shrink.”

			I paused. I had no idea he talked to anyone.

			“I didn’t know you...”

			He cut me off. So infuriating. “So what’s the medication for?” he asked, totally ignoring my weak apology.

			“I have nightmares.”

			He paused and looked me over. “Nightmares?”

			“Yes, nightmares.”

			His stance shifted. “About what?”

			I bit my lip. If he only knew. “Things.”

			He leaned forward. “What kind of things? Are they about me?”

			I turned, and he spun me around until my back was pressed against the cold concrete. His face rested right in front of mine. “Do you dream about me, Echo?”

			I started to step to my right, and his hand lifted, he rested his palm against the wall. The same thing happened when I tried to step to the left. 

			“Let me go,” I whispered. 

			His facial expression changed. “Do you?”

			“Why does it matter to you?!” 

			He leaned into my ear and his lips grazed my skin. I shuddered, allowing my eyes to close.

			“Because I dream about you.” He whispered. 

			I ducked under his arm and ran away as quickly as I could. My heartbeat raced in my chest, and my body trembled. Every part of me ached for him, and I wasn’t even sure why. He infuriated me, but the more I fought against it, the worse it seemed to be.

			I spent the rest of the day in a daze. Everything he said haunted me.   

			Finally, the bell rang and this day had ended, releasing us into the weekend. Tonight I would be out on a date. My first one and I was trying very hard to look forward to it and push Thorn out of my mind, but he lingered there like a broken promise of what could be and not what was.

			The nervous tension that boiled up in me every time we spoke was becoming a habit. 

			I liked it, no…I loved it. 

			I loved how it made me feel as if I were standing right on the edge, ready to jump.

			Or perhaps be pushed over.

			I grabbed my things and stood up, ready to escape. Mattie had enthusiastically offered to help doll me up…her words, not mine.

			I stepped out, and Daniel grinned at me. I bit my lip and walked up to him only to hear a voice come from behind me. It was Bri. I almost cringed, but held it together for the sake of not giving her the pleasure of visibly disturbing me.  

			“Are you two lovebirds coming to the private party tonight?” she asked. 

			I closed my eyes and then turned to face her. Tailor stood at her side. My eyes lifted, and she was studying my expression, the coy look on her face infuriated me. “They won’t come; it’s in the pine.” She said mockingly. 

			Tailor spoke directly to Daniel and I chimed in. “Sure, yeah. We can come.” I said. Tailor immediately looked at me and the muscles in her jaw flexed. I took a breath and she nodded to me.

			“I didn’t expect you to be so brave.” She muttered. 

			“You don’t know me,” I said as the muscles in my jaw tightened then relaxed. She had dared me…dared me. She wasn’t going to win.

			His little cheerleader wasn’t going to best me ever again.  

			 “Here.” Bri handed me a piece of paper, and I looked at it. It had a longitude and latitude written on it.

			“No address?”

			Tailor laughed. “Use the GPS map on your phone.” 

			I sighed. “Yeah, of course.”

			Bri smiled, and Tailor pulled her down the hallway. I stood there with Daniel behind me and finally he spoke up. I rolled my eyes as I turned. “I’m so sorry.” I waved the paper in my hand. “We don’t have to go there if you don’t want to. Honestly, it doesn’t matter to me. I shouldn’t have answered for both of us without asking if you wanted to go.”

			He paused and took one last look down the hallway. 

			“No, we can go. Sounds like fun, right?”

			“Are you sure?” I asked, and he grinned. “Listen, whatever you want to do is fine with me, okay?”

			I lowered the paper in my hand and then felt an arm around me. I smiled as Mattie hugged me from the side. “What’s up?”

			“Party,” Daniel said, and her eyebrow cocked. “Oh, yeah?”

			“No address, just a map,” I added as I lifted the paper in my hand. “Oh, let me see!” 

			She took it from me and turned it in her hand. “Oh, I’ve heard about this! It’s a private party and the location always changes every year. Wow, you two got invited to it? It’s super exclusive. I don’t know anyone who’s ever gone.”

			“Yeah, lucky us,” I muttered under my breath. 

			“So, can I come?” she asked, and I opened my mouth. “Yes!” My voice echoed in the hallway. 

			I had to look at Daniel, immediately regretting my enthusiastic sabotage of our first date.

			“Oh, Daniel.” I tilted my head, and he faked a smile. 

			“Sure, I’ll pick you both up at seven. I’m sure by the time we get out there it’ll be dark enough.”

			“Of course it will, here in Transylvania.” Mattie kicked out her best Romanian accent, and I giggled. “This isn’t Transylvania, I’ve been there, and the sun actually shows up, unlike it does here.” 

			“Oh! I want details, tell me everything about those sexy vampire boys who live there.”

			I smiled, and she started to drag me down the hallway by the arm. “You mean the humans that live there?” I stopped walking and tilted my head. “You do know that vampires are not real, right, Mattie?”

			She rolled her eyes. “What girl doesn’t dream about some tortured hottie with sharp fangs and a thirst for your blood?”

			“What sane person would?” I asked.

			She leaned in and grinned. “Who said I was sane?”

			I let her drag me along as I yelled back to Daniel. “See you tonight!” he waved and she jerked me around the corner and out of sight.

			I returned home, and my aunt was dressed in a fancy cocktail dress and a pair of shiny black heels that allowed her to walk without fear of falling. She turned in front of the mirror and stared at herself. She ran her hand along her side as I shut the door and Mattie stood next to me. 

			“You look amazing!” she cried out, and my aunt turned with a huge grin on her face. 

			“He’s taking me to a nice restaurant in Crows Landing, Cloud 9.”

			Mattie lit up. “OMG, that place is fabulous, and it’s a spa, too. Oh, he’s a naughty boy!” 

			My aunt narrowed her eyes. “What do you mean?”

			“A spa? Come on. It’s going to end up in towels and steam tonight.”

			She wagged a finger at her. “You are far too mature for your age, Mattie.”

			Mattie hid her laughter. I stepped in. “I’m sure that Mr. Jenny’s intentions are honorable.” My aunt leaned toward me and winked. “I hope not.” I blushed. 

			“So, what’s the plan tonight?” Luna asked. 

			Both Mattie and I stood there in silence. 

			“Girls?”

			Mattie parted her lips, and I fell on the sword. “Movie. In fact, Mattie’s coming along with us.”

			Aunt Luna’s eyebrows rose. “Oh? Is that a new thing?”

			I frowned. “What?”

			“Three people on a date?” My aunt asked innocently enough. 

			Mattie stepped in for the save. “It’s a double date. I have a boy, too.”

			My aunt smiled as she placed a hat on her head and tilted it. “Does this boy have a name?”

			Mattie bit her lip, and I verbally volleyed for her. “Bob.”

			“Bob? Does he go to PR?” My aunt turned and placed her hands on her hips.

			Mattie shook her head. “No, no. He’s from Crow’s Landing.”

			“Importing them in, huh?” she said with the snap of her fingers. 

			Mattie let out some nervous laughter. “Well.”

			My aunt walked to the door, and the knock came. Both Mattie and I smiled at her. She glanced at the clock. “He’s always right on time.”

			She opened the door, and Mr. Jenny was standing there with a bouquet of roses. The smell wafted into the room, and both Mattie, and I took a deep breath. 

			She paused and looked back at the two of us. “11 pm, no later.”

			We nodded, and she left us standing there. 

			I let out a huge sigh. 

			“Eeee!” Mattie said like we should be proud. I crossed my arms over my chest, and she noticed my frown. “What?” she asked. 

			“We lied.”

			She took my hand. “No, we elaborated.”

			“Come on.”

			We sat in my room, and Mattie dumped the contents of her bag onto my bed. She ran her hand through everything and started to separate the lipstick from the eyeshadow and the blush. She made three piles and then tapped her bottom lip with her finger while she stared at my face. Finally, I spoke up. 

			“Make-up really isn’t my thing.” 

			“What is your thing, Echo?”

			I bit my lip, and she rose to her knees and eyed me. “Up, please.”

			“I feel bad about doing this.”

			Her eyebrow cocked. “About what?”

			“Going to the pine. My aunt told me to stay out of the woods. She said it was dangerous.”

			Mattie let out a huge sigh. “Do you always do exactly what you’re supposed to do?”

			I paused. Clearly, she was disappointed. “No.” 

			“Well, good.” She chirped with a wink. 

			Funny how Thorn had asked me the same question. They seemed to be very similar in that way. Both had this way of tempting me into doing things that I normally wouldn’t do.

			It reminded me of Midnight. 

			I pushed myself up onto my knees, and she picked up a black compact and clicked it open. She dabbed her brush in it and then went to work on my chin, slowly moving to my cheeks and rushing over my nose. She dabbed it again and finished up on my forehead after gently running it over my right eye then the left one. I blinked and wiggled my nose. She grinned and set her brush aside, quickly snatching up a thinner brush and let her free hand move over an assortment of smaller containers with various shades of brown to black compacted powder. She picked up the black one and popped it open, dipping the tip into it and leaning into my face. I could feel it start to move through my eyebrow, so I tried very hard to stay still. 

			“So, when are you going to tell my cousin that you only want to be friends?”

			I pulled back, and the brush left my skin and hovered there. Her expression didn’t change, but I’m sure mine did. 

			“What? No, I like Daniel. He’s…he’s so…you know. Nice.” 

			She looked down and let out a small laugh. It was more of a “whatever” reaction, and she was right. My response was about as passionate as I felt about Daniel at this point. Sure, he was cute when I first saw him in my bathroom and perhaps the fact that I had never been alone with a boy anywhere in my life had a huge impact on my reaction to him. But more than that, Thorn had changed me, everything about me, from the way he spoke to me, to the way his cold hand felt against mine, and his voice…oh God, his voice, like a siren’s song to my ears. Every time he spoke to me the world faded around us. 

			Not to mention the kiss.

			That kiss.  

			Fingers snapped in front of my face and Mattie’s eyes came into focus. 

			“What kiss?” 

			I narrowed my eyes. “What?” I asked, completely bewildered. 

			“You said…not to mention the kiss. Did Daniel kiss you? Don’t tell me; he sucked right?”

			I shook my head and looked down at the pile of make-up between us.

			“No, I mean yes…I mean, no… he didn’t kiss me.”

			She tilted her head and reached up, getting to work on my second brow. “I have a feeling that you’re hiding something, something huge, Echo.”

			I started to shake my head, and she grabbed my chin, holding me in place while she traced my brow to the tip and I felt the brush leave my skin.

			She leaned back and gave me a stare that chilled my blood. 

			“Thorn. It was Thorn.” I blurted it out. 

			She leaned up with wide eyes. “Whoa, wait, what?” 

			I nodded and sat down, crossing my legs under me. She mirrored me, and there we sat in the middle of my bed as I struggled to find the right words, then they tumbled out of me like waves crashing against the shore. 

			“My first day here we, I mean, he…I thought he was joking. He acted so interested in me so of course, I blew him off, and finally, I confronted him because come on, look at me.”

			Mattie sighed. “I am, you’re beautiful, Echo.”

			My head felt light, and she took my hand and smiled. “Then what happened?” she asked. 

			I swallowed hard and continued, sharing my bizarre story with her. 

			“He asked me out for coffee, we were supposed to meet for lunch, but he never showed up, and I was upset. I shouldn’t have been, I mean, I had just met him, so it was ridiculous to be mad, right?” I asked as both my eyebrows shot up. Mattie squeezed my hand. “No, I would have been furious!” 

			I let out another sigh. “Really? Because I thought it was a little overly dramatic on my part.”

			“Pffft. I would have been P to the ISSED.” She spelled it out, and I laughed. 

			“Okay, well that makes me feel a little better because I thought I may be crazy.”

			She leaned forward. “Girl, no. You are not crazy. That’s just rude.”

			I tightened my lips and then relaxed them. “Okay, well I didn’t see him the rest of the day, and when I left, I was, well, I guess I was upset, so I went to the cemetery.”

			Mattie chimed in. “Oh, very gothic of you.”

			I looked down at our hands. “No, um.” I lifted my eyes and tried to hide my emotions, but it was impossible. “Midnight is buried there; I mean…the casket is, in the mausoleum.”

			“Oh, hon. Geeze. Foot in mouth. I’m sorry, I didn’t even think about that.”

			I adjusted my shoulders and licked my bottom lip, allowing my teeth to graze it. “No, it’s cool. I know you didn’t mean anything bad.” 

			“So, you go to the cemetery.” She said, egging me on. 

			I looked at her, and my eyes lit up. “He showed up out of nowhere.”

			She let my hand go. Her palm lifted. “Wait, he, as in Thorn Vega?”

			I swallowed again and gave a quick nod. “Yeah.”

			She adjusted on the bed and placed her chin in her hands. “Go on.”

			“I don’t know, he started talking, and I got mad, and he got mad, and boom, the next thing I know we were kissing.”

			She squealed, and I jumped. She placed her hands over her mouth and stared at me with wide eyes. The small traces of light danced off of her pupils and highlighted the beautiful blue that never changed for her like my eyes did. 

			I tried to hide my smile, but it was hard. The story seemed even cooler when I said it out loud, and it felt good to talk about it after keeping it in.

			She removed her hand and parted her lips, rightfully shocked. I was amused that she was speechless, but finally, she composed herself and cleared her throat. 

			“That is just so bad.”

			My smile quickly faded. “Is it? Yeah, you’re right. It was bad. It’s horrible.”

			She laughed and took both of my hands in hers. “Oh my GOD, no…bad as in GOOD bad. I would die. Honestly, I would! How romantic! Kissing you right there in the cemetery? GAH!” 

			The edge of my lip curled, and she reached down and started to decide on my lipstick. She picked up the bright red. 

			“This is it, for sure, my gothic princess.”

			I blinked a couple of times, and she leaned in, running it along my top lip and then my bottom one. She sat back and smiled. “You are gorgeous. Look!” 

			She held the mirror up. I stared at myself, completely shocked at the transformation. My lips looked so plump and inviting. My eyebrows perfectly manicured, my skin flawless. Then I sucked in my breath when I saw what appeared to be Thorn’s reflection in the mirror behind me, right outside my window. I quickly turned and of course he wasn’t there. My heart raced, and I looked back to her letting out a laugh that echoed in the room. 
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			I stepped up to the top of the stairs and looked down at myself. Mattie had decided that I didn’t have anything that showed off my body, not that I think I have one, but she insisted that I wear something of hers. So she gave me a tight fitting black lace dress that ended above my knee that had gold thread sewn throughout. It covered my neck and had long sleeves, and of course, she had a cute little black jacket, in velvet, that fit snug and had three small gold buttons dead center, that looked like brushed gold. It held it together in the front. It was warmer than I expected it to be. She brought knee high black boots with her that reminded me of the ones you would wear while riding a horse and they fit my legs perfectly. 

			Heels would have killed me. 

			She insisted that I wear the black hose that felt more like sweater material that had a finite design on them that wasn’t overpowering the dress. 

			Her words not mine. 

			She wasn’t kidding when she said that she took dates seriously. 

			Mattie completed my look by curling my hair, which I never do and allowing it to cascade down my back and over my shoulders. I fought the urge to tuck it behind my ear as I usually do. 

			I felt…pretty. It was nice to feel this way. 

			Nice to feel special. 

			I made my way down and around the corner and spotted Daniel at the bottom of the stairs. He had on a white t-shirt, black jacket, and dark jeans. They were cuffed at the bottom and sat firmly against the tops of his black tennis shoes. His hair was slicked back, and his cheeks looked rosier than usual. He is handsome, and I wish I could return his affection, but I had been ensnared by Thorn, and I knew that the longer I waited, the worse it would be. I paused and tapped the thick black banister and continued, knowing that I would have to tell him the truth. 

			I took the last step, and Daniel looked me over. 

			“I’m severely underdressed.” He muttered.

			I lifted my hand and quickly abandoned the idea of messing with my hair. I lowered it and smiled. 

			Nervous habit, along with the lip biting. 

			“No, you aren’t, this is all Mattie, trust me. She thought I should step out of my comfort zone, so she destroyed it with a sledgehammer.”

			He chuckled, and it broke the tension. I was glad I could make him laugh.

			He leaned in. “You look great if that helps.”

			I pressed my lips together and wanted to thank him, but before I could, Mattie came rushing in and grinned at me. She too had a dress on, the same length as mine, only hers was red, as red as blood, and it hugged her curves. Her hips were slightly wider than mine, and her thighs were a tad bit bigger. Not that anyone with any butt or legs at all wouldn’t beat me out in that department. 

			She had a white leather jacket on, and I envied her bravery. If I had put that jacket on it would already be smudged in ten different places. 

			She placed her hands on her hips and looked me over. “D to the AMN girl.” 

			“D to the AMN to you, too,” I said. Happy to return her compliment. Mattie was exceptionally cute. Her blonde hair was perfectly highlighted, and she had pulled it up to the top of her head in a large bun. Her jawline was heart shaped, and it suited her good nature. Her eyes were a bright blue, the kind you couldn’t forget, and they sat beneath perfectly manicured eyebrows. Pair that with a button nose and full lips, and there you had it. Mattie Fitzpatrick. Heartbreaker.

			“Let’s rock.” She said, and Daniel nodded.  

			We pulled up to the edge of the forest. The dim moonlight slid up the hood of his black Cadillac Coupe DeVille, circa 1981. The car rocked like a boat as it came to a stop. The interior was beautiful and carefully attended to. It had red leather seats with white accents. The steering wheel was white with black stripes. It was customized. Obviously, Daniel loved this car. I hadn’t taken him for an enthusiast at all, but I could appreciate it. If you love something, then pour your heart into it. There’s no reason not to.

			Mattie lifted her phone and pointed into the trees. “It looks like it’s a half a mile that way.”

			“A half a mile?” Daniel asked as he eyed her in the rearview mirror. She looked up and tapped him on the shoulder. “No worries, if you get tired I can give you a piggy back ride.” 

			“I’m sure I can handle it,” He opened his door and stepped out as I opened mine. He reached me right in time to offer a hand, so I took it, letting him help me to my feet. Mattie stepped out of the car and shut her door while the light of her cell phone lit up her large blue eyes. Her expression amused me. She looked like a kid on Christmas morning. I hadn’t taken her for the adventurous type, but I guess she was. Midnight would have loved her, and I’m sure they would have been the best of friends. Me? I’m just a sad stand-in compared to my sister. The thought of it made me pause until Mattie spoke up. 

			“Did you bring the flashlights?” She asked, adjusting the bottom of her dress. 

			Daniel walked to the trunk and opened it. The creaking noise echoed off in the trees. He shut it with a bang and walked back to us, handing me a flashlight and then giving one to Mattie. She clicked it on and made her way to the edge of the treeline, staring into the screen of her phone and then she lowered it. She shined the light into the trees and shook her shoulders out. She looked back at me and grinned, giving me a wink. “Ready?”

			I nodded to her, even though I wasn’t sure if I was. I had a feeling that Thorn would be there and I had mixed emotions about this entire night, but most of all, I dreaded the inevitable conversation that I knew I needed to have with Daniel. I felt terrible, but the longer I delayed it, the worse it would be. I needed to gather my courage and just take the plunge before things went any further. 

			Mattie pushed ahead, leading the way and I stepped into the thick forest of pine and turned my flashlight on, and so did Daniel. We walked side by side without saying a word for a few minutes, and then finally I spoke up because the awkward tension was driving me insane. 

			“I have to tell you something.”

			Daniel continued to walk shoulder to shoulder with me, his light swung back and forth and crisscrossed with mine. I could see Mattie was probably about fifteen feet ahead of us, if not more. 

			“I already know.” I glanced at him. “You do?”

			He stopped, and the dull light of my flashlight lit up his face. His expression was calm and his voice steady. “Well yeah, when you invited Mattie along it sort of nailed it home.”

			I looked down and sighed. I felt so horrible that I had been such a jerk and not told him before now. “I…I’m sorry, I am,” I said in a half whisper. He leaned toward me. “Why?”

			My eyebrow rose. “You like me and I like you, but I think it’s different for both of us.”

			“Echo. I like you, I do, but I didn’t ask you to marry me. I asked you out on a date; that was it. I thought it would be fun.”

			I nodded. “Oh, I know that.” I started walking, hoping I hadn’t taken him all wrong. Maybe I was making it out to be a lot more than it was. Then I looked over and could see his expression. He was sad, and it made me feel even worse. I stopped and touched his hand. 

			“Friends, right?”

			He half grinned. “Of course, always.” 

			Mattie yelled back to us. “Keep up!” 

			We both abandoned the moment and half jogged to catch up with her. She was standing there with her hand on her hip. 

			“What?” I asked. 

			She turned her back toward us as she stood on the top of the incline. We both made our way to her, and I stepped up to her left side while Daniel stepped up to her right. We looked down and in the distance. There we could see it. The light from a large fire. Mattie slid her phone into her pocket and took my hand. She shook it. 

			“Here we go.” She said with excitement in her voice. I glanced at Daniel, and he was staring at me, but quickly looked away. “Let’s do this.” He said, and all three of us started to move down the hill, carefully placing our feet sideways so we wouldn’t fall. I was so glad to be wearing boots. Anything else without a grip and I’d be flipping head over heels down the hill and arriving at this party in grand Echo Navarri style. 

			Graceless as usual. 
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			The wood was piled high in the clearing. Large tree trunks were gathered together, standing upright and leaning inward, forming a teepee. The flames shot up above it, carrying sparks that floated toward the open sky. I tilted my head, and there I spotted them, stars. What the day refused to offer, the night seemed to produce in abundance. A clear sky which shocked me. I hadn’t seen one since I arrived here, and to be honest, I didn’t expect to ever see one again. A few more days and I was going to beg Mattie to take me to visit Crow’s Landing just to find the sun again before I forgot what it felt like. 

			But here among the sweet scent of pine, I gladly closed my eyes and let the stars shine down on me, taking in what little light they offered on my behalf. They say that most of the stars could now be extinguished and we wouldn’t even know it because the traveling light in the universe masks their demise. People may be like this too, and with that thought, I looked around and found the brightest star that I could. The only real sun here in Port Royal, for me anyway, that of Thorn Vega. 

			He was standing next to the massive fire and staring me down. His fists were clenched at his sides. I could see Tailor whispering to him, and he waved her off. She stepped away from him and crossed her arms over her chest. She didn’t look happy, and I enjoyed the thought of her being told to shut up. It wasn’t that we had had many words between us, but what few there had been, were wrought with this unpleasant fake feeling, one that sank deep inside of me and waited there to meet up with the reality of who she was. 

			I didn’t trust her at all, but Bri, well, she didn’t seem so bad. I had a feeling that she was a victim of circumstance, maybe stuck in place without a clear path to freedom. I could relate to that. I had always felt stuck in place. As I said before, my parents and Midnight were the adventurous ones; I wasn’t. 

			Regardless of the strange things that had happened in Port Royal since I arrived, it still felt more stable than traveling with my parents into foreign lands, seeking out civilizations of the past and people long since dead and buried. 

			I felt something cold tap the side of my arm, and I looked down to see a flask in Mattie’s hand. The fire played off the smooth metal and danced along in no clear pattern exposing the embossed F on the side of it. She wiggled it and gave me a wink. 

			“Something to warm you up.” She whispered. Little did she know that alcohol wasn’t needed. The mere sight of Thorn did more to heat me up than anything in a bottle could ever do. He made my whole body hum and my mind race to make sense of it. Maybe I should just set the need to explain it away aside and accept it just as it is. Completely and utterly all consuming. 

			 “No, I’m good,” I said.  

			Mattie took a quick drink and laughed as a bit of the pungent liquor rolled down her chin. She wiped it with her open palm and both Tailor and Bri stepped up to us. Bri half grinned at me and gave me a timid wave while Tailor looked me over and quickly found a new target when her eyes landed on Daniel. 

			“Well, now.” She said, stepping forward and placing a hand on his chest. The flames lit up the back of her tall black boots that rested above her knee. I could see black fishnet against the pale skin of her leg and the black leather mini skirt that hugged her muscular thighs. Her butt popped out as she rocked onto her tip toes to lean up into Daniel’s ear. She whispered something to him, and he smiled. I have no idea what she said, but she took his hand and led him away like a puppy dog. I wasn’t jealous, not at all, more like worried for him. 

			Bri reached out, and Mattie handed her the flask. She tilted her head back and took a big swig, lowering it and allowing the liquid to dribble down her chin. She laughed and gave Mattie a wink and Mattie returned her attention with a coy smile. “Come, dance,” Bri said, and I watched Mattie take her hand and off she went without saying a word. 

			Well, great. Here I am at my first party and my only friends have abandoned me without as much as a goodbye or see ya later. I scanned the forest and could make out shadows here and there. It seemed that not many kids had shown up yet. I spotted Tailor holding Daniel’s hand and swaying in front of him, and Bri pulled Mattie around the back of the large fire and disappeared from my sight. I looked everywhere and couldn’t find Thorn. He had vanished. Perfect. It wasn’t like I expected him to talk to me, but I did want the chance to confront him and say what was on my mind once and for all. I wanted to know why more than anything else. Why kiss me? Why pay attention to me at all only to walk away and act like nothing happened? Why continually annoy me, pushing every button that I had. 

			So infuriating. 

			I crossed my arms over my chest and then unraveled them when I heard his voice. I turned, and there he stood before me, hair in place, flawless skin, full pouty lips and the fire played off of his eyes dancing in rhythm with my heartbeat. I let out a short breath, and a white puff of smoke escaped my lips. He licked his and bit his bottom lip, finally releasing it but his eyes wandered down my body and back up it again making my hands tingle. 

			“You look so beautiful.” He said with confidence as his fire filled eyes lingered on my mouth. I parted my lips and gathered what courage I could, shirking off his ability to charm me at will. 

			“Thank Mattie,” I said without much emotion. The edge of his lip curled in amusement. I was visibly annoyed with him, and I think he was enjoying it. 

			“I will.” He added. 

			I shoved my hands into my pockets and shifted my feet, trying to control the moment before it had a chance to control me. 

			“So,” I said, and he narrowed his eyes. “So.” He repeated, and I jumped in head first without a hope of swimming. 

			“Why did you kiss me?”

			He crossed his arms and looked around the forest then settled his gaze back on me. 

			“Do you always have to have a reason attached to everything, Echo Navarri?”

			I leaned toward him. “Don’t do that.”

			His eyebrow rose. “Do what?”

			I waved my hand at him. “That…that whole answering my question with a question, which isn’t an answer, by the way, it’s just annoying.”

			He shifted his feet and nodded to me. “Oh, I annoy you?”

			I nodded to him. “Of course you do. First, you want to hang out, then you don’t…then you show up in the cemetery and kiss me, but after that…”

			 I trailed off as the music got louder. I hadn’t even noticed it until now. Maybe I was too fired up to care about anything but this opportunity to get what I wanted out of him once and for all. 

			I had only looked away for a second or two, and he was behind me, whispering in my right ear. “You shouldn’t be here.”

			I blinked, and he was stepping up in front of me, allowing the firelight to glide along his tight jawline and the side of his muscular neck. I could see the muscles flex and moan, but the one thing I didn’t see was the pulse. The tiny flicker of life that causes the large vein in everyone’s throat to move just under the surface of the skin. My eyes lingered there, and he spoke to me in a soft whisper. 

			“Forget me.”

			“I was invited here.”

			“Forget me.” He repeated. 

			I blinked and looked him square in the eye. “Why? Why should I forget about you?”

			His brow furrowed and he appeared confused. “Forget me.” He spoke a little louder, and I laughed. 

			“I heard you the first time; I get it.” 

			He reached out and touched my hand; it chilled me to the bone, and I jerked it back from him. The look on his face was one of worry. I wasn’t sure why he thought that telling me to do something would render this conversation null and void, taking all my questions right along with it. 

			I stepped toward him, and he took one step back. It was a strange feeling having control of a situation, but I did. It was the first time that I could ever remember taking the upper hand with anything, but I wanted closure. I’m sick of not having any.

			I buried my sister without it; I won’t let Thorn’s kiss be buried right along with it.

			“Tell me, what are you afraid of?” I asked with aggression. “Do I scare you as much as you scare me?”

			I paused. The words had come out of me before my mind had a chance to catch up. I was scared, but not of him. I was afraid of how he made me feel. The desperation and longing had worn away at me, and I was tired of dealing with it. He could just come clean, right now, and we could both move on. I had already passed up an opportunity to be with a perfectly nice guy. Daniel was nice, safe…normal. I could have so easily accepted his feelings and learned to return them over time. But no. I let Thorn stop me, and I can’t do this, I won’t do this.

			Life is too short.  

			He parted his lips, and I was ready to accept whatever he said and move on, but just as he began to speak I heard something strange off in the distance. It sounded like a horn blowing and then howling. Wolves? 

			“No,” he said sharply as he stared into the darkness. 

			Thorn grabbed my hand and started to run, pulling me along with him until finally we were away from the fire and I could only make out the faint light of it off in the distance. I tried to catch my breath, to ask him why we had run and then I heard it, the first scream, then the second followed by the third. The horn blew again, and the howling followed louder this time. 

			“What’s happening?” I asked, half out of breath. Thorn gripped my hand tighter and continued to run, dragging me along at an unimaginable pace. Finally, it proved to be too much for me, and I fell, sliding down a steep slope, tumbling over myself until finally I landed at the bottom and felt the sharp pain to the back of my head. I reached back and could feel the moisture on my skin. I pulled my hand out, and it trembled. I could see the glossy shine on my fingertips. My vision blurred, and I looked up the hill and could see a flash of blonde hair and then eyes, red ones staring down at me. 

			I stumbled to my feet and heard the hooves digging deep into the ground and the growls. I moved back and then turned, rushing forward and away from the danger I felt digging into my soul. I ran, breaking through brush and thick pine needles. The branches beat at me, bruising my skin and leaving behind a sting that lingered. Finally, I broke clear of the trees and had to stop at the edge of a cliff. I gasped, forcing myself back. I stared down at the jagged rocks and crashing waves far below me. 

			Then I closed my eyes. I could feel a dark presence behind me. 

			Something ancient and evil. 

			Something that hunted without mercy. 

			I turned to face it, and my mouth lay open as white puffs of smoke rose up above me. I held my hand out as a large black buck stood before me with deep red eyes and black antlers that snaked their way toward the night sky. It dug its cloven hoof into the ground and let out a noise that shook me to my core. I took a step back, and it lunged at me only to be caught by a dark shadow from the side. It let out an inhuman cry as it rolled back into the thick pine. 

			This couldn’t possibly be real. My terrible nightmares had broken free and invaded my waking hours. 

			I tried to control my breathing, but it was nearly impossible. I took one slow step forward, then another, carefully listening to the battle that ensued and then a terrible sound occurred, that of breaking bone accompanied by a high pitched scream that echoed through the forest and out across the sea. 

			I held my breath, scanning the darkness with blurred eyes caused by a terrible throbbing to the back of my head. Then I narrowed them, trying to make out what was moving toward me. The teeth appeared first, then the dark, soulless eyes, and the large head. 

			A wolf emerged from the pine, and I backed up one step, then two, finally it was one step too many and I yelled as I slipped from the side of the cliff and felt my body drop. I stared up into the star filled sky, and a sudden peace fell over me. I extended my arms out and closed my eyes. I could hear Midnight speaking as clearly as ever. 

			“I love you, Echo.” 

			 “I love you, too,” I whispered. 

			Then I felt arms wrap around me and pull me in tight. I blinked a couple of times and could see Thorn staring down on me. The wind whipped all around us as we continued to fall. He didn’t speak, but the look on his face told me everything I needed to know. 

			He was scared, as scared as anyone ever could be. I buried my face in his chest and everything faded to black. 
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			I woke to muffled voices and splintered light. My eyes fluttered, and a suspended television came into view. A blonde headed woman sat behind a desk reporting the news. 

			“Animal attacks in Port Royal, news at seven.”

			I took a deep breath and then groaned. My side ached, so did my head and pretty much the rest of me. I swallowed and tried to speak, but no words came out. I looked down and could see the IV attached to my arm, and I fingered at it only to see a hand swoop in and stop me. I looked up, and my dad’s face came into focus. I rolled my eyes and fought through the groggy haze. 

			“Dad?” My voice cracked, and he reached in and touched my face, gently moving his thumb across my cheek. 

			“Echo, can you hear me, honey?”

			My mom stepped into view and sat down on the bed next to me. I looked at her, and a tear ran down my cheek. She leaned in and kissed my forehead, then backed away and smiled at me. She played with my hair, an old habit that I missed and that she hadn’t practiced since I was little.

			“What’s going on? Where’s Mattie and Daniel?” I asked. My voice sounded raspy, and my throat ached. 

			“Your friends? Both fine.” I relaxed into the pillow.

			“Oh, sweetheart. It seems you fell down a steep hill in the pine and got a concussion. We’re just grateful he found you in time. The doctor’s said you could have died from hyperthermia.”

			“I fell?”

			“Yes, and you hit your head on a sharp rock. The cut was deep; you needed stitches. Five of them.” 

			“You said, he found me, who?” I tried to adjust on the hospital bed, and my dad looked back and there he stood, Thorn Vega. I looked down and remembered bits and pieces of everything. The horn blowing, the howling wolves, then the large black buck with red eyes and my fall from the cliff, only Thorn was there, holding me as we fell. 

			How was that even possible? 

			Admittedly, I must have been knocked out from the fall and imagined the rest. 

			My parents stood up and stared down at me. “We’ll get the doctor.”

			I nodded to them as they left the room and Thorn stood there in the shadows. He took a step forward, and the look on his face was one of sadness. I licked my dry lips and adjusted on the bed. He stepped up and looked me over. He sat down and took my hand, not saying a word. 

			“Thank you,” I whispered.

			His deep blue eyes lifted and they seemed brighter than usual. 

			“Don’t thank me.” He said quietly. I leaned down. “You…you saved me.”

			He blinked a couple of times and then leaned forward. I relaxed into my pillow and ignored the dull ache in the back of my head. 

			“It was luck.”

			I shook my head. “I would be dead if not for you.”

			“There are things worse than death.” He whispered. My mind wandered, and I remembered that my aunt had said the same thing about James and Carrie.

			 He lifted my hand and stared at the back of it. He turned my palm over and ran his thumb across my wrist and then leaned in and pressed his lips against my veins, lingering there as his body trembled. I rolled my hand over and cupped his face. He looked up at me with a deep sadness in his eyes. 

			I parted my lips, and he leaned into me, speaking in a harsh whisper. “I’m not good for you; you should tell me to leave and never come back. Please, please tell me to leave.”

			I shook my head while I stared at his lips. “I can’t.” 

			He gently moved forward, grazing my skin at first and I closed my eyes. Then I felt his lips press harder and a moan rose from the back of his throat. I reached back and ran my hand through his hair forcing him to stay when I could tell that he wanted to run away. His lips tore away. I could tell he was fighting this as much as I was. He leaned his forehead against mine and let out a slow breath. “I’m in trouble.” I smiled, and let out a small laugh. “Me, too.” 

			He opened his eyes and licked his bottom lip then bit into it. I could see a small trace of blood, and he stood up and sucked on his bottom lip. 

			“I…”

			The doctor walked in and had a clipboard in his hand. Thorn rubbed the side of his neck and glanced at him. I desperately wanted him to stay, but he nodded to me. “You need rest.”

			“Thorn.” My plea was left unanswered as he left the room without looking back. My heart was torn in two. One side ached to be with him, and the other wanted shelter. 

			It wasn’t until that moment that I knew without a doubt that I was drowning with no hope of survival and to be honest, I didn’t want to be saved. 

			Days passed and finally I returned home with my parents. My dad rushed around the side of the car and helped me out. My legs felt weak, and I carried a dull headache in the back of my head. The doctor said I would recover, but if any disorientation took place, then I had to revisit him and get another cat scan. From what they could tell I had escaped with the mild concussion, a torn muscle in my right calf and a hairline fracture to my left shoulder blade, not to mention the five stitches to the back of my head. Things could have been much worse. 

			A week passed, then two, and I started to feel much better. I hobbled out of my room and into the hallway teetering on my crutches. I made my way to the top of the stairs and had to stop when a vision hit me, one that kept coming back time and time again. I could see the red eyes and dark black antlers reaching into the night sky. I half stumbled when a sharp pain raced through my right temple.  

			My aunt came around the corner and up the stairs with a tray in hand. She paused and looked me over. Her eyes appeared dull and her skin pale. She had been crying. I could tell. I tilted my head and backed away, allowing her to make her way past me. She turned and held the tray in hand trying her best to appear joyful. 

			“Aunt Luna?” 

			She bit her lip and started to walk toward my room. “You shouldn’t be up, honey. Come back to bed and eat. I made some chicken noodle soup. I’m not going to brag, but it’s the best in the world, so you should take advantage of it.” 

			She paused by my door, and I reluctantly made my way back to my room, passing by her and reaching my bed. My body was sore from not moving more than anything now. I wanted for nothing more than to shed these crutches and go back to school. The sooner, the better.

			But more than that I wanted to see Thorn. It had been weeks.  

			I set my crutches down and made my way back into my bed. I leaned against my headboard, and she stepped up and placed the tray across my lap. She sat down and picked up the spoon, gingerly placing it into the bowl and then blowing on it. She lifted it to my lips, and I grinned.

			“I can do that.”

			She shook the spoon, and I parted my lips. She placed it inside, and the broth was exquisite. The flavors danced across my tongue and forced me to make a noise that meant only one thing…I loved it. She grinned and dipped the spoon back into the bowl. 

			“I should have known what you were doing, Echo.”

			I chewed and swallowed. “What do you mean?”

			“Going into that dark place.”

			I looked down and then back up to her. “I should have told you, I’m sorry. You warned me, and I didn’t listen to you. I lied, I’m so sorry.”

			She set the spoon down and stood up, making her way over to the window. She stared out into the thick pine. 

			“No, this is my fault. I should have known better than to think that I could take care of you properly. I was selfish, and fool hearted to believe that I could provide a good home for you.” 

			“How? How were you selfish?” I asked. “I went to that party without telling you what I was doing. If anything, this is my fault. You should have known where I was, especially since I seem to be so clumsy. This is totally on me, Aunt Luna. It isn’t your fault. It really isn’t.” 

			She turned back. “I was with him that night. We…well, I feel horrible.”

			It took me a second to catch up, but when I did, I blushed. She meant Mr. Jenny, and she meant she was with him…like with him, with him. My heart fluttered. 

			“You don’t need to feel bad, honestly. This is totally on me, and I should be grounded or something, right? Just ground me. Trust me; I deserve it. I’ll stay home for the rest of the year. I won’t go anywhere. Nowhere at all, except school. I have to go there, but everything else? Done.” 

			She laughed and turned back to look me over. “Your parents love you very much.”

			“They’re gone aren’t they?” I asked, suddenly feeling an emptiness. “Tomorrow is the anniversary of her…” I trailed off.  

			She sighed and made her way back over to the bed. She sat down and leaned in, touching my cheek. “Yes, they flew out late last night after they visited her grave.” I lowered my eyes, and she lifted my chin. “It isn’t you, your dad, well, he’s obsessed. They love you, Echo, trust me, they do.”

			“They miss her,” I whispered. 

			“Oh, sweetness.” She hugged me, and I relaxed into her shoulder, staring out the window and into something I didn’t expect to see. Clear sky. I narrowed my eyes. 

			“Hey, is that the sun?” I wiped the tears from my eyes. 

			She turned and smiled. “Yes, it is.” 

			I grinned. “Finally,” I whispered.

			My aunt leaned in and kissed my forehead. She sat up straight and adjusted my hair, pushing it behind my ear. Her fingers felt soft. Her touch compassionate. She stood and quickly eyed the tray. “Make sure you eat all of that.” I nodded, and she made her way to the door and left me there with the sunlight streaming into my room. My eyes shifted to my side table when my phone hummed against the wood. I picked it up and pressed the button. 

			“Echo.” 

			My breath hitched. “Thorn,” I spoke as clearly as I could.

			“I’m sorry I haven’t called.”

			I scanned the room. “You don’t belong to me.”

			He laughed. “That’s a matter of opinion.”

			My face reddened, and I rubbed the base of my throat.

			“Feeling better?” he asked. 

			I had nodded before I spoke. “Yes.”

			“Good.”

			There were a few seconds of silence between us. “Where have you been?” I asked. 

			He paused. “I’m with my father, in Africa.” 

			I bit my lip and remembered what Mr. Jenny had told me about Mr. Vega and his obsession with hunting large game. “Hunting?”

			“Yes, well, he is, I’m reading.”

			I closed my eyes and could imagine him with glasses and a large book in hand. It made me smile. He already drove me crazy; I don’t know if I could stand seeing him that way. 

			“Echo?”

			I blinked. “Yes?”

			“I miss you.”

			I parted my lips. “I miss you so much. When are you coming home?”

			He let out a sigh. “Soon.”

			“How soon is soon?” I asked.

			“Not soon enough.”

			I closed my eyes. “I agree.”

			He paused again, and I could hear voices in the background. “I have to go.”

			“Okay.”

			The line went dead, and I clutched the phone in my hand like I could hold onto the moment. Finally, I lowered it and stared out the window.

			“Okay,” I repeated. 
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			Two more weeks had passed, and I let the warm water rush over me. I swallowed hard, and the water dripped from my chin. I was now able to shower myself instead of depending on the tub. I had missed the simplest of things, but most of all, I missed him.

			I missed him every moment of the day. That emptiness that was left behind when Midnight fell had been partially filled with thoughts of Thorn. I was grateful that he could do that for me. 

			 I placed my hands on my head, flattening my hair and moved them back just above the fading cut to the back of my skull, pressing the water down my back and over my bruised shoulder. Other cuts and bruises ran the length of me, ending at my calf. I turned in the shower and let the water beat against my skin, wincing for only a moment.

			I was healing with each passing day. The body rebounds where the mind can’t always make the same strides. I could see the bottle on the edge of the sink through the clouded glass of the shower door. I still hadn’t taken a single one, and my dreams continued to haunt me. Some consisted of repeats of that terrible night in the jungle and others a return to the pine, the red-eyed beast, and Thorn. 

			He was the reason that I endured it. If I couldn’t have him here with me, then dreams would have to do.  

			I ran my hand over the large bruise on my upper thigh. It was slowly fading to a pinkish red where it had once been a deep black. I had never experienced the injuries that my parents and Midnight had over the years. They had fallen many a time with a broken ankle here, a bruised tailbone there, and then there was the broken back my dad had when we were eight. Everyone said he wouldn’t walk again and he defied them all by getting up a few months later and never looking back. 

			I wasn’t so strong, but this accident had proved that I might be a little more durable than I previously suspected. Most of all, it told me what I really wanted to know. 

			Thorn felt the same way about me that I did for him. The pain was worth that and more. 

			I toweled off and carefully put my black leggings on, hissing as I pulled them over my calf. The burning in my muscles would come and go, reminding me of my mortality. If only I could find an immortal to bite me and give me not only eternity but shed this weakness. Ridiculous, I know.

			Obviously, I read too many novels. 

			I slid my white tank top on, skipping the need for my bra. Then I picked up my black zip up hoodie that sported the white and black Port Royal High School patch on it. 

			Oddly enough, I was starting to miss school. I never thought I’d hear myself admitting to that.  

			I pulled my hair up and had to pause when my shoulder fought against me. I powered through it and balled my hair up and let it rest on the top of my head. I turned, making my way out into my room. I walked to the window and sat down, gasping when I spotted Thorn sitting on the ledge right outside of the thick glass. My eyes lit up. I couldn’t help but let a happy grin spread across my face. I reached up and grabbed the iron handle, turning it and pushing it outward. He was crouched on the ledge like a bird with a look of trepidation on his face. 

			“What are you doing out there?” I asked as I looked down and the height made me dizzy. I leaned back, hopping on one foot and resting my knee on the cushion. 

			“I tried.” He said as he placed his hand on the outside of the window. 

			“You tried what?”

			He grinned. “I tried to stay away from you.”

			I bit my lip and my breath caught in the back of my throat.

			“I don’t want that.”

			“You needed to heal.”

			I swallowed hard. “I could heal around you.”

			He smirked. “Don’t be so sure.”

			He lingered and then looked down and back up at me. His eyes appeared brighter than they had in a while. Almost unnatural. He also looked paler. The sun had hidden behind the clouds, but it teased here and there. He noticed and quickly looked back at me. 

			“Are you going to invite me in?” he asked. 

			“And what if I don’t?”

			He paused. “I’ll leave and not bother you again.”

			He started to turn, and I shook my head. “No, no.” He paused and turned back toward me. His expression changed, and I half grinned. “Come inside, before you fall. I can’t believe you climbed up here; it’s crazy.” 

			His jaw flexed, and he slowly crawled inside as I backed away. He gracefully stood up and quickly scooped me up into his arms and carried me to the bed, setting me down on the side of it. He acted like I didn’t weigh anything at all. He didn’t join me. Instead, he turned and looked around the room, taking it all in. He acted like he had never seen a bedroom or a bed, let alone spent time with a girl alone in one. All of which I knew was untrue. 

			The thought of him being with anyone else weighed heavy on my heart, but I’m not naïve. A boy like him? Of course, he had been with other girls before me, probably doing much more.

			He looked back at me just as my thoughts stopped torturing me. The look on his face made me feel like he could tell what I was thinking. I placed my hands on my lap and pressed on my palm with my thumb, rubbing it in a circular motion. He lowered in front of me and took my hands in his.  

			His eyes searched mine. “How are you feeling?” he spoke with such concern. I nodded to him, trying to form words when all I could think about were his lips. He hid a smile and looked down, again reacting to me when I had said nothing at all. 

			“Fine…well, good, better now,” I responded without remorse. It wasn’t a lie. 

			He sighed. It was the first time I had seen a real physical reaction from him except for the scowling and moments of joy that would contort his face. The rest was a mystery to me, as he was, and may always be but I hoped that I could break through some of that wall that he had built up around himself. 

			One moment hot, the next cold. It made me dizzy. 

			“Let me see.” He lowered to one knee and placed his hands on my leg. He handled me with a gentle inquisitiveness. My eyes locked onto his fingers as he slid them up my ankle and close to the injury on my leg. I flinched, but not from pain. His touch caused a reaction in me that I couldn’t control. One that sped my heart up. He stopped and licked his lip, looking up at me and then leaning in to inspect the cut to my skin. He traced the outer edges of the bruising. I gripped the comforter on my bed; my knuckles turned white. He reached up and gently started to unzip my hoodie. I quickly grabbed his hand, squeezing it, and he paused. 

			“Do you want me to stop?”

			I shook my head, and my hand relaxed. He rose up and moved to one side of me, sitting down and turning me away from him. He lifted his hand and carefully moved the hoodie down over my shoulder, exposing more of my skin. I trembled, and he paused, leaning in close to my ear. 

			“I promise I won’t hurt you.”

			“Don’t make any promises that you can’t keep,” I said without any hesitation. 

			His fingers moved across my skin sending waves of pleasure across my back and down my spine. I tried to control my breathing, but I was soon finding myself gasping with each slow caress at the end of his fingertips. He reacted to me by slowing down. He leaned in and placed his soft lips to my shoulder blade, and I felt the kiss lingering on my skin. It matched the sweetness he had shared with me in the cemetery. Tortured, searching for something more, just like I was. 

			He moved in closer and wrapped his arms around me from behind, pulling me in. His chest rose and fell in unison with my own, and I closed my eyes, lingering on the moment and hoping it would never end.

			“Promise me we’ll never change,” I whispered.

			“More promises?” he asked. 

			He leaned in behind me and kissed the side of my neck. His lips parted, and I felt his teeth against my skin. I sucked in my breath as a light knock came to my door. Thorn dashed to the window and climbed out as I rushed toward him. He turned and smiled at me. He leaned in and touched my lips.

			“Thorn, please.” 

			“It’s hard to promise something like that.” His eyes lingered on me.

			“Humor me.” 

			“I would never.”

			“Why? Why can’t you promise me?”

			“Echo, please.”

			I backed away from him. “Thorn, I’m serious.” 

			My Aunt called out. “Echo?” Then she stepped into the room.

			I turned, looking pale. My mouth sat open, and she tilted her head. “What’s wrong?”

			I pointed at the window, and he was gone. I blinked a couple of times. “I just…the sun. I missed it.” 

			She narrowed her eyes. “Well, the doctor called. He said you could return to school tomorrow if you like.” 

			I nodded to her. “I’m going.” 

			She laughed. “I’ve never met a child who enjoyed learning as much as you do.”

			I swallowed hard. “Yep, I love it.”

			She winked at me. “Okay then, oh, and yes. Daniel keeps coming over to check on you, and Mattie. I think I’ve held them off as long as I can.”

			I smiled. “Oh my God, I need to talk to both of them. Dad said they’re okay, right?”

			She placed her hand on her hip. “Of course they are, honey. No one took a tumble that night but you.” 

			I eyed the window again and then returned my gaze to her. “Good, well, I shouldn’t be surprised.” 

			I touched my head as a flash of memory popped up, and I felt myself falling backward. I stood up and clutched the side of the bed. My aunt ran to my side and grabbed my elbow. She leaned in.

			“Echo? Echo? Are you okay, sweetheart?”

			I regained my balance and nodded to her. “Yeah…no, I’m fine.” 

			“Perhaps you should lay back down.” 

			I didn’t argue with her as she helped me back into bed. “If you wake up in the morning and feel dizzy at all you are not going to school.” 

			She pulled the covers up and touched my forehead with the back of her hand. I grinned.

			“Thank you.”

			“For what, hon?”

			“For this, all of it. I appreciate it, I do.”

			She leaned in and kissed my forehead, then backed away, moving a few stray hairs from my face. “Anything, always.” 

			She stood up and left my room, closing the door behind her. I rolled onto my side and stared out my window as the clouds slowly darkened and the slivers of sunlight made way for more rain. 
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			I sat in the library and stared at the blank piece of paper. I leaned in and scribbled a few words, quickly sitting upright and taking them in.

			I remember the look on my mother’s face when the casket was placed in our family’s mausoleum on that rainy day in late September. It was an obvious pain, not unlike my own. Hers, selflessly harboring the loss of a child, mine, the loss of my twin sister, Midnight.

			I grabbed the paper, ready to crumble it up and toss it aside when the doors swung wide open, and Mattie appeared, eyeballing the room like a kid in a candy store. 

			“Shut the front door.” She muttered, and I closed the book and grinned at her. I meant to call her back sooner, but Thorn. In fact, that will soon become my moniker.

			But…Thorn. 

			It could become an excuse for everything in my life if I didn’t get this feeling that I had for him under control. To be honest, I didn’t know if I wanted to. The quiet, calm side of myself feared how he made me tremble, but the other side…the one that was awakened by his touch, the darkness, it churned and boiled, begging to be released. 

			I hoped inviting her over to hang out in the library would smooth things over. 

			My stomach tightened, and I watched her stroll into the room and turn her head from side to side. 

			“So this is it, huh?”

			I nodded to her, and she came up to me and sighed, placing a hand on her hip and looking me over. “I think we need to get a few things straight before we move forward here.”

			My nose wrinkled, and she went on without allowing me to respond to her. Her finger jetted straight up, and she wagged it. “Number one. You are not allowed to die. I forbid it.” 

			I laughed under my breath, and she cocked her head to the other side, swinging that thick blonde ponytail until it rested on her shoulder. “I’m serious. I’m not interested in becoming friends with someone who thinks it’s okay to go falling down hills and busting their heads open on a whim. That is an investment I am just not willing to make.”

			I straightened my shoulders. “I wasn’t…”

			She interrupted me. “Ahhh, I’m not done. Number two.” She made a peace sign and grinned at me. “Hugs every time I see you.”

			“I’m down with that.”

			She nodded. “Oh, yeah?”

			I stood up, using the table to help brace myself and she came around and hugged me. I moaned, and she eased up. She turned me and stared at my shoulder. “Oh, that sucks.”

			I glanced back at it. “It looks worse than it feels.”

			“Well, no more. I mean come on, I just transferred here, and I don’t want to go to class alone.”

			I laughed. “I see how it is.”

			She kissed me on the cheek, and I closed my eyes. One more gentler hug and she stepped back and held her arms out to her sides. “Can I?” she said as her eyebrows shot up.

			“Have at it.” I sat back down and watched her race along the walls, staring at each book she passed by. Finally, she came to a halt and turned back to me, holding her hands to her chest. She took a deep breath. “It smells amazing!” I nodded. “I know, it’s great isn’t it?”

			“Books, books, and more books. It’s heavenly.” She cooed. 

			She turned back and finally found a book and pulled it out, swinging it up and clutching it to her chest. She raced over to the table and sat down in front of me. She placed the book on the table, and I eyed the gold lettering on the black leather cover. 

			“Dracula.” She leaned in, staring at it with wide eyes. 

			“Big vampire fan?” I asked. 

			She let out a sigh. “Fan? More like freak. I love vampires.”

			I fingered at the cover of my journal and pulled it toward me. I tilted my head and watched as Mattie opened the book and her face lit up. I grinned. 

			“So, where’s Daniel?” I asked. 

			She kept her eyes on the book refusing to look at me. “No comment.”

			The wrinkle between my eyebrows deepened. “Is he okay?”

			She sighed and lifted her green eyes, still refusing to meet my inquisitive stare. “If you call having bad judgment okay, then yes. He’s fantastic.” 

			I reached out and touched the book. She leaned back and let out a defeated sigh. I could tell that she wasn’t happy. “What do you mean?” I asked.

			“He’s dating that red head now…what’s her name, oh yeah, Tailor.” 

			I removed my hand. “Oh, really?”

			She leaned forward and pursed her lips. Then she spoke quietly. “Seriously, WTH? With double hockey sticks and just add some exclamation points!” 

			I tucked my hair behind my ear and shrugged my shoulders. “Maybe it’s true that opposites attract.” I thought about Thorn, and I knew it was true in our case. We had done nothing but annoy each other, but now, well now I couldn’t stand being away from him.  

			Her voice went up an octave. “Opposites? More like alien. That girl is nothing like us at all. Nothing, not even close.” She waved a stiffened hand. 

			I rubbed the side of my neck. “To be fair, we don’t really know her.”

			Mattie crossed her arms over her chest. “I know of her, trust me. I asked around, and what’s with the sudden change of heart? I thought she annoyed you, too?”

			“You can’t base anything on that, and she does, I mean, did.”

			Mattie tilted her head. “Wasn’t she rude to you, not once, but a few times?”

			“Twice, kind of. I guess she was just territorial.”

			Mattie smiled. “We aren’t animals.”

			“Aren’t we?” I asked in all seriousness. Mattie and I had never had this conversation, but I wasn’t exactly religious, and neither was my family. We based every faith we had on hard evidence which was blanketed in science. 

			“No, we’re human, although I wouldn’t mind becoming a vampire.” She looked back at the book and pretended like she was reading.

			I snorted, and her eyebrow shot up. “Vampires,” I mumbled under my breath. 

			She eyeballed me, so I switched gears. “You know, if it bothers you this much you should just say something to him.”

			She rolled her eyes. “Awkward!”

			“Well yeah, but how is he to know if you don’t tell him?”

			She bit her lip and closed the book. “You suck, suck in a smart way, I mean.”

			“I try to suck daily; it’s a goal that I have.”

			She grinned and reached out to me, taking my hand. She rubbed her thumb across my skin, and I returned her smile. “I’m really glad you’re okay, I mean that. I care about you, as a friend, a best friend. We are best friends, right?” She asked in all seriousness. 

			I looked down and then back up at her. Best friends were supposed to confide in each other. 

			“Speaking of which, Thorn,” I spoke in a half whisper, and she leaned in. 

			“Yeah?”

			“We, um. You know.” I shrugged my shoulder. 

			“You did it!” She yelled. 

			I shook my head and immediately turned red. “Oh my God….no! We didn’t do that.”

			“Then what, what did you do?” she replied, still holding my hand. 

			“I think we’re together now. I think. Like dating.”

			She wiggled her nose and narrowed her eyes. “How could you not know?”

			I looked at the door and back to her. “He came here, to my room…today.”

			“What!?” she yelled again. I could die. I shushed her, and she squirmed in her chair.

			“You need to chill, can you do that, please?” I asked her and she reached up and started to twirl the end of her ponytail with her fingers. 

			“Totally chill, all the way…go….spill it. Tell me everything. Every detail.” She spoke quickly with wide eyes. 

			I sucked on my bottom lip, finally releasing it. “He was on the ledge.”

			She shook her head. “Wait, where? In your room?” She pointed down. 

			“Yeah,” I whispered. 

			She leaned up and focused her full attention on me. “How the heck did he get up there?”

			I shrugged my shoulders. “He must be a good climber.”

			“So he scurried up the side of this house like Spider-Man with no equipment?” 

			I let out a sharp laugh. “I don’t think scurry is the right word, but okay.”

			She waved a hand. “Whatever…go on.”

			“So anyway, he asked me to invite him in.”

			She snapped her fingers and turned the book toward me, pointing at the text. I stared at it.

			“What?” She tapped her finger against the page. “Read!”

			A vampire cannot enter a dwelling without being invited in. 

			I snorted. “What? No. Thorn is not a vampire.”

			She wiggled her eyebrows. “What? A hottie vampire obsessing over you? A beautiful young girl…innocent, a virgin? Right? You are a virgin.”

			The words struck me, and I cleared my throat. Yes, I was a virgin, but it wasn’t anyone’s business. I stuttered. “I’m….I’ve done stuff, I’m not a child.” 

			She winked at me. “Stuff? Like what?”

			“Stuff and things, you know.” 

			She bit her lip. “It’s okay, I am, too.”

			I perked up. “Really? I mean, you’ve never?”

			She smiled while letting her ponytail go. “Well, I’ve done some pretty heavy making out in the back of a car, but no…I’ve never done that, not yet.”

			I sat there stunned, and she looked agitated. “What?” she asked. 

			“I…no, I just thought maybe you…”

			She stood up and walked the book back to the shelf and pushed it in. She turned back and crossed her arms over her chest. “So you thought I was like that? Thanks, Echo.”

			I stood up, bracing myself on the edge of the table. “Mattie, I didn’t mean anything bad by it, you just seem so mature, and I shouldn’t have assumed anything, my bad. I told you I suck.”

			She cracked a smile. “You did say that. You totally said you sucked.”

			I sighed and stared down at the table. “Anyway, he kissed my shoulder on the bed.”

			She rushed toward me and slammed her hands on the table. I flinched. “What?!”

			I nodded. “Yeah, and he told me that I scare him. Me, can you imagine that?”

			She let out a sigh and dropped in the chair. “Oh my God, how romantic.” 

			“Yeah, I guess it was.”

			“So did he fly out the window or what?”

			I let out a loud chuckle, and she grinned. “Shut up…no,” I said as I fought through laughter.

			She tapped the table. “I think I should stay over, what do you think?”

			I immediately chimed in. “Yes.” I couldn’t agree with her more. 

			Nothing scared me as much as thinking about seeing Thorn Vega on my ledge in the middle of the night. Who knows what that would lead too and it wasn’t the thought of it as much as my willingness to see it happen that frightened me most of all.  
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			I enjoyed a peaceful night’s sleep. 

			No nightmares, no cold sweats. No visions in the blue mist.

			I woke up with Mattie spooning me, not unlike Midnight had done on many a night in the past. I brushed my teeth as she showered, and then we switched. She blow dried my hair, and I returned the favor. 

			We entered the kitchen, and my Aunt Luna sat on the phone, talking quietly into it. She lowered it from her ear and placed it on the wall then turned to face us. Her expression was one of worry; a frown threatened to compromise her otherwise flawless skin. She wrung her hands and then walked to the stove, continuing her assault on the bacon as it popped in the black skillet. The whole room smelled of it and my mouth watered. 

			I limped up to the kitchen island without my crutches. I was determined to leave them behind. I hate depending on anything, let alone something to help me stand when standing should be the least of my worries. Mattie leaned into my side and then took a stool, and I followed. Plates had already been laid out before us with small blue flowers lining the edges. They matched the coffee cups that were both filled to the brim, with steam rising into the air curling over itself and then dissipating. 

			“Everything okay?” I asked as I sipped on my coffee and Mattie did the same. My aunt hesitated and then turned, placing the bacon on a plate and snatching up two eggs. 

			“James hasn’t called me back.”

			I leaned forward and set my cup down. “Did something happen?”

			She shook her head. “No, nothing. I mean, I’m sure it’s nothing. He goes off sometimes and does his own thing, to clear his mind. I can understand that.”

			“Mr. Jenny?” Mattie asked, and I smiled while raising an eyebrow and nodded toward my aunt. Mattie Oh’d without making a sound. We both turned back to look at Aunt Luna when she approached the table with the eggs. “Oh, look at me. I didn’t even ask. Sunny side up okay with you girls?” We both nodded, and she slid one onto my plate and gave the other one to Mattie. 

			I picked up my fork, and she returned with the bacon, setting it down on the table and taking a seat. She was clearly preoccupied and it was to be expected. She had admitted to loving him, and I could understand how it disrupts everything in your life. Even when it happens so suddenly like it had for me. 

			I finally placed my fork to my yolk and when I broke it my plate filled with blood. My eyes widened, and Mattie groaned. “Oh, gross!” she muttered, and I grimaced, but for some reason, the blood intrigued me. 

			“What?” my Aunt asked before she finally looked at my plate. 

			“No!” she yelled, and she snatched it from me and rushed it to the sink, scraping it down the drain and ran the garbage disposal. I sat there with my fork in hand, and she turned and straightened her hair and then rubbed her forehead with her open palm. 

			“I’m sorry, I get jumpy when he does this, and very superstitious.”

			Mattie chewed on her eggs. “Yeah, blood is bad in an egg, isn’t it?” she asked, and I eyed her and then sat my fork down. “Is it?”

			My Aunt smiled nervously. “Don’t be silly.” She added a wave of her hand.

			Mattie jabbed her fork in the air. “No…it means death, I think. Is that right?”

			“Like someone’s dying?” I asked. 

			She stopped chewing and faced me. “But it’s all bull; you know that.” She swallowed and nodded to me. 

			“Yeah…yeah, I don’t believe in that stuff at all.”

			My aunt approached the table. “No, you shouldn’t, we should leave now or you’ll both be late for school.” 

			I stood up and shook my head. “I wanna walk. There’s no way my leg will get stronger if I keep sitting and getting carried all over the place.” I heard a meow and looked down. 

			“Bela?”

			“Ahhh!” My aunt yelled out, and she swooped in and picked him up, giving him a thousand sloppy kisses on the head. He stared at me like an enemy, and I gave him the stink eye. I hadn’t seen him since I arrived, and quite honestly, I had totally forgotten about him with everything else that had been going on. He gave out a huge meow, and she let him go. He hit the floor with a graceful thump and rushed off and out of the kitchen. 

			“I totally forgot he lived here.”

			She sighed. “He comes and goes as he pleases, like most people in my life. Sometimes staying gone for days on end. Sometimes weeks. I have no idea where he goes off too, but he’ll be locked up tight for a while now, won’t you my sweet baby?” She called out, but there was no response. 

			The sad words lingered in the air between us. Then she produced a less than enthusiastic smile, still not completely herself. I felt bad for her. Mr. Jenny and Bela seemed to practice the same things on her. Coming and going at will. It was unfortunate and totally unfair. My Aunt was a loving and caring person. Completely devoid of obsessive compulsive behavior, like my own. She may be whimsical, but at least she didn’t spend every waking hour thinking about a blonde haired, blue eyed boy who haunted her thoughts and dreams. 

			I blinked and studied her expression. She seemed distant…maybe I’m wrong. Maybe we’re exactly the same. 

			I heard a faint humming noise and Mattie pulled her phone out and stared at the screen. She held up one finger and walked away from me, pressing the button and speaking into the phone. She returned only a minute later and lowered the phone from her ear. She had a blank expression on her face. 

			“What?” I asked, and she blinked a couple of times. 

			“My mom, she’s here. At my Aunt Polly’s.”

			“Okay?” 

			She sighed and bit her lip. “She wants to see me.”

			I hobbled to the right so I could face her. “About what?”

			She had a blank stare. “I, well. She was on a business trip when I sort of transferred here without asking her.”

			“You what?”

			She let out a sigh and rolled her eyes while tapping her phone in her open palm. “I asked my dad, and he said ask your Mom, I tried…she never answers her phone, so I jumped the gun and told him she said it was ok.”

			“Oh, crap.” My aunt said as she placed her hand on the kitchen table and tapped it a few times. 

			“Yeah, crap. Deep crap. I…I have to go, I’m sorry, Echo. I’m sure I’ll be there, later on, today. I just have to explain this to my mom, and everything will be fine.”

			My aunt narrowed her eyes and shot a look at me, and I shook my head and turned back to Mattie. “Yeah…I’m sure it’ll be okay. Just go talk to her.”

			“Okay.” She gave me a quick hug. I placed my hand on her back. She stepped away and then quickly turned, sprinting out of the kitchen. I heard the front door slam behind her. 

			“I wouldn’t count on seeing her today, love.”

			I glanced down at my sling that cradled my arm and wiggled my fingers. The pain shot through my shoulder blade and made me hiss. She leaned in. “Are you sure you want to go today? I would be happy to collect your assignments and bring them home.”

			I adjusted my stance and refused to give in. “No, I need to go back to school. I actually like it. Big shocker, huh? Don’t tell my parents; I’ll never hear the end of it.” 

			She crossed her heart and kissed her finger. I took her at her silent promise that she wouldn’t share it with them so they could gloat. They like to do that if I put up a fuss and then it turns out that I like something. It was the same way with dates. I fought them hard and refused to eat them, and then they snuck it into a dish, and I chowed down like there was no tomorrow, thus handing them the win. 

			Pride. It sucks. 

			The phone rang, and she rushed to it, taking the call, and I waved to her. She turned with it cradled against her jaw and waved back at me. Her elation soon turned to sadness again because it wasn’t who she wanted to hear on the other end of the line. I thought about Mr. Jenny as I made my way to the front door. Maybe I should talk to him. We seemed to have a good relationship, and he did say that his door was always open to me…for anything. This constituted as something, something big to my aunt, and because it mattered so much to her, it mattered to me. 
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			I stepped out into another gray day. Gloomy to some, becoming normal to me. I guess gloom is subjective, as most things are. I closed the door behind me and made my way down the steps. I glanced back and spotted Bela in a window. He meowed at me, who knows what he said. Maybe ‘Don’t come back.’ I grinned at him, and he disappeared. I sighed. I hope he didn’t leave because of me. I guess that doesn’t matter as much as his return. My aunt could at least be happy about that. 

			I moved down the steps, practicing caution. I still felt sore; my muscles ached, but the throbbing in my head had since passed. I could deal with the rest, the headache, not so much. I hated them and hadn’t suffered from one for a few months. They came on after Midnight disappeared and insomnia moved in. That, along with dark circles, weight loss and retreat had triggered this entire thing, which brought me to Port Royal. 

			I took my last step and grinned. I had successfully made my way down the steps without any major issues. Conquering this told me I could handle the rest with ease. 

			I made my way down the sidewalk and finally lifted my head, feeling secure in the fact that I could walk without gawking at my feet and silently willing them to do what they were designed to do.

			I stumbled when I spotted the long black limousine that sat parked on the road directly in front of the gates. My heart skipped a beat. It could only be one person. Thorn. 

			I happily made my way out the gate and stepped up to the car as the driver, who was dressed in a black suit, white shirt, and thin black tie, reached out with a black gloved hand and gripped the shiny handle. He opened the door, and I couldn’t see anyone inside because it was dark, due to the tinted windows. 

			“Thorn?” I asked into the darkness.

			I bit my lip and made my way inside, taking his other hand and allowing him to help me. I leaned back, and the door closed. The interior lit up as small lights popped on along the floorboard. I flinched when I spotted the man sitting across from me. The gasp followed, and I reached for the door as my fight or flight response kicked in. The man half grinned and leaned forward. 

			“Echo Navarri, I’m Eyota Vega, Hawthorn’s father. Please don’t be frightened.” His voice was calm, soothing and thickly laced with a Romanian accent. His eyes were soft and inviting, not so unlike his son’s. In fact, they shared the same jawline but Eyota’s hair was dark, looked black in this light. It was cut cleaner than Thorn’s with a thick part on the right side which left the bulk of it pushed to the left. A little bit of curl teased the edges of his bangs which sat against his pale skin. His lips were not as full as Thorn’s were, but still carried a naturally red tint, which they also shared. Similar enough to ease the tension and I believed him. My eyes studied his mouth when he spoke again. His teeth were white and perfectly straight. Now I knew where the bulk of Thorn’s attractive attributes had come from, they all sat right here in front of me. 

			“I apologize. I should have received you myself and not allowed you to enter this car under false pretenses, upsetting you was not my intention.”

			I leaned back into the leather and shifted my weight. I placed my hand on my lap, and his eyes lowered, studying every little move that I made. I felt like I was under a microscope, but it didn’t bother me. Somehow he made me feel safe.

			“False pretenses?” I repeated, and he half grinned. The edge of his lip curled just as Thorn’s had on a few occasions. His eyes floated upward and landed on mine. 

			“Yes, naturally you expected to see my son, Thorn.” 

			I swallowed hard and then bit into my lip, releasing it as he gripped the top of his cane, which sat at an angle in front of him. He drew honesty out of me with little to no effort at all. 

			His gloved hand tightened and then released when I spoke up. “Yes. I thought he was in the car.”

			He sighed. “Again, I apologize, but I found it impossible. You see my curiosity always gets the better of me when it comes to my family, and Thorn, he is my only son, and heir, so naturally I had to see who he was enamored with, and here you are.” He waved a hand like he was showing me off.  

			My heartbeat sped up. The word enamored lingered between us until I blinked and stared down into my lap. To be honest, I felt like I may be addicted more than enamored, and by the way Thorn acted, he may be the same. 

			My eyes shifted, and I parted my lips. “Romanian?” I asked, totally dodging the subject. 

			He tilted his head. “Frumoasă Lebădă.”

			I smiled. “I don’t think I’m beautiful, or a swan, Mr. Vega.”

			His eyes narrowed. “I see that I’ll have to watch what I say around you in my native tongue.”

			“Only if you’re hiding something.” The words tumbled out before I could catch them. 

			He laughed and adjusted his hand on the top of his cane. I could make out a gaping mouth and sharp fangs on what seemed to be the head of a wolf. He noticed that I was studying it and removed his one hand, gripping the neck and showing me the handle.  

			“Hellhound.” He said with authority. “Fiercely loyal and viciously obedient.” 

			My eyes lit up. “What?”

			He explained himself without sounding annoyed. “A demon dog usually sent to retrieve the souls of those who are damned.” He smiled. “All legend, of course.” He tilted it and eyed the tip of his cane with gratification. “I find them fascinating, as I do most things that seem impossible.” His eyes returned to me as if he was comparing me to these things. 

			I swallowed hard, and he grinned when he lifted it and stared into the mouth. “Do you believe in folklore, Ms. Navarri?” 

			I tucked my hair behind my ear and kept my eyes on the silver head. “I thought you were....”

			He tilted his head. “What?”

			“Religious.” 

			“There are many religions.” He stated.

			He grinned. “So do you?”

			“Do I what?” I asked. 

			“Believe in folklore, Ms. Navarri?” 

			I cleared my throat. “I believe in science.”  

			He lowered the handle and tapped the cane on the floor. The limousine started to move, and I felt a slight sway as we made our way down the road. “That’s right. Why would I think that you would entertain the thought of it when you are the daughter of Peter and Alice Navarri, world famous explorers who dig up relics for a living?”

			“They don’t think of themselves as famous and I really don’t believe that they consider it a living. My parents are passionate about what they do.” I muttered. 

			“Yes, passion can be a dangerous game, can it not?”

			I looked down in my lap. Of course, it was dangerous. This life had taken a terrible toll on our family and yet they still insisted on doing it. I guess a tiny part of me hoped that after Midnight…well, maybe, they would stop and settle down. 

			He interrupted my thoughts. “Are you familiar with the saying…curiosity killed the cat?”

			I narrowed my eyes and the car stopped. The door opened, and I sat there feeling oddly rejected. His courteous manner had made way for another feeling, one of aggravation. I wasn’t sure why it had happened, so I nodded to him because I did understand the saying, very well. 

			I took the drivers hand, and Mr. Vega sat forward. “I am very sorry for your loss. Losing a sister, a twin, must have been very hard. I’ve lost people along the way, including Hawthorn’s mother, Misha. So my condolences are sincere.”

			I paused and looked back at him. “Thank you. I…I appreciate that.”

			“Ms. Navarri?”

			“Yes?”

			“We’re having a dinner party soon, to celebrate my son’s birthday. I’d like to invite you to our home.”

			“His birthday?”

			“Yes, he’s turning eighteen. He didn’t mention this to you?” His grin seemed to be mocking me. I straightened my shoulders. “I’ll have to tell my aunt.”

			He sighed. “I wouldn’t mention it to Luna, she isn’t very fond of me, unless you want to run the risk of not being able to come. It’s up to you.” 

			I bit my lip and fidgeted with my hands. Of course, I wanted to come. 

			I shook my head. “I don’t like to hide things.”

			“Oh, what’s the fun in that?” He asked with a wink.

			“So?” He added. 

			I nodded to him, and he gripped the top of his cane and gave it a firm shake.

			“Excellent.” He leaned forward. “Now remember, it’s a surprise so not a word, understood?”

			I gave him one last nod. “Say it.” his eyes darkened. 

			“Not a word.”  

			The door opened, and I got out. Mr. Vega leaned forward and winked at me. “See you soon, my beautiful swan.” I felt a chilled breeze sweep over me, and the hair on the back of my neck stood up. The driver shut the door, returning to his side and got in. I turned and watched the car pull away, taking my reflection with it. 

			I lifted my hand. “Wait, what day?” 

			I looked up, and Port Royal High was standing in front of me. 

			One thing was for certain. Thorn Vega was his father’s son, through and through. 
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			“Danny.” Tailor laughed and placed her hand on his chest, giving me a quick glance and then returning her attention to him. He had noticed me once or twice while she clung to him, but said nothing, even though he looked like he wanted to. I made my way past them and reached for my locker. My pace was slow but at least there was one, and for that, I was thankful. 

			I fumbled with my lock and then lost my grip, and it clanged against the metal when Bri leaned in and spoke to me. Her voice was just a little higher than Mattie’s, but I had never felt odd around her. Tailor was the one who seemed like a lion when Bri was the lamb. 

			“Hey,” She leaned against the locker next to mine. I finally conquered my combination and the lock clicked.

			I muttered under my breath. “His name is Daniel, not Danny.”

			I opened it up and had to jump back as two books fell out and hit the floor at my feet. I narrowed my eyes and leaned down, along with Bri, and collected them. One I recognized, the other I didn’t. My memory flared, and I remembered the spine and the lettering in Mr. Jenny’s hand. I placed my hand on the cover; it couldn’t be the same book. I shrugged it off as I stood back up, grimacing as my calf ached. Bri took my elbow and helped me to my feet; I returned her favor with a modest grin. She looked down in my hand and then back up to me. 

			“So you’re alive!” she said, and I nodded to her. 

			“I may be faking it; I’m not sure yet.”

			“Well, I’m convinced that the only way you can escape this town is to die.”

			She pursed her lips and peered back at Tailor.

			I stared at Tailor and Daniel. “Or graduate, which I will, and then I’m moving away to someplace that has sun,” I added. 

			“Sun?” She waved her hand. “Completely overrated. Besides, it ages the skin, and who wants to get old? Yuck.” 

			“Getting old isn’t so bad. It’s natural.” I said, being completely honest with her. I may love paranormal romance books with immortals in them, but I accepted my mortality without resistance.

			She laughed and tilted her head. Her pigtails swung from one side to the other. She had cut her bangs, they now sat across her forehead, right above her perfectly shaped eyebrows. The style was cute on her and suited her round face. She looked younger now, only because of the hair and required outfit, which matched mine. I eyed her black and white Port Royal patch, and she fingered at it. “It’s new. The Royals decided we needed one on the jackets.”

			“Yeah, I have a hoodie.” I bit my lip. The thought of Thorn’s hand unzipping it made the butterfly’s start swirling in the pit of my stomach. 

			She crossed her feet over and glanced behind her. 

			Tailor’s sharp giggling cut through the air and I looked over and stared at her as she leaned up and whispered into Daniel’s ear. I looked down and then placed the books back in my locker. Bri turned and pressed her shoulders against the metal. She glared at the two of them, and for a split second, I thought I detected some jealousy. I guess I don’t blame her. If she had been Tailor’s friend since birth, then the addition of a boyfriend messing things up would definitely suck. 

			She sighed. “He’s nice.” I turned and nodded to her. 

			“Daniel?” I asked. 

			She grinned and pushed herself from the lockers. “He’s sweet, too sweet for her.”

			I shrugged my shoulders. “He’s cool.”

			She looked at me and pointed in their direction. “That doesn’t bother you?”

			I looked down at my shoes and tried to adjust my feet. My shoulder ached, and I wanted to ignore it. “What? Him and Tailor? No, why would it?” 

			She bit her lip and then let out a sigh. “I thought you two were, you know…a thing.”

			I laughed and rolled my eyes. “A thing? Us? No. Totally in the friend zone.”

			She crossed her arms over her chest and stared me down. I laughed again. “What?”

			Her eyebrow rose. “You sure? I mean, you showed up with him at the party.”

			I adjusted from one foot to the other. “And Mattie, we all came together, remember?”

			She grinned and leaned in. “I thought maybe the three of you were, you know…dating.”

			I narrowed my eyes. It flustered me. “No!” My voice rose, and I had to calm myself and lower my tone. I leaned in, and half whispered. “No, I…no. Mattie is just a friend and so is Daniel, and Mattie and Daniel are cousins.”

			“Like that stops people.”

			 I shook my head. “Why would you even think that? And no, gross. They would never.”

			She took my books and held them in her hand. “Maybe I was hopeful.” 

			I had to absorb her words and then it hit me. Bri must like girls and maybe she…oh man. 

			I looked at her, and my cheeks reddened. “I’m not that way, I mean, it doesn’t bother me that people are at all…I don’t care, but I like boys.” 

			She nodded to me. “Well, you can’t blame me for trying.” 

			“So…you and Tailor?” I left it there, and she looked back at her. “Yeah, but she’s open to dating boys, so that leaves me on the sideline whenever she gets curious, but she always comes back, always. She gets bored, and she loves to mess with Thorn.”

			“Thorn?” I asked, and Bri winked at me. “Tailor and Thorn used to be a thing.”

			“Oh,” I said, and she shook her head. “But that was so long ago. Totally old news.” I shirked off the thought of Tailor and Thorn once dating. That explained pretty much everything. Tailor was jealous of me. I turned my attention on Bri. Her sad expression made me feel terrible for her. I could remember listening to my parents argue one night, and my mom said something that stuck with me. 

			‘If someone doesn’t make you a priority in their lives then that says more than words ever could.’

			Of course, she was referring to his affair. My dad had been caught first, prompting my mom to go off and have one of her own. I don’t think she ever really forgave him for it, but oddly enough, Midnight’s disappearance brought them closer together than they had been in years. I’m not calling it a win. I would rather have my sister here and deal with two Christmas’s, two Thanksgiving’s, and the shuffling between houses or dig sites. I think that her death had saved a failing marriage when nothing else could. 

			Or did it? They may just be delaying the inevitable. 

			I heard a voice behind me, and it ended my inner monolog and returned me to the land of the living. I turned, and Mattie stood there, puffy eyed and sniffling. I stepped toward her and placed a hand on her arm. “You okay?”

			She cleared her throat. “Yeah, I’m okay.” Her denial was glaringly precipitous. 

			Bri noticed, too. “Boy?” she asked, and I glanced at her and back to Mattie. 

			Mattie laughed and rolled her eyes. “No, it’s nothing. Really.”

			I spoke quietly. “Your mom wasn’t happy then, was she?” 

			Bri leaned in and Mattie scowled at her. “Just because I danced with you doesn’t make us BFF’s.” Bri stood straight up, and the soft look on her face was replaced by disappointment. She shuffled her feet, and I felt bad for her, too. “Mattie.” I eyed Mattie and then glanced at Bri. 

			Mattie sighed. “Okay, fine. She flipped out on me. It took every promise I had to stay here. She was determined to drag me back to Crow’s Landing and ground me for the rest of my life.”

			“Ridiculous,” Bri said with wide eyes and Mattie nodded to her. “Yes, totally ridiculous. It’s not like she doesn’t have the money for me to go here, she’s just a control freak and thinks she knows what’s best for me, but she’s never home!”

			I spoke up, not to upset her but to try to offer some clarity. “Maybe she, I don’t know, misses you.” 

			Mattie wiped her cheek with the side of her hand and successfully concealed the tears without sounding like she was crying. She did have to clear her throat before she spoke. 

			“No, I’m like her car and my dad. She just owns me and wants me when she wants me. I’m a thing to her and nothing more.”

			Bri stepped up and moved her hair off of her shoulder. Mattie paused and looked into her eyes. For a moment I felt like I was sharing a private moment between the two of them but Bri lowered her hand when the bell rang, and we all made our way to first period as quickly as we could. Both Bri and Maddie took one of my arms and helped me along until we reached the door and I sighed. The word Biology stared back at me. It wasn’t until then that I remembered that I wanted to have a talk with Mr. Jenny. I guess it would have to wait until lunch. 

			I scanned the hallway and watched as all the kids disappeared into the rooms and Bri opened the door so I could enter. I made my way over to my seat as Bri and Mattie took seats next to each other. I stared at the open book and the second bell rang just as the door opened and Thorn walked in, as majestic as ever. His eyes immediately found me, and he made his way over, taking a seat right next to me at the high desk. I tucked my hair behind my ear as he stared at me from the side. Finally, he leaned in and parted his lips but was interrupted when Ms. Hull began to speak. 

			“Page sixty-nine. Today we dissect the frog.” Everyone moaned, but Thorn leaned in closer to me. 

			“How do you feel?”

			I licked my lip and looked over at him. His face sat only a few inches from mine. My gaze lowered to his lips. “Better now,” I said quietly, but with honest intention. 

			He pressed his lips together. I noticed his eyes. They now looked almost black again. The changes left me confused. One day blue, the next black, then back again. They were as mysterious as he was. 

			An ever changing tide. 

			He grinned as the thought entered my mind. “I met your father today,” I said without hesitation.

			He leaned back, and I could see the muscles in his jaw flex rock hard and then relax. He stared down at his hands that now sat on the desk in front of him. His fingers were intertwined very tightly. 

			“Where?” he asked.

			“He showed up at my house in a black limo. I thought…” I paused, and he looked at me. “Thought what?” I took a slow breath and released it. “I thought it was you, so I got in without looking.” 

			He laughed and leaned forward. “You got into a car without knowing who it was?”

			I shook my head, and my hair fell over my shoulder. “I know, it was stupid.”

			“And dangerous. Please don’t do that again.” 

			I parted my lips and Ms. Hull stepped up and spoke. “Ms. Navarri, page sixty-nine. We’ll have you read the first paragraph.” I sighed and straightened up on my stool. My cheeks reddened, and Thorn glared at me. I tried to ignore him as I spoke but I couldn’t. I couldn’t even absorb the words, all I could do was read them out loud. Finally, the paragraph ended, and I had heard nothing but a ringing in my ears. Ms. Hull tapped my open book and grinned at me. “Good, so you see. Exploring the internal workings of a living breathing creature was an important step in the continuation of science. These small sacrifices, like those of frogs, led to a greater appreciation of the miracle that life is. Every sacrifice has a purpose, Ms. Navarri.”

			Her words lingered. They sank heavily into my heart. 

			I nodded to her, and she walked away. A fellow student returned with a dead frog lying on its back in a tray. He sat it down in front of me, and I covered my nose with the side of my hand. The smell of the formaldehyde immediately made me feel sick, and I stood up, almost knocking my chair out from behind me. The sight of this dead cold thing in front of me sent me into a panic. My reaction totally took me by surprise. Thorn stood up and held my arm. Ms. Hull spoke up. 

			“Oh, hon. Are you okay?”

			I half nodded and then had to cover my mouth again. “I think I may be sick,” I muttered. Ms. Hull looked at Thorn. “Could you show her to the nurse’s office, please, Mr. Vega?”

			Thorn nodded and led me out of the room. Once we stepped out, and into the hallway, I pushed away from him and placed my forehead on the wall outside the door. I closed my eyes as my heartbeat started to slow down one heavy thump at a time. Finally, the dizziness passed, along with the sour churning in my stomach. He waited, patiently, not saying a word until I turned to look at him. 

			“That was crazy,” I whispered. He leaned his shoulder against the wall and stared down at me.

			“Do you want to go see the nurse?” he asked, and I looked up at him. I had broken out in a cold sweat that left me chilled. 

			“Maybe I should. I don’t think I can go back in there and do that.”

			“Do what, Echo?”

			I swallowed and then had to clear my throat. “Deal with that thing.”

			He leaned up. “The dead frog?” he asked, and I took a breath and nodded to him. 

			“Yes. It’s just, I hate it. I hate the thought of death. Everything about it. It isn’t beautiful or enchanting. It’s cold and empty.”

			“So you hate it.” It wasn’t even a question as much as a statement.

			I nodded to him and then looked down, allowing my hair to fall forward and mask my pale face. “More than anything. It steals things, takes away people that you love and leaves nothing but darkness behind.”

			He turned and shoved his hands deep into his pockets. The look on his face was solemn. 

			“What did he say to you?” His tone had changed to something less emotional. 

			I took a short breath and had to search my mind. “Your Father? He just....” I paused. I had promised not to tell. “He just wanted to introduce himself to me.”

			He pulled his hands out of his pockets, and his eyes darkened. “He what?”

			I cleared my throat. His reaction confused me. 

			“He wanted to meet me, I guess.” 

			Thorn looked down. “He shouldn’t be messing with you.”

			I leaned down, attempting to see his expression. “He wanted to know who you were, well, you know.”

			“What?” he asked. 

			I shrugged my shoulders. “I don’t know, dating?” 

			“Who said we were dating?”

			I pushed away from the wall and started to walk, feeling hurt, but refusing to let him see it. I felt his hand on my arm, and he turned me to face him. I looked away as my eyes filled with tears. I wasn’t sure why I was so emotional, maybe it was the injury or the shock of being questioned by Eyota Vega…or maybe it was just the way I felt rejected by Thorn for the first time since he had expressed that he cared about me as much as I cared about him. 

			I spoke up like some jealous school girl. “Is it someone else?” I asked. Foolish of me, I know, but my mind raced straight to it without passing go or collecting two hundred dollars. I wanted to eat those words as soon as they floated in the air between us. 

			“No, why would…” he trailed off and reached up, cupping my face in his hand. “I want you, only you, Echo Navarri.”

			My breath hitched. The words alone made my knees weak. 

			I shook my head. “Then why would you say that?”

			“Say what, baby?”

			“That we aren’t dating.”

			“Have we been on a date?”

			I swallowed hard. “I guess we haven’t.”

			He stepped up and placed his arms around me, cradling me against his chest. 

			“I’m sorry about your mother, Thorn.” 

			His brooding eyes lifted and locked onto mine. “What?”

			“Misha, your mother. Your dad told me that she…well, I just want you to know that I understand what it’s like so if you ever want to talk about it, I’m here.”

			He took a couple of steps back and nodded to me. “Are you feeling better now?” he asked, and I tilted my head. “Yeah, I feel fine now.”

			“Good, listen, I have to go.”

			I held my hand up and waved it toward class. “What should I tell Ms. Hull?”

			He pulled a cell phone from his pocket, and I could hear the humming. He shook it in his hand.

			“That we both have the flu.”

			“Thorn,” I said as he turned and placed the phone to his ear. I couldn’t hear him, but he walked away with a purpose and zero intention of continuing our conversation.

			My attempt at getting closer to him had been a complete failure. Every time I felt like I may see a way in he pushed me right back out again. I didn’t know how long I could stand it.  

			I let out a sigh and considered going back to class, but then the thought of Mr. Jenny popped into my mind and how upset my aunt was. Between my accident and his rejection she was about as far from her happy go lucky self as she could be. Maybe I could help. If not, at least I wouldn’t regret it by not trying. 

			I turned and walked down the hallway, making my way toward his office and carefully going over what I wanted to say to him in my mind.
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			I stood in front of Mr. Jenny’s door, and I thought I could hear voices behind it. I leaned in and placed my ear close to the frosted glass and everything fell silent, then the door opened up, and I gasped at the sight of a woman with long black hair, tightly curled over her bare shoulders. She wore a tight fitting black dress that fit snuggly on her arms, along her waist and accentuated her rounded hips. Her lips were painted in a bright red, and her eyes were chocolate brown, nearly black in color. Her face was soft. It looked airbrushed, not one wrinkle was showing. Her almond shaped eyes inspected me as her stoic expression held fast. Her skin tone matched Thorn’s, as well as her jawline. She removed the phone from her ear and placed it in her small black clutch. 

			She extended a hand. “Persephone Vega.” She spoke with confidence. I took her gloved hand and felt the chilled leather. She eyed my lips, then my neck. I felt like I was being stripped bare until a voice rose up behind her. I leaned to the side and could see Mr. Jenny sitting there at his desk. He looked pale and tired. I could see dark circles under his eyes even in the dull light from his desk lamp. As usual, Port Royal provided no real illumination. 

			“Mr. Jenny!” I said with more enthusiasm than I meant to express. I immediately looked back at Persephone. “Echo…” I started to say, and she interrupted me. “Navarri. I know.” She said calmly. 

			I narrowed my eyes, and she let my hand go and sauntered away from me without saying another word. I watched her hips sway back and forth down the hallway. She called back to me without looking. “See you soon, Ms. Navarri.” Her high black heels clicked along until she reached the corner and was out of sight, but not before she looked back one last time and shot a coy grin at me. I tucked my hair behind my ear and stepped into his office, closing the door behind me. 

			James held his hand out and waved it at the chair in front of his desk. I made my way over to it and sat down, keeping my eyes on him. He looked terrible. He started to cough and then grabbed a handkerchief, covering his mouth and closing his eyes. I could hear the rattle in his chest, and it concerned me. I had spent enough time traveling with my parents to see a few people who had fallen ill with pneumonia, or other illnesses just as dangerous. 

			I leaned forward in the chair. “Have you been to a doctor?”

			His coughing slowed, and he lowered the handkerchief, and I swear I could see a tiny trace of blood on it. My eyes widened. “You need medication, Mr. Jenny.”

			He picked up a clear bottle with a white label on it and shook it. I could hear the pills slam against the plastic and then settle down as he placed it back into his pocket. He took a slow breath and leaned forward, trying to collect himself. 

			“No offense, but you look like you’ve been hit by a train.”

			He laughed, and a small cough started up then he suppressed it. “Echo, I’m less concerned about this cold that I have than what happened to you in the pine.”

			A flash of memory ripped through my mind as red eyes glared at me out of the darkness.  

			“Echo?”

			I looked up at him, and I’m sure my expression was one of confusion and a bit of terror. 

			“You should really go back to the doctor and get something stronger. Pneumonia kills older people.” He laughed, and I felt terrible for saying it that way. 

			“I didn’t mean…” 

			He waved a hand. “No, Echo, compared to you I am old…or older. It’s okay.” 

			I sighed. “My aunt is really worried about you.”

			He paused and leaned back in his chair causing it to creak. I wanted to tell him to go see her, but it wasn’t my place. I had no idea what had happened between them and maybe they had fought about something, and my aunt just wasn’t telling me. 

			“Echo.” He paused and placed his open hands on the desk, pushing upward and swaying on his feet. He was noticeably sicker by the moment. 

			“I…” He dropped to the floor and disappeared behind his desk. I yelped and rushed around the back of his desk to find him muttering to himself. I leaned down and tried to understand him, but it was gibberish. 

			I grabbed the side of the desk and pulled myself up, fighting through the sharp pain in my calf. I gained my footing and stared down at him. “Hold on Mr. Jenny. I’ll go get someone.”

			I rushed out and ran down the hallway the best I could, hobbling but fighting through the pain. Finally, I reached the office, and I slid in, completely out of breath. The woman behind the counter looked up at me, and I spoke as calmly as I could. I pointed behind me. “Mr. Jenny is passed out in his office. He may be dying!”

			She stood up very quickly and ran out while another woman stepped up to the phone and made the only call that was needed. 

			“Yes, we need an ambulance at Port Royal High School, please hurry.”

			I backed up as she ran past me and I found myself taking a seat in one of the hard plastic chairs. Everything seemed to slow down all around me.

			“He can’t die. He just can’t.” I whispered. 
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			I sat in the waiting room staring down at my boots. My lace had come undone on my right foot, and I didn’t even care. My aunt knelt down and tied it up, not unlike she had when I was five. Her fingers moved slowly, methodically, as she made sure to double knot it at the top right behind the perfect bow. She rose up and took a seat next to me; her expression was calm, but I could sense the turmoil churning beneath the surface of her skin. Of course, she was upset. 

			My voice cracked. “I’m so sorry,” I spoke in a hushed whisper. She gave me a small nod to affirm that she had heard me but said nothing, which was unlike her. My heart sank but then sped back up when the doctor came walking down the hallway with a clipboard in his hand. My aunt stood up and wrung her hands, so I stood up next to her, placing my hand on hers and taking it. I wanted to offer something, even if my words didn’t help, maybe my support could. 

			She glanced at me and then back to the handsome doctor who had come to share, what I hoped to be, good news. He held his hand out to my aunt and waved it behind us. “Could we talk, privately?” he asked, and I let her hand go. “I’m okay, go. I’ll just wait here.” I said as she looked at me glossy eyed. 

			She glanced back at the doctor. “Is it okay if my daughter comes with us?”

			I parted my lips, the fact that she said daughter and not niece affected me much more than it probably should have. She squeezed my hand, and I didn’t correct her. 

			He spoke with compassion. “Sure, this way.”

			We sat in front of his desk, and he tapped his hand on the folder. He opened it up and spoke as calmly as he could. 

			“Mr. Jenny is unconscious. He seems to have fallen into a coma, and we are making him as comfortable as we can. The fever was dangerously high when he arrived, but we are doing everything we can to lower his body temperature.”

			My aunt covered her mouth and started to cry. I leaned forward. “What’s wrong with him?”

			The doctor’s attention reluctantly left my aunt, and he looked at me. His eyes were green, brighter than my own, almost otherworldly. “A virus, blood born. It seems to be attacking his immune system, and it has swollen the lining of his brain, thus inducing his body’s defense mechanism. So he’s gone into a vegetative state while everything fights to correct itself.” 

			“Oh my God.” My aunt choked out through tears. I squeezed her hand and tried to keep the situation as clinical as possible. If I lost it, then it would do her no good. 

			“Blood born?” I asked.

			The doctor nodded to me. “Yes, it seems that Mr. Jenny was bitten by something. An animal.”

			“What kind of animal could give him a blood born virus?” I asked. 

			“Unfortunately we have many insects here in Port Royal that could easily cause these symptoms, from mosquitoes to spiders.”

			“It’s too cold,” I muttered.

			He looked me over, and half grinned. “You aren’t familiar with our region; I assure you we have many that survive throughout this season and some into winter.” 

			“I’m sorry, I’ve just never heard of it before. I spent most of my life in the jungles or deserts with my parents. Insects are indigenous to warmth and moisture.”

			“Ah yes, the famous Navarri’s.” He almost sounded spiteful. 

			I didn’t correct him. It really wasn’t about me at all. I looked at my aunt and spoke to her. “I’ll call my dad. He knows about all of this stuff from seeing it happen on our digs in other countries, maybe he’ll know something they don’t.”

			The doctor stood up and stared at me. “If you don’t trust that we know what we’re doing then I would be happy to call in a specialist from Crow’s Landing.”

			My aunt shook her head. “No, he’s right, Echo. We do have a lot of poisonous spiders, and if he says he was bitten, he was bitten. Others in town have fallen ill before but just never this bad.” 

			My brow furrowed. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to accept his explanation, but I was just like my parents in this way…I explored every option without dismissing any possibilities. 

			She stood up, and I had to join her. “Could I see him?” she asked. 

			The doctor nodded to her. “Of course, but prepare yourself. He is on a ventilator to help with his breathing. So very sad, seeing that his wife passed just recently.” 

			“What?” My aunt asked as she squeezed my hand.

			“His wife, Carrie Jenny. I’m afraid that she died last week. James was here with her when it happened.”

			We both paused. “How terrible,” I muttered, and she nodded. “Yes, that’s just terrible.” At least now it made more sense as to why he had refused to call my aunt back.

			“Well, I can take you to see him now if you like.”

			She sighed and glanced over at me. “Honey, why don’t you go home? I’m going to stay the night if you don’t mind. There’s fresh bread on the table and leftovers in the refrigerator. In fact, call Mattie, have her stay over.” 

			I didn’t argue with her. The look on her face tore through me. 

			“Okay.” I leaned in and hugged her as I noticed the doctor keeping a close eye on me. I cleared my throat and stepped back as she touched my cheek and tried to grin. I left her standing there and walked down the hallway, ready to escape the fluorescent lighting that buzzed over my head. 
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			“I still can’t believe it,” Mattie said as she sat in front of me on the large couch in the living room. 

			This room housed the flat screen television and a vintage record player. It also had a fireplace in it, but it was smaller than the one in the other room. I had successfully started a fire, which I was proud of. Midnight was the one with the survival skills, but somehow I had retained some of what my parents had shown us.  

			The fire crackled and popped. 

			“Yeah, he was so sick, he looked like he was dying.” I blurted out. I just couldn’t get the vision of his sickly face out of my head. Visions of blood on the handkerchief boiled up in my mind, along with ringing in my ears.

			Whispers behind a closed door.

			Persephone Vega opening it up just as I reached for the knob.

			Her eyes lingered on me.

			Cold and calculating.

			The ringing got louder and louder.

			Mattie snapped me out of it when she spoke up. 

			“Oh man, that had to scare the crap out of you.”

			I blinked and lifted my cup of hot chocolate. I blew on it and then took a sip as Mattie blew on hers. The sweet scent filled the space between us. It soothed me as much as it could. 

			I swallowed. “Yeah, I’m just glad I showed up when I did. I mean, maybe Persephone would have…”

			“Who?”

			“Persephone Vega, Thorn’s aunt. She was there, well, she was leaving his office when I was about to knock on the door.”

			She laughed. “That’s a name.”

			I half grinned. “She’s beautiful.”

			Mattie giggled. “That’s good because a name like that could ruin everything.” 

			I stared into my cup and lost my train of thought for a moment; I was forced back into reality when I heard a knock on the front door. I set my cup down and tilted my head, matching my reaction with a deepening wrinkle between my eyebrows. 

			“Who could that be?” I asked, and Mattie said nothing as she buried her face into her cup. I leaned down. “Mattie?”

			Finally, she looked up at me and that mischievous glint had reappeared in her eyes. 

			“Who?” I asked. 

			“I don’t know!” she said as her voice went up an octave. I pointed at her. “Liar.”

			She laughed and took another sip. I approached the front door pausing for a second and catching my reflection in the mirror that sat above the long table in the entryway. My hair bobbed on the top of my head in a messy bun and a few strands lay around my face. The knock came again, and I had no time to clean myself up. I reached the door and took a deep breath as I opened it up, letting it out as my gaze landed on joyful eyes and a happy grin. 

			“Bri,” I said with relief, and she nodded to me. I let my eyes lower, and she had a bag in her hand. I parted my lips, and she looked past me and into the house. “Are you going to invite me in?”

			I waited too long, and her grin started to dissipate. “Sure…yeah, okay,” I said, and her smile immediately returned. She stepped in, one foot at a time, while cautiously looking around the entryway. I rubbed the tops of my arms as she did a full turn and looked upward, inspecting everything. She stopped and let her large eyes land on me. I dropped my hand and crossed my arms over my chest. I assume she didn’t expect me to react this way but I had no idea she was coming. I thought it would just be Mattie and me tonight. 

			“She didn’t tell you, did she?”

			I bit my lip and unfolded my arms. “I, no, it’s okay.”

			She looked down at her feet and gripped her small bag in her hand. I could see the stickers on the outside of it. There was a black cat, a witch flying through the moon, and a large red heart with a black fissure running down the length of it. All stickers I would have probably chosen myself.  

			“Bri, honestly, it’s fine. Come in.” 

			She lifted her chin and nodded to me. I marched back to the living room and stepped aside, crossing my arms over my chest as Bri bounded in and scanned the room. Her eyes found Mattie, and she lit up even brighter than the sun. I couldn’t fault her for liking Mattie Fitzpatrick. What wasn’t to like? She was beautiful, outgoing, smart and honest, well, right up until she decided to omit the fact that she had invited Bri to my house without mentioning it to me. 

			Rebellion intrigues me, especially when it’s unnecessary. She knows I would have probably given into her so maybe it was the thrill of not asking me that made this fun for her.

			I paused, and a small grin forced a wrinkle in my otherwise smooth cheek. Thorn does this for me. He is something I would never ask for, not in a million years. Asking would dampen the effect of knowing he may be mine. My grin faded as fast as it had occurred. His expression when I told him that I was sorry about his mom had upset me. I couldn’t deny that. Just when I would feel protected and wanted by him, he would push me away again, which only did one thing.

			Made me want him more. 

			“Bri!” Mattie said, trying to sound surprised to see her. I guess she doesn’t know that we’re the same age with the same tricks up our sleeves. I tilted my head and Mattie made a b-line for Bri and barely allowed herself any time to look at me. 

			She stopped in front of her, and they seemed to be at a loss for words. I recognized the look because I had experienced the same with Thorn, and still do.

			I suddenly felt like a third wheel in my own house. They hugged and then looked at me. 

			“Is it okay that she’s here?” Mattie asked with wide eyes.

			There, she asked me. All was forgiven. I nodded to her. “Of course! Why would I care?” 

			They both smiled, and it lit up the room. Bri tilted her chin and stared up at the ceiling. Every room in this house was covered with small metal squares that looked like silver. It was something you’d see in every old building in larger cities, but it usually wasn’t done in homes. I peered upward and narrowed my eyes. Each square had a symbol dead center. I couldn’t believe that I hadn’t noticed it before. A ringing rose up in my ears, and I swayed on my feet for a moment until I felt a hand on my elbow. I blinked a couple of times, and both Bri and Mattie were staring at me, their joyful expressions were now gone only to be replaced by concern. 

			“Sorry,” I spoke quietly, hoping it would calm them down. “I get dizzy; I’m sure it has to do with the blow to my head.”

			“You okay?” Mattie asked while Bri stood silently next to her. Bri clenched her fist at her side and then relaxed it. She reached up and fingered at a charm on her necklace while her lips moved, but I couldn’t hear what she was saying. Mattie acted like she didn’t even notice, but I did, and Bri closed her eyes, kissing the charm and then looking up at me in a blur. Her eyes were dark as night, just as dark as Thorn’s would become from time to time. 

			I could hear whispers in the room while Mattie spoke again and touched my arm, the voices stopped, and I had to blink. Bri now stood there looking completely normal, staring up at the ceiling. 

			“Warding.” She said, and Mattie glanced at her. I narrowed my eyes. Bri stared at me and grinned. She pointed toward the ceiling. “The ceiling tiles, they have symbols on them to ward off evil.” Both Mattie and I looked up. “You mean like witchcraft?” Mattie asked, and Bri bit her lip as we both stared at each other. “Yes.”

			Mattie looked at me then at Bri. “How would you know?”

			Bri crossed her arms over her chest. “Because I am one.”

			“A what?” Mattie asked. “You mean a witch?”

			Bri paused for only a brief moment and then plowed right in without much worry. Obviously, she didn’t want to hide this part of herself from us any longer. 

			“Third-gen.” 

			Mattie nodded and gave me a quick glance. “You mean third generation? Wicked!” She yelled without attempting to quell her reaction. 

			“Sometimes,” Bri added as she locked her eyes onto mine. I swallowed hard. It was easy to shirk off the possibilities while drowning yourself in the logic that science can provide when you didn’t know anyone who practiced things like this. But here she was, a witch, or a self-proclaimed one, right here in my house. 

			“Does it bother you?” Bri asked me and I parted my lips, giving my bottom one a firm bite and then releasing it. I shrugged my shoulder. “Of course not, why would it bother me?” I asked. I wanted to sound convincing, but I didn’t know if it was more for her sake or mine. 

			“I think it’s cool, totally cool.” Mattie chimed in, breaking the tension that welled up between us. Of course, I didn’t care what Mattie believed in, but the strange had seemed to follow me here when I had hoped to leave it behind deep in the jungles of Brazil. 

			“You do know that your aunt practices, right?”

			I sucked in my breath. By practices, I assume she meant was like her.

			“I, well, no. I didn’t.” My gaze shifted upward. 

			“Yeah, she’s known to practice white magic, or at least that’s what I hear.”

			I glanced at Mattie who was completely enthralled. There was no talking to her now. I blinked a couple of times and adjusted my stance trying to act casual, but I’m sure it came off as awkward as it felt. 

			“By white magic, you mean good magic,” I said. Bri grinned. 

			“So do you practice white magic?” Mattie asked, and Bri looked down and then over at her.

			“Sometimes.”

			I didn’t like that word at all. I would have preferred the word yes. 

			Mattie’s questioning continued. “So you cast spells on people?” 

			Bri set her suitcase down and slowly opened it up. Both Mattie and I stepped back like she was going to pop up with a wand in her hand and wave it around the room. She produced a small black book and clutched it to her chest.

			“This is my book of charms.”

			I stepped forward; books call out to me…all of them, they always have. It doesn’t matter the subject; it’s the secrets behind the covers that intrigue me. Curiosity, it’s my greatest weakness and yet my only strength. In books, I was courageous, adventurous, and unlike myself caught here in the physical world. There, I was capable of deciphering so many things. I reached out before I even knew it and Bri smiled at me. 

			“Only a real witch can understand this book.”

			I stopped and lowered my hand, feeling a little embarrassed to have stepped outside of my comfort zone again. “Well, I’m not a witch, just an avid reader. A word warrior.”

			“Oh, I love that, Echo,” Mattie whispered. 

			I took a small breath. “It’s what my dad calls me.”    

			“Well, you should ask your dad why this house is warded against evil because of those.” She pointed upward. “Those are powerful spells meant to keep the dark things locked away in the veil.”

			“Wait…what did you say?” I asked. 

			“Of course it’s been a long time since your aunt cast anything, from what I’m told.”

			Bri parted her lips, and a voice interrupted us. 

			“Or perhaps you should ask me.” 

			We all turned, and my aunt stood in the doorway of the living room. Her hair was wet from the gentle storm that had produced a little rain. I didn’t even notice the sound of it hitting the windows until she arrived. My breath hitched in the back of my throat. 

			“Aunt Luna.”

			“Echo, Mattie.” She walked into the room and stared at Bri. 

			“Brianna Corintine, where’s your partner in crime, Tailor Ravenswood?”

			Bri placed her book back into her suitcase and closed it up. She rose up with it in her hand. 

			“Luna.” She said as if something lingered between the two of them. 

			“Tell your mother hello for me.”

			Bri said nothing as she rushed out of the room and we heard the door close before either of us could evaluate the situation. My aunt didn’t look happy at all. 

			“I said call Mattie and have her stay with you.” My aunt spoke with an even tone. 

			“I did…” Mattie interrupted me. “It was me, I invited Bri here, I’m sorry.” 

			Luna’s expression softened, but her eyes held a sadness that I knew all too well. 

			“It’s okay. I just prefer to be asked who steps foot in this house. It’s our home and a sanctuary, as all houses should be.”

			“Of course,” Mattie added. 

			My aunt rubbed her shoulders. “That chill outside is frightful. Let’s stoke the fire and get something hot to eat. Does that sound good?”

			We both nodded as she left the room. I finally let out my breath, not even noticing that I had been holding it. Mattie stared down at her feet, and I had to speak up.

			“Hey, it’s okay,” I said in a half whisper. 

			She shook her head. “No, it isn’t. I offended your aunt, and that sucks; it sucks bad.”

			“Mattie.” She walked toward the door and grabbed her bag that was sitting at the long table. She gripped the handle and stood there for a second longer as I stepped up behind her. 

			“Stay,” I said, and she shook her head again. “No, I’m just going to go home, if that’s okay. I really didn’t mean any harm and I had no idea that your aunt was, well, you know.”

			“A witch.” My aunt chimed in. “It’s okay; it isn’t a dirty word.”  

			I looked down and allowed her to leave without saying another word, but I felt sad for her. I know she didn’t mean anything bad by it.

			 “Come.” My aunt said, and I turned to face her. “She’ll be fine.” She added.  

			I nodded and stared at the door for only a moment longer, knowing my aunt was probably right. 
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			We ate in silence although I wanted to ask so many things. Finally, my aunt lowered her spoon and sighed. She stared into the fire, and I waited as patiently as I could. 

			“Was he, I mean, did the doctor say anything else to you?”

			Her soft eyes landed on me, and I knew before she spoke. “They don’t know anything, yet.”

			“I’m so sorry, Aunt Luna.”

			She stared down at her bowl of chicken noodle soup and then set it aside. She intertwined her fingers, and a calm came over her. “I appreciate that honey, I do, but we both know that isn’t what you want to ask me.”

			I bit my lip. “What you do is your business.”

			She laughed. I wasn’t sure if I upset her or not, but then she sighed. “You can appreciate history, right sweetheart?”

			Of course, I could, so I nodded without speaking.

			“Centuries ago two families escaped persecution from Christians who couldn’t allow any other religions to exist in their world. These God fearing people held a firm belief that those who practiced, such as I do were wicked and surely damned to the fiery pits of hell. Witches and Warlocks alike.” She adjusted on the couch and continued after she tucked her feet to one side and tightened the charcoal gray blanket around her delicate shoulders. I watched her hair swing forward and gently settle on her face. She didn’t even bother to move it. My eyes lowered, and I studied her mouth as she began to speak again. “These two families amassed a following of sorts. Others who believed that we should be able to practice our beliefs without fear of death and persecution. These two families sold everything they had, bought boats, food, and whatever provisions they could and sailed in hopes of freedom. Those people landed right here, in Port Royal and settled in, living with the land, not against it. Planting seeds and clearing some of this forest away for firewood and shelter. Only taking what we needed and nothing more.”

			“We?” I asked, and her eyes lit up. “Our ancestors, Echo. The Navarri, along with the Vega’s. We were the two families that took that great leap of faith to find a place of peace.”

			“But you act like you hate them.”

			Her eyes lowered. “I do, and so should you.”

			“Why?”

			She looked into the fire. “Our family practiced witchcraft with good intention and so did the Vega family, at first. But greed and power tainted them, and instead of living as they should, they pushed on, deeper into the forests of Port Royal, tearing down trees and vegetation that had stood long before we ever existed. Until they…” she stopped, and I narrowed my eyes. “What happened?”

			“A terrible thing. Horribly wicked, Echo. They stumbled across what was referred to as the veil. It was a mystical place in the forest, a holy place to the native people who lived here. It was there that they buried their dead, honored their Gods and the Vega family, they tried to buy this land from them, but the native people refused. They held this place sacred and had for centuries.” She took a slow breath and let it out. She looked up at me, and her eyes appeared glossy in the amber light of the room. “So they burned everything. Set fires to drive them out but instead of leaving, the native people gathered around and met their fate without resistance. Men, women, children. A hundred and thirteen in all. They perished in the veil and ever since a blue mist rises, and it’s said that it’s the sorrowful spirits of those who were murdered seeking revenge. But before they died, their Chief cursed this place, all of Port Royal, stealing it away from the sunlight and casting a darkness over us, especially the Vega family, the Chief cursed them to eternal damnation for what they had done. He released the God of Death on all of us.”

			“Aunt Luna, the God of Death is a myth, he doesn’t exist.”

			She stared at me in horror. “How can you be so sure?” 

			I sat there and the chill made me tremble. The wind picked up outside the house, and I could hear it howling against the sides of it making it creak and moan. 

			She pushed her hair behind both ears and sniffled. “I’m sorry, it’s a terrible story, but the greatest tragedy is how Eyota and Persephone have turned their backs on their heritage and become so rigid. They are devout Christians now and head up the Royals, who, as you know, tend to want conformity. They enacted the dress code at your school, and I’m sure, if it were up to them, they would force us all to attend church every Sunday, abandoning our own beliefs and accepting theirs as truth.”

			“I met him, well, I met both of them.”

			“Who?” She asked me. 

			I swallowed and adjusted myself on the couch. “Eyota and Persephone.”

			“Why didn’t you tell me?”

			I took a slow breath. “I didn’t think it was important.”

			She shook her head. “I shouldn’t act this way; it’s as bad as they are. Of course, you don’t have to tell me anything you don’t want to, but I would prefer it if you stay away from that family, all of them.”

			The words stung me. Staying away from their family was nearly impossible as long as Thorn lived and breathed. 

			“Don’t you find it odd that my parents are investigating the same thing right now, I mean, something called the veil?”

			She paused and stood up, holding her hand out to me. “I’ve come to expect so little of rationality, that when it occurs, I get amused.” 

			“So you believe in the supernatural?”

			She wiggled her hand. “I believe that there are things that can’t be explained away in a book. I don’t see how this is any different than believing in a Christian God that can’t be seen.”

			I took her hand and stood up, studying her face. She looked stoic and steadfast in her opinion. Then she spoke again. “The veil refers to something shielded from the eyes of the mortals. So yes, the fact that it’s called the same thing may seem odd, but in truth, it’s common in the Pagan world.”

			“Why do you think Mr. Vega and his sister refuse to practice?”

			She sighed and touched the side of my face. “It wasn’t always like that. Grief causes many things. Eyota and his sister used to practice, just as his whole family did, up until he lost his wife.”

			“What happened to her?”

			“Oh honey, she died in childbirth, having Hawthorn.”

			I gasped. I couldn’t imagine how that would make you feel to know that your birth marked the death of a parent. It must be terrible for him. 

			“After that, Eyota shed his beliefs and embraced the church, along with his sister.”

			She leaned in. “Come with me; I want to show you something.”
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			My aunt pulled out a skeleton key and slid it into the keyhole. She turned it, grabbing the doorknobs, opening up a set of double doors. She stepped aside and the smell of vegetation hit as soon as the room was exposed to me. 

			It was a breathtakingly gorgeous atrium, complete with a skylight and a stone fountain that sat in the middle with vines growing all over it, some brown in color, but I could see hints of deep green struggling to overtake what was once dead or dying. Clear blue water cascaded over the top and landed into a wading pool that surrounded it. 

			I scanned the room and could see budding flowers and herbs. I tilted my head and stared up at the skylight and could make out a defined pentagram built into the glass with black iron. How this could be here, and I had never seen it was beyond me. Children wander, but she must have kept the doors locked.

			“Aunt Luna this is beautiful,” I whispered in astonishment. She stepped in behind me and looked around the room. 

			“It had all withered away despite everything I tried to do, then.” She stopped talking, and I looked back at her. “Then you arrived, and this started to happen…life. Little sparks of life here and there, like magic.”

			“Magic,” I repeated, straining my neck to inspect the tall, vegetative vines that had made their way up the walls and onto the skylight. 

			She walked past me and ran her hand along a line of deep red roses. I could smell their sweet scent in the air. I closed my eyes until I heard her hiss. I turned to face her, and she was staring at the tip of her finger. She glanced back at me and sucked on it, then removed it from her mouth, giving me a wink. “Beautiful things can be treacherous, Echo.”

			Man, no truer words had ever been spoken. Of course, my mind immediately returned to Thorn. He was dangerous for me. I could feel it, and yet I was drawn to him in a way I couldn’t explain, and quite honestly, I didn’t want to know. Knowing would ruin everything, I was sure of it.  

			“This is the only thing I can do,” I spoke in a murmur.

			My aunt narrowed her eyes and rubbed the tip of her finger. “What’s that, honey?”

			I smiled. “I can grow things. My parents couldn’t and, well, I was the only one.” 

			“It’s a gift to be able to bring things to life.”

			Midnight crossed my mind. If I could have kept her alive, then I would have never come here and experienced this, the house, my aunt, this beautiful atrium, or Thorn. I would have also missed out on Daniel and Mattie.  

			I shook off the guilt. 

			I nodded to her. “Well, I thought you should have this. It felt right.” She handed me the key, and I stared at it in wonder. I had never been offered a gift like this one. It seemed to come with a great deal of responsibility. Anything concerning life should be taken seriously, whether it’s animal or plants. They are all living things and should be guarded.

			 The silver chain rolled off the side of my palm and swung back and forth. “Aunt Luna, I couldn’t.”

			“Oh yes you can, and you will. Do what you do best, Echo. Give this room the love and care that I couldn’t. I think it may have been waiting on you. Consider it an early birthday present.”

			I stared at the roses and then stepped back when I heard the ruffling of feathers. I turned and watched two white swans walk past us, and they made their way to the fountain. They climbed in and started to swim next to each other. 

			“That’s Romeo and Juliet.” She touched her heart. “Yes, I’m a romantic at heart, don’t tell anyone.” 

			I grinned. “I won’t, your secret is safe with me, but where, I mean, how did they end up here?”

			“They came to me, just as Bela did. We don’t get to pick and choose these things. They choose us. At least, I don’t. All you can do is enjoy the time they are gracious enough to share with you.”

			Her words settled deep in my heart. 

			She stepped up to me and pulled out a small metal container. She turned the lid and waved her hand. “Turn around, sweetheart. Let me rub this on your back; it will help with the healing.” 

			Her fingers gingerly moved across my skin, and I winced at first, but the warm sensation that followed relaxed my muscles, and I felt the dull ache start to fade. I flexed my fingers in the sling and turned to face her.

			“I thought you didn’t.” I stopped, and she twisted the lid back on the small container. “I don’t practice anymore; perhaps that’s why this place started to wither and die.” She looked around and then walked away from me. The fact that she had whipped something up for me was amazing and showed how much she loved me. I had no idea why she had abandoned her craft, but maybe someday she would feel comfortable enough to tell me. Until then, I wasn’t going to pressure her. 

			I watched her as she made her way to the door. She paused and turned back to me. “Just do me a favor, if you find love, treasure it for all it’s worth and don’t let it go for any reason. Don’t let it wither and die, tend to it.” She scanned the room and then let her eyes settle back on me. 

			“I promise,” I said.

			She nodded to me and left me there alone. 

			I turned back and watched the swans floating next to each other. 

			“Hi, I’m Echo.” I lifted my hand and gave them a wave. They ignored me, and I took a deep breath and held it in. I pulled the key out and stared at it. 

			“Wow,” I whispered. 

			 

			I woke up to voices and rolled onto my back, staring up at the canopy above my bed. I had stayed up way too late weeding the garden and pulling away dead vines. School would be difficult today as the fluorescent lighting wasn’t forgiving to anyone, especially to those who slept less than they should. 

			I slid my feet into my slippers and grabbed my fluffy red robe, placing it on and tying it in the front with a twist. I pulled my hair up, hissing when my shoulder gave me a little bit of grief, but it felt better. Whatever my aunt had used was doing more than painkillers ever could. I placed it in a ponytail and then I heard my aunt’s voice rise. I rushed down the hallway and onto the stairs, firmly gripping the railing in my hand and trying my best to stay upright.

			Coffee consumed my mind.  

			I made my way around the corner, and I could see her standing there with the door open. I rushed up behind her, and she turned with tears in her eyes. 

			“Aunt Luna?”

			“James, he, oh, honey.” She rushed into my arms and sobbed against my shoulder. I knew what had happened, but I wanted to give the silence a chance to console her. Loss is a terrible thing, and I could feel her weight against me which matched the one in her heart. 

			I parted my lips. “I don’t know what to say.” 

			She leaned back and a huge smile exposed her teeth, the tears streamed down her cheeks, and I shook my head. “Are you having a stroke?”

			She started to laugh. “No! He’s awake, and he asked for me, Echo. He asked for me!”

			I grinned as she gently shook my shoulders and then gave me another hug. I felt such a huge relief. I was sure that he had died. In fact, the dark feeling still lingered. 

			My aunt leaned back and touched my cheek. “Oh, I have to go see him, now.” 

			She started to run and skidded to a stop; her hair bounced on her shoulders. “Oh, I didn’t make you any breakfast, I can do that first.”

			I shook my head. “No, you go, I can feed myself.”  

			She rushed up and kissed me on one cheek then the other. Very European. She laughed and then backed away. “I have to do my hair.” She bit her lip. “You know what? Screw that.” She grabbed her shoes and placed them on, one rain boot at a time. Luna stumbled while laughing. She grabbed her coat and placed it on while snatching up her purse. Then with one last breathless moment, she paused at the door. 

			I leaned to the side. “Aunt Luna.”

			She nodded and opened the door, finally crossing the threshold, and then she paused again.

			“Aunt Luna.”

			She waved her hand behind her. “I know, Echo. I’m going.”

			“You don’t look like you’re going.”

			She turned to face me. “What if he doesn’t remember me?”

			I narrowed my eyes and grinned at her. “Remember you? Are you serious? No one could forget you.”

			She placed her hand on her hip. “What do you mean by that?”

			“Nothing but good things.” I took a step toward the door. 

			“Remember me because I’m annoying or remember me because I’m amazing?” She asked. 

			I winked at her and grabbed the doorknob. “Door number two.”

			She lifted her hand, and I smiled. “What was door number…”

			I started to close the door, and she leaned against it. “Echo, please.”

			“Go, Aunt Luna.”

			“I just…”

			I shut the door. There was nothing else I could do. 
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			I hadn’t spoken to Thorn since I had told him that I met his dad. Again, he had switched gears on me, going from attentive and loving to cold and distant in the blink of an eye. He hadn’t returned to school, and there were no missed calls on my phone. 

			I understand denial. I had effectively lived on my own for a year now. The anniversary of the mock funeral had come and gone, and I had ignored it. I refused to give it any validity. If I did that, then it would be like admitting that she was gone. 

			Maybe it was the same for Thorn. I couldn’t imagine the guilt associated with something so beyond your control. Birth shouldn’t carry so much misery, but his did. 

			His birth signified his mother’s death. 

			Again I felt pity for him. 

			Again he served as a distraction from my own issues. 

			I didn’t know how long that would work, but for now, I accepted it for what it was, unhealthy or not.

			I hunched my shoulders when I entered the large auditorium. A marching band played, swinging their trumpets back and forth while a boy wildly slammed his sticks against the side of a drum. I walked past a group of girls who seemed to start whispering to each other as soon as I had appeared. I sat off to the side, trying to avoid people and spotted Mattie with Bri. They both waved me over, but I shook my head. They had sat too close to the front. I adjusted on the hard bleacher and then spotted Daniel and Tailor. Tailor was all snuggled into his side and laughing. Everyone seemed to be settling into life with someone.

			The music stopped, and the door opened. Thorn came walking in with his shoulders squared, and his hands shoved deep into his pants pockets. His eyes found me without much effort at all. My heart fluttered as he walked toward me, lifting his steady hand and running it through his thick blonde hair. His eyes were back to that beautiful deep blue again; all the darkness had disappeared. Even his expression had changed from worrisome to gratification. I didn’t know what could do this for him because surely it wasn’t just the sight of me. He paused in front of me for only a moment and then with a slight grin he took a seat next to me on the bleachers. His shoulder rubbed up against mine, and that tingling feeling ran down my arm and across my stomach. He cleared his throat and leaned over to speak to me, the sweet scent of sandalwood engulfed my senses, confusing me into thinking that he hadn’t been gone for a few days without a single call or explanation. 

			I let out a short breath when his voice broke through the ringing in my ears. “This looks exciting.”  

			“Where have you been?”  

			“Hunting.” He said. 

			“You can’t just…”

			He interrupted me. “Can’t what?”

			I got caught up in his eyes, and then my focus shifted to his mouth. 

			“Leave and not even bother to call.”

			He sighed. “I really have no choice.”

			“You could say no.”

			He let out a short burst of laughter and scanned the room.

			“What?” I asked.

			His eyes landed right back on me. “You try telling my father no.”

			I paused. He had a point. I remember sitting in the back of that limousine wanting to run, but I couldn’t. 

			My jaw tightened. “Well, do you have something against calling?”

			He grinned and studied my mouth. “I love the way you frown when you get agitated with me.”

			I rolled my eyes. “Glad I can amuse you.”

			He moved in closer to my side. “You do more than that.” His leg pressed up against mine, and I gripped the bleacher with both hands. I glanced over at him as he licked his bottom lip. I couldn’t help but stare at them, all soft and inviting. 

			His kiss still haunted me. 

			The way he made me feel lingered in my soul. It was ridiculous to be this bound to anything, but I was, and I couldn’t fight it. His fingers weaved into mine as he lifted my hand and turned it. His lips hovered right above my skin. He sighed as his eyes shifted. He lowered my hand, and we both looked up to see Tailor standing there with Daniel at her side. 

			“Tailor.” Thorn said without much enthusiasm. 

			“I heard.” She said. 

			“Heard what?” I asked, and Thorn looked down and then over at me. 

			“Oh, he didn’t tell you?” She added with a smirk. 

			“Thorn? Tell me what?” I asked as I stared at him, but his eyes narrowed as he glared at her. His eyes locked onto someone. I turned, and a girl stepped up next to Tailor. 

			Her hair was long and beautiful and lay in loose curls over her shoulders. The lights in the auditorium caught hints of magenta in her dark brown hair. Her almond shaped eyes inspected me. Chestnut in color with what appeared to be hints of gold. Her face was soft, her jawline exquisite, her nose was small and elegant. She looked like a model, or perhaps royalty, a boys dream. Her full red lips parted and she spoke with a soft, elegant tone. She was South African; I could tell by her accent. 

			“Reunions are always so awkward.” She immediately noticed me and stepped up, letting her eyes rush over me like rough waves. She suddenly felt aggressive, and my heart fluttered in my chest. She grinned and then abandoned her need to speak to me. 

			“It seems I’ve returned.” She walked away with Tailor and Daniel happily following in her wake. I bit my lip and let out a sigh. Thorn pulled me up and out of the assembly before it had a chance to start. The door closed behind us, and he let go of my hand and took a few steps out in front of me. I stared at his back, and then finally he turned to face me. I could tell that he was visibly shaken, which was odd for him.

			“Who was that?”

			He licked his lip and ran his hand down the side of his head. 

			“No one.” He said in a stern tone. 

			I took a step toward him. “Um, that was definitely someone who knew you.”

			He said nothing. 

			I pointed at the door to the auditorium. 

			“Who was that girl?” I asked, not willing to take any more of his mysterious nature as charming because at this point it was annoying me. 

			“No one to me.”

			I nodded to him. “Oh yeah? Well, that’s not how you acted. So how about you stop lying to me, and while we’re at it, where the hell do you actually go, Thorn? You’ll be gone for days without a call, text, nothing. You act like I’m supposed to wait around for you. And hunting? Seriously, you were just out hunting for three days, but you couldn’t tell me that? This isn’t how it’s supposed to be.”

			He took a step toward me, and I took one step back. “Echo.” He didn’t offer up anything to help me feel any better. I shook my head. 

			“Not this time.” I turned and started to walk away from him. The anger had been boiling up in me for weeks. The confusion and loneliness only compounded the situation. I missed my parents. I missed the quiet nights in hotel rooms reading my books and keeping to myself. I missed not feeling dependent on someone else for my own happiness, but most of all, I missed my sister. I missed her so badly that my body ached and my mind desperately searched for things to fill the void of her absence in my life. When she died, she took a huge part of me with her and here I was trying to fill that emptiness with a boy who had no ability to commit to me. 

			A boy who couldn’t even be honest with me. 

			Suddenly he was blocking my way. I had to stop so I wouldn’t run right into him.

			“Please, Echo. Please wait.”

			I looked down, refusing to let his eyes sucker me into more of his emotional drama. I wasn’t sure what had triggered my meltdown, but it was here and rising in me like molten lava. Maybe it had been rising all along, and it had finally taken its toll on me. 

			“Wait for what? For you? Tell me why I should do that, Thorn? You come and go at will. You don’t care that I worry about you or even that I miss you when you’re gone. You don’t think about how it makes me feel, how it makes me question everything about myself or us.”

			“Us.” He repeated. I laughed, lifting my hand and letting it hit the side of my leg. 

			“Yes, us. You and me…”

			“Is that what we are?”

			I blinked. “I…well…”

			He grabbed me and pulled me in; his mouth crashed against mine and the world stopped. I dropped my books, and my arm dangled next to my side. His hand slid to the base of my back and held me up when my knees begged to buckle. He moaned at my mouth but instead of jumping away and running as he had before, he stayed and tightened his grip on me, pulling me against his chest. I felt his other hand move to the back of my head and cradle the base of my skull as his face turned allowing his lips to search for me, search for everything I had to offer to him. I reached up and touched his firm jawline, running my hand along it and drawing him in as close as I could. He lifted me up and the kissing slowed but his urgency didn’t. Finally, the bell rang, and he lowered me to the floor. My breathing was erratic, and he grinned as he watched my lip quiver and felt my body tremble at his touch. 

			“Us.” He whispered. 

			I nodded to him and then we heard a voice behind us. “Assembly has started.”

			I bit my lip and turned as Thorn placed his arm around me and we walked back into the auditorium as a couple for the first time since we met. 

		

	
		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			30

			We stood in front of my house and stared at each other for a little while longer than we probably should have. I couldn’t help it. He was beautiful in every way possible, and it still stunned me that he had chosen me when I’m sure so many girls would have died to just be near him. 

			His attraction to me was a mystery, but I wasn’t going to question it for fear of breaking the spell. He stepped closer to me and touched my cheek with the back of his hand, my eyes closed as I accepted his affection. I needed to give in and stop fighting it. It didn’t mean that I wasn’t terrified, but to deny him would be to deny something I didn’t know if I could live without. 

			“You amaze me.” He whispered. I opened my eyes and could see that he was studying my expression. His eyes had held a steady deep blue the remainder of the day, and I was grateful for that too. My eyes shift in color, so it didn’t bother me, but where mine would add flecks of gray here and there, his would darken and change his entire look. Something about it made me sad not only for him but me. I wasn’t sure why but I would revel in moments like this one and store them away in memory, just like I did for Midnight. 

			“I’ll accept your compliment and raise you one better…you are incredible,” I whispered back to him. Yep, I was that girl. The goofy romantic one who had tilted over into the grossly overwrought expressions of adoration for Thorn. 

			He grinned and continued to touch my face and just as he leaned in to kiss me I heard my aunt’s voice and I stepped back, tucking my hair behind my ear and clearing my throat.

			“Echo, come inside.” She tucked her hands into her sides and stared Thorn down like the enemy. I hoped this wasn’t the way it would be now. I had accepted her relationship with Mr. Jenny when it had felt awkward seeing that he’s my guidance counselor. I hope she’ll keep that in mind with Thorn, regardless of how she feels about his dad. To be honest, it was a bit unlike her to be so judgmental about Thorn all due to her opinion about his family. I’m a perfect example of how different you can be from the people who have, or raise you. Midnight fit the Navarri mold, I didn’t. 

			“Okay, Aunt Luna.” I reluctantly called out to her. 

			Thorn stared down at his feet and then bit his full lip as he glanced up at me. The way he eyed me sent a thrill down my spine and kicked the butterflies into overdrive in the pit of my stomach. 

			“I have to go,” I said as I half stumbled over myself toward the wrought iron gate. Thorn placed his hand on it and opened it up, allowing me to walk through. I did so backward, which was a dangerous proposition, but after three steps I started to feel cocky and boom, tripped again. He stepped up and grabbed my hand, pulling me forward and making sure that I wouldn’t fall. He leaned into my ear. 

			“How about we go on a real date? Tomorrow, eight?” he asked.

			He backed away, and his hand released mine. I nodded, and he walked backward, only he had no problems keeping upright. I smiled and gave him a nervous wave and then turned back, placing a hand on my stomach and letting out a sigh. This was exactly how I hoped it would be. Thorn made me feel as if the entire world sat at our feet and a future with him would be filled with nothing but happiness. 

			My aunt watched him until he disappeared out of sight and I strolled up the steps without hobbling. I had also ditched my sling that had cradled my arm. I felt somewhat sore, but the strength had returned to me. I didn’t know why and I wasn’t even interested in investigating it…a first for me. Thorn was now the greatest mystery of them all and the whole of my thoughts rested solely on him. I wanted to know everything I could about him. 

			I stepped up to her and grinned. She touched my chin and looked down. “You seem to be back up and running at full speed.” I nodded to her. 

			“How’s Mr. Jenny doing?” I asked. 

			She paused. “He’s better.”

			She leaned in and hugged me, and I sank into her shoulder. Both Luna and Thorn made me feel so safe and protected unlike I had ever felt before. Don’t get me wrong; I know my parents love me, but where they encouraged dangerous exploration, my aunt encouraged safety. I feel like I may be more like her than I am them, but I would never say it for fear of hurting their feelings. 

			“Oh what’s this?” she asked as she let me go and walked to the large wooden porch swing. She picked up a package that was wrapped in black paper and had no label on it. I narrowed my eyes as she pulled a tiny card that was tucked on the top behind some thick black string. She eyed it and then looked at me. “Well, it seems you have an admirer.” 

			I stepped up, and she handed me the card. I quickly looked at it and spotted my name written in script in silver on the small black card. I shook my head and then glanced behind me. If Thorn had sent me a present, I think he would have eluded to it.

			“Open it up.” She said, so I did. I bit my lip as I read it. 

			“For a beautiful swan.” Much Regards, Eyota Vega.

			“It’s a gift from Mr. Vega.”

			“Eyota?” my aunt asked, and I nodded as I lowered the card in my hand. 

			“Why on earth would he be sending you a gift?”

			I took a breath, wanting to come clean but knowing that I probably shouldn’t. “I’m not sure.”

			“Well, let’s go inside and see what this man has sent you.” her tone was even, but I could tell that she was just a little annoyed. 

			I walked to the staircase and sat down on the broad wooden step. My aunt placed the box on my lap, and I stared at it for a moment longer than she could handle. 

			“You’re killing me, Echo.”

			I pulled the string off of it and then removed the lid. I had to fold back delicate white tissue paper one piece at a time. I stood up and placed it on the floor, reaching in and pulling out a beautiful black dress with a heart shaped bust, quarter length sleeves, and hand stitched embroidery on the skirt. My aunt stepped up and eyed it, taking it from my hand and holding it up so I could see it. She looked at it too, and we were both speechless. The knee length flared skirt was covered with beautiful red flowers among thick green vegetation and sitting at the bottom were two white swans facing each other. I shook my head. 

			“I don’t know what to say.”

			She bit her lip. “Maybe tell me why he would send this to you?”

			“He knows that Thorn and I, well…”

			She moaned. “Does he not think you have anything good enough to wear around his son?”

			I stared at the dress and then she gently folded it back up and placed it in the box. She replaced the lid and stood up with it in her hand. 

			“I’ll be right back.”

			She started to march toward the door, and I rushed around in front of her. She stopped and tilted her head. “Echo?”

			I bit my lip and released it, staring at the box like the best Christmas present I had ever received. “Honestly, are you not offended by this?”

			My shoulders hunched, and I shrugged them. “Not really, I mean… I guess it was nice of him to think of me.”

			She cocked an eyebrow. “Eyota Vega is a self-centered snob who sent this to you as if you come from an impoverished home.” 

			I wrung my hands, and she noticed. “I, Aunt Luna, please. I’m not offended.”

			She lowered the box and stared at me. She sighed and placed it in my hands, gently tapping the lid and then sliding her fingers across it. She looked like she wanted to say more but she didn’t. I know that she hated them, but Thorn, he was different. Where Eyota and Persephone made me feel small, Thorn made me feel bigger than life, like I could do anything with him by my side. I wanted that; I needed it. 

			“Okay then.” She said with zero emotion. 

			She started to walk away from me, and I called out to her. “So, it’s okay with you that I keep it?”

			She didn’t turn to face me. “I’m not your mother. I never was, and I never will be.”

			I sighed as she walked out of the entryway and into the living room. I followed her after I set the box down on the long table along the wall. I stood there, rubbing my hands on the side of my skirt. “If you’re upset then I’ll give it back.”

			She sat down in her chair and shook her head as she picked up her novel and flipped to her saved page. “Echo Navarri, stop begging for approval. It’s beneath you.”

			I shifted my stance and placed my hand on my hip. “I’m not.”

			She laughed. “You are. You want me to swoon over this boy, and I’m not going to.” 

			“Well.” I walked toward her and took a seat in the chair across from hers. I stared at her until she closed the book and laid it on her lap. She studied my eyes then spoke calmly. “Honey, I love you, but there comes a time in life when you have to make your own mistakes to learn from them.”

			“What does that mean?” I asked kind of annoyed that she would even say it like that. 

			“It means exactly what it means; I don’t talk in metaphors.”

			“I just.” I paused and then drudged on. I had to know why she had reacted this way. “I really like him.” 

			She grinned. “Don’t we all? What’s not to like about a Vega? Rich, charming, handsome, but just know that those things are superficial at best.” 

			“Thorn isn’t like his dad.”

			She laughed, and it echoed in the room. I hated it; it felt like she was mocking me, so my reaction was warranted. “You don’t know him.”

			“No…but I know his father.”

			“You know of him, knowing someone and knowing of them are two different things.”

			“Don’t assume, young lady.”

			I kept going; my temper had flared, and I felt like I was defending Thorn to her. “You know what they say about assumption,” I muttered under my breath. 

			“Really? Are you lecturing me, Echo? Perhaps you’re the one who’s making an ass of themselves.” I could tell she regretted it as soon as she said it. I stood up, and she grabbed my hand, stopping me. I looked away. I had too. Suddenly that feeling of safety was being washed away with harsh judgments.

			“Echo, please. I didn’t mean…” I cut her off and pulled my hand away from hers. I started to walk, and she called out from behind me. “I…I loved him.”

			I stopped and turned back to face her. 

			“What? I asked. 

			“Eyota Vega, he was the love of my life.” 

			I sucked in my breath and everything started to make sense. 
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			I sat at the table in the library while my aunt walked to the oversized chest in the corner that sat on a metal base with elaborate feet that looked like the paws of a lion. She leaned down and opened the lid, reaching in with care and standing up with a wide book in her hands. She left the top open as she walked back to the table and sat down across from me. Luna placed the book on the table and eyed it with adoration. The strain that had held her face tight with irritation had made way for something softer…loving. Her eyes now inspected something she treasured. I recognized the expression as much as I knew the feeling. She carefully opened it up and beckoned me to join her. I pushed my chair back and walked around the table, taking a seat next to her and accepting her invitation into something I knew she had hidden away. 

			I leaned in and could see a rose, dried and flattened on the first page, protected by plastic. She lingered on this page and then finally bit her lip, turning it and allowing it to lay open. I spotted an open card, and two swans were embossed on it, both in solid black and facing each other. I glanced at her and then back at the book. She turned the page, and I could see her standing there in a beautiful black dress that flared at her knees and had a heart-shaped bodice, quarter length sleeves and then I noticed the bottom of the skirt. It had the same embroidery as mine did. Same foliage, same flowers, same swans. My breath hitched. Surely, Mr. Vega hadn’t given me the same dress like the one my aunt had worn, had he? 

			“I don’t understand,” I said in a half whisper. 

			Her fingers gently toyed at the corner of the page. She tilted her head. 

			“The dress is a warning.” 

			I shook my head. “Why?”

			She turned the page and there they were, arm in arm, Aunt Luna and Eyota Vega. I could see Port Royal High School in the background. I narrowed my eyes and read the card off to the side of the picture. 

			Homecoming ’66.

			“Homecoming?” I asked, and she half grinned. 

			“Yes.” She paused and then leaned back in her chair. “He was so handsome, so charming. I swear that my senior year was a blur and I have no idea how I graduated. I certainly couldn’t concentrate because he, well, let’s just say that my mind wandered.”

			I understood this more than I wanted to admit. Thorn did this to me. My mind did wander with him. I found myself wondering where he was when he wasn’t with me, and when we were together the rest of the world seemed to fade away. I cared about things less and less.

			School.

			Missing my parents.

			Learning how to live this way when I had spent my entire life on the road.

			None of it mattered when I let him in.

			But most of all he absorbed the emptiness. The void that Midnight’s absence had left behind.

			I blinked when she spoke up again. “I know what this feels like. What Thorn makes you feel. Trust me, I do. I just, well, I love you, and it would break my heart if…” she trailed off. 

			I sighed. “I’m sorry. I can tell that he, I mean, Mr. Vega hurt you, but Thorn is not like that.”

			She turned to look at me. Her expression wasn’t one of anger or irritation. Instead, it was filled with concern. “How do you know?” she asked me. 

			I hesitated. How could I possibly know? How could I explain to her that it was just something I felt deep inside my soul that told me that Thorn wouldn’t hurt me? Or could it be that I refused to accept the possibility? Maybe it was the possibility, the not knowing, that was the greatest attraction of all. 

			She moved my bangs and cupped the side of my face. I leaned into her hand and wanted to cry. I hated feeling this way and yet I couldn’t live without it. I had never been in love, and now that I found myself falling deeper and deeper in love with Thorn, I was finding it harder to ward off the paranoia and fear. It lurked there, in the shadows like the mist in the veil. I could see it, I could feel it, but I couldn’t touch it. 

			It frightened me.

			“Because I want to,” I said as I opened my eyes and she let out a slow breath. 

			She removed her hand and looked back at the picture of the two of them. Then she turned the page, and my eyes ran over another picture of them laughing, then another of them holding hands, then one of them kissing. Eyota’s hand lay gently on her cheek just as Thorn does with me. It sent a cold chill through me like I was looking at the future, yet it was the past. 

			Then she took a deep breath and turned the page. 

			More pictures, one of them staring at each other, another one of them by the ocean with my aunt’s hair flying in the wind, and then she turned the page, and all I could see was a gravestone. I leaned in and read the inscription. 

			Love.  

			I shook my head and stared at her. “What is this?” I whispered. 

			She wiped a tear from her cheek. “The end of us.” She said with so much hurt and regret.

			 “You mean…you and Mr. Vega had a child?” I asked, choking on my words. 

			She stared at the book. “I buried love in the cemetery. That’s what I named her. Look at me, a living metaphor, when I claimed that I wasn’t.” 

			My heart was breaking for her. It made my stomach sour. 

			She closed the book as she took a slow and steady breath then turned to face me, taking my hands in hers and rubbing her thumbs across the tops of my hands. My body trembled from her loss. I had no idea that she had lost a child, let alone a daughter with him. 

			“I only carried her for five months, but I had her and held her in my arms. She was so small 

			and helpless. No one knew about her but Eyota and my parents. Even your dad doesn’t know, and I want to keep it that way.” 

			I stumbled over my words as my mind tried to absorb this horrible truth. “Did he, I mean, was Eyota there when she was born?”

			She licked her lip and bit into it, reminding me more of myself than I wanted to admit. “No, he didn’t want me to have her. In fact, he offered to get rid of the problem, or so he called it.”

			“Why would he say that?” I asked in disgust.

			She shook her head and visibly tried to collect her thoughts. I could tell this was painful for her, just as painful as it had been so many years ago. I’m sure it would haunt her the rest of her life. “He was frightened, so was I, but that doesn’t mean you abandon something such as this. He promised me.” She stopped talking, and my heart sank.

			Promises. 

			She blinked a couple of times. “I, well, I loved him, and he claimed that he loved me, and that dress, it was a gift that I returned to him, and now I think it’s meant to be a warning for you, my love. He wanted me to see this, to tell you so that maybe you wouldn’t make the same mistake that I did.” 

			“Thorn isn’t like that, Aunt Luna. He would never...” 

			She interrupted me. “Don’t you think that a man knows his son better than a little girl could?”

			She let my hands go and then closed the book; I could feel her packing away the memories much like I do when they hurt too much for me to handle. 

			I shook my head, and my bangs fell into my eyes. My heart ached for her, and I understood her concern more than I wanted to, but Thorn, Thorn wasn’t like his dad; he couldn’t be. 

			“I won’t tell you what you can and cannot do, Echo. That isn’t my place especially when I can see how much you care for that boy, but his conquests are as extensive as his father’s. His reputation precedes him.”

			I cleared my throat. “People change.”

			She laughed. “Do they? Or do they adjust to whatever situation they happen to be in to serve their own needs?” 

			“Are you saying he doesn’t care about me?” I asked, taking another defensive stance with her. 

			She reached out and touched my hand; I immediately let the anger go. I know where this comes from with her and I couldn’t blame her for her natural reaction. I’m sure seeing Thorn and I together had brought back memories that she would have preferred to keep buried, like the daughter she would never know. 

			“Be careful, that’s all.”

			I watched her as she stood up, taking the book with her and placing it back in the chest. She shut the lid and stood there with her hands on it for a few moments longer. I stood up and walked to her just as she turned to face me. 

			“I love you, like my own. I always have. I felt the same for your sister, and it broke my heart when she died, but having you here fills a void for me that was hollowed out years ago. A void I never thought could be filled. Even James doesn’t do this for me, but you, you do. I just couldn’t stand seeing anything happen to you.” 

			“Aunt Luna,” I said as I rushed in and hugged her. My head rested on her shoulder as she pulled me in tight. I closed my eyes and whispered to her. 

			“I love him.”

			She sighed. “Oh, honey, I was afraid of that.” 
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			I fingered at the embroidery on the dress. I stared up and out the window into the thick pine.

			I love Thorn. 

			I can’t help how I felt about him. 

			My heart ached for my aunt, but she isn’t me, and my relationship isn’t the one my aunt had with his father. 

			It couldn’t be doomed like theirs was.

			Could it?  

			I wanted to hate Eyota Vega. I knew that I should. The funny thing is, even when she speaks about him, she doesn’t look like she hates him, she looks like she’s in pain. 

			At least with hate, you could move on.   

			I flinched when my phone rang on the small table that sat next to my bed. I swallowed hard, setting the dress aside and picked it up, placing it to my ear and hoping for the best. 

			“Hello?” I asked.

			“Echo, it’s mom.”

			I let out a huge sigh, and my frown suddenly turned into a grin. I hadn’t heard her voice in weeks, and I needed it more than I realized. 

			“Mom…hi. How are you?”

			“Good, and you?”

			I paused. “Great, I mean as great as I can be. How’s dad?” I asked, wishing that small talk would make way for what I really wanted to say. I love my mom, but we never had that kind of relationship where we talked about anything private. Especially things that should be discussed, like boys, or even the death of my sister. We had effectively buried all of that when we buried that empty coffin. 

			“I wanted to let you know that we haven’t been able to make much progress.”

			I gripped the phone firmly in my hand. “I’m sorry.”

			“Well, you know how it goes, and your father, he’s fine.” 

			I knew this was a lie. My dad was never fine during a dig; he was only fine when the discovery was made. Until then nothing else mattered. 

			“I wanted to let you know that we will be coming home for Christmas, but your birthday, well, we just can’t.”

			My eyes dulled, and I felt the tears, but I choked down the emotion. “Great, no Christmas is great, dad said you may not be here,” I said after clearing my throat. 

			“Are you okay? You sound like you may be coming down with a cold.”

			I shook my head like she was there and closed my eyes. “No, well, maybe a little. This weather sucks. It rains most of the time and the rest it’s cloudy and gray.”

			She exhaled. “Perfect reading weather for you.” 

			I opened my eyes. “Yes, it is.”

			“How’s school?” She asked, and I blinked. She had never dug this deeply into anything with me. “Um, it’s okay, I guess.”

			“What happened?”

			I parted my lips. What hadn’t happened? Then I found myself sugar coating everything like she couldn’t handle the truth. “Oh, it’s just weird. It’s not like being tutored, and they have a dress code.” 

			I narrowed my eyes. “You knew, didn’t you?”

			“Yes, of course I did.” 

			“Thanks,” I said letting out a small chuckle. She laughed into the phone; it was awkward to be talking to her this way. 

			I cleared my throat. “Is dad there?”

			“No, he’s on site. He refuses to leave. He thinks we’re close, but I haven’t seen anything to give me that impression, but you know how stubborn he is. He’s been chasing a folklore, one about the veil.”

			“Vampires,” I scoffed.

			“Yes, it’s absurd. If anything, I would believe that there are people who believe they extend their lives by drinking blood, and have convinced themselves that without it, they will die. It’s a condition referred to as Renfield’s Syndrome, which ties into the greatest lie of them all, the existence of Dracula.”

			 “Dracula,” I said sarcastically. 

			“I know, it’s ridiculous, but your father, well, he’ll be okay. We all have to deal with things in our own way.” 

			“Why didn’t you tell me about the pine and The God of Death?”

			She paused, and I could hear her sigh. “Did Luna tell you about that?”

			“I read about it here in the library.”

			“Some books should be burned.”

			“Mom.”

			She laughed. “Honestly, The God of Death. I haven’t thought about that ridiculous folklore since I was a child. We used to scare each other with stories about the pine and how he rode through the forest on a black buck sounding his horn.”

			I broke in. “With hellhounds at his side, collecting souls.”

			She didn’t hesitate to explain it away. “It’s the wind.” 

			“What?” I asked.

			“The wind. It sounds like a horn blowing when it rushes through the forest.”

			“You know, mom. Midnight mentioned something about the veil the night we, well…”

			She cleared her throat. “I’m well aware of your sister’s obsession with vampires.”

			I perked up. “You were?”

			“They were, well, in her things. I found notes that she had hoarded away. I like to think that she was writing a book.”

			I bit my lip and thought about her last text to me. I closed my eyes and shook off the memory of it and how it made me feel. “Yeah, no, of course she was. She didn’t believe in stuff like that. It was all for research. You know how obsessive she was about uncovering everything.”

			“I wouldn’t have expected her too. She knew better than to believe in such foolish things.”

			I nodded, offering no resistance at all. “No. It’s laughable, right?”

			“Extremely.”

			I adjusted on the edge of my bed and studied the dark forest. 

			“So, Christmas, huh?”

			“The week of.”

			“I, I’m really glad.”

			“Me, too.” 

			I grinned. She was never this chatty or compassionate. 

			“Okay then, I have to go. We’ll talk soon, and Echo? Happy early birthday.”

			“Thank you, mom,” I spoke quietly into the phone. 

			I heard the click, and she was gone.
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			I must have changed ten times. Some pieces of clothing made it into the nervous rotation at least twice. I pressed my lips together and then stepped out of the bathroom, keeping my eyes closed.

			“Oh!” Mattie yelled, and I let out a huge sigh of relief. Nothing had pleased her until now. I looked down and did a twirl. I had settled on dark skinny jeans, a long blue and gray plaid shirt and my boots.

			She rushed up to me and undid the top two buttons of my shirt as I quickly did them back up. She winked at me, tapping at my hands. 

			“Stop,” I said while I quelled my laughter. 

			Bri sat on the bed staring at a magazine. She flipped through the pages, and her ponytails shifted from the right to the left. She lifted up the page and turned it sideways. Mattie snapped her fingers, and Bri grinned. “You better not be ogling girls.”

			“Who uses the word ogling?” Bri asked with a roll of her eyes.

			She pointed at herself. “Spelling bee champion circa 2005.” 

			Bri’s bright eyes skirted over to me, and she lowered the magazine. “You look hot.”

			Mattie gave her a nod and turned back to face me. “Yes, she does.”

			I adjusted my feet and lowered my head, she reached out and lifted my chin. “You do, you look awesome.”

			“You think this works?” I asked. 

			Her eyebrow shot up. “Yes, yes, yes.” 

			Bri yelled out from behind her. “Yes.” 

			“I just want to be sure, ya know?” I asked with concern. 

			She placed her hands on my upper arms and leaned in. “Listen, Thorn Vega is coo coo for coco puffs here.”

			I giggled. “You’re making me hungry.”

			Her eyes widened. “Oh, don’t eat.”

			“What?” I asked. 

			“No, no eating. You don’t want to worry about chewing and having things in your teeth, right? I mean how awful would that be to have him coming in for a landing on those lips with a big old piece of lettuce sticking out of your adorable gap?”

			I closed my mouth. I do have a small gap between my front teeth that I always hated right up until Thorn didn’t seem to mind. In fact, I had forgotten all about it. 

			Bri chimed in. “That gap is the bomb.” 

			“That’s right, this is the total package, right here.” She turned like she was presenting me to the royal family. I shoved my hands in my pockets, and she winked at me. 

			“So, where is he taking you?”

			I shrugged my shoulders. “I don’t know.”

			“What?” Her voice went up an octave. 

			Bri adjusted on the bed and Mattie walked back over to her. She sat down and leaned back as Bri wrapped her arms around her from behind. They looked so comfortable together. I wanted that for us, for Thorn and me. 

			“I didn’t ask.”

			“Oh my God.”

			Bri smiled. “Mattie isn’t good at surprises. She wants to know the entire itinerary.” 

			Mattie rolled her eyes. “I need to know what to wear, and if I need backup shoes.”

			“Backup shoes?” I asked. 

			“Yes! I mean you may go to a nice restaurant, which means heels would be appropriate, and then maybe a walk by the ocean, which means you need flat shoes, or maybe no shoes at all.”

			“The beach is pretty private.”  Bri winked at me, and Mattie looked back at her. I didn’t want to know.

			“I think we’re just going to play it by ear.”

			She laughed. “No, trust me. Thorn Vega is not playing it by ear.” Bri said, and I narrowed my eyes. “He’s very strategic.” She added with a slight nod.

			“You mean he does everything for a reason?” I asked. 

			She shrugged her shoulder. “Well, yeah. It is Thorn that we’re talking about here, right?”

			I crossed my arms over my chest and stared at her. “So how many?” I asked. 

			Mattie sat up and nervously looked everywhere but me. Bri didn’t flinch. “How many what?”

			“Girls,” I added with a huff. 

			“Just Tailor and Mattie.”

			I laughed. “No, Thorn. How many girls has he dated?”

			She bit her lip and held her hand up. “I don’t know.” Now she was refusing to look at me, too. 

			“Come on,” I added, hoping that it would entice someone to fess up. It worked with Mattie because she blurted it out. “I heard like fifty.”

			My arms relaxed. “Fifty? Are you kidding me?”

			Bri sighed. “No, no, not that many.”

			My glare shifted to her. “So?”

			She shrugged her shoulders. “More like, I don’t know, thirty?”

			I rolled my eyes. “Oh, is that all?”

			I walked to the bed and dropped down on the edge of it. 

			Mattie leaned forward. “Listen, it doesn’t matter how many girls he’s dated; he asked you out, you, Echo.” 

			I sighed and stared down at my hands as they rested in my lap. “Yeah, you’re right. I don’t know why I’m even asking.”

			Mattie leaned into my side. “Because you love him.”

			“Do not,” I said with a laugh. She rolled her eyes and leaned back into Bri. “Okay, you don’t.”

			“Yeah. I don’t.” 

			Both Bri and Mattie had left about thirty minutes before he was supposed to show up. I sat down on the steps and shoved my hands deep into the pockets of my short black faux leather jacket. I was just about ready to go back in and rethink the lip gloss and the braids in my hair when a white Aston Martin rolled up in front of the black gates. The engine hummed, and Thorn exited his side of the car and walked up to the gate, pushing it open, and holding it still with his back. 

			He wore dark jeans, a white shirt and a dark gray jacket that hugged his sides. It rested right above his beltline. I took a deep breath and then I noticed his black and white chucks. It made me smile. 

			I walked toward him, and the muscles in his jaw tightened then relaxed.

			“Hi.”

			“Hi,” I said. 

			He held his hand out, and I eyed his car. 

			“That’s beautiful.”

			“Not as beautiful as you.”

			I looked down and accepted his compliment as I made my way to the car. He reached in and held the door open for me as I slid inside. The interior was impeccable. White leather with black stitching. Pristine. This car looked like no one had ever driven it. The new car smell engulfed me. 

			Surely he hadn’t purchased a car just for this. 

			He got in and gripped the wheel. It was wrapped in the same leather that the seats were made out of. He paused and then looked over at me. 

			“I want to show you something.”

			“Okay,” I said, and he took off as my body was pushed back into the soft leather seat.

			He turned the music up and didn’t say another word. 

			We drove for over an hour and then I noticed the sign. 

			Crow’s Landing.

			My eyes lit up, and I turned in the seat as we blew past it. 

			We entered the edge of the woods and started to climb up a winding road that seemed to go on forever. Finally, we reached the end of the road, and he parked the car. It took him a moment to let go of the wheel. He glanced over at me and then got out. I was dying to know what he wanted to show me here. 

			He opened my door and took my hand, helping me out of the car. He closed it behind me, and I slid my hands into my back pockets and rocked on my boots. He looked beyond the car and then back to me. “It’s this way.”

			He walked along, and I trailed him. I could see the faint outline of the stone path beneath my feet. I heard rustling to my right, and I gasped. Thorn was by my side in the blink of an eye, taking my hand and squeezing it. 

			“We’re almost there.”

			We broke into a clearing, and I had to tilt my head back to see all of the stars that filled the sky. There amongst them was a full moon, hanging low and offering enough light for my eyes to adjust and start to take in my surroundings. I peered out in front of me, and Thorn was standing next to a stone box that sat right at the edge of what looked to be a drop-off. I fidgeted with my hands as I approached him. I tried to control my breathing but the memory of that night in the Amazon jungle started to eat away at the edge of my mind. I closed my eyes and swallowed the fear.

			I stepped up next to him and stared down on the inscription. My eyes widened. 

			“This is Misha, my mother.” He said in a somber tone. 

			I shook my head and pushed a stray piece of hair out of my face and tucked it behind my ear. I reached out and placed my hand on top of the stone, and he watched me as my fingers moved across the smooth surface. 

			“I don’t know what to say,” I whispered. 

			He turned to face me. “I dream of her, often. I see her face, and I hear her say my name, then I can feel her lips on my forehead as she says goodbye to me.”

			“I’m so sorry.”

			“I remember the night of my birth.”

			I narrowed my eyes. “You couldn’t possibly remember that.”

			He paused and stared down at her grave. “My father placed her here, and I always hated him for that, but he claims she loved the sunlight.” He turned back to look at me. “Like you.”

			I swallowed hard. “I appreciate the fact that you wanted me to meet her.”

			He grinned. “I think she would have liked you.”

			I glanced at the stone. “I hope so.”

			My phone chimed in my pocket, and I pulled it out. I grinned at it and put it away. 

			“Is everything okay?” he asked. 

			“Oh, it was just a reminder.”

			“Of what?” he asked. 

			“My birthday.”

			He narrowed his eyes. “Now?”

			I nodded to him. “Yeah, this very minute, seventeen years ago.”

			“I didn’t know, or I wouldn’t have…”

			I stepped closer to him. “There’s nowhere else in the world that I’d rather be.”

			He cupped my face in his hands and stared deeply into my eyes. “Echo.”

			He gently moved forward, grazing my lips as our silhouettes held fast against the full moon.
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			I found it impossible to fall asleep. I kept thinking about Thorn and the way his eyes filled with sorrow when he spoke about his mom. 

			Such deep sadness. Deep as my own. 

			I was starting to understand why Thorn truly felt an attraction to me. He sensed the darkness in me just as I sensed it in him. But, truth be known, I would give up an eternity of sunlight on my skin for one more embrace in the moonlight.

			My aunt slipped into my room, and I rolled over to look at her. She rushed to the bed and sat down on the side of it. 

			“Oh, honey. I’m a terrible person to have not been here for you.”

			I grinned. She leaned in and hugged me. “Happy birthday sweetness.” 

			“It’s okay; I had a date.”

			“Oh?” she asked. 

			“Thorn came and picked me up.”

			She forced a smile on her face, and I sighed. “It was awesome.”

			“Well, I guess I’ll have to thank him for being there for you. I just, oh, honey, this whole thing with James has me…”

			She trailed off. “It’s okay. I really did have a great time.”

			“Well, what did you do?”

			I sucked on my bottom lip, and she leaned forward. 

			I shook my head. “Oh! No, we didn’t do anything bad.”

			“Okay then.” She side eyed me. 

			My face heated up. “Honestly!” 

			“Alright, I believe you, but I’m going to make this up to you! I’ll make a cake, and cupcakes, and chocolate cookies, and…”

			“Cake is great,” I said with a nod.

			She let out a sigh and placed her hand on my cheek. “Oh, Echo. Seventeen. Seventeen! I just can’t believe it.”

			I rolled my eyes when she hugged me again, only harder this time. I let out a groan. She let me go and smiled. “You get some sleep.”

			I nodded to her as she raced to the door and blew me a kiss. “Come Bela.” Her cat meowed and hopped down from the windowsill. I hadn’t even noticed that he was stalking me. He sauntered out of the room, and his crooked tail was the last thing to disappear as the door closed. I got up and walked to the window, resting on the cushion and staring up at the moon. I lifted my finger and traced it against the glass. “Happy birthday, Midnight.” My lip quivered, and I wiped the tear from my cheek.

			I walked back to my bed and reached under my pillow, pulling out the velvet bag that contained whatever magic the witch had placed in it. I had decided to try it out instead of swallowing more pills, even though Molly would have a meltdown if she knew I wasn’t using them. 

			She isn’t the holistic type at all, and I can’t say that I blame her. 

			I gripped it firmly in my hand and then tossed it aside. 

			I wanted to dream. I wanted the visions to return to me.

			The visions of Midnight…

			I sat up when I heard her whisper my name. I rubbed my eyes and everything came into focus. I was back in the hotel room. The TV was on; I could see a woman in black and white covering her mouth as Bela Lugosi crept toward her with his cape drawn up hiding half of his face. She screamed, and the door opened to my right. Again I heard Midnight’s voice; again she whispered my name. 

			I slid out of bed and immediately felt the cold earth beneath my bare feet. I stared down at the jungle floor. I could feel it moving. I narrowed my eyes and could see red centipedes crawling all over me. I panicked, and they disappeared into the dark green vegetation. I turned when I heard my name.

			“Echo! Echo, come look!”

			“Midnight?” I called out. 

			Again she said my name, beckoning me forward. “Echo! Hurry.”

			“I am.” I spit out as I lifted my hands and tried to beat back the thick vines blocking my way. 

			Finally, I broke into a clearing, and there she stood, on the edge of the ravine. The wind picked up and caught her hair. All I could see was her shadow facing me, set against a backdrop of blue mist. A flock of birds radiated out from all sides of her while her long black hair flowed in the wind. 

			“Come.” She whispered, lifting her hand toward me. 

			I took one step, then two, and soon I broke into a light jog because she kept getting further and further away from me. My lungs ached, the muscles in my legs burned like fire. I gasped just as I found myself teetering on the edge of the ravine. My arms flailed and I fought to steady myself. I peered down into the blue haze that rose and fell like the surface of the ocean.

			I heard the whisper behind me. “You should run.”

			I turned with a confused look on my face to see Thorn standing before me. 

			He grinned, and I could see his razor sharp fangs. He cocked his head and opened his eyes, black as night and just as soulless. “You won’t hurt me,” I spoke with borrowed confidence.

			He leaned in and placed his fingers at the base of my neck. I let out a small moan. His hand slowly moved up and over my cheek then I could feel his thumb gently graze my bottom lip, lingering, forcing it to quiver. He leaned into my ear, and I closed my eyes.

			“Fear me.”

			My voice cracked. “Take me.” 

			“Do you know what you ask of me?” He whispered against my cheek, letting his full lips graze my skin. It sent waves of pleasure through my entire body, and I felt like I was floating on air. The scent of sandalwood soothed me. 

			I let out a breath, and it echoed. “I know that I want you, only you.”  

			He placed his hand over my heart and pressed it flat. His thumb moved, and I fought to catch my breath. He reacted to me, and I could feel his body stiffen. He groaned. I could hear the tearing of my shirt as he exposed my pale skin. I let out a moan and let my head move to the side. His fangs extended and he plunged them deep into the soft tissue on my shoulder. I trembled, unable to stand and he reached around and caught me, holding me upright. He reared back and let out a terrible sound, more animal than human, with blood stained teeth.  

			His eyes narrowed as he fixed his gaze on me.

			“Only in death shall you find me.” 

			He pushed me over the edge. I felt my body falling, through the blue mist. Further and further down I fell until I could see the jagged rocks below me. I covered my face just as I was about to slam into them, crying out in horror.

			I sat straight up in my bed, drenched in a cold sweat. 

			What a terrible feeling to be lured in by my own twin only to be killed by the boy I had given my heart to. 

			I covered my face and mumbled into my hands only having to promptly remove them when the phone rang next to my bed. My heart skipped a beat, and I let out the nervous laughter that had been caught in the back of my throat. 

			I picked it up, and white knuckled it next to my ear. “Hello?”

			“I have something for you.”

			I closed my eyes. Thorns voice soothed me although a quick flash of his sharpened fangs forced my breath to hitch in the back of my throat. 

			“You didn’t have to do anything.”

			He let out a sigh. “Get up.” 

			I stared down at my clothing. I hadn’t bothered to change from the night before. 

			“I just woke up.”

			“You look fine.”

			I gasped as my eyes darted to the window. There he sat on the ledge with his cell phone to his ear. He lowered it with a smirk as I rushed from my bed and over to the window. I opened it up, and he waited. 

			“Invite me in.”

			I gave him a nod as I stepped back. 

			His tone lowered. “Say it.” 

			“Come in.” 

			He slid inside and scanned my room. I immediately looked back at the door and turned to face him. “Your aunt left about ten minutes ago.”

			I swallowed hard. He studied me as I wiped my hands on the sides of my legs and he continued to walk toward me. My mind raced. All I could see were visions of him biting into my shoulder and my body hummed with excitement. He paused and extended his hand. A small box rested in his palm. 

			I tilted my head. “What’s that?”

			He grinned. “If I told you then it wouldn’t be a surprise, now would it?”

			He lifted it. “Come on, Echo. Take it.”

			I lifted my hand and took it from him. Our fingers grazed against each other, and I winced.

			He noticed and pulled his hand back. I didn’t mean to react to him that way, but he had shown up at the most awkward time. 

			“We’re you having a nightmare?”

			I took my eyes off of the small red box in my hand with the black bow and tried to appear calm. “No, I mean, yes. I just, I stopped taking my medication and then the woman at the coffee shop gave me a bag to place under my pillow. It, well, it was working.”

			His shoulders straightened up, and I remembered him coming into the shop and getting something from her. He cleared his throat. “It stopped working?”

			I bit my lip. “No, I mean, I removed it.”

			His brow furrowed. “Why would you remove it?”

			I shrugged my shoulders and then fingered at the box. “I guess I wanted to see her.”

			He placed his hands in his pockets and adjusted his feet. He seemed bothered by the conversation. “You mean Midnight.”

			My eyes lifted, and I studied his expression. I couldn’t tell exactly what he was feeling. 

			“Yes, I just…”

			He interrupted me, speaking with no emotion. “You shouldn’t be so foolish.”

			I parted my lips and lowered the box in my hand. “I don’t think I was foolish.”

			He started to walk back to the window, and I trailed him. “Thorn.”

			He paused and glanced back at me over his shoulder. “You should let the dead rest.”

			I shook my head, and he left me there, climbing back out and not saying another word. 

			I peered down at the box and felt that strange distance between us again. I rushed to the ledge and leaned out, but he was gone. I turned around and sat down on the cushion and decided to look inside the small box that lay in the palm of my hand. 

			I removed the lid and sat there staring at a beautiful silver bracelet with a silver swan attached to it. Swarovski Crystal stared back at me in black lettering. 

			I fingered at the bracelet and pulled it out, letting the delicate swan dangle in front of my face. 

			“Oh, Thorn,” I whispered.   
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			I stood in front of the coffee shop and watched as two girl’s exited, arm and arm. They giggled and then promptly stopped when they eyed me. I toyed with the bracelet on my wrist and felt the charm tap against my skin. It was cold, just as Thorn was, but that chill was something that I had grown accustomed to. 

			Something I longed for.

			His reaction to the fact that I had purposely removed the bag from under my pillow confused me. I should have let it go, but I couldn’t. When it came to him, I couldn’t seem to do anything that made any sense at all. 

			I suddenly found myself acting more like my parents than I ever expected to. Insisting on digging deeper and finding answers that I wasn’t sure if I wanted to discover. 

			I refused to run. 

			I tilted my head and noticed the gray clouds churning in the sky. Our trip to Crow’s Landing had reminded me that the stars and the moon still existed, so I clung to that as I entered the Red Rose Emporium and was immediately met with a thick scent of sandalwood. I licked my lip and made my way up to the counter, staring into the bowl, and watching the smoke curl around the inner edge of it. It rolled and boiled, finally escaping in a trail that resembled a snake. 

			The woman stepped out from behind beaded curtains and paused; then she approached me as I adjusted my stance and tried to appear confident, although I rarely am, especially when it came to him.  

			“Well, Hello, Echo.” She leaned forward and placed her hand on the counter between us. I cleared my throat. “Hi…” I paused. She grinned. “My name is Star.”

			“Pretty.” 

			She nodded to me. “You know, Echo was a Nymph in Greek mythology.”

			“My parents got pretty creative with us.” My thoughts lingered on the word us. 

			“Yes, I was sad to hear about what happened to your sister. No one should have to endure that kind of loss, but sometimes we should be grateful for swift ends instead of those that linger.”

			My eyes narrowed. “Grateful?”

			“Yes.”

			I huffed. “I’m not grateful at all.”

			Her expression remained calm. “Carrie Jenny was my sister.”

			I took a short breath. “Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t know.”

			She waved a hand. “How could you, unless you were told?”

			We stood in silence as the bell went off behind me and I glanced at a boy who rushed in and up to the counter. “I need a coffee, not want, need.” He said. She stood up straight and gave him a nod. “Take a seat before you collapse.”

			He grinned and turned to scan the room. He turned his gaze on me. “SAT’s.” I tucked my hair behind my ear. He cleared his throat. “Have you picked a college yet?” 

			I was shocked that he assumed I was a senior. I played along. “I have a few on my short list.” 

			He let out a nervous chuckle. “Shortlist? My list is long, I mean ridiculously long. I’ve applied to anyone and everyone who would even think about taking me.”

			I stared down at my feet. Star returned with a cup in her hand. The boy eyed me. “Are you getting anything?” I shook my head. He gave me a quick nod and made his way to the back of the room and slid into the booth that Mattie and I had sat in. He pulled out his phone and started to type away on it, taking a few sips here and there. 

			“So, do you need another?”

			I turned to face her. “Coffee?” I asked. 

			She winked at me. “No, another spell.”

			“Oh, well, actually I…” I paused. I knew what I wanted, and yet I felt so guilty for the deception. Finally, I just pushed all of my guilt aside. “Thorn asked me to pick his up for him.”

			She narrowed her eyes and looked me over. “Thorn Vega?”

			I nodded to her, hoping that she wouldn’t see through my lie. 

			“Yeah, he, we’re, well, I guess we’re dating, and he was busy, so he asked if I could swing by and grab the thing, you know, the stuff, the bag of….” I lowered my voice like we were doing something illegal.

			“Spell?” she asked. 

			My voice cracked. “Yeah, that,” I said with a wave of my hand, trying to appear relaxed. 

			She leaned toward me, and my heart crawled into my throat. I should have known better than to try to trick her. I wasn’t ready to accept that she really cast spells, but I knew that whatever she had given to me had been working. Maybe it was mind over matter, but my curiosity had gotten the better of me with Thorn. I wanted to know what he needed from her and why. The only way I could find out was to go to the source.

			Finally, after a few anxious moments, she stood up straight and turned, pulling a black box from the shelf and setting it on the counter between us. She opened it and removed a small black bag, letting it linger in her palm. She handed it to me, and I quickly shoved it in my pocket without looking at it. 

			I tapped my foot on the wood floor and bit my lip. “Dating, huh?” She asked. 

			I nodded to her. She spoke solemnly. “These violent delights have violent ends.”

			“What?” I asked. 

			“Shakespear, Romeo and Juliet.”

			I swallowed the lump in my throat. “Right.”

			She watched me as I made my way out of the store and into the hazy mist. 

			I set the bag down between us, and Bri eyed it. “So this is it?” She asked with enthusiasm. 

			I nodded. “Yes, God, I feel horrible,” I muttered. 

			Mattie leaned forward and gingerly tugged at the black string that held it closed. Bri tapped her hand away from it, and Mattie groaned. 

			“Stop,” Bri said as she opened her book of charms and scoured through the pages until she landed on whatever she was looking for. 

			She reached toward it. “Wait,” I said as I touched her hand. She looked up at me. “What?”

			I shrugged my shoulders. “I think I should give it back.”

			“To the witch?” Bri asked.

			“Yes.”

			“Are you insane?” She tilted her head. 

			I fidgeted with my hands. “I may be.”

			“You asked me to see what this was.” She added, trying to control her disappointment.

			I nodded, and my hair slid over my shoulder and tapped against my arm. “I know I did but I was temporarily batcrap crazy, I think.” 

			She giggled. “You mean bat…” I held my hand up. “I prefer crap.”

			She rolled her eyes. “Okay, fine…we’ll use crap, and yes you may have been, but it’s here now.” She gently tugged at the string and opened it. The bag moved, and she released it. All three of us leaned in. The bag jiggled on the black plate that had a white pentagram painted on it. 

			The wind kicked up and sent a chill through me. Bri had insisted that we do this outside, so we had found a small clearing at the edge of the woods next to my home. I stared up as the pine whispered from the breeze. 

			The bag moved again, and we all sat up straight. “Maybe we should stop,” I said, and Bri shook her head. “Are you kidding me? Don’t you want to know what’s in the bag?”

			Mattie nodded her head. “I want to know, like now.”

			I bit my lip, and she reached in, jerking on the string until it was wide open. We sat there in silence until a red centipede crawled out and hovered there like it was staring at me. Mattie screamed, and Bri backed away. I couldn’t move. I was frozen in fear. 

			It slithered out and made its way toward me. The ringing started up in my ears, and I could hear Thorn whispering to me.

			“I am darkness. I am death.” 

			“Ah!” Bri yelled as she slammed her book down on the creature right as it reached my foot. She lifted it and let out a yelp, tossing it aside. The book landed in the thick grass, and the spell was broken. I rushed to my feet and pressed my hand against my chest. 

			“What the hell was that?” I spoke with a tremor in my voice. 

			Bri laughed. “I thought you didn’t want any cursing?”

			I ignored her jab. “Shut up.”

			She cautiously approached her book and kicked it. It flipped over, and we all stared on as the insect sparked and then disintegrated into thin air. 

			I pointed at it. “Explain.” 

			Bri reached in and grabbed her book and shook it at her side. 

			“I think we should leave.” She started to walk away, and I rushed up and blocked her path. She looked down at her feet and then over at Mattie. 

			“Bri?” Mattie spoke in an inquisitive tone. 

			“That was bad.”

			I shoved my hands into my pockets. “What kind of bad?”

			Bri sighed. “Bad, like really bad.”

			I lifted my hand and let it drop. “That doesn’t tell me anything. I mean, there are many levels of bad. Is it like level five or level ten bad?”

			Her eyebrow cocked. “Thirteen.”

			“Thirteen on a scale of what?” I asked.

			Bri sighed. “Of thirteen.” 

			I placed my hand on my hip. “So what is it for?”

			She stared behind me. “Bri? Come on, tell me. It’s not like I’m really a true believer.”

			Her face contorted, and her attention snapped back to me. “Oh, okay.” She pushed past me, and I had to catch up. I could tell that I had offended her. “Hey.” She ignored me. “Hey.” I touched her arm, and she looked at me. 

			“I’m sorry, I’ve just never considered the possibilities of any of this being real.”

			She raised an eyebrow. “Well, you should, but if you don’t believe in any of this then why ask me to help you?”

			I had no real answers, so I shrugged my shoulders. She huffed. I had to stop her from walking away from me yet again. “No, listen. Okay, okay. Let’s just say, hypothetically, that I can see where this may be based on some truth.”

			She shook her book at me. “This is my faith.”

			I nodded to her. “Again, I’m sorry. I suck.”

			She concealed a grin and Mattie nudged her from the side. Finally, she spoke up. “Fine, you suck.”

			“Okay, well, could you tell me what that was?”

			She sighed and glanced over at Mattie and then back to me. 

			“Bri?” She whispered. Bri looked back at me and sighed. 

			“Centipedes are used to stop demons from rising. Kind of like a gate. They’re also said to help fill a void.”

			I was already upset about the demon part, but I had to ask about the void. “To fill what?”

			“To mimic a soul.”

			“A soul?” I asked, and she nodded to me. 

			“Yes.”

			I laughed, and a white puff of smoke escaped my lips. I quickly frowned. “I mean, a soul is subjective.”

			She started to walk again. “Maybe to you.”

			“Okay, fine. I’ll accept that, and again, I’m sorry. I don’t mean to sound like a skeptic.”

			She stopped and looked me over. “You need to stop pretending like you’re different.”

			“What?” I crossed my arms over my chest.

			“From your parents. You fight that so hard, but you’re the same, so stop acting like you’re the leader of some great rebellion, because you aren’t.”

			She walked away, and I was left there to think about how true that was. 
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			My phone hummed in my pocket. I pulled it out and narrowed my eyes as I focused in on the screen. 

			 ‘I miss you.’ was staring up at me. 

			‘Who is this?’ 

			‘Thorn, why? How many people text I miss you?’

			‘No one.’ 

			‘I find that hard to believe.’

			‘How did you get my number?’

			‘You sound mad.’

			I rolled my eyes. Of course, I was mad, more so at myself than at him. I had completely gone off the rails and invaded his personal space when I decided to stroll into that coffee shop and lie to Star.

			‘I’m not mad.’

			I waited for an answer, tapping my foot on the floor and then a knock came to the door. I was hesitant to answer it because my aunt was gone. She had returned to the hospital but promised she’d be back before too long. Too long for her meant maybe three hours, four tops. I stared back at the large screen TV and abandoned the movie I had been watching; it was about some teenage girl moving from Arizona to a dark, damp place, and of course, there was a vampire who found her irresistible. 

			Every teenage girl’s dream. 

			The knock came again, and I lowered my phone and placed it on the long table as I answered the door. I barely cracked it at first, and then I captured the sight of his beautiful eyes and pouty lips staring back at me. 

			“Hey.” Thorn said with a slight grin. 

			I wasn’t going to lie. His mood swings made me dizzy, but I had no right to judge. Not after what I had done. 

			“Hey.” I looked down and crossed my feet over. I was wearing my thick fluffy socks and my black leggings. I had a black and white sweatshirt on that was just a tad bit too large for me, but I loved to snuggle in it like a warm blanket. My hair sat in two large balls on the back of my head.

			He looked me over. You’re cute in whatever you wear.”

			I laughed. “Seriously, that’s your line after storming out?” 

			He licked his lip and bit into it. I watched him release it, and it glistened in the dull light. He looked behind me. “Can I come in?”

			I blinked a couple of times, trying to clear my mind of the centipede that had escaped from the bag. It made me shudder. I rubbed my arms. 

			“I, sure…yeah, come on it. My aunt will be back soon.” I grinned as I said it. Of course, my only defense mechanism would be to remind him that I was alone, but wouldn’t be for long, or was I trying to remind myself? 

			He stepped over the threshold very slowly and then shut the door behind him while I took a few steps back. He was wearing dark jeans, black and white chucks and a white leather jacket, zipped up and hugging his shoulders across his broad chest. His hair was disheveled, but he looked amazing regardless of where it fell. He looked down and then back up at me while I scrutinized him. His blonde hair moved allowing a piece of his bangs to obscure one eye. It didn’t help. It only made him cuter.  

			“What?” he asked. 

			I shook my head. “Nothing.” Of course, I wanted to confess, but I pursed my lips and held it in. 

			He unzipped his jacket and took it off, revealing a long-sleeved charcoal gray button down shirt that hugged his sides and lay untucked at the bottom, teasing the top of his black belt. I cleared my throat and rubbed the side of my neck. 

			“I think this is the first time you’ve used the front door.”

			His lip curled then he placed his coat on the rack. He turned, shoving his hands deep into his pockets. He gave a quick shrug. “I guess so. Seemed more civilized.”

			He scanned the entryway and then gazed at the stairs. I glanced back and then decided to offer him something, anything to break the silence. 

			“Do you want something to drink?”

			He stood silent. “Water, tea, coffee?” I asked, running through the inventory in my mind. 

			“I’m good.” He said. 

			“I was…” I turned and pointed toward the living room. “It’s a movie, about vampires.”

			“Mm, you like them now?”

			My eyebrows shot up as I wiped my hands on the sides of my leggings. “It’s just a movie.” 

			“I find them overrated.” He said with a slight chuckle. 

			I scratched my arm. “Well, it’s not like they’re real.” 

			He shook his head. “No, of course not.”

			I sighed. “We can watch something else, or not watch anything at all. Whatever you want to do.” 

			He took a step toward me. “Whatever I want, huh?”

			My temperature rose. He was flirting with me again, and my mind raced right back to his lips and how good they felt against mine. His kisses engulfed me and the thought of more, well, it made me dizzy. 

			“Depends,” I said, ready to accept his flirting by countering with my own attempt. I have zero experience, so a fumble is expected. 

			He looked at the stairs, and my heart jumped. “I’d kinda like to see the infamous library if you want to show me?”

			“It’s totally overrated.” I was using his words, not mine. 

			He stepped toward me. “Like the vampire?”

			I nodded. “Yep, just like vampires.”

			“They aren’t real.” He kept moving forward. 

			I shook my head as my eyes locked onto his lips. “Nope.”

			“So, can we go up?” He glanced upward.

			“Where?”

			He smiled. “To the library.”

			“Oh!” I swallowed hard. 

			“Did I say my aunt would be back soon?”

			He bit his lip and released it. “Yes, you did.”  

			I waved a hand, completely relieved that he hadn’t mentioned my room. I may have died or passed out right there, and I wasn’t ready to be that honest with him. He already knew I was about as clumsy as it gets, I guess he didn’t need to know that he could fluster me just by being near me. 

			“Echo?” I blinked, nervously laughing. “Yeah, no. I mean yes. Well, actually, I’d like to show you something else.” I shifted my weight from one foot to the other. 

			I waved at him and turned to walk up the stairs; he was at my side before I could blink, sliding his hand into mine. I swallowed the nervous tension and walked up the stairs with him as cautiously as I could. We made it to the first floor and then we turned, making our way to the second, finally, we reached the third, and the silence was killing me. 

			I turned and smiled up at him. “It’s down here, on the end.” 

			He eyed the doors and grinned. 

			“Okay then, show me.” 

			We walked down the hallway and finally reached the room. I had to let go of his hand to open the doors and let them swing wide open, allowing him to get a full view. 

			He stood there in awe, just as I had. 

			I enjoyed the look on his face, and it excited me, almost as much as kissing him, did. He stepped in and scanned the room. His head tilted, and he looked up at the skylight then back out across the atrium, finally noticing the fountain. He reached back and took my hand. 

			“This is amazing.” He whispered. His adoration for it was more than I could handle. 

			Cute. Charming. Great kisser and able to show emotion? I must have died and gone to heaven. 

			I tried to battle my emotions by switching gears. “I’m sure you have an incredible home.”

			He grinned. “Who are they?” 

			I noticed the two swans gliding along under the fountain. 

			“That’s Romeo and Juliet.” 

			“Romeo and Juliet.” He said with a tinge of sadness in his voice. His deep blue eyes lifted and locked onto mine. I placed my hand on my stomach and then he spoke calmly. 

			“Tragic love story.”

			“I know, that’s what makes it so incredible. The love they have for each other was doomed from the beginning; they knew this, but they did it anyway. I don’t think it gets any more romantic than that, does it?” 

			“It can.” He said as he took a step toward me. My heart skipped a beat. 

			“Thorn,” I said as he approached me. He reached out and touched my face, and I froze in place. He started to lower to the stone floor, taking me with him and we ended up on our knees, facing each other. 

			“Echo, I think about you every moment of the day.” He whispered. 

			“I’ve never.” I was trying to catch my breath. I may be a virgin, but I know what he meant. I was finding it hard to deny my feelings for wanting more with him, but I was absolutely terrified. I think anyone would be. I’m not naïve; I understand what happens because I’m curious, but I had never had the talk, other than a few words here and there warning me about hormonal changes and my need to rationalize before jumping into anything. 

			My parents. The scientists. 

			I was shocked they managed to produce us seeing how much passion lacked in their relationship. 

			I guess everyone finds their own way. 

			Mine, well, it seemed to be sitting right in front of me, and if the saying…a deer in headlights had a poster child, I was it. 

			He lifted my hand and held it to his mouth, flipping it over, kissing my palm with such tenderness as he closed his eyes. His lips left my skin. “Do you trust me?”

			I nodded to him, and he reached down and started to unbutton his shirt. I held my breath as he took it off and exposed his hairless chest, firm and pale. My eyes lowered to his stomach. His muscles rippled beneath the surface of his flawless skin. I reached down and grabbed at the base of my shirt, pulling it over my head and letting it drop to the floor next to me. I knelt there before him in my white tank. His eyes wandered down my body, across my shoulder and then landed back on my neck. 

			“So beautiful.” He muttered to himself, absorbing all of me not only with his curious stare. Everything slowed down, including my heart. The nerves, the unbridled fear, it all disappeared as if he took it away from me and replaced it with a warm wave of submission. I didn’t feel as much in control as I did otherworldly like I was staring down on the two of us and watching things unfold. 

			I could hear a dull ringing in my ears as he leaned in toward me. He placed his trembling fingers to my lips and traced them, following the outline until he completed his journey. I could feel him shaking, and yet I was still calm. 

			Serene. Pure. 

			All of the darkness that had resided in me was gone, filled with a light that only Midnight used to produce for me, but here he was, Thorn Vega, filling that empty void that her absence left behind. I didn’t think it would ever fade and the relief forced silent tears to stream down my face. My lip quivered as the pain rushed out of me as if he was willingly taking it and hiding it away. 

			“Do you want me?” He asked, and I nodded to him. 

			“Say it.” He whispered to me. 

			“I want you.” 

			He closed his eyes and leaned back. I crawled toward him, slipping onto his lap as slowly as I could and wrapped my arms around his neck. He hissed and kept his eyes closed. “Echo, please.”

			“Don’t talk,” I spoke quietly, then I leaned in and kissed his lips. He didn’t return the favor until he let out a groan and wrapped his arms around my waist and pulled me in. I moaned at his mouth feeling every inch of him against me. His body was rock hard, and the chill made me shudder. I wanted nothing more than for him to take full control of me and this situation, but I felt like he was intentionally holding back. Then he rolled us over and rested on top of me. I sucked in my breath as his gentle kisses traced my chin, caressing me in short bursts of passion, then his swollen lips rested on my neck. I could feel the humming of my heart beat right beneath the surface of my skin. 

			“I want to bite you so badly.” 

			“Please.” I choked out as my body tensed up.

			He leaned in, at first the soft caress of his mouth mesmerized me, then I pulled my legs up to my side and let out a loud moan, digging my nails into his back when he opened his mouth and bit into the side of my neck. The pressure increased, and his whole body trembled. His grip tightened. Each moment becoming increasingly desperate and intense. 

			His name poured out of me. “Thorn, Thorn.” 

			He growled. I raised my arms up above my head and arched my back. His free hand lowered to my stomach, and he fingered at the bottom of my tank top. I could feel his hand slide underneath, pressing upward.   

			Suddenly I felt the panic rising in me. If this was going to happen, then I wanted to come clean and tell him what I had done. I wanted no secrets between us. “I took your spell bag from Star.”

			He stopped and looked at me. 

			“What did you say?”

			I cleared my throat. “I, well, I went to The Red Rose, and I told her that you asked me to pick it up for you.”

			“Why would you do that?” His eyes narrowed.  

			“It was wrong, but before this happens, I mean, whatever is going to happen here tonight, I just needed to tell you. I needed to tell you the truth because it was wrong. I shouldn’t have done it, but I did.” I said, and he shook his head as I glanced over at him. He sat up and made it to his feet. He grabbed his shirt and put it on in a desperate rush. I could see his hands shaking as he fumbled with the buttons. I sat up and felt dizzy, so I had to ball my fists against the floor at my sides. 

			“Thorn, please.” I teetered on the edge of reason then I blurted it out.

			“I love you.”

			The words fell right out of me without much effort at all. I was in shock, but there was no turning back now. I needed him to hear it, and all I could hope for was to hear the same words repeated back to me.

			“What?” he asked. 

			I shook my head. My heart sank into the pit of my stomach. “I…” he interrupted me as he looked me over. 

			“I thought I could do this, but I can’t.”

			I took a step toward him. “Why?”

			He laughed at me. His laughter hurt like a knife tearing through my chest. 

			“You’re so naïve. It makes me feel bad for you, Echo.”

			“What do you mean?” I held myself up by sheer stubborn will. Otherwise, his harsh tone and words would have buckled me.

			He grabbed his shirt and put it on, buttoning it up and shaking his head. “You just had to make this more than it had to be, didn’t you?”

			I felt the cold air all around me and the sudden separation from him. The emptiness started to spread in my chest, engulfing my heart and making my stomach churn. 

			“I said I was sorry. Please, Thorn.”

			He looked up at me and sighed. “Love? Are you serious? How long have we known each other?”

			“I shouldn’t have said it, it was a mistake and I shouldn’t have gone to her and lied like I did but I was curious, and I couldn’t help myself.”

			He let his eyes run down my body, but for the first time, it felt like he was disgusted with me. He had switched from loving to hateful in a matter of seconds, and it was destroying me.

			“I get it, I do. I mean, look at me…and look at you. So ridiculous, and your obsession with vampires? You let me bite you, Echo. I was willing to go along with it, with your little fantasy, so that I could, well.”

			“But you took me to see your mother,” I said through blurry eyes. 

			He let out a short laugh. “How many times has that worked for me? Let’s see, too many to count.”

			That was another nail in the coffin. Now he was digging into the worst part of me. His voice echoed in my mind, and I felt lightheaded. I found myself staring down at the floor in shame. His feet came into view, and I had to look up at him with tears in my eyes. He tilted his head. 

			He paused, choosing his words carefully. “It was a dare.” He whispered.

			And that was it. 

			I gasped, backing away like he was poisonous snake about to strike, but his darkness was already spreading through me, into every crack, every weak spot, every lonely space that Midnight had left behind. 

			He reached down and grabbed my wrist, staring at the swan. Then he let it go.

			“You can keep it.”

			He blew past me and down the hallway. I stood there, playing with the bracelet like a child. I quickly tore it from my wrist and tossed it across the atrium. It buried itself deep in the roses. 

			I touched my chest, hoping that my heart would slow down before it exploded, but I would almost prefer it over the deep fissure making its way down the center of it, breaking it in two. 

			“No, no, no, it couldn’t be.” I choked out as I sobbed uncontrollably.  
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			A terrible storm had ripped through Port Royal, much worse than any I had seen so far, but it paled in comparison to the one ripping through my heart. I sat in the chair and felt stuck in place. The tears had come, but now all that was left was the silent gasp here and there as I tried to collect myself. 

			My aunt returned home late, much later than I expected. I cleared my throat when she made her way to the stairs, whether conscious or not, I didn’t want to be alone. She walked to the edge of the doorway and peered in.

			“Echo? Is that you, honey?”

			I looked at her, and she immediately rushed in and knelt down in front of me, taking my hand and holding it in hers. I wanted so badly to tell her that I had nearly offered myself to him and he had finally told me what I feared all along. That he never cared for me at all.

			He was right. I was naive. I was foolish to think that someone like him would want me. 

			I hate myself as much as I hate him. 

			She leaned in and touched my cheek; it was still hot from my uncontrollable sobbing. 

			“You were right,” I said in a half whisper. Her eyes inspected me and then the sorrow set in. She cupped my face, and I started to cry again. I couldn’t help myself. She took me in her arms as I slumped to the floor and she rocked me back and forth. 

			“Oh, baby. Tell me what happened.” 

			I shook my head, and she made me rest on my knees. “Did he hurt you?” she asked.

			I took a short staggered breath.

			“I will kill him.” She blurted out.

			I had to grab her hand to keep her in place. 

			“It was me, all me, Aunt Luna. I, I should have known. I’m so stupid.”

			She narrowed her eyes. “You tell me what happened.”

			“I…” I paused. “Yes?” she asked again as her voice got louder. 

			“I told him I loved him.” I wanted to add that I had also confessed as to what I had done. But I just couldn’t. I was ashamed. 

			She let out a huge sigh, and I looked down at my hands as I wrung them. I couldn’t bring myself to tell her that we were in the midst of getting further, well you know, when I said it. She would freak out, I just knew it, so I kept it as PG13 as possible and just shared the horrible words I had used to make what could have been the most incredible night of my life into a nightmare.

			But should I be upset? Wasn’t it better to know that he didn’t care about me the way I cared about him? The sad part is, I almost wished that I didn’t know. I wished that I could live in the fantasy just a little while longer.

			Pathetic, I know.   

			“Oh, sweetie!” She hugged me, and I felt her hand rub the middle of my back. I hugged her hard, burying my face in her shoulder. “That’ll do it.”

			“Do what?” I asked.

			“Run a Vega right off the porch.” She added.

			She leaned back and held my arms. “Love, what a beautiful disaster for us, no?”

			I bit my lip and wiped the tears away with the side of my hand. “There’s nothing beautiful about it. I hate him. I hate myself, too, for letting myself believe that he could…” 

			She kissed me on the forehead, and I closed my eyes. She leaned back and tilted her head. 

			“You are so young, Echo. You have so much to experience in life. Port Royal isn’t a place you have to call home; it’s just part of the journey, and what a journey it’ll be.” She sounded relieved; I wished that I could feel that way, but even now, with Thorn’s harsh words tearing through me, I found myself missing him. Again, pathetic.  

			 “I know,” I whispered. I was so exhausted from crying, and I felt like a fool. Nothing had turned out the way I hoped it would when Thorn showed up at my door. 

			Nothing would ever be the same again.

			I woke up on the couch wrapped in a fluffy blanket. The TV was still on, and I wiped my eyes and allowed them to regain control as I focused on the newscaster. I sat up as I heard the woman dressed in a nice blue pantsuit telling troubling news. 

			Another girl has disappeared in the pine. A hiker. Her brother, twenty-three-year-old Brian Nelson said that he and his sister, Leslie, were hiking the western part of the forest when the storm hit, and they were separated. Local officers have begun their sweep of the area this morning. Hopes are high, but this is the fourth time, in the history of Port Royal, that a hiker has come up missing. 

			The shot switched to a man who stood there wrapped in a blanket, covered in mud. His eyes looked sad, and I could relate to his loss. Something in me told me that his sister would never be found and I tried to shake it off as he spoke into the mic.

			“Leslie is an experienced climber. We’ve spent the last five years hiking every trail on the west coast, but we always wanted to come here, to Port Royal. Nothing compares to it once you reach the shoreline. The sight overlooking the ocean is amazing.” He paused and looked down as the reporter spoke in an even tone. “Do you think that your sister will be found?”

			He looked into the camera with teary eyes. “She has to be.” 

			I turned when my aunt yawned. She came in with two large cups of coffee in her hands. She sat down and stared at the television while she handed me one of the cups. The delicious smell perked me up. I took a sip and winced from the heat. She blew on hers as her eyes locked onto the screen. “Be careful, honey.” She said. Her sympathetic tone both soothed and upset me. On the one hand, I enjoyed that she cared, on the other, it snapped me right back into place, and the loss of Thorn wiggled its way back into my mind. I kind of wished that my memory could be wiped clean of him forever. 

			“They should level that forest and just plant a field of flowers.” She said without remorse.

			I sighed and glanced over at the TV. “And kill the trees? No. Maybe people should just not go there.” 

			“You shouldn’t go there ever again.”

			I didn’t argue. I would never be there again. There was no reason for me to tempt fate twice. I guess I should consider myself lucky that I had survived it at all. I only hoped I could survive Thorn. Although he didn’t physically harm me, the damage done to my heart was devastating.

			My aunt turned the television off and pulled her legs up to her side. She looked me over. 

			“What would you like to do today? You name it, and we’ll go.”

			I bit my lip. Run as far away as I could was my first thought, but I knew it wasn’t feasible. 

			“I’d like to visit Mr. Jenny,” I said with hopeful ambition. I didn’t know if she’d allow it and if she said no I wouldn’t be offended. Just as I was about to give up on the notion, she chimed in. 

			“I think he would really love that.”

			I grinned and took another sip of my coffee. “And while we’re out I believe that we should take a trip, out of town, maybe south to Crow’s Landing. A little sun would do you good.” 

			“Yeah.” I thought about the kiss over his mother’s grave against the full moon.

			That was it. 

			I needed to get up, take a shower and get out of here for the day. I couldn’t dwell on him or anything about him. 

			Thorn Vega was just part of the journey. 

			I have to keep telling myself that until it sinks in. 

			I have to. 
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			I stood inside the elevator and held onto the bar. Small spaces make me uneasy. I guess that’s something I did inherit from my parents. It was more than apparent that small spaces or even staying in one place was virtually impossible for the two of them. Midnight had been the same way. We had lost her on many occasions. She wandered off far too many times to count. 

			I know that I felt like she would stroll back into our lives at any moment with wide eyes and something shoved in her backpack. I used to revel in the treasures that they all collected right up until the greatest treasure was stolen away from us. 

			Her. 

			I blinked as the door dinged and the elevator stopped. My aunt strolled through the open doors just as they allowed her enough room to squeeze her small shoulders in between them. I followed, and the smell of the hospital engulfed my senses. I looked up at the fluorescent lighting and blinked a couple of times, trying to ignore the splintering light and dull ringing in my ears.

			I fingered at the bottle in my pocket. I think it was time to start taking them again. Besides, I didn’t want to see him, even in my dreams.  

			My aunt stopped in front of a door and turned back to grin at me. 

			“Now, I need you to prepare yourself.” She said while she leaned toward me. Her hand held firm on the door handle, and I narrowed my eyes. 

			“For what?” I asked. 

			“Well, he’s still recovering.” 

			I shook my head. “I thought you said he was better.”

			“Oh, he is. Trust me, he is, but he has lapses here and there, of memory, so if he says something that seems odd, just know it will pass. It’s nothing.”

			I nodded to her as she opened the door and I stood there trying to focus on the dark room. The lights were out, and the curtains were drawn. She walked in, and I followed, then she closed the door behind me. I could see a figure on the bed, curled up on its side. 

			My aunt walked to the window and opened the curtains. Mr. Jenny rolled to the other side with a hissing noise. I could see the bruising on his wrists and the white tag with his name typed on it. He muttered something, and I stepped toward him, one foot begging the other to follow. All thoughts of my own pain seemed to dissipate as I tried to focus on him. He had his face buried in the pillow, hiding from the light. 

			“James. You have a visitor.”

			He peeked out, and I spotted one pale blue eye. I stopped dead as he sat up and looked me over, cocking his head and allowing his pasty face to become completely exposed to me. He squinted, glaring at my aunt.

			“Shut them, now.”

			She sighed. “James, the doctor said you need light. Unfortunately Port Royal isn’t exactly good for that, but at least it’s something. Anything is better than the dark.”

			“I said close them!” he screamed and I flinched as she turned and jerked them shut. 

			He leaned back and relaxed into the pillow. He looked terrible. His skin had lost all color, and so had his eyes. He had bruising on his wrists and arms. Some looked like scratches, and I wondered if he had inflicted them on himself. His lips looked chapped from dehydration, although he was hooked up to an IV that wound its way from his left arm to the tall metal stand that sat next to his bed. There was a small monitor, and I could hear a beep every few seconds as his heart kept drudging on slow and steady. It was below average. I crossed my arms over my chest. I didn’t expect to see him like this at all. 

			Obviously, I wasn’t the only one in my family who suffered from denial. 

			“Come closer.” He said, and I refused to move. He laughed. “Oh, I don’t blame you. Honestly, I don’t. I must look insane.” 

			I let out my breath. I had been holding it again as the sight of him shocked me. He looked like someone who was dying, yet he didn’t appear to be in any pain at all. I had seen my fair share of fevers and viruses as we traveled. Everything about him screamed plague, yet here he was, talking to me. 

			“No, you look…”

			He interrupted me. “Like shit.”

			My aunt let out a snort. “James. Language.”

			He waved a hand in my direction. “She’s grown.” He paused and let his haunting eyes lower and then rise again while he looked me over. “Very grown.” 

			My aunt stepped between us and started to mess with his pillow behind his head. “Behave.”

			“I am,” He said with a yellowing grin. I grimaced. Even his teeth had changed. 

			She glanced back at me. “I’m sorry, they have him on powerful painkillers to counteract the cramping in his muscles.” 

			I looked at his arms, and he jerked the blanket off of his legs, and I covered my mouth when all of the black bruising was exposed. I turned away, and my aunt quickly covered him up again. 

			“What? See, I told you it was bad, Luna. You lied to me. I know you lie, you all lie, don’t you? Lies, lies, lies.”

			I turned back as he winked at me. “I think we should go now.” She said in sorrow.

			She started to walk away, and James grabbed her arm. She hissed as his fingers dug into her skin. “Do you hear that? Do you hear it, Luna? Listen.” He jerked her next to his cracked lips. “Listen, a heartbeat. Can you hear it? Can you?” His free hand sat suspended next to his ear, and he tapped his thumb and index finger together, mimicking the rhythm of a heartbeat. 

			She struggled for only a moment until a nurse walked into the room and he released her. 

			Luna stepped back from him and messed with her hair, trying to regain her composure. Her head tilted, and she reached out to touch his face just as he lunged forward and snapped his jaws shut. She had to stumble back. The nurse rang the buzzer and two large men entered the room, and they manhandled him into restraints as my aunt led me out and down the hall. He screamed after us. 

			“Just listen! You can hear it if you listen!” 

			We made our way to the elevator, and she pressed the button over and over again until I touched her hand. She leaned in and hugged me. “I’m so sorry. I had no idea he would act that way.” The door dinged, and we escaped his cries as well as the buzzing lights overhead. 
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			I watched her hand shake on the wheel, but she cleared her throat, adjusted the rearview mirror and quickly powdered her face. She collected herself as quickly as she had lost control. I admired that about her. 

			“I’m so sorry, Echo. I shouldn’t have brought you here, but I had hope…hope that when he saw you, he would remember something good in life. He likes you so much. I know you didn’t get the opportunity to talk with him much before, well…before he was injured, but he does care for you. I know that he does.”

			I cleared my throat and stared up at the hospital set against the gray sky. It would rain again, nothing new. In fact, I was getting used to it. What I couldn’t get used to was the look on Mr. Jenny’s face or those eyes. Pale blue like some zombie creature of the night. In all of my travels, I had never seen someone as sick as he was, and I had seen a lot in my short life. Some diseases with names attached to them and some just discovered. My parents were adamant about our vaccinations, but I still felt like both Midnight, and I, had been extremely lucky.

			We all had been up until that night in the Amazon.  

			I glanced at my aunt, who was facing forward with a terrible look of concern wrinkling her brow. Suddenly my issues seemed so trivial with Thorn. 

			So he had tricked me. 

			Big deal. 

			How many times had some naïve girl fallen for the hot guy with the seductive eyes and all the right things to say? I know my story was one of thousands, unfortunately. It just sucks when it’s you because it feels like you’re the only one. I tried to shake my off the pain and focus on hers. 

			I reached over and placed my hand on her arm. She blinked and took a breath. Now I knew where the whole holding of the breath thing came from. I always wondered, because neither of my parents did it. In fact, neither of my parents did most of the things that I do. 

			Suddenly we both screamed as a body came tumbling down from overhead and hit the hood of the car. We watched as Mr. Jenny’s eyes dilated then all of the pale blue made way for black. A small trickle of blood seeped from the corner of his parted lips. My aunt hit the horn, and I had to grab her hand and make her stop. She reached over and grabbed me, forcing my face onto her shoulder so I couldn’t look at his lifeless body any longer. She sobbed as I closed my eyes and wished that this was just another one of my dreams, but of course, I couldn’t be that lucky and neither could she. 

			My aunt shook her head as the attractive police officer, with a PRPD patch on his shoulder, nodded to her. He had a pad and pen in hand and was meticulously jotting down every word she said. She reached up and rubbed the side of her neck, and then half-grinned when an EMT gave her some coffee in a white styrofoam cup. 

			“We had just come from visiting him.” She muttered as she eyed me and I wrapped the blanket around my shoulders. Neither one of us had been hurt, but you would think we had by the way the EMT’s had looked us over. 

			“Did he say anything to you that would have indicated that he was suicidal?” He asked, and I looked down and then over at the car. The huge dent remained, but the body had been removed.

			My thoughts floated away to the day I met him and how kind he had been to me. It was hard to believe that he had changed so much and that he could have taken his own life. 

			“No. He didn’t say anything at all.” She lied. I wasn’t going to correct her. She must have her reasons, and I couldn’t blame her. The hospital knew what kind of shape he was in. 

			“The nurse mentioned that he was saying something about a heartbeat.” The officer spoke calmly, and she sighed and stared into her coffee. “Yes, he was rambling. He’s been rambling for days. You asked if he said anything about dying himself. As you can imagine, I didn’t want my niece upset by him so I left as quickly as I could, if he said anything else then it would be something the nurse could tell you. Not me. He barely spoke to us.” 

			“The nurse said that you and your niece.” He paused and looked at his notes. “Oh, it says here she was signed in as your daughter.”

			She let out a moan. “I’m not sure why. Perhaps they should keep better records.”

			“Of course.” The officer added and then he looked at me. 

			“Is it okay if I ask you a few questions?”

			I nodded to him, and my aunt shook her head. “She doesn’t know anything more than I do.”

			“Still, it would be good if I ask, would that be okay with you? Just to be thorough, of course,” My aunt sighed again, taking another drink of her coffee. “Sure.” She spoke with little to no enthusiasm. 

			“So, how well did you know Mr. Jenny?” He asked me. 

			I looked at my aunt and then back to him. “Not very well, I mean, he was my guidance counselor, and gave me a tour of the school, and I met him once at my house when he came over to borrow a book.” 

			His professional tone held steady. “So that was your only contact with him?”

			I bit my lip. “Well, I was there the day he collapsed in his office.” 

			He shuffled through his notes. “Yes, at the school. That’s when he was found unresponsive, correct?”

			“Yes, but he was conscious when I got there.”

			“What happened? I mean, did he say anything before he collapsed?”

			I watched as the gurney rolled into the hospital with Mr. Jenny’s body on it. They had placed a white sheet over him, but I could see a red spot of blood seeping through where his head lay. It made me nauseous. I hate death, everything about it. It’s unforgiving.

			The officer cleared his throat, and I blinked. “No, he didn’t say much of anything. He wasn’t making any sense and was all pale and sweaty. I’m sorry, but I don’t remember what he said to me and I don’t know what he said to Persephone.”

			“Who?” The officer leaned in, and I swallowed hard. “Persephone Vega, she was coming out of his office when I got there.”

			The officer jotted down my words, and I suddenly felt nervous for even mentioning her. I guess I should have, but I wished that I hadn’t. I’m sure he would find it necessary to question her, and my name would inevitably come up. I honestly didn’t want anything to do with her or her family, and that included Thorn Vega, as much as my heart fought against it. 

			A car rolled up and stopped. Mattie and Bri got out along with Daniel. I was kind of shocked to not see Tailor. Daniel had been tethered to her since they started dating or whatever they had going on. All three approached us as I sat there and tried to compose myself. 

			Mattie reached me first, letting go of Bri’s hand and rushing up to me with a look that spoke volumes. 

			“Girl, are you okay?” She asked with concern. I let her arms wrap around me, and the heartfelt hug that followed was much needed. The blanket that had successfully protected me from feeling the chill in the air fell behind me and crumpled at my feet. 

			Bri said nothing as she stood next to Daniel and eyed me. I closed my eyes for a second and let my cheek rest on Mattie’s shoulder. I didn’t realize how much I had missed her until now.

			I backed up and gave her a reassuring nod. “I’m fine; I mean as good as I can be.” 

			She held my hands and looked me over, searching for any signs of trauma but of course she found none. The only thing that was injured on me rested deep in my heart, and unless I say the words, it will rest there until I’m ready to share it. 

			She glanced back at our car that was now being pulled onto the back of a wrecker. “So, I heard he jumped.” She whispered like it was a secret. Obviously, it wasn’t, and news had traveled as a small crowd began to gather in front of the hospital. I would assume that James was well liked here, he had that way about him that made you feel safe. 

			“Would you take her home?” My aunt asked. I turned to look at her. 

			“Are you coming, Aunt Luna?”

			She paused and bit her lip, letting her eyes move from me to the hospital and back again. 

			“I’ll be home soon.” 

			I didn’t want to push her; she had been through enough. I knew that James had effectively filled a void in her heart that I didn’t even know existed until she opened up to me about the daughter that she never knew and the cursed love that she had once believed could be salvaged with Eyota Vega. 

			My heart ached for her, more than myself and I guess having something new to focus on was a blessing in disguise. 

			“Okay,” I spoke softly, Mattie took my hand and led me back to the car. My aunt returned to the officer and nodded her head while he continued to ask her questions. 

			“So, where’s Tailor?” I asked, and no one said anything. I caught a glimpse of Daniel’s eyes in his rearview mirror as he stared at me and then he turned the key in the ignition, and the engine hummed. I hadn’t been in this car since the night of the party. 

			The night everything had changed for me. 

			I almost wished that we hadn’t gone. Maybe then everything would have stayed the same.

			I cleared my throat, and he pulled away without answering me. 

			Mattie turned to me as Bri swiveled and placed her chin on the leather seat. She licked her lips, and I had to pull myself away from looking at her while Mattie offered the much-needed interruption. 

			“So, tell me.” She said, and I sighed and tucked my moist hair behind my ear. Mattie reached up and moved my bangs, and I felt her fingers glide across my forehead. It didn’t matter until I spotted Bri adjusting in her seat and becoming visibly irritated with the attention Mattie was giving to me. 

			“My aunt took me to see him, and he was rambling on about weird stuff.”

			Bri perked up. “What weird stuff?”

			I looked at her. “Something about hearing heartbeats.”

			She turned in her seat and stared out the window. I wasn’t sure why she did it, but it seemed odd. It didn’t stop Mattie from continuing her gentle interrogation. 

			“That’s crazy, so then what happened?”

			I looked back at her and nodded. “It was, and he looked terrible. His skin was pale and his eyes…they were pale blue and hazed over. I have no idea what would cause that, but it reminded me of…”

			“Of what?” Mattie asked me, and my eyes lifted as I caught Daniels stare in his mirror again. He was hanging on my every word. “Dead. His eyes looked dead.”

			“And what would you know about how eyes look when someone’s dead?” Bri asked me without turning around. Mattie’s brow furrowed as she looked at her and said nothing. 

			“I’ve seen dead people. Well, only a few. I’ve been all over the world with my parents, and we’ve gone into villages where they were fighting outbreaks. I didn’t want to see it, but I have.”

			I felt Mattie’s hand slip into mine. She squeezed it.

			“Did you see him fall?” Bri asked. Her voice was even, her tone void of compassion. I get it; I had upset her when I dismissed her beliefs.  

			“I was sitting in the car.”

			“Oh damn, that’s rough,” Bri said as she turned and looked me over.

			“It was horrible. His eyes dilated and turned to black.”

			She turned back around and spoke to Daniel. “You can drop me off at home.”

			Mattie shook her head. “Come with us.”

			Bri sighed. “I need to go home. My mom has been texting me.” She fiddled with her phone as it hummed again. 

			“Fine,” Mattie said as we turned down one street then another and finally we rolled up in front of a red house with black shutters. Bri got out and leaned back into the car, staring at me and then she gazed at Mattie. Her expression changed. “I’ll call you later, k?”

			Mattie nodded. “I really wish you’d just ask her if you can come with us.”

			She shook her phone. “She’s upset about this thing with Mr. Jenny. Sorry, babes.” 

			She shut the door without adding any more to it. Mattie was visibly upset, but she sighed and turned her attention to me. I had no idea what was going on between them but if she wanted to tell me, then she would. I wasn’t going to pressure her. 

			Mattie looked up at Daniel as he gripped the wheel. “Will you stay with us?” She asked, and Daniel turned and looked at me. “Of course.” He said, sounding more like himself than he had in weeks. 

			He pulled out as my eyes lingered on Bri’s home. She glanced back at me and disappeared through the front door. 
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			“Hot chocolate, huh?” Daniel asked me as he stood in the doorway to the kitchen with his hands tucked into his back pockets. 

			“Oh, crap,” I said quietly as he walked into the room and took a seat at the large island that sat between us. 

			“What’s wrong? I mean, other than the obvious?” 

			I dropped a few square marshmallows into one cup, then the second and finally I scooped up the last bit for the third. I walked the large cup over to him and set it down. “It’s stupid.”

			“Let me judge that.”

			I half smiled. It felt good to talk about something, anything, other than what had happened.  

			I could hear Mattie talking on her phone in the hallway. “No, Aunt Polly, she seems to be okay, but I think Daniel and I should stay here tonight, if that’s okay.” She paused. “No, she isn’t here with us.” 

			I took a short breath and removed the black hair tie from my wrist and pulled my hair back, balling it up and getting it under control. He watched me, and finally I told him what had crossed my mind. 

			“Mr. Vega invited me to Thorn’s birthday party.”

			He toyed with his cup and then his gentle eyes lifted. His expression was sorrowful. 

			“Yeah, I was supposed to go to that thing. Well, I was going to take Tailor, but not now.”

			I bit my lip and grabbed my cup and Mattie’s. I returned and sat both cups down, taking a seat on the soft black cushion that rested on top of the stool. 

			“I’m sure it’s canceled.” 

			“What’s canceled?” Mattie asked as she strolled back into the kitchen and took the stool next to mine. She cupped the mug in her hands and let out an approving sigh. 

			“The birthday party for the Prince of Port Royal.” 

			I held in my laughter. It was amusing to see someone make fun of Thorn. Especially Daniel.  

			She looked at him and shook her head. “Like they would cancel that. I heard it has a ton of international guest, all cousins of cousins and what not.”

			“Of theirs?” I asked, and she raised her eyebrows while she took a sip of her hot chocolate. She nodded while swallowing. She lifted her hand and wiped her bottom lip then licked it. 

			“Man, this is good.”

			“It’s my aunt’s recipe.” 

			I wasn’t ready to abandon the subject, so I got her back on track. “You said cousins of cousins.”

			She looked at Daniel then at me. “Yeah, The Vega family is large, from what I understand.”

			“Well, it doesn’t matter. I’m not going.” I said as I took a drink and tried to hide my disgust for what had happened between me and Thorn. There was no way I was going to mention it in front of Daniel, ever. He just didn’t need to know. 

			“Why?” Mattie asked me, and I froze. 

			“I just, Thorn and I aren’t…” I kind of trailed off as Daniel perked up.

			“What happened?”

			I shrugged my shoulders. There was no way I was going to tell them the truth. 

			“Did he hurt you?” Daniel asked, and I glanced up at him. “No, no. I just, we didn’t click, ya know?”

			He sighed. Mattie sat up straight. “You know what? This is stupid. You got dumped.” She pointed at Daniel and I felt the heat coming off his reddening cheeks before it even showed itself on his pale skin. “Tailor is a jerk, and you should go to that thing. You know she’ll be there, Danny, and you should, too.”  She shot a look at me. 

			He cleared his throat and adjusted his hair. I’m sure he didn’t expect to be put on the spot. 

			She turned to me. “And you, screw him. Screw that big old jackass.”

			I half laughed. She nodded. “That’s right. He’s a snob, just like the rest of them.”

			I looked into my cup. “I don’t know; I’ll think about it. It’s not for a couple of weeks, anyway.” 

			I licked my lip and tucked a stray chunk of my hair behind my ear. My eyes skirted over Daniels. I didn’t want to say it, but it was right there on the tip of my tongue. I blurted it out before I could control my emotions. 

			“He dumped me.”

			She sucked in her breath and stared at Daniel then back at me. 

			“WTH.” She whispered. “He did not.”

			I nodded. “No, he did, but it was my fault. I pushed him.”

			“Pushed him how? He seems to be the pushiest guy I know.” Daniel said, suddenly perking up. He adjusted on the seat and seemed taller. His shoulders straightened as he waited on me to tell him more, but there weren’t any details of what had happened in the atrium that I wanted to say out loud. 

			“I’m, I mean, he’s not one for dating exclusively, and I…”

			“You what?” He asked, and my eyes lifted. 

			“I am, I guess.”

			Daniel sighed. “I’ll knock his head off.” 

			I looked at Mattie and back to him. “No, honestly, it isn’t a big deal.” 

			“Anything that hurts you is a big deal, Echo.”  He said as his jaw tightened. I couldn’t tell if he was madder at Thorn or thinking about Tailor. 

			The words wiggled their way in between that long fissure that was running the length of my heart. I guess anyone could have said them, but they meant something special, coming from him. 

			I paused and stared at his lips and then Mattie broke my train of thought. 

			“I say we go and show these people what’s what. We got time anyway, it’s not for another thirteen days, ironically enough on Friday the thirteenth.” 

			I stared into my hot chocolate as the marshmallows continued to melt. Then something in me clicked. I don’t know if it was brought on by the traumatic events of the day, or my pride, but suddenly I wanted to go, almost as if to say, you didn’t break me, no part of me, Thorn Vega, and you never would.

			You can’t. I won’t let you. 

			“I think maybe she’s right,” I said as I eyed Daniel and he didn’t fight either one of us with anymore logic. 

			“See? I’m right.” Mattie said, and Daniel gave me a nod. “So is it a deal?” she asked.

			“Deal.” He said. 

			“Deal,” I repeated, hoping I wasn’t making a terrible mistake.
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			The next week droned on something terrible.

			Every class sucked. 

			Every day was met with rain and more rain. 

			Every night my aunt cried herself to sleep.

			But then the most unexpected thing happened. 

			I stepped off the porch and felt the sun on my face. I stared up into the sky and had to shield my eyes. I swear I could almost hear the sizzle and pop as it raced across my pale skin. I smiled. The first one in days. My heart still ached, but Thorn had not been in school. Another trip with his dad, I would have to guess. I was half tempted to buy a thank you card for Mr. Vega for taking him away. Not seeing him was helping me get past the emptiness that he had left behind. 

			Or at least it helped me fake it better than anyone else had ever been able to before.

			Then, of course, my happiness had to be crapped on by reality. I heard the crinkling of paper at my feet, and I leaned down to retrieve the invitation that had been dropped off at my doorstep. ‘Echo Navarri’ was written in beautiful silver script across the front of the envelope. I glanced back at the door and then turned, making my way down the steps as I tore it open and pulled out the card.

			‘You are cordially invited to the House of Vega in celebration of Hawthorn Vega’s eighteenth birthday. 10.13.13 *No RSVP required*’

			I stared up at the sun and wanted to curse it for tricking me into thinking this could be a great day.

			I tucked it away in my backpack and clenched my teeth. My jaw started to ache by the time I reached the front steps of the school. I stopped and stared up at the doors. This could be a great day to pretend like I was sick but just as the thought crossed my mind, Bri came bouncing up, along with Mattie and they had invitations in their hands. They winked at me and gave them a shake. 

			“Did you receive one?” Mattie asked me and I gave her a nod and jerked mine out to show her. 

			“Some nerve, huh? This is why I think it was important to decide that we would go to this thing, ya know?”

			I shoved the invitation back in my bag and shrugged my shoulders. “I’m sure he doesn’t even know who is coming.” 

			“Yeah, maybe not but…”

			“I guess I’ll see you there.”

			The mysterious girl who had interrupted us at the assembly stepped up and looked me over. Her eyes quickly darted to Mattie and then landed on Daniel. Daniel smiled at her as she walked away with her plaid skirt swaying in the wind. I rolled my eyes. 

			“Who is that girl?” I asked. 

			“That’s Nova. An old girlfriend.” Bri blurted out. I immediately turned to her. “Of HIS?” I asked. 

			She bit her lip. “Of course it’s one of Thorn’s old girlfriends. I mean who the hell hasn’t dated him?” Tailor said as she walked by us. 

			“Thanks,” Daniel yelled at her, and she flipped her red hair over her shoulder with one flick of her hand and stepped up next to that girl’s side. 

			“Don’t pay attention to them; I’m serious,” Mattie whispered. 

			I tried my best, but she glared at me as we entered the school. 

			I walked to my locker and Bri leaned against the one next to mine as Mattie held her hands and they swung them back and forth. Obviously, they were doing fine, and Bri seemed to be getting back to normal with me. I don’t know how much more I could do than apologize to her. 

			Daniel leaned in next to me. “Don’t let it get to you.”

			I swallowed hard and fought to pull my books from my locker. One fell at my feet, and I knelt down to retrieve it when I felt something shift behind me. I knew what it was before I even turned around. I took a deep breath and then let it out, rising up slowly and counting to ten before I shut my locker. 

			“Bri, Mattie…Daniel.”

			His voice sounded calm like nothing had happened. I held my hand on the front of my locker and decided to turn. I needed to get this over with. I couldn’t change what had happened between us or that he was the biggest jerk in the entire world. 

			I spun around and parted my lips, ready to take the high road and got smacked right in the face with a big old dose of reality. 

			Thorn stood there as beautiful as ever. Nothing had changed. Nothing. All the old feelings flooded right back in as if he hadn’t been the most horrible experience in my life.  

			I felt myself shrinking, but Daniel placed his arm around me without hesitation. 

			Thorn’s expression hardened, but he quickly recovered. 

			“Echo.” 

			I gave him a nod, and he walked on without saying anything else to me. 

			I may die. 

			In fact, I’m sure of it. 

			I broke away from Daniel and ran down the hallway in search of the bathroom. I busted in and dropped my books, allowing them to skid across the floor. I pushed my way into a stall and fell to my knees, effectively throwing up until I had nothing left to give. I leaned back and sat on the floor until I heard someone enter and turn the water on in the sink. 

			“Of course I’m going. I wouldn’t miss it for the world.” Nova said. “Thorn wants me there.”

			“You two are the perfect couple. I mean sheer perfection.” Tailor sickened me. I crawled my way up and onto the toilet, lifting my feet so they couldn’t see that I was there. 

			“So, do you think she’ll come?” Tailor asked, and Nova laughed. “Who, Echo Navarri? God, I hope so. Nothing would make me happier than seeing the look on her face when she sees us together.”

			“Oh, I can’t wait.” 

			“Me either.”  

			I could see them through the crack of the stall as Tailor fixed her hair and Nova smeared more red lipstick on that pouty mouth of hers. 

			I hated her, almost as much as I hated myself for even caring. 

			They walked out, and I lowered my feet. I let out a huge sigh and placed my face in my hands. 

			“I hate my life.” 
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			“He’s a dick.”

			I chuckled. “I know.”

			Daniel grinned at me. “You know, we could skip out on this thing and just go see a movie or get something to eat.”

			“We could, or we could go there, show them that they don’t matter and then leave, get like five gallons of ice cream and eat all of it.”

			He smiled. “Or that.”

			Mattie rushed up to the car and opened the back door. She slid in, and Bri followed. They both had on frilly dresses with tulle that sprayed out at the bottom like ballerinas. One in pink and one in gold. They were adorable together, and it made me sick. 

			Sick in a good way. 

			Daniel had worn a suit and tie. He looked incredibly handsome. I hadn’t skipped noticing this time. He sat there with his hands gripped firmly on the wheel.

			Mattie tapped the back of his seat. “Daniel?”

			He blinked and gave me a quick glance. I nodded to him, and he pulled out.

			 

			We sat at the end of the long lane, and I glared up the black bricked road with an extreme amount of concern. 

			If I could puke, I would. 

			All I wanted to do was run, but something in me told me I should face this now and not let it fester like I had with Midnight’s death.

			I also knew that agreeing to this was by far a bad idea, in some aspects, but then again, I’m sick of regret. This would give me the opportunity to hold my head high and let him know that I’ll survive him. I had survived far worse. 

			“Daniel.” 

			I could see his hands tighten on the wheel. “Daniel, honestly,” Mattie repeated, and he blinked. 

			“Yeah, sorry.”

			He pulled up the lane and before I knew it I could see the lights span across the countryside. The Vega house was massive in comparison to mine. Not that I’m comparing size because I don’t care…but man. I could see that the house was four stories high and there were twelve windows across the front.

			“Twelve across and four down is forty-eight,” I whispered. 

			 I tilted my head back as we pulled around the circular drive, and then a man stepped out with a black suit on with a white shirt and black tie. I could feel a tingling in my fingers, and I had to shake my hands out as Daniel brought the car to a stop. 

			I set aside my fear. I popped my door open and stepped out in the dress that Eyota Vega had sent to me. I looked down and could see the two white swans. It was gorgeous, and it fit me like a glove. The material was soft as silk and the light emulating from the large porch lit me up. My lips were painted crimson red and matched the flowers in my dress. I had done the best that I could with the make-up that my aunt had in her bathroom, and by the looks of it, I hadn’t done a bad job. It wasn’t half as treacherous as I thought it would be.

			Sometimes you just have to step outside of your comfort zone and shine. 

			Tonight I would. Tonight I would prove to Thorn that I didn’t need him. 

			I would also prove it to myself. 

			I turned. My hair was braided in two thick strands and pulled up on the back of my head and securely pinned in place. Midnight would be proud. 

			Daniel stepped up to my right side, and Mattie stepped up next to him, along with Bri. He held his arms out, and we both took one, letting him lead us up the steps. I glanced up and could see a carefully sculpted wolf on each one of the doors with a thick knocker hanging from the sharpened teeth that held them firmly in place. 

			Daniel looked at me and then the doors opened. The strong scent of sandalwood rushed out and engulfed my senses making me close my eyes for a second longer than I meant too, then I heard a voice and had to open them. 

			“You look as beautiful as I assumed you would, Ms. Navarri.”

			I stood locked in place as Eyota Vega’s eyes ran the length of my dress. “Tell me, did your aunt happen to join you this evening?” 

			I narrowed my eyes and parted my lips, but Mattie spoke before I had the chance too.

			“Her boyfriend died two weeks ago, so I doubt she’ll be coming.” 

			His eyes shifted from me to Mattie in a split second. He looked irritated but quickly let it go. 

			“Oh yes, Mr. Jenny. Tragic, I wasn’t aware that she was his friend.” 

			“He landed on their car, or so the police officer told me.” We all turned our heads as Persephone stepped up in a black lace cocktail dress that was sleeveless, but hugged every curve and crevice with such ferocity that it made me blush. She was stunning, but that dress left no secrets unearthed. It was like a second skin. 

			“Let’s be respectful,” Eyota said with an even tone as she grinned and took a sip from her black wine glass. Her eyebrow shot up. She pulled the edge of the glass from her lips and licked them. Daniel was transfixed until Mattie nudged him in the side. 

			“And who are you?” She asked while she looked him over. His cheeks became flush. I’m sure he had never seen a woman as breathtaking as Persephone Vega, I know that I hadn’t. 

			“Daniel…” He started to say. She interrupted him. 

			“How old are you, Daniel?”

			“Okay, then.” Mr. Vega said as he smiled and held his hand out to me. For some reason, I took it without protesting. He was as charming, if not more so than his son. I shouldn’t be surprised. “I apologize, my sister is on her third glass of wine.”

			Persephone laughed and Eyota glanced at her. She stopped and ran his thumb across the top of my hand. I flinched. His hold over me moved one foot in front of the other, and before I knew it, I was being led into a grand ballroom on the arm of Eyota Vega, father to the boy who had broken my heart, and who had effectively broken my aunts, too. 

			“I’m glad to see you wearing the dress.” He said softly into my ear. 

			“It’s beautiful,” I whispered back to him without much control. Everything else seemed to fall away right up until I felt a hand take mine and I looked back to see Thorn standing there, his chest was rising and falling as if he had been running. His eyes looked wild, so unlike him. 

			“Good to see you decided to join us,” Eyota said as I turned and was released from the trance. I swallowed hard, and Thorn looked me over. 

			“Could we talk?” He asked, and I narrowed my eyes. 

			“What?”  

			“Please.” He added. 

			I glanced at Eyota, and he nodded to me. I stepped out of the room while Mattie shook her head and Daniel looked down at his feet. 

			I should tell him no. I should. I should stop right now and embarrass him in front of everyone. I should. But I couldn’t. 

			He led me to an opening, and I stepped out onto a beautiful balcony. I reached the edge and gripped the cold stone. He remained behind me. 

			“What are you doing here?” He asked me and I narrowed my eyes and turned to face him.

			“I was invited, by your father.”

			He paused. “You didn’t have to come.”

			I looked everywhere, but at him. “I know I didn’t.”

			He took a step toward me. “But I’m…”

			I cut him off. “But what?”

			He bit his lip and released it. “I’m glad that you did.”

			I let out a small bit of laughter, and my eyes locked onto his. He shifted his weight from one foot to the other. I let my eyes take him in. He was wearing a black tuxedo with a white shirt and black tie. His hair was still slightly disheveled, and his eyes…God, those eyes. I hated him, but not as much as I hated myself. 

			 “Don’t,” I said with such regret. 

			“Echo, I’ll always…” The violins rose up along with a cello. Everyone entered the room behind him, and we were left there staring at each other like strangers torn apart by a curse that neither one of us had the strength to fight anymore. 

			“Always what? Hurt me? Yes, you will.” I didn’t regret telling him the truth. 

			“Echo, please.” He said, and I turned as Eyota called out to him.

			“Hawthorn, come. It’s time.”

			He turned back to face me. “Echo, could we talk, later, I mean.”

			I shook my head and wiped a tear that had been fighting to make its way down my cheek since the moment I had stepped foot onto the balcony. 

			I sighed. “No.”

			“Please.” He spoke in desperation. 

			I lifted my chin, and his father stepped up next to him.

			“It’s rude to keep them waiting.”

			Thorn let out a sigh, and I turned away from him and stared out at the pine.

			“Please join us, Echo.” Mr. Eyota said as he held his hand out to me. I found myself joining him without much thought at all. 

			We entered the large ballroom, and both Eyota and Thorn made their way to the front, leaving me in front of everyone as they both turned to face the crowd. 

			Eyota smiled. “Welcome, distinguished guests. We once again have the pleasure of hosting our annual feast to celebrate another year. Only this one is special and something I have looked forward to for a very long time. “Come.” He held his hand out, and I almost took a step but then Nova came into view, and he kissed the top of her hand. I rubbed the side of my neck when she glanced over at me. 

			 “Please join me in a toast.” Eyota’s voice echoed in the ballroom. He grinned and grabbed two glasses from a tray that a waiter had extended out to them. Servers filled the room, and everyone ended up with a glass of golden liquid with rising bubbles. 

			He handed one to Thorn and the other to Nova. Then he grabbed two more and handed one to Persephone and kept one for himself. His eyes had lingered on me before he spoke and it made me uneasy. He lifted his glass, and everyone else in the room lifted theirs. Daniel, Bri, and Mattie stepped up to my side and stared at them. 

			Then Mr. Vega smiled and gave me a nod, turning to Thorn and placing a hand on his shoulder. 

			“I have waited, for what seems like an eternity, for you to reach this age, my son. Thorn tore his eyes from me and finally looked at his dad. “It’s felt like an eternity.” Thorn muttered back to him, and some laughter rose up in the room. 

			“Ah, the impatience of youth. I envy it. I envy anyone who has yet to discover such sweetness as a first kiss.” Eyota looked at me, and I shifted from one foot to the other. Suddenly that serene feeling was slowly making way for something dark and foreboding. I touched my chest, and my glass started to tilt. 

			“It’s with great pride that I make an announcement this evening. As it has always been customary in our family, I have gathered you all here to witness a bond that has forever been forged between our family, and that of the most prestigious bloodline of the house of Foxx. 

			 “I’m proud to announce the engagement of my son, Hawthorn Vega to our beautiful Nova. May our houses become one.”

			The glass slipped from my hand and crashed to the floor. The red wine splashed all over the white marble and looked like a battle scene. I turned and fought my way through the crowd. 

			I understood everything now. Thorn was promised to another and that left no room for me, no room for us. Not that I believed that he loved me anyway, he was just trying to run from this responsibility, run from the truth. 

			Run from what he was destined to be.

			I pushed through people and could hear Mattie calling out behind me as the crowd cheered. I was devastated on a level that I couldn’t even explain. What hurt, even more, was knowing that his father intentionally invited me here to witness it. He wanted to place the last nail in the coffin himself. I should have known. No one is that kind to strangers, especially a man like Eyota Vega who had walked away from my aunt and their daughter without ever looking back.

			It wasn’t enough to have devastated her; he just had to devastate me too.

			He was an evil, vicious creature, just like his son.  

			I ran down the long lane as the rain began to fall. My braids fell from the back of my head and untangled themselves. My wet hair swung wildly in the storm. I had made my way to the end of the road before I could even process how far I had come. I took one look back as my tears mixed with the wailing sacrifice from the sky above me. Then I turned and kept running; I would have run forever if my body hadn’t reminded me of my mortality.

			I limped my way up to the black gates and swung them open, nursing a cramp on my side. I could hear Mattie’s voice behind me and the familiar hum of Daniels car. I only glanced back once, but she stopped yelling and looked me over. 

			“Go home; I don’t want you here! I don’t want anyone here! You’re the reason I went there! You!” I yelled at her. I shouldn’t have been so mean; she didn’t deserve it. It wasn’t her fault. I had a choice, and I made it without her help. 

			 The car pulled off as Mattie slipped back inside the window without saying another word to me. I rushed toward the steps and then sat down, letting the rain rush over me and mingle with the tears.
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			I sat there for a few minutes until the chill caught up with the pain in my heart. 

			I made my way up the steps and pushed on the door. It was locked. I reached down and realized I had left my small clutch with my phone and a key in it in the seat of Daniels car. I paused when I heard something strange. It sounded like a scream. I tilted my head and thunder rolled, but as soon as it quieted down I heard it again, only this time I was sure it was a scream, and it was coming from inside the house. 

			I hurried back to the front door and jiggled the handle. I pounded on it with an open hand.

			“Aunt Luna?!” I yelled. 

			The lightning lit up everything around me. I rushed over to the large stain glass window to the right just in time to see something I didn’t expect to see. 

			My aunt was being lifted by her throat. 

			I narrowed my eyes and could only make out a shadowy figure standing in front of her. My eyes widened, and I banged on the glass, but she dangled there, clawing at the hand that had wrapped itself around her throat. 

			I stepped back and scanned the porch, suddenly spotting a medium sized planter. I dashed to it and picked it up, swinging it from side to side and chucked it through the glass. The shadow released my aunt, and her body hit the floor. I carefully crawled in through the window but hissed as the glass cut into the palm of my hand. I kept going, ignoring the pain. I fell onto the hardwood, then stumbled to my feet and made my way over to her. I dropped to my knees and rolled her onto her back as she lay there unconscious.

			“No…no! Aunt Luna!” I yelled while tapping her face; then I gave her one good slap, and she took a deep breath and started to wrestle with me. 

			I held her wrists as she thrashed wildly in a panic. “It’s me; it’s Echo,” I said half out of breath. Her eyes widened, and she gawked behind me. I didn’t want to look. I knew I wasn’t going to like whatever the heck it was. 

			But curiosity got the better of me. I hissed through gritted teeth as a shadow stood there growling. It appeared to be in the shape of a man. I turned and stood as my aunt pushed her way up to her feet and stepped up next to me. 

			She started to speak in an even tone. Words she knew like the back of her hand. She spoke with no compassion and locked her eyes onto the dark figure that stood before us. “Fight water by water and fire by fire. Banish this demonic soul into nothingness and remove their powers by the last trace.”

			It let out a bellowing howl, and I covered my ears. She repeated it and grabbed my hand giving me a nod.

			She paused. “Say it with me, honey.”

			I started to repeat the chant right along with her.

			“Fight water by water and fire by fire. Banish this demonic soul into nothingness and remove their powers by the last trace.”

			I continued to speak as she rolled up her sleeves and exposed two pentagrams on her forearms. She lowered them as we both chanted. 

			The shadow backed away, one slow step at a time, and finally its back was pressed flat against the wall. It turned, rushing up the wall. It rested in the corner of the ceiling, hissing at the two of us. 

			“Keep speaking the words; I’m going to get a broom.”

			I glanced at her. “The broom! Are you kidding me?”

			She shook out her hands. “Aunt Luna!” She glared at me in shock.

			“Okay, I’ll get the spray bottle.”

			I half laughed and grabbed her by the shoulders as I glanced back at the demonic creature who was making a home on our ceiling. I grimaced. “I love you, and I think you are amazing, but a broom is not going to work! We can’t just swat at this thing or squirt it down.” 

			Lightning struck the porch and lit up the room. I sucked in my breath as I recognized that face staring down at me. 

			I tilted my head and narrowed my eyes. “Mr. Jenny? You’re dead.” He leaned forward in the corner and grinned at me. I could see yellowing teeth and pale skin. His eyes were now black as night.

			She ran away, and I held my hands up in front of me.

			“Aunt Luna!? What is Mr. Jenny doing on the ceiling?” I asked.  

			He growled at me. I cleared my throat. “Hi, it’s Echo, remember me?” I swallowed hard. “I’d really like to take you up on that talk right now, how about some coffee? You like coffee, right?”

			He snapped his jaws, and I took a step back. He was still suspended in the corner like a spider. 

			“I can smell your sweet flesh.” He spoke in a deep raspy tone, tilting his head from side to side. 

			“That’s nice,” I said, giving him a nod.  

			“Aunt Luna?!” I yelled behind me. She returned with the spray bottle in her hand. “Your boyfriend is on the ceiling.” She sighed. “I can see that, Echo.” She shook the bottle in her hand and grinned. “Holy water.” 

			“Holy water?” 

			“Why yes, they don’t like it at all.” 

			“They who?” I asked.

			“Honey, he’s sort of demonic.”

			“Sort of? Aunt Luna, there is no sort of demonic, he either is or he isn’t.”

			She rolled her eyes. “I don’t have time to discuss this with you right now.”

			I rubbed my forehead. “This is crazy; it can’t be real. I have to be dreaming.” 

			She stepped up and twisted the nozzle. “Get it together; this is real.”

			She held it high and grinned at him. “We’ll get you all sorted, James.” She pulled on the trigger, and nothing happened. She shook it again while muttering. 

			“Sorted? He was choking you out and then crawled up the wall!” 

			She glared at me. “Honestly, Echo. Stop being so dramatic.”

			“Dramatic? Are you kidding me? If any situation ever called for a little drama, it would be this one!”

			She turned back and cursed under her breath. “Shit.”

			“What?” I asked as I stepped up next to her. She shook the bottle. “He’s scurried off.”

			“What do you mean scurried?”

			She pointed at the corner. “Look.”

			I eyed it, and he was gone. 

			I held my hands out in front of me. “Where did he go?”

			She turned to me and tilted her head. “I don’t know, Echo.”

			“Well, what do we do?”

			She turned and started to whistle. “Come here, James. Come on, now.” She tapped her leg.

			I laughed. “He isn’t a pet.”

			She glared at me. “I’m well aware of that.”

			“How did he end up here, like this?”

			She tapped the bottle on her thigh and bit her lip. “I may have cast a spell.”

			“What? Cast a spell? What kind of spell?”

			She sighed. “Yes, just something to give him a little kick in the pants and I don’t practice like I used to, so I was a little rusty.” 

			I pointed at the ceiling. “A kick in the pants?”

			“Well, it was just a little necromancer spell, but he wasn’t supposed to come back so grumpy.”

			I rolled my eyes as the wind whipped around in the room. “A little what? Like Pet Cemetery? Are you kidding me?”

			“I know, Echo. I just…he shouldn’t have died on me. So annoying.”

			I shook my head. “We need to seriously sit down and have a talk.” I pointed at her and then back to myself. “Because we suck, you and me. We have issues. We shouldn’t date anyone, ever.”

			We both yelled when he rose up next to us and exposed his teeth. He reached out and grabbed the back of my dress and lifted me off of the ground. My feet swung back and forth, and I slapped at his cold, clammy hands. Then I clawed and accidentally ripped off a small chunk of flesh and grimaced. I tossed it aside. “Aunt Luna?! He’s falling apart.”

			“Technicality, death isn’t pretty!”

			“Oh my God, spray him, please!” I yelled, and she was desperately trying to unscrew the top off of the bottle. “It’s stuck!” She yelled as the thunder rolled and the sky lit up. He jerked me higher off of the floor, and I yelled through gritted teeth. He chomped at me once, then twice. I balled up my fist and hit him across the jaw.

			He let me go and stumbled back. “Oh, Sorry, Mr. Jenny!”

			He backhanded me, and I flew across the room. I hit the floor and slid on my back.   

			“Mr. Jenny, don’t be such an asshole!” I yelled. 

			“That’s right baby! Give him a what for!” My aunt barked out behind me with a fist pumping the air.

			“Don’t encourage me to curse, Aunt Luna. Dad would be upset.” I choked out as Mr. Jenny wrapped his hand around my throat and lifted me to my feet.  

			My aunt broke a broom over her knee. She gripped it firmly in her hand and then rushed toward us, lifting the jagged end and burying it deep in his thigh. He screamed and dropped me. I rolled to the side, and she hung on as he thrashed back and forth. 

			“We may need to break up!” My aunt screamed. 

			Lightning streaked the sky. “You think so?” I said in disbelief. Then I noticed a shadow in the window. I could make out blonde hair and pale skin. “Thorn?” I whispered through narrowing eyes.

			“Invite me in.” His teeth clenched. 

			“Thorn, what are you doing here?”

			“Echo. Invite me in.”

			My aunt screamed as Mr. Jenny grabbed her by the throat and she fell to her knees in front of him. 

			“Please!” Thorn yelled.

			I waved a hand. “Come in, come in!” 

			Thorn rushed forward in a blur and had my aunt out of Mr. Jenny’s grasp in a matter of seconds. James backed away from him, hissing and spitting green bile. Thorn shook his head, and the deep growl rolled out of him. I crawled over to my aunt and touched her hand. I pressed my fingers against her wrist and felt her heartbeat; she was alive but unconscious. 

			I pushed myself up and stood there in disbelief.  

			Thorn balled up his fist and hit James across the jaw, knocking him onto one knee, then he lifted his arm and brought his fist down, not once, but twice. Mr. Jenny ended up on his hands and knees. I could see a trail of blood rushing out of the corner of his mouth and over his chin. Thorn reached down and grabbed the collar of his shirt and tossed him like a ragdoll across the room. James slammed against the wall. It left behind an imprint of his body. He hit the floor on his side and rolled. 

			 Mr. Jenny scrambled to his feet and crooked his neck to the side. I could hear the bones cracking. He stretched his arms out to his sides and hissed. He dashed forward and snapped his razor sharp teeth, finally burying them into Thorn’s shoulder. Thorn lifted his knee and kicked him in the groin. James let out a moan. I hissed and covered my eyes. I could hear a few more blows, and when I turned around, Thorn had James pinned on the ground. He lunged forward and bit into the side of his neck. I could hear the ripping of flesh. 

			Finally, James lay still, and Thorn stood up, towering over him. His body was trembling, and he stumbled back staring at his hands. He turned to look at me with a pale face and black eyes. His lip quivered, and I reached up and touched the side of his face. 

			He closed his eyes. “Thorn. Please look at me.”

			He opened them, and I thought I spotted two sharp fangs resting behind his lips. He reached up and wiped his mouth, clearing away the blood. 

			“Are you hurt?” He asked in a low tone.

			“Are you?” I asked. I took a step toward him, and he backed away from me. We moved across the room until his back was pressed flat against the wall. 

			“Let me see,” I whispered to him. He pressed his lips together. 

			“Please,” I said as my eyes lingered on his mouth. 

			He parted his lips, and I ran the tip of my finger across the edge of his sharpened fang. I hissed when it cut into my flesh. He grabbed my wrist and held my finger close to his mouth, visibly struggling with the scent of my blood. 

			I nodded to him. He placed my finger in his mouth and closed his eyes. The growl followed. He pulled it out and let me go as he rushed to the window and jumped out. I trailed him, calling out in the storm. 

			“Thorn, please, wait!”

			I stumbled, jerking off my shoes and tossing them aside.

			Finally, he stopped. I walked up behind him as the heavens opened up and the rain fell from the sky without any mercy. 

			“Walk away.” He said.

			“Is this why you pushed me away from you? Why you buy spells from that witch? To hide what you are from me?”

			“I am darkness. I am death.” He said quietly.

			I looked down at my muddied feet. The blue mist closed in around us.  

			“I see life in you,” I whispered. 

			He turned to face me. I stood my ground, refusing to allow his current state to scare me. 

			“I can’t be with you, Echo.”

			“I can’t be without you,” I spoke without fear. 

			The rain cascaded over his face and dripped from his chin. “You don’t mean that.”

			I took a step toward him. “I do.”

			“I don’t want you. I don’t.” He shook his head and clenched his fists at his side.

			“I want you,” I said with a nod. 

			His head lifted, and his eyes narrowed to slits. “I don’t need you.” 

			I stepped up to him. “I don’t believe you.”

			The pause was brief. “I don’t either.” He said.

			He reached out and pulled me toward him. I wrapped my arms around his neck as our lips crashed together. He moaned into my mouth, desperately searching with his tongue. His hand lifted and he cupped my face, finally breaking away. His swollen lips lingered near my mouth.

			He grinned, and I stared at his teeth. “We’ll need to talk about those.”

			“I expected as much.”

			“I mean honestly, why did you think you could hide this from me? This is huge, you…I mean, those are fangs. You have fangs, Thorn.”

			He nodded. “I do.”

			“That means you are...” I paused.

			“Echo.”

			I stared up at him. “You’re a vamp…”

			“Echo, please.” 

			“The whole spell thing, that was so you wouldn’t…”

			He interrupted me. “It helps control the hunger.”

			“For me?”

			He licked his lips, and I stammered, pointing behind me. “What about Nova?”

			“What about her?” He asked.

			“You’re engaged.” 

			He shook his head. “Did I ask her?”

			I narrowed my eyes. “That’s not an answer.”

			He laughed. “I have fangs.”

			I nodded as the rain ran down my neck. 

			“I know you do! Why didn’t you tell…”

			He interrupted me. “Because, I love you.” 

			My mouth lay open, and his eyes smiled at me.

			“I love you.” He whispered, adding a nod.  

			I pressed my lips against his in the rains cold embrace.

			There was nothing else to say.

			No more questions to be asked.

			…for now. 
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