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			From the back cover:

			Once upon a time, there was a girl who didn’t believe in monsters.

			Until now.

			Echo Midnight Navarri has reached her seventeenth birthday—alone.

			It’s been well over a year since her twin, Midnight, slipped from her hand into a ravine shrouded in blue mist deep in the Brazilian jungle.  The locals refer it to as the veil.

			Echo believes it is a nightmare. 

			One that she can’t seem to escape.

			Her parents, world-famous archaeologists, Peter and Alice Navarri, stayed behind after sending Echo to live with her aunt in a rainy little town at the edge of the world known as Port Royal.
The search goes on, but the mystery remains.

			Echo continues to experience visions as the details of the events leading up to that fateful night start to reveal themselves to her. Piece by piece, bit by bit.

			Exposing the truth and forcing in the light where once there was only darkness.

			Despite everything, she has managed to make friends, even a new boy, by the name of Asher Tiberious Westbrook the third, a self-proclaimed warlock who doesn’t mind that Echo tends to shy away from anyone who wants to be close to her. 

			But she fears intimacy after losing her sister.

			Especially with him.

			Not Asher Westbrook. 

			Thorn Vega. 

			A boy whose secrets may outweigh her own.
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			Once upon a time, in a rainy little town at the edge of the world, there lived a girl who didn’t believe in monsters.
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			Prologue

			The torrential rain cascaded over his brow and rushed across his swollen lips. I let the air from my lungs escape in a white-hot puff of smoke. It rose between us, threatening to rob me of Thorn Vega’s brooding sea-blue eyes. My nervous gaze lit over his squared-off jawline, high cheekbones, and pouty upper lip. 

			He pulled me in with a heightened sense of desperation that I shared. My trembling fingers dug into the rain-soaked fabric of his shirt that had molded to his skin. The hard muscles lurked beneath. I clung to him, nursing a dangerously persistent feeling of dread. I wanted to ignore it, lock it away, but it remained. 

			It was a terrible truth that neither one of us could ignore. 

			Mortality. 

			Mine.

			His pale hand rose, glistening with moisture and appearing luminescent in the scattered shards of moonlight. Thorn paused, from what appeared to be a fear of rejection. I offered acceptance without hesitation, hoping to soothe his doubts. 

			I felt his fingers brush along my cheek as he pushed aside wetted locks of my hair. Panic assaulted me. His gentle nature masked a dangerous truth. 

			He was ice cold and deadly.

			Dead.

			Oh my God, he’s dead, isn’t he?  

			“Echo.” His sweet voice broke through the static in my mind. 

			My expression changed from blank to hard-focused. I inhaled the scent of sandalwood with faint hints of vanilla and myrrh. A chill twisted through me. His cheek rested against mine. I closed my eyes and started to count backward from ten. I assumed by the time I got to one he would be gone, and I would be sitting straight up in my bed, clutching my chest and calling out his name. 

			“Ten, nine, eight—” I spoke with uncertainty. 

			His mouth lingered near my ear. “Echo.” He whispered. 

			My breath hitched, he was still here. “Seven, six, five—” I chanted between shudders. 

			“Look at me, please.” He pleaded. 

			I refused to comply. “Four.” I choked out.

			Thorn lifted me up and onto his feet. He leaned in with caution. I could feel his teeth, hard and aching against the side of my neck, but he wouldn’t bite. Instead, he groaned, then spoke through ragged breath. “So, we’re counting?” he asked.  

			“Three,” I said with hopeful exasperation. My hunger may be different than that of a vampire, but it didn’t make it any less dangerous. Especially with him.   

			He chimed in through laughter. “Two,” My eyes shot open and locked onto his. 

			“One,” we whispered together. I waited for the dream to end, but it didn’t.

			Thorn Vega remained. 

			I wet my lips and tasted the rain. My voice wobbled. “She was right.” 

			“Right about what?” He asked with the tilt of his head. 

			His thumb caressed my chin. “Echo, what are you talking about?” he spoke with concern.  

			I blinked a few times. Unable to comprehend in the moment. My temples throbbed. I blurted out the words before thinking it through. “About the kissing and the hugging.” 

			He chuckled with amusement. “The kissing and the hugging?” he asked, unable to conceal his sharpened canines.

			“It isn’t funny,” I muttered. 

			He leaned in with a worried expression. “No, you’re right. Tell me what you mean.”   

			I let the sharp edges of each word slice their way out of my heart. “My sister, Midnight.” I swallowed hard. “She said that it would be amazing and she was right. She was always right. Always, and then I lost her. I just—I can’t do that ever again.” My voice trailed off as I refused to allow the vision of her to fade in my mind, but he had to speak again, and she escaped as usual.

			“Echo, I’m here. Look at me.” 

			I couldn’t speak. I was grateful for the rain because it helped hide the tears. Finally, I offered a strained smile, and he relaxed.   

			His eyebrows came together. “Wait, I kissed you in the cemetery. It wasn’t as epic as this one, but still, memorable, I would think.”

			“Yeah.” My voice came out raspy, and the cold rain dripped from my chin. 

			The glimmer in his eyes grew brighter. “And again at your house.” 

			I nodded. “Uh huh,” I had to fight the urge to kiss him. Each time he spoke, I would catch a glimpse of those teeth, and my mind raced through every paranormal romance book I had ever read. 

			I used to skip through the sappy parts, but now, now I understood them. 

			I understood every gasp, every heart flutter, every trembling moment.

			I also understood weakness, vulnerability, and the unmentionable truth that forced me to think about the inevitable conclusions we would both have to face.  

			My hazel eyes lingered on him, soaking in the reality that stood before me. 

			“So what’s different now?” he asked. I blinked a couple of times. The nervous laughter served as a backdrop for my internal monologue. 

			“Are you serious?” I choked out. “What’s different?” I asked. Then it hit me. I know he probably assumed that I was talking about his current condition. Calling it that was so much easier than admitting that he was, and would always be a vampire.

			But it wasn’t that. Not really. The word vampire or the reality that he is one doesn’t frighten me as much as—well.    

			Immortality could be understood and managed. 

			But love. 

			Love was unpredictable at best, and it terrified me. 

			Loving anyone or anything left my chest hollow and my stomach tight and aching.

			Love was the difference. 

			My love for him.

			“I, well, you said.” I couldn’t sound any weaker. It should anger me, but instead, I struggled, choking on the last half of my incomplete sentence. 

			His eyes sharpened. “Say it,” he whispered. 

			A few gorged droplets slid into my mouth. 

			What I wouldn’t give for a tall glass of water and a sunlit sky.

			No, wait.  

			“Sun is a big no for you, isn’t it?” I asked. 

			“Say it,” he commanded with a gentle nudge.     

			Finally, I fought through the panic. “Love.” I tensed up. 

			“Oh,” His eyes softened. “Yes, I said that I love—”

			I placed my finger to his lips and forced him to stop repeating it. 

			My voice cracked with fear. “Don’t, please, Thorn. Don’t say it again,” My eyes locked onto his, desperately searching for something to anchor my heart, but I felt lost and adrift at sea. That old monstrous feeling wound its way through me and ended in my throat. I cleared it, trying to ward off the plodding suffocation. My panic attacks can be so brutal. 

			He reached up and cradled my hand. His skin sat chilled against mine. I expected a fight and instead he offered solid confirmation. 

			Any girl would be happy to receive this, any girl but me. 

			“I plan on saying it to you as often as I can, Echo Midnight Navarri.” He spoke with pride and absolute conviction. I wanted to accept it. I did.  

			I shook my head, and he narrowed his eyes. “No?” he asked with a reckless grin. 

			My voice sounded sharp with alarm. “No,” His hold tightened on me forcing a modest gasp. 

			My expression stiffened. I began to quiver, and it came out in my words. 

			“I c—can’t l—lose you.” I immediately felt regret. Why had I opened the door and allowed him to walk right through it? It terrified me. 

			I had lost her. 

			I couldn’t lose him.  

			A resigned sigh escaped his lips. “I dare you to try.” 

			I appreciated his noble attempt to ease my paranoia, but it didn’t help bury the weight of unmentionable loss. I was bound to it as completely as I had been bound to my sister and still am. I would never fully heal from losing her that damp, dark night in the Brazilian jungle and Thorn’s three little words had brought every frightening detail of her demise back up to the surface. I couldn’t shake the feeling that this was the beginning of the end. 

			There are only two things in this world that can break my will. 

			Thorn Vega and my sister. 

			His power over me was as intense as hers was, and always would be.

			I couldn’t deny either one of them.   

			It was so unfair for life to place him before me, knowing that he could never really be mine. I studied his light-hearted expression, but he had no idea what he means to me now. 

			A tear escaped and rolled down my cheek. He quickly moved his thumb across my skin, and it felt hard and unyielding, yet it didn’t frighten me. Nothing about him being immortal frightened me at all. 

			What scared me the most was how his world would go on long after me, long after my death.

			Unless—

			“Talk to me, please, Echo. Say something, anything.” He spoke with such compassion. I parted my lips and wanted to ask him, but instead, I swallowed it, and along with that, my first opportunity to mention the unmentionable. 

			I’m dying. 

			I had been dying since birth as all humans are, but Thorn Vega, he was eternal. 

			How could I possibly fit into that equation without asking him to make me just like him? Part of me wanted to beg him to bite me, right here, right now, and the other part of me clung onto my humanity.

			“Please, Thorn, listen to me,” I whispered, tightening my hold on him.

			His face softened as my words floated between us. “I’m listening, my love.” 

			“Don’t call me that,” I muttered, desperately searching for the right words to say to him. 

			He leaned in and placed his forehead against mine. “Why do you have to be so difficult?” he whispered. 

			I tried to fake a grin. “I’m not.” 

			“Liar.” He sounded amused. I wasn’t. 

			He straightened up and sighed, pushing my hair behind my ear and then cupping the side of my face. I reached up and placed my hand over his wanting nothing more than to find the courage to discuss it with him. 

			He stopped me from blurting it out. 

			“So should we create code words?” he asked. The devious grin that followed exposed his fangs and I caught myself gawking at them. 

			I cleared my throat. “What?” I asked in confusion. 

			“Well, you said that I couldn’t say that I, you know, love—”

			I interrupted him. “Thorn, please.” He laughed and then bit his lip. I expected to see blood, but it didn’t happen. My heart skipped a beat. 

			I blinked when he spoke again, “So, how about this? Whenever I want to let you know how I feel about you, I’ll just say Maintenant et toujours.” 

			My eyes narrowed with skepticism. “What does that mean?” 

			“Well, it’s French.”

			I laughed and shook my head. “I just had no idea you knew French.” 

			He paused, letting his eyes lower to my throat as his fingers gently caressed the side of my neck sending a shivering wave down my spine. “Well, there are a few things that you don’t know about me.”

			I laughed, trying to shake off how he made me feel. “Like the whole vampire thing, yeah, I agree.”

			He studied my mouth. “You have the most beautiful lips.” 

			I shook my head. “Don’t try to distract me.”

			“Soft and sweet.” He muttered while his seductive eyes lingered on my mouth.

			“Thorn, what does it mean?” 

			He reached up and ran his thumb across my bottom lip. “Will it always be this way?”  

			I stuttered. “What w—way?” The fact that he used the word ‘always’ gave me hope. 

			“You, forcing me to beg.” He grinned, and his sharpened canines captured the dull light of the moon. I was mesmerized.

			“Tell me, please.” 

			His stare felt so intimate. I was forced to look away.

			He leaned in, allowing his soft lips to graze the outer edge of my ear. “Now and always.”

			My body trembled. 

			“Could I?” he asked. 

			My eyebrow arched. “Could you what?”

			“I’m going to kiss you now.”

			I half grinned. “Well, that sort of spoils the surprise doesn’t it?”

			He sighed. “I’m doing it.” 

			He leaned forward with his lips parted, but just as his mouth lingered a mere inch from my own, a bat flew by, forcing me back down to earth. 

			Literally. 

			I peered below us with such unbridled trepidation, and we were hovering in the air. My heart skipped a beat, and I gasped. The shock of it left me speechless. I flinched, and my foot nearly slipped off of his.  

			A colony of bats circled us, coming so close I could feel the flap of wings brushing against my hair. I yelped and buried my face in his chest, balling my fists at his sides. His body felt so strong against mine. I could sink into him forever, allowing him to protect me and make me his own. I stared down at our feet as they gently sank into the mud. I quickly gazed up at him, and a smirk fought to control the corner of his mouth. 

			I tilted my head and pointed upward. “We were—”

			He nodded, and my lips pursed. I stumbled back and looked him over. 

			“I’m sorry, Echo, I got excited.” He spoke calmly while the blood rushed to my cheeks.

			“Excited?”

			He rubbed the side of his neck. “Yes, and we floated into the air.” 

			“You float, like a balloon?” I asked.

			He shook his head. “Um, not always.”  

			I reached up and fidgeted with my hair. “Floating. Okay. You’re a vampire, Thorn. A vampire.”

			He spoke through laughter. “We’ve already established that.”

			I crossed my arms from the chill. “Yeah, no…I mean, yes we did. We totally did, but we were in the sky, hovering.” I spun my hand in the air. “We were just up there, floating around.” My eyes shot upward. I watched the bats continue to swarm overhead.

			He shoved his hands into his pockets as the rain rushed over his face and dripped from his chin. His mood shifted from jovial to solemn. “You were never in any danger.” 

			I adjusted my stance. My feet sank into the mud. The chilled earth moved between my toes and the uncontrollable chattering of teeth blurred my vision. 

			“I didn’t think I was in danger, but we were hovering above the ground just like Poppins.”

			He narrowed his eyes. “Who?” he asked. 

			“Mary Poppins. She was—you know what? Never mind. How? How were we doing that?” My arms lifted and my palms shot upward.  

			He cleared his throat. “I know who Mary Poppins is, but I was overwhelmed, Echo. I’ve never, well—” he paused while his eyes locked onto me.

			My gaze wandered. “Overwhelmed? You were overwhelmed?” I asked with such scepticism. 

			“Yes.” He added, forcing me to look back at him. 

			I let out a burst of laughter and fought through the ridiculous reality of the situation. “When I get overwhelmed, I eat a ton of ice cream, or I watch Charmed, or Buffy…or, or.” I snapped my fingers and squinted my eyes. I spoke faster. “Gilmore Girls. I watch all of them in three days with no sleep, seriously, I don’t even know how I do it, but I do.” I rolled my eyes. “I’m sure you don’t know what any of that is or even care.”

			“Yes, yes, and no, and I do care.”

			“What?” I asked.

			He laughed. “I’ve watched the first two and to be honest, they can be disturbingly accurate at times, but Gilmore Girls, it’s just not my thing, but for you, I would do almost anything.” 

			“Almost?” I asked, nervously thumbing at my palm.

			“You can omit the word almost.”

			I didn’t know how to respond so I let the awkward silence grow between us. Thankfully he moved onto another subject. “Three days? That’s impressive.”

			“Huh?” I asked. 

			He stepped into my personal space. I stood my ground, allowing him to shorten the gap between us. “Watching all of those episodes in three days, it’s impressive. I know you need to sleep.” His reminder of the stark differences between us was troubling. 

			“Do you sleep?” I asked, unable to sensor myself. 

			“I rest.”

			“In a coffin?” I asked.

			He grinned. “On a mat.”

			“A mat?”

			He rubbed the side of his neck. “I meditate.”

			My eyebrow shot up. “Like downward facing dog?”

			He smirked. “More like, I do this or I may bite people vampire.”

			I rolled my eyes. 

			He shook his head. “I’m only joking; it’s cute when you get flustered.”

			I took a breath. “No, it’s fine. I’m sorry, I shouldn’t assume that you lay around in a coffin.” 

			He shifted his stance. “I could get one if that’s what you like.”

			I blushed. “No—no, don’t get a coffin because of me, I mean, I’m not saying I like them, or I want to be in one.” My awkward laughter trailed off. 

			I cleared my throat, desperate to change the subject. “So, why were we floating in the air?” 

			He folded his hands behind his back. “I thought we were discussing coffins?” 

			I sighed and nudged my chin upward. “Don’t dodge the question.” 

			His eyes scanned the countryside. “I may be a vampire, but there are some things that I’ve never done before.” 

			I looked him over. “What have you not done, Thorn?” I know I sounded skeptical, but I couldn’t help it.

			He wasted no time to come clean. “I’ve never told a girl that I loved her.” 

			My lips parted, and I froze in place. I know I stopped breathing. I couldn’t help it.   

			He leaned forward, wide-eyed. “Are you okay?” He pushed his hair out of his eyes and onto the top of his head as he half grinned, exposing his fangs. He took one step forward, and a distant voice broke through the moment and struck me in the chest with an almost unbearable weight of terror.

			“Echo!?” 

			I turned in a panic. “Oh, God. Aunt Luna?” 

			Thorn scooped me up, and before I knew it I was on the porch, and my hair was gently settling down around my shoulders. 

			I felt strange, almost detached from reality. 

			I reached up with a trembling hand and touched my nostril. I pulled it back and could see the glistening blood on my fingertip. Thorn grabbed my wrist and stared at it in horror. 

			“Oh, Echo. I’m so sorry. I wanted to get you here as quickly as I could, but look at what I’ve done.” His eyes started to darken as my blood laced fingers lingered close to his mouth. For a second I thought that he would feed on me, but that quickly changed as he regained control. 

			He turned my hand and kissed my palm, closing his eyes and letting out a low growl while pressing my hand to his chest. Then he opened his eyes and gazed at me with such desperation. 

			I spoke in a half whisper as the chill rushed up my arm. “I’m okay.” 

			He shook his head. “I could have killed you.”

			I watched the wrinkle in his brow deepen with the thought of what could have happened. I quickly released him from the guilt. 

			“I promise, I’m fine,” I spoke calmly, trying to reassure him. He took a step back from me while shaking his head. 

			My aunt’s voice called out from the darkness. “Echo! Echo? Is that you, honey?” 

			I began to turn, and a quick burst of air brushed against my skin. 

			Thorn was gone as if he never existed at all. 

			I called out into the darkness. “Aunt Luna?” 

			I spotted a shadow moving toward me. 

			“Echo? Oh honey, are you okay?” She rushed in and held me. 

			I sank into her, grateful to find her awake and seemingly unharmed. The blue and red lights from the police car lit up the front of the house, and I peered over her shoulder and inspected the floor.

			Mr. Jenny’s body was gone. 

			Only the blood remained. 
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			1

			“Echo, stop it.” Midnight hissed through clenched teeth. 

			I wiggled next to my sister in the back of the rickety old truck. We had all piled in and forced ourselves in-between large bags of rice that lined the edge of the truck bed. I shifted my weight and looked beneath me. More rice bags. 

			Another truck sat a few yards behind us. The engine sputtered and moaned. It appeared as weathered and beaten down as the one we were sitting in. The green paint was peeling off the exterior, exposing years of rust and decay. The driver honked the horn with nagging impatience. I narrowed my eyes and tried to focus on the shadowy figure behind the wheel. I could make out dark hair, hunched shoulders, and white-knuckled hands on the steering wheel. I flinched when Midnight jabbed me in the ribs with her boney elbow. I swatted at her, but she dodged it as usual.   

			We had been staying in tents up until my mom insisted that we move everything, including our collective stench, into a hotel with running water. I eyed my bag. It’s funny how your whole life can fit in something so small, but I preferred it that way. 

			Less clutter and confusion.  

			“I hate pictures,” I muttered with a scowl.

			I yelped when she decided to tickle me. A camera flashed, and the boy shook his head as he lowered it and glared at the two of us. The picture slid out of the bottom of it, and he snatched it up and shoved it into his pocket.  

			“Skik demoon kind.” He spoke with a thick African accent.

			My dad chuckled. I leaned toward him with a raised brow. The dirt clung to his slick skin and had found its way into every small line on his forehead. It made my dad appear older than he was.

			 I ran through the patch worked dictionary in my mind. I had picked up a few words here and there seeing that we had been in Africa going on over a year now. “Demon what?” I asked.

			My dad winked at me. “He said Settle demon child.”

			Midnight giggled and thumbed at me. “He’s totally talking about you.” She added a wink.

			My eyebrow cocked. “Right.” I retorted. My eyes landed back on the boy. “You shouldn’t be so quick to judge.”

			“Echo, please. Stop trying to pick a fight.” My mom spoke in a detached tone. She struck another stiffened pose. I rolled my eyes and forced a smile as Midnight did the same. She was right, I’m normally not so combative, but I had been cranky ever since they told us we were leaving. The camera flashed again, and finally, the moment had been captured. 

			The boy approached the back of the truck and handed the Polaroid to my dad. 

			“Dankie.” My dad replied while handing the teenager some money. He shook the picture in his hand, waving it back and forth. The crumpled bill had no sooner left my dad’s hand and rested in the boy’s palm when his silver-laced blue eyes found their way over to Midnight. His lips parted, exposing his white teeth. I slapped the side of my neck and destroyed whatever was biting me. It only added to my frustration. 

			I placed my arm in front of her and glared at him. “That’s a no, buddy.” I huffed. She had dated enough boys. He tilted his head, and a confused look wrinkled his brow. 

			It was exhausting.

			She was exhausting.

			Boys. Yuck. Don’t they ever think about anything other than kissing and rolling around on the ground with my sister?

			I glanced at her, and she was smiling. “Midnight! You’re not helping.”       

			My eyes landed back on the boy. He rubbed the side of his neck with a dirty rag and shoved it into his back pocket. He muttered something to me. I couldn’t understand what he said. He rushed to the truck that sat behind us and climbed inside. The driver honked again, and I sighed. Of course, they’re together. Why am I not surprised? 

			Boys, they’re all the same. Gross and annoying. 

			I nearly slid off the bag of rice when the truck lurched forward. It saddened me that we would be leaving after spending so much time here, but my parents had been offered a new job, one that rivaled any other in comparison. The benefactor was dangling a half a million in compensation for their expertise. 

			I shouldn’t have eavesdropped on their conversation, but it was purely by accident. I only wanted to ask them if I could join in on a safari to take some pictures of the elephants that were under protection from poachers. But instead, I ended up standing outside their room and listening to them debate as to whether they wanted to leave Africa and enter the Amazon jungle to investigate some local folklore about vampires. 

			Something called the veil. 

			So ridiculous. 

			My parents usually didn’t accept this kind of job. They stuck with artifact collection, mostly, so I had to assume that it was the money and nothing else driving them to want to leave this beautiful place and uproot us yet again.

			It made me bitter. 

			I loved Africa, but it was just one country in a string of places that we had merely visited with no intention of staying, but we had been tourists my whole life. Why stop now?

			I guess some people would be envious of what we had experienced so far.   

			Our parents had taken us to Egypt to investigate Taramasa Hill, and then to Israel to study the migration of humanity. We spent a year in New Zealand as they sifted through artifacts of eastern Polynesians. Australia was all about the Devil’s Lair, which is a single chamber cave in which my dad broke his back when we were eight. It didn’t slow him down. He worked hard to walk again and then we were off to investigate the two baby teeth that had been discovered in Italy in 1964 and are thought to be the earliest remains of any human in Europe. Of course, my parents wanted to beat that finding, but didn’t. 

			We spent months at the Tategahana Paleolithic Site at Lake Nojiri in Japan. Then there was Tasmania, which was supposed to be a vacation. It ended up being a lesson in optically stimulated luminescence, or OSL, which is a new way of dating pottery and other artifacts, and then Greece was all about the Seven Daughters of Eve. That may sound all mystical and whatnot, but it wasn’t. It was the first human settlement in Europe. 

			We hit a bump and Midnight slammed into me. I groaned, and she rubbed my arm and then reached in and held onto me as she laid her head on my shoulder. I glanced over. 

			She closed her eyes. “I really liked it here.” 

			I gave a quick nod as I stared up at the sunlit sky. The warmth rushed over me and then something odd replaced it. 

			A feeling of dread.

			“Me, too,” I whispered back to her.
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			I gripped the picture firmly in my hands as I heard the voices rise below me. I turned, clutching it to my chest, and then placed it back on the tall black dresser. My eyes lingered on Midnights smiling face. The memory of that day haunted me. If I had known what was to come then maybe I would have held onto her a little tighter. Maybe I would have fought to stay in Africa a little harder.

			Maybe.

			Maybe.

			I hate that word. 

			I searched the bed for my phone. I snatched it up and glared at it. I hurriedly typed in the words that would sit idly by.

			I miss you.

			I sighed. 

			I knew that my sister would never see it, but I pressed send anyway. I slid it into my pocket and then hissed as my knee hit the corner of the large wooden trunk that sat at the end of the bed. I glared at it while rubbing the soon-to-be bruise. 

			I straightened up and moaned. My knee throbbed but it worried me less than the unbridled hatred that I harbored in my heart against my parents. 

			I blamed them for Midnight’s death just as much as I blamed myself for not being strong enough to save her. If they had stayed on course and took a regular job, or even extended our stay in Africa, then she would still be here, alive, and happy. 

			I wished for one more night with her curled up next to me as we spilled our deepest, darkest secrets. I glanced back at the bed and could see two ghostly white figures facing each other. Midnight reached up and toyed with my hair as she often did. I lifted my hand as if I could feel it again. Pretending as if she were touching me. My fingertips brushed against my forehead. I pushed my shaggy bangs aside.  

			This was a habit she continued up until—

			Well. 

			Until that and so many other things were stolen away from us.

			It’s the little things that you end up missing the most when someone’s gone. All those tiny details that slip through the cracks but in the end, you realize they were what mattered most of all. 

			I could hear a males voice rise, followed by a shrill response. It forced the memory to dissipate. I lingered for a moment longer, wishing to hang onto the memory, but I had to abandon it.  I rushed to my door and swung it open. I ran down the hallway, haphazardly plunging down the steps and losing my balance. I desperately clawed at the wood. Finally, I was able to get a firm grip on the railing and bring myself to a stop. I bit my lip and regained my composure. 

			Luckily my dad was busy yelling at my aunt, so no one heard me. “She should return to Brazil with us!” 

			My mom chimed in. “Peter, it wasn’t her fault.” 

			I was shocked that she had come to Aunt Luna’s aid. Usually, she was the first to strike and the last to apologize. It was her signature move.

			The storm picked up, and I could hear the raindrops hitting the roof. The wind howled and only added to the tension. I peeked out the long window that sat midway up the wall and could see the black clouds roll and boil like a witch’s cauldron. My neck felt stiff, and my shoulders ached. I reached up and massaged the tightened muscle. Our battle with Mr. Jenny had left me beaten and bruised. I gingerly fingered at a darkening patch on my elbow. It was just a reminder that what we had experienced was real. 

			It had only been five days since Mr. Jenny had broken into the house and tossed us around like ragdolls. My aunt had spread an effective lie about an animal, specifically a wolf, breaking into our house and attacking the two of us. It was meant to save us from an impossible explanation. I was grateful because Mr. Jenny wasn’t the only thing that I needed to hide. No one could know about Thorn Vega or what he was. Especially my aunt. 

			Of course, that vague explanation snowballed, and then someone contacted my parents who had shown up like a hurricane. I wasn’t sure who had told them, but my dad was furious that it wasn’t my aunt. 

			That was entirely my fault. She wanted to call them; I begged her not to. Bad decision.  

			I placed my hand on the window and felt the cold begging to get in. It fought against the heat on the surface of my skin. I spread my fingers and watched the moisture gather. My thoughts were interrupted when my dad’s voice continued to rise in volume. I turned back and then flinched when a bird hit the window and nearly cracked the glass. I jerked my hand back, and the bird tilted its head and glared at me with soulless eyes while it teetered on the ledge. I leaned in to inspect it and then it flew off, acting like nothing had happened. I bounced on my toes, trying to find it in the overcast sky, but nothing. It was gone. I blinked when my dad yelled again.   

			“Really, Alice?! Since when did you start defending irresponsibility?” 

			Luna aggressively retorted. “Irresponsibility? You’re one to talk, Peter.” 

			Her words seemed harsh, and I was curious as to what she meant. My dad was responsible, very responsible. Both of my parents were on a level that could sometimes be annoying. It had worsened after Midnight disappeared. The first few weeks following the incident found me crammed between them everywhere we went like they were shielding me from an unknown predator. 

			But of course it was all in vain, and eventually, they went on their own, and I was left to battle my depression alone in the hotel room. 

			I ate less and less.

			Slept more and more.

			…until Molly Brindle arrived and forced me to act somewhat human. 

			I blinked the memory away when my dad laughed. It wasn’t his old jovial laugh; this was his how dare you response which I had heard maybe twice when my parents used to fight late at night.

			His voice lowered, and he sounded calm, which wasn’t a good sign. “First, she almost dies in The Pine, a place she should have never been, and now, now she’s almost mauled to death by an animal in a home that you’ve refused to furnish with any type of security system. In fact, I bet you leave the door unlocked, right, Luna?”

			“A wolf,” Luna said, trying to reaffirm the lie.  

			He took a breath and yelled my name. “Echo?” 

			My mom spoke again. “Peter, she’s sleeping.” 

			“I want to ask her if Luna locks the door, I bet the answer is no!”  

			My aunt wasted no time to exercise her trademark snark. “Wolves don’t turn doorknobs, Peter. No thumbs.” 

			I covered my mouth. I could imagine her eyebrow cocking and her facial expression changing to match her sarcasm.

			“Don’t make jokes, Luna. It isn’t funny. Accept blame like an adult for once in your life.” My dad’s response was sharp and lacked wit. It was so unlike him. I expected to come down here and listen to my mom doling out the insults but instead it was him.  

			I could hear the exhaustive huff coming from my Aunt’s lips. I held my breath. She wasn’t one to roll over on anything although she sounded tired. “I’m well aware of what’s happened, Peter, but you’re placing blame where it shouldn’t be.”

			I leaned around the corner. I couldn’t help myself. My dad held his hands out to his sides. He looked haggard. The last year had taken its toll on him, on all of us. 

			“Really? Well, where should it be, Luna? Oh, let’s see.” He tapped his chin with his index finger while resting his elbow on his extended hand. He pointed at her. “You were entrusted with her. You are the adult here. You, not her, Luna. Echo is a child. She needs protection. You promised to protect her, and you’ve failed just like you did with—”

			He paused, wanting to go on with his verbal assault, but held back with a shake of his head. His ink black hair shifted, forcing him to reach up and move it out of his eyes. He was in serious need of a haircut. So was I. 

			My mom stepped in. “Peter, let’s take a walk.” He pushed her back and returned his angry gaze onto Luna. I had never seen my mom so ineffective. Usually, my dad would let her have her way, but not this time. I always thought that my stubborn nature and shotgun temper came from her, but I think I may have been mistaken.

			“Peter, please.” My mom pleaded with him. He lowered his head as she rubbed the side of his arm.   

			My aunt nodded her head and crossed her arms over her chest. “No, go on, Peter. Please tell me about protection, since you seem to be an expert on it.” 

			My dad’s brow furrowed. “Don’t you dare, Luna.” He snapped, spinning to face her. 

			She held her ground. I had to respect her for facing it head-on. 

			“What? Dare to say what no one else will to you? Say how you—” She stabbed a rigid finger at him and then at my mom. “How both of you failed? How both of you were so caught up in your own melodrama that you neglected to protect the most important treasures you would ever have in this life? You bamboozled her into coming here so you wouldn’t have to bother with trying to fix her. That’s right, FIX her, because that child is broken.” She pointed at the stairs, and I quickly stepped back and pressed my shoulders against the wall. I closed my eyes and clenched my fists. Broken was not a word I wanted to hear in reference to myself. 

			Yes, I had struggled to deal with Midnight’s loss. We all had, but I didn’t feel anymore broken then anyone naturally would be if the same thing had happened to them. 

			“We got help for her.” My dad muttered. 

			My aunt laughed. “A shrink disguised as a tutor? Great plan, Peter. Excellent distraction.”

			His voice rose. “What would you have me do? Nothing?!”

			I peeked around the corner as my aunt approached him. “She needed a father, Peter. She needed you.” 

			My mom’s voice went up a full octave. “You have no right—” 

			My aunt cut her off. “Right? What right did he have to walk out on his dying mother and ailing father? Do you remember abandoning them? Because I sure as hell do, Peter. I remember pleading with you to stay, but no. You ran like you always do.” She glared at my mom. “And you’re no better than he is, Alice. You abandoned everything when you left here. You abandoned your beliefs and me.” 

			I gasped. I had no idea that either one of my grandparents were sick. All that I had been told is that they had been lost at sea in a terrible boating accident. It seemed as if our family was shrouded in secrets. 

			“Stop.” My dad spat out with disgust and exhaustion. My mom said nothing. 

			My aunt went on, unable to quell her anger. “No, Peter. You left me here to take care of them. Me! And so when tragedy strikes again what did you do?” She looked at my mom and then back to him. “You sent Echo here, to me. To this place.” She waved her arms around. “To the place where you seem to dump off anything that gets too heavy for you. Well, you just go on hiding, Peter Navarri but don’t be surprised when you wake up one day and your daughter hates you as much as I do.”

			My dad turned and glared at her. “We’re leaving in the morning and Echo is coming with us. Do you understand me? You will never see her again, Luna. All be damned if I allow you to bury my daughter next to your own.”

			Luna stumbled back. I placed my hand on my chest and could feel my heart gathering speed. I had no idea that he knew about Love. Neither did my aunt. The pain was visible on her face, and the tears immediately followed. My dad grabbed his coat and stormed out of the house, slamming the door behind him. My mom lingered but offered nothing. I rushed up the stairs and back to my room, gently closing the door and pressing my back against the firm wood. 

			The only thing that was going through my mind was Thorn. 

			I couldn’t leave Port Royal.

			I couldn’t leave him. Not now or ever.

			I would rather die.

		

	
		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			3

			I shoved everything I could into my suitcase. It wasn’t much, and to be honest, money and food would have been a better plan, but logic quickly disintegrates when you find yourself in a desperate situation. 

			This is why Midnight was the better half of me. She could survive anything, anything at all. 

			She was built for situations like this. Always ready. Always prepared.

			Her voice cut through the chaos.

			 “Grab anything packaged and dry. Don’t forget water. Pack light, Echo. You’ll need your passport and a map of the world. We can hide someplace they’ll never think to look for us. We can do this. You can do this, I believe in you.”

			I spun around, expecting to see her, but Midnight wasn’t there. I tried to steady myself. It had been a long time since her voice had been so crisp and clear in my mind that I believed she was standing next to me. 

			I couldn’t lose it now, not again.

			Not again. Please.  

			I returned my attention to my suitcase. It lay open on the bed, and I stared at the few pieces of clothing that I had dumped in, along with my beaten up copy of Romeo and Juliet, and the picture of all of us that had been taken just days before we landed in Brazil. 

			“Okay, okay…okay, you can do this, Echo. You can totally do this.” I muttered to myself, hoping to channel some of that bravery Midnight could harness so effortlessly. 

			I placed my hand on the image and moved my fingertips against the side of her face. I flipped it over, fumbling with the frame until I jerked the picture out and tossed the rest aside. I held it in my trembling hands, struggling to remember anything good about my parents that would stop me from running away. I peered deeply into their smiling faces. Then my eyes roamed and found Midnight leaning against my side. Her arm was wrapped around my waist. I laid down on the bed and curled up on my side staring at the picture in my hand. My eyes felt heavy, as did my heart. 

			Sleep came and with it the dreams. 

			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 pick 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. 

			Her eyes softened, and she tilted her head. “I don’t need you.”

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

			“What?” I asked in horror.

			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.  

			I trembled. My body ached with an unimaginable loss. I lurched forward, nearly falling over the side. I called out into the blue mist, repeating her name until my throat hurt and my voice sounded foreign to my ears. 

			The tears streamed down my face. They stung my skin like poison. My lip quivered, and I bit into it until I could taste the blood. 

			“Midnight…please….please….please,” I begged while pressing my hand against my chest.

			“You need me. You do, you need me as much as I need you.” I spoke through sobbing. 

			 I took in a huge gulp of air when a shadow started to rise from the murky deep. I pushed back from the edge and covered my mouth with the side of my hand as a figure rose into the air cradling Midnight in his arms. His head lifted and his sea blue eyes locked onto me without remorse. 

			“Thorn?” I asked in confusion. 

			He leaned in while she cupped his face. A tender kiss followed.

			I screamed into the night air, but they both ignored me. 

			“No!”
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			I stumbled out of bed and nearly fell to the floor. My vision blurred. I felt nothing but anger. I spent the first few seconds pressing my hand against my stomach fighting off the urge to lunge forward and hurl.

			My body hummed with pure rage.

			‘I don’t need you.’ echoed in my mind.  

			I rushed into the bathroom and turned the faucet on. I splashed cold water on my face. I gripped the sides of the sink and lifted my chin, watching the water roll off of my skin. I had lost some weight in my face. My cheeks were once rounded, but they had started to become defined with a sharper edge from grief and lack of sleep.

			And of course, age. 

			It was a horrible reminder of how I used to feel in that hotel room in Brazil. Death would have been so much easier, but even that eluded me. Her loss had blown through our lives like a destructive hurricane. The surge had rushed in, stripping away everything in its path.

			I leaned in, placing my hand on the mirror and my reflection winked at me. I stumbled back in shock until I felt the wooden trunk brush up against the back of my legs. I lifted my hand and watched my reflection do the same; then I lifted the other one. I must be seeing things. I turned and spotted a shape outside my window. 

			There he was, perched on the ledge. For a moment he reminded me of the bird that had rushed against the window then gawked at me with soulless eyes. 

			I ran to the window, and he glanced at the latch. He tapped his finger against the glass. I reached up and grasped it firmly in the palm of my hand. I paused, only for a moment while biting on my lip. I opened the window and stepped back when the cool breeze captured my hair and lifted it up around my face. Thorn glanced at the suitcase on my bed, and then back to me. His expression remained calm. I felt that weakness creeping in. I wanted nothing more than to collapse in his arms and beg him to take me away from this place forever. 

			To save me from all of this death.   

			“Could you ask me in?” His eyes darted across the room then landed back on me. 

			“Of course, come in,” I spoke without asking why. Obviously, he couldn’t enter a home without an invitation. My mind rummaged through the once thought to be useless list of vampire facts that authors had thrown together in their books. Who knew that any of it would be needed? 

			They didn’t like the sun. Check.

			They had to be invited into your home. Check.

			They had fangs. Check. Check. I’m giving one for each.

			I fingered at the small groove at the base of my throat. My skin pulsated with the elevated rhythm of my heart. It excited me. I blinked a couple of times, wetting my lips and lowering my eyes, then finished my silent inventory.

			They moved at an alarming speed. Check. 

			Their eyes shifted from a natural color to black with their mood or perhaps the hunger. Check. 

			Thorn made me feel…oh, how he makes me feel. Triple check. 

			I shelved my list of immortal attributes as he entered with the graceful leap of a large cat and landed on the floor without making a sound. I wrung my hands, and he noticed.

			“You look upset.” His deep gaze slid down my frame. I could feel his eyes penetrating me. 

			“Where have you been?” I pressed, knowing he wouldn’t offer much clarification. It seemed to be his way of doing things. I can’t say that I was a fan. 

			He didn’t hesitate to offer up the answer, and as I assumed, it was short and to the point.

			“Hunting.” His mouth was a deeper shade of crimson than it had been before. 

			I crossed my feet while shoving my hand into my back pocket. It was a stance that he usually took with me. “Right, yeah.” I gave a quick nod, removing my hand and tucking my hair behind my ear. I wasn’t quite sure what to do with myself, so I adjusted my weight from one foot to the other, finally crossing my arms and closing myself off. 

			The intimacy that we had shared just a few days prior seemed strained. It wasn’t just me; his body language appeared rigid. Then I remembered what had happened before he disappeared into the night. 

			The blood on my fingertips. 

			The way he stared at me in horror thinking that I was hurt. 

			I recovered, but he wouldn’t accept it. 

			He was emotional. Unpredictable. 

			A vampire. 

			He was worse than me. 

			“Is that all that’s bothering you, Echo?” He took a step toward me.   

			I glanced at my bed and my brow wrinkled. “I had a dream.” I wasn’t sure why the truth fell out of me. I could have easily stayed on course and asked him a million questions about his hunting trips. There was so much that I didn’t know. 

			“About me?” he asked.

			I said nothing. How could I explain that I was angry about a dream?

			“I think I need my medication,” I whispered, and he tilted his head. 

			“For what?” he was visibly concerned. 

			I rubbed the side of my head. “For this headache. That’s why my eyes look all puffy and stuff.” I lied. 

			He scowled. “Did I do that? Did I give you a headache? Echo, did I hurt you?”

			I gently pinched my bottom lip and shook my head, but my reaction wasn’t good enough for him. He immediately took a desperate step forward and my eyes lifted in sadness cradled in the faint dark circles that lay beneath them. 

			He reached out but refused to touch me. His hand just lingered there. I almost stepped forward to close the torturous gap. “Thorn.”

			“You look tired.” He spoke with remorse. I was. His absence exhausted me. I refused to explain it to him because doing that would give him all of the power and I wasn’t ready to relinquish what little I still clung onto.

			“I’ll be fine.” I tried to appear strong when I was really falling apart inside. 

			“I couldn’t live with myself if I hurt you. I couldn’t.” His words broke my heart. I studied his expression. The sadness in his eyes spoke volumes. I couldn’t stand it so I switched topics as quickly as I could. 

			“So who did you eat?” I asked. Then I rolled my eyes. “I mean, what did you eat? I didn’t mean to imply that you, well, you know.”

			“Eat humans.” He added while taking another step toward me. “I don’t eat humans, Echo, although some may deserve it. But I do have to feed more often.”

			“Why?” 

			He sighed. “Because if I don’t then I want to and I don’t want to do that although my father insists that I should so I can—” He paused and the look on his face changed. 

			“Can what?” I asked. 

			“My father wants me to complete the cycle.”

			I narrowed my eyes. “I don’t know what that means.”

			“It’s nothing you need to worry about.”

			“Don’t do that, please. Don’t close up on me.” I said.

			He ignored me and cleared his throat. His eyes scanned my open suitcase.  “What are you doing?”

			I wasn’t ready to talk about it.

			“How about an easier question. Do you sleep?”

			He laughed. “Okay, I can tell you’re upset.”

			I tapped my foot on the floor. “Just tell me one thing about yourself, just one. Is it that hard?”

			He tilted his head. “I’d rather know about you.” 

			“Well, I want to know about you, but you won’t tell me anything.” 

			He wouldn’t say a word. I could feel the heat rush to my cheeks. “Fine. Why didn’t you call or text me?”  

			He paused and looked me over. “I had to leave after I bit him.”

			“Uh huh,” I added. 

			He sighed. “I told you, I ate, Echo. The hunger can be, well, it can easily overwhelm me.”

			“It takes two seconds to text someone.” I scanned the room.

			He shook his head and crossed his arms over his chest.

			“Why are you acting so weird?” he asked. 

			My eyes narrowed as I fought to control the anger that still lingered from my dream.

			“Weird?” I huffed. “I’m not the one who comes and goes whenever I feel like it, eating things.”

			He lowered his arms and shook his head. “Tell me how you really feel.” 

			I shouldn’t have allowed the silly dream to affect me this way, but something was festering deep inside of me. 

			I raised my hand and let it fall to my side. “I’m sick of you just disappearing on me.”

			He shook his head. “Echo, I had to go. I have to feed. If I don’t, then…well, it could be dangerous.” 

			“Dangerous for who?” I asked. 

			He sighed. “For everyone.”

			“For hikers or maybe someone like Mr. Jenny?” I asked, but I immediately hated myself for lashing out at him. 

			He held his hand out to me. “You can’t possibly think that I had anything to do with any of that, do you?” 

			I turned and started to adjust the things in my suitcase.

			“Do you?” he asked with such hurt in his tone. 

			“I’m leaving.” I sounded like my mother.

			“Now?” he asked. 

			I swallowed hard. “As soon as possible.”

			“Did you plan on telling me?”

			I turned to face him.  

			I shuffled my feet and then crossed one foot over the other. I wiped my open palms on the front of my jeans. He watched every little move that I made like he was studying me. Maybe he was, I couldn’t be sure. I guess he had been like this all along; it just seemed different now that I knew what he was. 

			Everything was different now. 

			Everything.

			He took a step toward me, and I cleared my throat. He paused and shoved his hands deep into his pockets. Refusing to touch me when one touch could have possibly broken this horrible spell that the dream had cast over me. His expression shifted from inquisitive to worrisome. 

			I took a breath, ready to release the Kraken of information that I was hoarding. “Thorn, I have to leave. I have to. My parents, they…well, they told my aunt that we’re leaving in the morning and we’ll never be back, ever, and I, I…I can’t do that. I could never do that. I could never leave this place. I can’t.” I paused. 

			“Because of me?” He asked, and I parted my lips. 

			He was in front of me, hovering only a few inches away before I could blink. His speed was breathtaking, but he had no reason to hide it from me any longer. I felt his cold hand on my cheek. Cradling me in his gentle grace. I placed my hand over his and closed my eyes wanting to preserve the moment. 

			This was the beginning of us. 

			The beginning of a life that I never wished for but found myself facing without fear.

			I turned away, unable to say the words with him looking at me.

			“Unless, you—” 

			He interrupted me and the world tilted on its axis. “You have to go with them.”

			I felt numb.

			So hurt. So betrayed. So abandoned.  

			Of course, this would be his reaction. 

			My parents were probably doing him a favor.  

			I spoke with nothing left to give. “You are no longer welcome here, Thorn Vega.”

			He gasped, and I felt the quick burst of air behind me. I spun around, and he now sat on the ledge just outside my window. I approached him, and his eyes were consumed with sadness. His immortal light waned. Selfishly I enjoyed it. I wanted to hurt him as badly as he had hurt me.  

			His voice cracked as he tried to control his emotions. “Echo, please, please. Wait. Just, wait. Please.”

			I reached up and grabbed the handles firmly in each hand. The word tumbled out of me without mercy, hitching on a sob. “Goodbye.” I slammed the windows shut and turned away, ignoring his pleas. I stumbled forward.

			He pounded his fist against the glass, and I rushed out of the room as my name fell from his tortured lips.

			I paused, only for a brief moment, gathering my courage and pushing away from his empty promises of forever.
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			I walked down the last few steps in a daze with my suitcase in one hand and the red umbrella in the other. My grip tightened on both, and I felt shame. My mind was consumed with memories of her. I was so selfish and immature. Thorn Vega could never replace the emptiness that Midnight had left behind. How dare I try to erase her loss with a boy who had recklessly professed a love for me that he had no intention of seeing through?

			His painful words ate away at me. 

			You have to leave.

			I shook the suitcase at my side with the few belongings that I had. That photo was still laying on the bed. I had held it against my chest as I sobbed deep into the night and finally abandoned it along with any hope I had left when the moon sank back into obscurity. 

			I wished that I had never known him. That I never heard his voice, felt his touch, kissed his soft lips. 

			I had slept so little that dark circles lay beneath each of my eyes. I looked as hollow as I felt.  

			He took everything I had left.

			Everything. 

			Why? Why did my sister choose me? 

			She could have climbed up, and I could have fallen. 

			No one would have missed me. 

			No one. 

			She was amazing. 

			The prodigy. 

			The future of our family. 

			I was nothing. I would never be anything. The darkness that Thorn claimed to be was personified in my spirit. If only he knew that making me cold like him would have been doing me a favor. I longed to feel nothing. But I’m weak. 

			I’m human. 

			I’m not an animal like he is.

			An animal and nothing more.    

			I swallowed the depression the best that I could and faked a grin as my aunt stepped up to me and placed her hands on my face. She leaned in and stared into my apathetic eyes. 

			“I will always love you. Always.” She whispered. I gave her a nod. I knew that her words were true, I only wish I could feel them. But feelings are tedious. 

			 I closed my eyes as she leaned in and hugged me. Her warm hand caressed my back. My stiffened nature forced her to lean back and examine my expression. Her chocolate brown eyes searched mine, but I had nothing to offer that hadn’t already been stolen away. The ambiguous nature of Port Royal had stripped me of all emotion. 

			A knock came to the door, and my dad looked at my mom and then at my aunt. She let me go and wheeled around to glare at him. 

			The woeful expression on her face spoke volumes. “It must be the cab driver.” He barely looked at her. She nudged her chin toward the front door. “Answer it, Peter. Finish this horrible decision that you’ve made.”

			He sighed and walked toward it, only pausing to reach out and grab the handle. He opened it up, and a shadow stood there in the doorway. My dampened mood suddenly shifted.  

			“Molly?” He asked as I took a small step forward.  

			She grinned, and her eyes immediately searched the room, finding me just as I dropped my suitcase and walked toward her. I stood there trembling as she placed her gloved hand on the back of my head. I buried my face in her shoulder and sobbed. The tears came without warning. 

			“Echo, tell me what’s wrong.” She spoke gently. Her compassion soothed me as it always had. Molly was about the same age as my parents, but she seemed to have an old soul. Where my parents excelled in the study of science, Molly excelled in the study of human nature and its sometimes broken condition. Mainly mine. 

			I leaned back and reached up, rubbing the side of my arm. I inadvertently glanced at my dad and then back to her. She sighed. I gave it away without having to speak a word. I was never any good at lying. 

			“Well, it seems that I’ve shown up in the middle of something.”

			My aunt placed a hand on her hip and spoke without a filter of any kind. “Peter thinks that I’m a horrible guardian and he’s taking Echo back to Brazil, against her wishes.”

			Molly narrowed her eyes. “Is this true, Peter?”

			My dad rubbed the side of his neck. “I would never force Echo to do anything that she didn’t want to do.”

			Molly looked at me and leaned in. “Is this what you want?”

			My lips parted, and I said nothing. Her eyebrow shot up. She glanced over at my aunt. “Perhaps some coffee would be good.” She cleared her throat. “Make it strong.” She added. 

			My aunt rushed out of the room. She wiped a tear from my cheek with a gentle touch. “Let’s all sit down and talk.” She said while wrapping her arm around me. We all made our way into the living room. 

			My parents sat on the couch opposite ours. I rubbed the inside of my palm with my thumb and Molly reached over and placed her hand on mine. I paused and offered a timid grin. To be honest, I felt defeated and giving in was so much easier than fighting something larger than I am. 

			Midnight was gone, and now I knew that Thorn would never give me the one thing I longed to have. How could I spend each day watching him remain the same as I slowly succumbed to the inevitable? How could he allow it to happen when the solution rested in his hands? 

			There could only be one answer.

			I wasn’t good enough to receive such a gift from him. I was only good enough for now.  

			I let out a short breath and with it some of the pain that he had left behind. 

			“Have you stopped taking your medication?” Molly asked. I froze, and that was all the answer she needed. My dad cleared his throat as Molly’s intense stare engulfed him. My mom had her legs crossed and was shaking her right foot. She looked like she would rather be anywhere than here. She inspected her nails and then tapped her open hand on the top of her leg. 

			She hates confrontations and would rather dive into work as opposed to talking about anything that had to do with matters of the heart. Molly had tried, but my mom had frozen her out just like she had with all of us. I often wonder if it was because of her that my dad had cheated, but how unfair to blame it on one person when we all know that it takes two to ruin anything…completely. 

			I think that what happened in Brazil was what kept them together in the end. A common goal to unearth the greatest mystery of all. 

			Ironic and utterly depressing as it may seem. 

			My sister had once again proven to be at the center of the universe when I couldn’t even catch a glimpse of the fraying edges that lined the vast darkness of space and time. 

			“You can stop glaring at me, Molly. This wasn’t my idea.” My mom vehemently denied the accusation. Molly’s lips pursed. She wasn’t buying it. As I said before, my mom is aggressive and usually heads any decisions made when it came to our family. 

			But, I had witnessed my dad make this decision on his own.

			“She’s right,” I whispered, and Molly glanced over at me. Her eyebrow cocked and then she scrutinized my dad. She lifted a finger, ready to lay into him just as Luna returned with a tray in hand. I surveyed the beautiful gold etching on the side of the chocolate brown wood. The rich smell of coffee wafted through the room before she even had a chance to announce its arrival. 

			She placed the tray down on the table between the two couches and grabbed one. She handed me a cup while mouthing the word virgin. She added a wink and my dad adjusted on the couch. 

			“What’s that?” he asked. His agitation had diminished.  

			Luna turned and grabbed another one, hastily handing it to him. “Drink, Peter.” 

			He took a huge gulp and then coughed, promptly tapping his chest and lowering the cup to the coffee table. “Did you spike this, Luna?” I took a sip, immediately hiding a grin. I swallowed, and my mood began to shift from darkness to light. I took another drink, then another. Each one brought with it some much-needed relief.  

			She grinned. “Oh come now, Peter Navarri. Please allow it to remove the stick that is so firmly jammed up your as—” My aunt added a fisting motion and I giggled at the edge of my cup. 

			Molly broke in with light laughter. “Okay then.” She reached in and grabbed one for herself and hissed after the heavy liquor cleared her sinuses. 

			She offered my Aunt a wink while tapping her chest. “Industrious, thank you.” 

			My mom leaned back and ignored the tray. 

			Molly eyed her. “Alice, try it.” My mom reluctantly leaned up and took a cup, gingerly placing it to her lips and nursed it. Her right eye twitched, and my chin lowered as I tried to hide a grin.

			“Interesting.” She choked out through gritted teeth as the twitch in her eye slowed. 

			“Okay then,” Molly said as she tapped her hands on her knees. “Where shall we start?”

			My dad spoke up as Luna did. Arms were flailing, voices rising. I heard bits and pieces…something about who ate the last piece of chocolate cake at someone’s birthday party when they were children, denying the other one of having any, and how many times my dad had to step in and save my aunt Luna when a boyfriend would break her heart. My Aunt retorted with how selfish my dad had been when he left Port Royal and never even attended my grandparent’s funeral. 

			That statement left the room silent. 

			My aunt tapped the side of hair and caught her breath. My dad had since paced the room and was standing in front of the fireplace with his back to everyone. I could see his shoulders rising and falling with each haggard breath that he took. 

			Molly calmly took another sip of her coffee. She had said nothing while they expelled every word. I had no idea that they had such a rivalry, but I guess all siblings do. Even I felt it when it came to Midnight. They doted on her because she gave my parents exactly what they wanted. She loved the hunt just as much as they did while I spent my days with my nose buried in a book. I would never be like her and what a terrible loss to look at me and see her in such an inadequate way. Sometimes I wished that we weren’t twins at all. Maybe then I could feel a sense of individualism that I never fully enjoyed—or better yet, escape scrutiny. I took another drink and let it calm me. It seemed to push those feelings back down. 

			“You have a beautiful home, Luna.” Molly was an expert at deflection. 

			My aunt’s brow furrowed and then relaxed. “Yes, um.” She cleared her throat. “This house has been in the family for centuries. It was one of the first homes built in Port Royal when our ancestors came here to escape persecution.”

			My dad waved his hand. “Oh, come on. Persecution from what, exactly?” he asked. 

			My aunt rolled her eyes. It reminded me so much of when Midnight and I used to jab at each other when we were both exhausted and cranky. 

			My aunt placed her hand on her hip. “Don’t play stupid, Peter. It’s beneath you.” 

			My dad parted his lips, and Molly interjected. “It can’t be easy handling something this large all on your own, now can it?”

			My aunt adjusted her stance and wiped her open palms on the sides of her long flowing skirt. I watched the fabric sway as she did. The embroidery was breathtaking. It had delicate red roses, some large, some small, beginning in the middle of the skirt and cascading down to her bare feet. They were wound in deep green vines that thickened at the base of the fabric.  

			Luna stopped fidgeting. “No, it isn’t, but I love this place and when you love something.” She shot my dad a look. “You take care of it.” 

			Molly nodded in agreement. “Of course you do. This goes for all things, doesn’t it? We have an obligation to take care of them, to protect them at all cost.”

			My aunt sighed. “Yes, I agree.”

			Molly glanced over at my dad. “If we neglect the things that we are bound to protect then we end up destroying them, don’t we?”

			My dad refused to face us. Molly was only speaking a truth that we all knew. 

			She took another sip of her coffee and sported a mild grin. “Peter, please join us. There’s no need to sulk around the room. Everyone knows you’re upset and with good reason. I’m certainly not here to pass judgment on you or anyone.” 

			He turned and allowed her supportive words to coax him back to the couch. He sat down without as much as glancing at my aunt, who crossed her arms over her chest. The anger was still there, but at least the yelling had ceased. 

			Molly locked her eyes onto his. “Now tell me, whose idea was it for Echo to come live here?”

			My dad cleared his throat and then looked at my mom. She waved a hand, and he sighed. She was staying out of it. My dad straightened his shoulders and accepted responsibility. 

			“Ours.” He said as he adjusted on the couch. My mom laughed under her breath. He glanced over at her and then back to Molly. “Okay, mine. Mine initially, but she agreed with me.” He thumbed at my mom who had finally decided to nurse her heavily spiked coffee again.

			“And why?” Molly asked with an even tone. 

			My dad tilted his head. “Why what?”

			Molly set her coffee down. “Why did you choose to send Echo here after Midnight died?”

			The words radiated out like a sonic boom. I knew, as we all did that Midnight had died, but I don’t think anyone had ever said it out loud. I expected closure when we hosted a mock funeral with an empty casket, but hearing it said was painful, and the funeral had done nothing but delay the inevitable. 

			Acceptance.

			I didn’t know if I ever wanted to accept the truth about her. I was just now starting to cope with the idea of her death, not the reality.  

			“Do we have water?” My dad rubbed the front of his throat, and my aunt nodded to him. “Iced, please.” He added, and she left the room in search of something to help him cope. I held my coffee with a firm grip and pitied him. Sometimes it’s so much easier to imagine how someone else may be feeling than thinking about how I feel. It separates me from harm.  

			“Peter?” Molly asked and his woeful eyes lifted, locking onto hers. 

			“Why? Why did you send her here?” she added.

			“I was frightened.” He whispered as if she had drawn the truth out of him like poison. 

			I narrowed my eyes and stared at him. This was the first time I had ever heard my dad use that word. I couldn’t believe that he understood what fear was, let alone admit to it. My parents had spent their lives, and mine, jumping off the side of cliffs, swimming in underground caves, shoring up passages barely wide enough to allow them access, yet here he was admitting fear. 

			I was stunned and yet I felt closer to him than I ever had in my whole life. I could relate. I could see myself as he stared down at his trembling hands. I knew that feeling of doubt better than most things. It threatened to consume me.  

			I adjusted on the couch, ready to leave the room. Intrigue had made way for something less pleasant. I felt pity, and I didn’t want to pity my dad. He was supposed to be an unwavering pillar of strength. Once you lose the belief that your parents are impervious to all things, you lose everything. 

			All the magic is gone. 

			Molly touched my hand, and I settled back into the cushion. I had forgotten how easily she could calm everyone down. I had missed her more than I knew possible, but having her here had reminded me of how she had taken such deep sorrow and made it tolerable. 

			My mood shifted again, and I started to allow hope back into my life.   

			She took a slow breath and let it out, then spoke to him with unwavering compassion. She reminded me of Thorn in this way, but I needed to hang onto that anger to survive his absence. If I allowed myself to slip back under his spell, then I would suffer for the rest of my life. 

			“It’s okay to admit fear. Fear is something we either control, or it controls us, Peter.”

			My aunt returned to a different scene, one that was more reminiscent of that which had occurred when Molly joined us in Brazil. It had only taken her a few days to get me to smile when I thought that smiling would kill me. 

			There’s a terrible guilt that comes with survival, and I would carry that for the rest of my life. 

			My aunt approached my dad and handed him a tall glass of water. The ice cubes clinked against the sides as it left her hand and rested in his. He lifted it to his lips and took a huge gulp of it, finally placing it down on the table between us. My eyes remained on the side of the glass as a droplet slid down and threatened to pool at the bottom. My aunt quickly shoved a coaster underneath it, but she didn’t complain. 

			“Come, sit,” Molly said as she tapped the cushion next to her. My aunt complied and there we were. 

			Me, my aunt, and Molly on one side. My mom and dad sat opposite to us but the division that seemed so clear just a few minutes prior was now blurred, and I started to see my parents in a different light.

			Not better or stronger, but people, humans, who make mistakes. 

			Human, just like me. 

			“I’m going to suggest something radical.” She shifted on the couch and reached over, taking my hand in hers. I stared down at her pale skin and closed my fingers around the side of her hand out of need. 

			My dad leaned forward and interlocked his fingers while resting his elbows on his knees.

			“What would that be?” He asked. 

			Molly grinned, leaning forward to grab her coffee. She took another sip and let the anticipation linger in the room. Finally, she set it down, and the clock chimed in the hallway. Everyone flinched but her. 

			“Let Echo stay.” She said dryly. 

			My dad parted his lips, and my mom leaned forward. “Here, in Port Royal?” She asked with a curious expression on her face. “Why on earth—” my mom added, ready to argue. 

			Molly interrupted her. “Because this is home, and home is where we heal our hearts and find stability. Echo needs this. She needs solid ground, familiarity, and a normal routine.” She paused. “She needs friends, Peter. She needs to build those relationships to fill the void that her sister’s death left behind, and unfortunately, you can’t provide this for her.” She paused and looked at my mom and then back to my dad. “Neither one of you can, especially when you can’t even find this in each other.”

			I felt a hum in my chest. As usual, Molly had cut through all of the confusion. Her words would’ve upset me if they hadn’t been so carefully chosen. 

			“And you.” Molly peered up at Luna. “You need to forgive him. He loves you, and you love him. Your family is not growing, it is shrinking, and you should cherish the time you’ve been given instead of squabbling over things you cannot change. The past should remain there. We learn from these things. We shouldn’t allow them to destroy us.” 

			My aunt wanted to respond, but instead, she tilted her head. I understood how she felt. Molly had arrived just when I needed her the most and shined a light on things that I couldn’t see. 

			“I love my daughter.” My dad sounded hurt with a tinge of desperation in his tone. I know that she didn’t mean to insinuate anything, but sometimes the truth is, and should be brutal. It’s meant to wake us up.

			“Drink.” My aunt said as she eyed his cup. He listened to her and then his expression changed. He no longer looked sad. I took a breath and could hear it echoing in my ears. My mom smiled after taking another sip from her cup. I narrowed my eyes. Why was she smiling? She never did that anymore.  

			Molly tapped my hand, and I blinked. Evidently, I had been asked something, and my mind had wandered back to the look on Thorn’s face when I had kicked him out of my room. 

			“Echo?” She asked as if I knew anything. 

			I cleared my throat. “I’m sorry. What?”

			She smiled tight-lipped. “Tell us what you want.”

			I stared down at my shoes. Midnight’s shoes, her combat boots that she loved to wear on every expedition. She had begged my parents to buy them for her. I still remember her long speech as to why she needed this particular pair. My mom had waved her hands in surrender. 

			Midnight was able to get most people to do exactly what she wanted them to do. 

			I swallowed hard, fighting through a million emotions. I scanned the room, and there she was. My sister, standing in the doorway, wearing what she had worn that night. She nodded to me and stepped back into the entryway, disappearing into a shadowy blue mist.

			 I looked at my dad and spoke clearly. “I want to stay.”

			My dad leaned back on the couch and placed his hands on his knees. 

			Mom nursed her drink. She stared at it and wagged a finger. “Nutmeg?” she asked, and my aunt confirmed her suspicions. “Yes.” 

			“Here, with no sun?” My dad asked.

			I gave a slight nod. “It’s overrated.” 

			My mom stood up and waved her hand. “We need nutmeg.”

			My dad stared up at her and shook his head. “Alice.”

			She placed a hand on her hip. “This coffee is amazing, drink it.”

			“I’m—”

			“Peter! Drink it!” my mom yelled, and my dad grabbed his cup and stared into it. “Fine.” He tilted his head back and gulped down the rest. He pulled it from his lips and blinked a couple of times. 

			“Nutmeg?” he asked.

			My aunt nodded. 

			Molly leaned forward. “I don’t mean to interrupt your incredible journey with spiked coffee but—”

			“Okay.” My dad said, and no one moved.

			I glanced over at my aunt, and she had to look down and clear her throat.

			“Okay?” I asked.  

			Then finally he spoke and changed the course of my life forever.  

			“She can stay.” My dad said, and that was that. 
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			I side-eyed my aunt. “What?” Luna asked as we stood alone in the entryway. 

			I crossed my arms over my chest. “What did you do?” I asked. She shrugged her shoulders.

			“Did you cast a spell?” I started to rush past her, and she followed me to the front door. 

			“Echo, please, let me explain.”

			I turned to face her. “I have to stop them from leaving.”

			She stepped back from me. I pulled on the door with every intention of running after the cab, but then I stopped when she spoke up. 

			“I’m sorry, but he was wrong. You belong here with me.” She said while wringing her hands.

			I rubbed the side of my neck and then closed the door, crossing my arms over my chest. 

			“What you did was—” I started to say, and she chimed in as her hands shot out. “Wrong. It was clearly wrong, Echo.”

			I relaxed my arms. “Aunt Luna, you can’t do this.” 

			“No, you’re right.” she walked to the long table along the wall and snatched up her cell phone. She stared at the screen and then started to scroll through the numbers with her index finger. She found what she was looking for and pressed it, quickly lifting it to her ear. She bit her lip, and I took a step toward her. Her eyebrow shot up. 

			“Peter!” she said and my brow furrowed. 

			“Yes, I know you just left but, well, I have something I need to tell you—”

			I snatched the phone away from her and placed it to my ear. 

			“Dad?” I asked in a nervous panic. I waited, but no one was on the line. I lowered it and could see a picture of Bela staring up at me. I shook it at my side, and half laughed. 

			She rolled her eyes. “Fine, I didn’t call him.” 

			“I can see that.” I huffed. 

			Luna started to walk away from me. She stopped by my suitcase and umbrella and snatched them up as she turned with them in her hands. “Here.”

			I sighed and then shook my head as I walked toward her. I tapped the phone against the side of my leg with each step that I took. I paused in front of her, with the phone in my open palm. I glared at it and then extended my hand. She appeared confused. 

			“I’ll trade you,” I said.

			She sighed and gave me a quick nod. “Of course.” 

			She handed me the suitcase, and I placed the phone in her hand. She tapped the tip of the umbrella on the wood floor and then held it out. I took it from her without saying a word. 

			“Let me get my keys; I’m sure we can catch them before they reach the airport.”

			I dropped my suitcase, and it echoed in the room. Then I tossed the umbrella, and it hit the floor with a thud. She narrowed her eyes.

			“Echo?”

			I rushed in and hugged her so hard it forced her to grunt. I pressed my lips against her cheek and gave her a big wet kiss. She started to laugh as I stepped back and then she wagged her finger at me. 

			“Very tricky!”

			I rolled my eyes. “Not as tricky as you are, seriously! A spell? That was so bad!” She offered a devious grin, partially concealing her mouth with the side of her hand.

			“I guess it was, but it worked. It totally worked!”

			“But, Aunt Luna. Don’t do that again, at least not to me. I wanted to stay.” 

			She looked down at her feet, and I stepped up closer to her. I reached out and took her hand. 

			“And, thank you. Thank you for wanting me to stay so badly you whipped up some weirdness to make them change their minds.”

			“You’re welcome, and I promise that I’ll never do that again, not to you, anyway.” 

			I smiled. “Aunt Luna, please. Just stop casting spells. I mean, I’m sort of worried. They aren’t going to turn into frogs on the way to the airport, right?”

			She placed a hand on her hip. Then she looked up at the ceiling while her mouth twisted.

			“Aunt Luna!?”

			She narrowed her eyes. “Nope. It’ll be totally fine. I think.”

			I leaned forward. “You think?”

			She reached out and touched my chin. “I’m joking!” 

			I let out a huge sigh. Then she made me worry. “As long as I didn’t—” she paused. “Nah. She waved a hand. “Everything is fine.” 

			“Aunt Luna.”

			“Nope, it’s all good.” She added, and I watched her walk to the living room. She grabbed the tray and rushed into the living room to collect the cups. I leaned to the side when I heard a loud pop, then another one. She yelped as porcelain shattered all over the floor. I covered my mouth and then glared at her. She turned and shrugged her shoulders. 

			“Am I going to blow up?” I asked, pressing my hand against my stomach. 

			She fidgeted with her hair. “Absolutely not.” 

			My stomach growled, and she winked at me. 

			“Even if you did I’d be able to fix you right up.”

			“Oh my God!” I yelled, and she grabbed the tray.

			“You know what? I’m offended that you don’t believe that I can cast anything that doesn’t cause mass hysteria.” 

			I cleared my throat and my eyebrow arched. “Did you forget about the you know what with you know who?” I snarled and clawed at the air. 

			She gripped the tray firmly in her hands and then walked past me without saying a word. I followed her, feeling terrible for making a joke about Mr. Jenny. She was already at the sink when I stepped into the kitchen and rubbed the side of my arm. 

			“I’m so sorry; I shouldn’t have done that. It isn’t funny.”

			She turned around and waved a hand. “No, you’re right. That whole thing was a catastrophic blunder.”

			I leaned against the doorframe, and she grabbed a towel and wiped her hands, tossing it aside and scanning the room. Her gaze finally settled back on me. 

			I tried to make her feel better, but I doubt that I did. “Well, you said you were out of practice. I know you didn’t mean to make him all night of the living dead.” 

			“That’s not how he acted.”

			I sighed. “No, it was way worse.”

			She bit her lip. Then she held her hands out to me and waved me in. I leaned against her chest as her arms wrapped my shoulders. She kissed the top of my head while rocking me back and forth. 

			“Let’s make a pact.”

			I nodded. 

			“I will only cast spells that don’t inadvertently blow people up or turn them into snarling zombies, and you broaden your horizons. Please? I only want to see you happy, and that can’t happen with a Vega.” 

			I pushed back from her and stared at the floor. 

			“Echo?” She reached out and lifted my chin. 

			I opened my eyes, and the flood of tears overcame me. She tilted her head. “Oh, honey.” She pulled me back in and rubbed my hair.

			We didn’t need to talk about it. 

			She knew.
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			I held my phone and fought the urge to text him. It’s so ridiculous that I would even consider it. I need to be strong and stand by my decision. The longer I could stay away, the better. So, I pulled up another screen and quickly typed in the words that I needed to say. 

			I love you so much. 

			I pressed send, knowing that she would never see it. 

			Messaging my sister was academic at best, but at least it could displace this longing that I felt to reach out to Thorn. 

			No. Echo. I’m serious. He told you to leave.

			To LEAVE! He doesn’t want to be with you. Not really.  

			“How does a nice hearty stew sound for dinner?” 

			I looked up at my aunt then hurriedly shoved the phone into my lap. She noticed the nervous tension that tugged at the corner of my mouth but didn’t press for answers. I adjusted in the chair and fidgeted with the book that sat before me. I had retreated to the library. Old habits die hard.

			If everything else fails, a book will not.  

			“Stew sounds good.” My eyes skirted across the room and paused on the oversized iron trimmed windows. I could see the ominous clouds rolling in. Another stormy night. I was used to them now. In fact, if it didn’t rain, I would surely miss it at this point. What would Port Royal be without rain and vampires? 

			My mouth set in a hard line.

			Vampires just like Thorn. 

			Stop it, Echo. This is for the best. He told you to leave. He doesn’t want you. God! What will it take for you to accept that and move on? Does he need to completely break you? Because he could if you allow it to happen. You know how you get. 

			 The muscle in my jaw twitched. I didn’t need my mind ablaze with all the reasons why I needed to let Hawthorn Vega exit as easily as he had arrived. 

			I just wish he hadn’t whispered those three little words. 

			She slipped me a curious glance. “Much of that is in the atrium, well, it used to be before I became a slayer of vegetation.”

			I giggled while reaching in and flipping the page. I leaned forward and studied the dried herb that had been carefully placed in the crease of the book. I sniffed it and covered my nose with the back of my hand. It smelled terrible. 

			She smoothed down her skirt then hugged herself. “Ah, that’s Valerian. Pin that plant to your clothing and men will follow you around like a child.”

			I straightened up and twisted my long braid between my fingers. “Like a love spell?” I bobbed my head, releasing my hair and letting it swing behind my back. 

			She tapped the page. “Love spells are horrible trickery. This is more like a nudge in the right direction, but yes, technically, you could call it a love spell.” 

			I picked it up and carefully rolled it between my fingers. My nose wrinkled. 

			“It stinks.”

			She laughed. “So does love.”

			My expression dulled as I gently placed it back into the book. “You got that right.”

			A line etched between her brows. “I don’t want you to inherit my cynicism.” 

			“Too late,” I muttered while turning the page. A white sprig lay in the fold. I read the inscription. 

			“Witch Hazel.” My eyes burned with curiosity.

			Her nostrils flared. “Also called Spotted Alder and Winter Bloom. Witch hazel is said to help mend a broken heart.” She looked away.

			I tilted my head. The thought of it intrigued me. “Mend a broken heart, huh?”

			“Yes, but what good would that do?” she sneered. 

			I narrowed my eyes. “I think it would do a lot of good.”

			She sighed. “No, honey. It only delays the inevitable.”

			I fingered at the base of my neck. “What would that be?” I asked. 

			She leaned in. “The truth. We can’t hide from it forever.”  

			Sadness clouded my features. I reached for it, and she closed the book while simultaneously taking my hand. 

			“Come with me to the market. We can pick out the vegetables together. I think you need to get out of this house and enjoy a breath of fresh air.” 

			I eyed the window as the first raindrops hit the glass. I laughed. “Port Royal has two things, rain, and more rain.”

			She tapped the top of the book. “And you love both, remember?” 

			I studied the cover of the book, all weathered and torn. I loved more than that, but I wish I could forget. 

			We stood in the open market, and my aunt chatted away with a vendor about the pile of fresh fish that lay on a bed of ice. I peered into their lifeless eyes until I felt a chill rush through me along with a strange feeling of dread. I turned, and the wind caught my hair and covered my face for a second. I reached up and moved it aside only to reveal Eyota Vega and his sister making their way toward me. I hadn’t seen either one of them since the party and to be quite honest; I could have gone the rest of my life without seeing them ever again. 

			Especially now that I knew what they were. 

			Vampires. 

			My heart skipped a beat.  

			I considered ducking in between the carts, but it was no use. His dark eyes had locked onto me and held fast. It wasn’t long after I realized they were heading toward me that I found myself standing in front of the two of them. Persephone had her arm tucked into his as Eyota held onto the black umbrella that shielded the two of them from the rain. The handle on Eyota’s umbrella matched the one on his cane. Another snarling hellhound at his disposal. How many did this man need? 

			Persephone reached up with her perfectly manicured nails and lowered her sunglasses. Her bright red nail polish stood out in stark contrast to her alabaster skin. She lowered her chin and gave me a once-over. Her eyes flashed down my frame. She didn’t appear to be impressed. In fact, her expression told me she might be somewhat annoyed. I really don’t want to be on her radar, or his. I would rather they forget about me. 

			I had no intention of being with Thorn. I only hoped that I hold fast to my plan.

			“Eco.” She made me sound like an environmental company. I corrected her. “It’s Echo. Echo Navarri. It has an H in it. You missed it.” I was somewhat surprised that I got so snippy with her, but something about this woman annoyed me. 

			“Right.” She spoke without much interest. Her eyes wandered the market. Was she searching for a potential meal? I know that Thorn said that he drinks the blood of animals but what about these two? Surely they had harmed someone along the way. 

			Including Mr. Jenny.

			The memory of her leaving his office that day consumed my mind, but what could I do about it? I had no proof that she was responsible for what killed him, and why would it matter now? My aunt had cast a necromancer spell and brought him back to life, and then I slapped some skin off of him, she stabbed him, and my boyfriend—I mean, ex-boyfriend, bit him, because he’s, you know, a vampire. 

			Yeah, that about sums it up. 

			I swallowed hard; my grip tightened on the black handle of my umbrella. The wind picked up and threatened to tilt it back, Eyota reached in and stopped it. I turned my head away from him. His mouth lingered near my ear. 

			“It’s nice to see you again.” He spoke as if we were old friends. I wanted nothing more than to tell him to go to hell, as my aunt surely would, but instead, I grinned and turned my head, staring him down. I didn’t want to give him any more satisfaction at my expense. He stepped back and out of my personal space, taking with him that musky scent that made him as appealing as his son. I shook it off. I understood that trick now, and I wasn’t falling for it ever again. I gathered my courage and looked him square in the eye while parting my lips, but Persephone interrupted whatever gibberish I was about to spew.  

			“He’s with his fiancé,” Persephone said as she quickly locked her icy gaze on me. 

			“What?” I asked. 

			Eyota grinned. “I’m sorry. My sister can be so direct at times. She was speaking of my son, Thorn. He is traveling abroad with Nova.”

			I shrugged my shoulders like I didn’t care, but the thought of him being with her created a hollow pit of despair to form in my gut. I shouldn’t have told him—no, this is best. He should be with her. It would simplify so many things for both of us.  

			I gave him a reassuring nod and lied. “Good, I’m happy for him. She seems nice. Nova, I mean, and pretty, of course. She’s very pretty.” 

			Persephone batted her lashes. I wouldn’t give her what she wanted. There would be no tears or emotional outbursts. She chuckled, and Eyota drew her into his side. Their need to be so close to each other was somewhat disturbing. They didn’t act like siblings. 

			“Happy?” Persephone asked. Eyota leaned into her ear and whispered something to her. She rolled her eyes. “Fine.” A smile danced on her lips when she spotted a large man walking across the road. She began to pull away from Eyota, but he wouldn’t let her leave his side.   

			“Well, be sure to tell your aunt that I send my regards,” Eyota added. I could feel my temper rising, but I couldn’t do this. I couldn’t fight with vampires. That would be insane, but I wanted to. I wanted to grab a big old fish and slap him across the face with it, along with her. 

			I imagined the slime coating her smug expression. I giggled. It confused them. 

			I leaned to the side. “Tell her yourself.” I nudged my chin, and he turned. My aunt stepped around him and up to my side. She took the umbrella from me and lifted it higher, shielding both of us from the rain. She had a cloth bag hanging from her shoulder filled with fresh vegetables and a small white package that was bound together with brown string. 

			“Eyota, Persephone.” She spoke without much emotion. I was proud of her for holding it together. I still wanted to give them a fishy beat down.  

			He gave her a nod. “Te uiți la fel de frumos ca niciodată.” 

			She laughed. “Well, you look old.” 

			The short burst of laughter escaped me as she took my hand and we walked away from the two of them. I could hear Persephone laugh for a second, but it quickly stopped. I knew that he had said you look as beautiful as ever in his native tongue. Some nerve. 

			I glanced up at her, and she was trying to fight back the laughter. It made me happy to see her this way toward him. It gave me hope that one day I would be able to do the same when Thorn approached me with that same disconnected reality. I guess time is subjective to a vampire. They seem to pick and choose what they want to remember.

			I only hoped that I could be as graceful and quick-witted as my aunt was with his father.  

			Persephone called out behind us. “I hope your parents are okay! They seemed very upset when I called them.” I froze in place, and the vegetables shifted in my aunt’s bag. 

			 My aunt leaned in. “Don’t let them see that they’ve upset you.” I swallowed my anger, and we marched on. 

			I would save this battle for another day.
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			We didn’t speak on the way home. I’m sure she was just as aggravated with the fact that Persephone had taken it upon herself to call my parents about what had happened, as I was. I paused and noticed three shadows on the porch. I let go of my aunt’s arm and ran through the front gate and up the steps, allowing the rain to matte my bangs against my forehead. 

			Mattie gave me a big hug as I fell into her arms and then Bri followed. I stepped back and eyed Daniel, I approached him with a slight sense of trepidation, but that quickly dissipated when he unfolded his arms and I sank into his chest. 

			It was so nice to see them again.

			All three of them.

			I stepped back from him, and he gave me a reassuring nod. Mattie looked me over as my aunt approached us from behind. 

			“Good thing I bought enough for everyone.” She spoke through a smile.

			“We don’t have to stay for dinner,” Mattie said. 

			My aunt wiggled the white package. “I would suggest that you stay and experience my stew, it is the absolute best,” She winked at Daniel. “But don’t tell Polly, she may be offended that I’ve outdone her.”

			His eyes gleamed. “She needs some healthy competition.” He spoke through a grin. 

			She tilted her head, ignoring his quip. “Are you taller?” she asked. His soft green eyes skated down his long frame. “I don’t think so.” 

			“Huh, well, never mind. Perhaps I’m shrinking. Gravity is a bit—” She grinned. “Overwhelming, just a bit.” She pinched her fingers together. “But you know what? Nothing matters more than the people we care about and time well spent.” 

			Mattie slid Luna a guarded look when Bri took her hand. They had been completely open with their affection toward each other at school, but I had yet to tell my aunt that they were together now. I didn’t think she’d mind, but you never know how people will react. 

			My aunt noticed but didn’t say a word. Which is exactly how it should be. “Well, then. I’ll set the table for five.” 

			Bri sighed. My aunt stepped up to the door and unlocked it. She slipped inside, leaving it open.

			“Come along, now. It’s cold outside.” 

			I let Bri and Mattie pass me by, and a smile tugged at Daniel’s lip. 

			It faded as he inspected me. “So, are you okay?” he asked. 

			I gave him a quick nod. “We better get inside.” I glanced at the darkening sky. Another storm was rolling into Port Royal. I could smell it in the air.  

			“Yeah, you’re right.” He spoke in passing.

			I grimaced as Persephone’s voice invaded my mind.  

			He’s with his fiancé. 

			“Jerk,” I muttered. 

			“What?” Daniel asked. 

			I stopped and shook my head. “Work. Homework. I’m not looking forward to it. Has there been a lot?” 

			Daniel narrowed his eyes. “I thought you loved school?”

			“It’s just school.” I passed him by as his brow knitted. 

			He reached out and grabbed my wrist. I stopped, and he leaned in. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

			I laughed while pulling my wrist out of his grip. “Yes, but there are more things than school and homework.” 

			His eyes bore into me. “What did you do with Echo?” 

			I gave a bitter laugh. That was an excellent question. “Stop it,” I muttered as he laughed along with me. I knew he was only teasing me, but to be honest, I hadn’t felt like myself in quite some time.  

			I made my way to the kitchen and watched my aunt unpack her things. She set the vegetables aside and then carefully untied the brown string. She slammed a large fish down on the countertop and its dead eyes locked onto me. I swallowed hard, and she laughed while running her hand down the side of it. She paused, giving it a tap. 

			“No, I am not putting this beast in the stew.”

			“Oh, okay. Good. I’m not really a big fan of seafood.” I spoke through a laugh. 

			Her eyes twinkled with devious intent. “Well, you definitely moved to the wrong town.”

			I sighed. “Trust me, I know.”

			She winked at me. My eyes widened. “Then what’s it for?”  

			She grinned while grabbing a large butcher’s knife. She lifted it high into the air. “Oh, this?”  She chopped off the head, and I flinched. She pushed the severed head away from the body. I grimaced. She was really handy with that knife.  

			“This is for Romeo and Juliet. Why don’t you feed them? You can take your friends in there while I get dinner ready. I’m sure Mattie will be thrilled. She is the nosiest child I have ever met.”

			I blinked with each heavy chop.  

			She continued to cut up the fish until it was merely chunks of white flesh. She placed the cubed pile into a container and handed it to me. My nose wrinkled.  

			She leaned in and whispered. “Oh come now, Echo. This is nothing. We battled a zombie together.” She added a wink. 

			I gave a quick nod. She was right. This was nothing compared to that.

			“Aunt Luna, about that night.” 

			She placed a hand on my arm. “No. Some things don’t need to be discussed. Let’s leave it in the past, where it belongs.”

			“But, where do you think he is?” 

			She stared at the dead fish. “Ashes to ashes.” She said. 

			I cast her a veiled glance. “Ashes?” 

			Her stoic expression changed. “I believe he is now dust. You know, ashes to ashes?  Don’t you worry, my love. I have the house warded against such things now, but he is no longer with us.” 

			I leaned forward and whispered. “How do you know that he’s—well, you know?”

			“Dead?” she asked a little too loud. I hissed while glancing behind me. She grinned. “Oh, Echo. Because I can feel it, here.” She touched her heart, and I sighed. 

			“I’m really sorry that he, well, that you weren’t able to bring him back.”

			She stood up straight. “Go on now. Feed the swans; I’m sure they’ll be thrilled to get some fish after nibbling on moss and plant leaves. I wouldn’t be surprised one bit if they were planning a mutiny.” 

			I gave in and left the kitchen with the container clutched against my chest. 

			I unlocked the door and gave it a gentle nudge. It opened up, allowing the sweet scent of roses to waft over us. Everything had sprung to life entirely out of season. I wasn’t going to question it. Why should I? I had survived an attempted assassination carried out by my aunt’s ex, and my ex-was a vampire. 

			Roses blooming in October was the least of my concerns. 

			I slid the skeleton key into my pocket.

			Mattie pressed her hands to her cheeks. “This is incredible.” Her bright blue eyes scanned the room. 

			Bri pointed over by the bench. “Is that where what’s his face copped a feel?” 

			I let out a disgusted sigh and shook my head. Of course, she just had to crap all over the moment. “It wasn’t like that.” 

			“Uh huh.” She added while passing me by. Bri could care less about how it made me feel. She tilted her head back, checking out the glass ceiling that sat above us. I could see scattered leaves collecting on the dome. They lay in thick bunches of red, yellow, and brown. All of the tall oaks lived within the city limits in people’s yards which allowed for the changing of the seasons to come and go in a kaleidoscope of fall colors. Soon they would all be bare, and it would only add to the character of the town. We were already shrouded in dark clouds and perpetual rain storms. Barren trees seemed appropriate. 

			“I don’t know why you have to be so mean,” I added while glaring at her. 

			“I’m only kidding.” She said with the roll of her hand. 

			“He’s going to marry her!” I blurted the horrible truth out. Everyone froze in the room. I could feel a slight tremor in my hand, and the fish shifted in the container.

			Bri approached me and took it out of my hands; they just floated there with nothing to hold onto. Mattie wrapped her arm around my shoulder, and Daniel cleared his throat. He thumbed behind him. “I’m going to step out for a minute.”

			My eyes lifted. “No, stay. It’s okay. I’m acting ridiculous. I don’t know why I even care. I broke up with him.”

			He froze mid-step. “Daniel, stay,” I added with a defeated sigh. He was welcome to stay and witness what was sure to be one of many meltdowns on my part. He might as well get used to it now. 

			“Okay, what and what?” Mattie asked, and Bri shifted her stance from one foot to the other. I noticed her boots; they looked very similar to mine. I almost allowed it to distract me, but I shook it off. I couldn’t pretend like nothing had happened, and as far as I could tell, everyone in this room was a friend, even Briana, who despite all of her snippy remarks and eye rolls, was still worthy of the truth. 

			“Well, after the attack.” I paused and tacked on my aunt’s cover story. “By the animal.” 

			Mattie interjected. “It was a wolf, wasn’t it?” 

			I nodded. “I think so, I mean, it was dark, but I don’t know what else it could’ve been. It definitely had fur. Black.”

			Bri’s eyes widened. “I heard about the wolves in The Pine; I’ve just never seen one. People call them Hellhounds. You’re lucky to be alive.” I looked at her. It was the first time she had ever said anything to me that made it sound like she cared other than when she thought that she might be able to date me. “Yeah, we could have,” I added, and she looked down at her shoes. 

			“Go on,” Mattie said as we walked to the bench and took a seat. Mattie held my hand as Daniel approached us. He blew out his cheeks. I cocked my head. “I don’t mind that you’re here, Daniel. I want you to stay and hear what happened. You’re my friend, right?” 

			He jammed his hands into his pockets. “Of course I am.” He said with a shrug. 

			My eyes lowered. “Well, my aunt fought him off with a broom that she broke over her knee.”

			“Damn.” Bri blurted out, and I nodded to her. 

			“Oh my God, it was so Buffy, but anyway.”

			Bri nodded. “Buffy is BA.” 

			I grinned. “Totally, but then—” 

			“What?” Mattie asked as she and Bri leaned in from either side. 

			“He showed up when he heard us crying out for help and we…it was, well.” I was fighting back the memory of floating in the air with a swarm of bats circling around us. The memory left a hollow feeling in my chest. 

			 “By he, you mean Thorn?” Daniel asked. I looked up as he decided to take a seat on the ground in front of us.

			“Yes. Thorn showed up and ran the wolf off and then we ended up in the woods, kissing, in the rain.” 

			The wrinkles deepened in Bri’s brow. “Okay, he totally went full-blown hero on you.”

			I nodded. I couldn’t argue the fact that he had come right when I needed him the most. 

			“Well kissing is good, right?” Mattie asked. Of course, she would skip right over the wolf and jump into the romantic part of the story. 

			I nodded. “Yeah, it was, and he said that he…well, he.”

			“What?!” Mattie asked, unable to control her excitement. 

			“He said that he loved me.” I choked it out. 

			“Baller move.” Daniel gave an approving nod. 

			I shook my head. “Well, then my parents showed up.”

			Mattie held her hand up and cocked her head. “While he was kissing you?”

			I grinned. “No—Oh, God, no. They showed up two days later and flipped out on my aunt, well, my dad did. It was so unlike him.” 

			“Did you call them?” Daniel asked. I scowled. “No—Persephone Vega did.” 

			“That wench.” Bri hissed. “God! Why can’t she just mind her own business?” 

			I wanted to join in on the Persephone bashing, but Mattie nudged me from the side. 

			“Then what happened?”

			I took a deep breath. “They said I had to go back to Brazil with them.”

			“Oh, Crap! Seriously?” Mattie asked. Her eyes glossed over with shock and sadness. 

			I turned to face her. “Yeah, but Molly showed up.”

			“Molly who?” Daniel asked. 

			My hands tingled, but I straightened up and said it with pride. “Molly Brindle. My shrink.”

			“Oh, damn,” Bri said as she lifted her balled fist and I nervously tapped her knuckles with my open palm. She rolled her eyes and took my hand, forcing it into a fist and made me bump it against hers. I grinned. At least she was trying to connect with me. 

			“I have one,” Bri said with a shrug. “Yeah, me too,” Mattie added, and then Daniel chimed in. “Not me, but I probably could talk to someone now that I think about it.” 

			I smiled. I was so grateful to have the three of them in my life. They made everything seem so—normal. 

			“Well she showed up, and then my aunt drugged everyone, and they left.”

			Mattie’s eyes widened. “Whoa, wait, your aunt did what?”

			I nodded. “She put something in the coffee, and it calmed them down, and the next thing I knew my parents were leaving and so was Molly, and I was allowed to stay here in Port Royal.”

			“Holy shit,” Bri whispered. 

			I pointed at her. “I’m cool with that crude analogy because I felt the same way.”

			“Okay so your aunt witched it up, and they left, but that doesn’t explain why Thorn is gone. I mean, you were kissing in the rain, and he’s professing his undying love, and then…”

			“Well, before my parents left. I mean, the night before, he showed up and, well. I wanted to run away, and he refused to go with me. In fact, he said I should leave with them.”

			“Dude,” Bri said as she leaned back against the bench and crossed her arms over her chest. 

			Daniel scowled. “Not so baller now.”

			I sighed as I stared at the container of fish on my lap. 

			“Yeah, not baller at all.”

			“Well, screw him,” Bri said as she stood up and placed her hands on her hips. 

			Both Mattie and I stared up at her. Bri’s eyebrow cocked. “What? Seriously, we’re talking about Thorn Vega, here. He isn’t exactly prince charming and look at you! You’re a pretty girl. You could get anyone you want so don’t hang out waiting on that jerk.” 

			I sighed. 

			“Ouch!” Bri yelled as she stumbled to the side. One of the swans stood there with its beak open wide, and it was hissing. She lifted her leg and rubbed her shin. She wagged a finger.

			“You pecked me!” 

			Mattie covered her mouth, and I stared down at the container of fish. The laughter came when it was most needed. 

			“Here.” I held the box out to her, and she shook her head. I wiggled it. “Go on. If you feed him, then maybe you’ll get out of here alive.” 

			She snatched it out of my hand and glared at the swan. She leaned down. “You better be nice.” 

			It hissed again and spat on her. She groaned while wiping the moisture from her face. “Mattie!” 

			“Fine.” Mattie stood up and positioned herself between the swan and Bri. “You need to be nice.” It calmed down and craned its neck. She reached out and stroked its head while Bri leaned to the side. “Oh, yeah, sure. I see how it is.”
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			“This is amazing,” Daniel mumbled as he shoveled more stew into his mouth. 

			Bri grinned while dipping her large spoon back into her bowl. “I agree.”

			Mattie gave a nod to my aunt as she chewed. 

			Luna grinned. “I told you.” 

			No one could argue. She was an excellent cook. I guess I once suspected that I might love her food more because of the packets of dehydrated fruit and powdered milk that I had grown up on, but no, it wasn’t that. She could easily open a restaurant.  

			Bri scraped the bottom of her bowl and sighed. 

			“There’s plenty more, eat as much as you like, Briana.”

			“Thank you, Luna.” She stood up and walked back to the stove. Bri gripped the oversized ladle in her hand and refilled her bowl. Daniel was at her side in a flash, and she filled his bowl, too. I toyed with the last bits of corn in the bottom of mine and Mattie noticed. 

			“I’m full, thank you so much!” She said as she stood up and walked her bowl to the sink. She washed it out and set it down, then turned to face me. She eyed the door, and I cleared my throat. I think maybe she wanted to talk. 

			My aunt grinned and took another bite. “You’re welcome to more, Mattie.”

			“Oh no, I don’t think I could, but man, you were right. It was the best stew I’ve ever had.”

			Bri and Daniel rushed back to the table and dug back in. Mattie lingered by the sink. I lifted my bowl, and my aunt smiled. 

			“I’ve got it. Why don’t you go talk to your friend?” she asked with a wink.

			I didn’t know how she knew, but I appreciated the suggestion. 

			I walked to the door, and Mattie followed. “Just let me know when you’re ready to go, Bri.” Bri gave her a mock salute. 

			Mattie and I made our way to the living room, and I sat down on the couch as she took a seat beside me. She pulled up her legs and leaned against the back while the light of the fire played off of her pale skin, bright blue eyes, and long blonde hair. 

			I know why Bri loves her. Who wouldn’t? She is gorgeous. 

			She reached in and touched my hand, and I turned to face her. I drew my legs up, and she ran her thumb across my skin. 

			“I’m sorry,” She leaned in. “I know it sucks, I can tell.”

			I took a short breath and released it with pursed lips. “I just—I guess I expected more.”

			“Don’t we all?” she glanced at the doorway, and I leaned in. 

			“Are you and Bri having problems?”

			She sighed and withdrew her hand. “Tailor keeps calling her. Well, not calling. Texting.”

			“How do you know?” I asked. 

			She hesitated. I tilted my head. “Mattie, you aren’t looking at her phone, are you?”

			She stared up at the ceiling and then into the fire. 

			“Mattie.” 

			She nibbled on her bottom lip and scooted toward me. She got close enough that I could smell the sweet scent of her shampoo. Strawberries and cream. “I can’t help it. She’s so secretive about things, and this whole witchcraft stuff is beyond me. I don’t get any of it, but it’s what she believes in so I can’t be like—hey, you having a dead bird in a jar kinda freaks me out.” 

			“A dead bird?” I asked. 

			Her eyebrows shot upward. “Yes, and other things. She can be—well, intense.” 

			“About what?” I whispered. I usually didn’t become so engrossed in other people’s problems, but it was a nice distraction from my own. 

			She rubbed the side of her arm and then spoke in a half whisper. “She’s obsessed with death.” 

			“What about death? Is she—I mean, suicidal?”

			Mattie shook her head. “No! She keeps talking about vampires, like they may be real. She thinks they’re responsible for the hikers who’ve gone missing or turned up dead in The Pine and she even, well, she thinks that maybe Mr. Jenny.” She stopped. “My God, it’s so crazy.” 

			My heart fluttered in my chest. Bri was onto something, something that I knew was real, but she couldn’t dig too deeply otherwise she may put herself, and Mattie, in danger. 

			I laughed, trying to dismiss how crazy it sounded. “Wow, yeah. Vampires are cool and all,” I shrugged my shoulder. “In books, I mean, but they aren’t real. She has to know that.” Mattie relaxed a little. 

			She clasped her hands together and wrung them. I reached out and placed my hand over hers, and she stopped. Her bright blue eyes lifted, searching for anything to help stop the paranoia that she was feeling. So I lied. 

			“They are not real at all.”

			She bit her lip. “Uh huh.”

			“And spells. I’m sure they can be explained.”

			She leaned in. “But you said that your aunt did her thing and poof! You got to stay, which I am grateful that she did so don’t take it wrong, but when you said that I just thought that maybe what Bri does had a little more, I don’t know, power to it.”

			I took a breath. “Mattie, my aunt used an herb in the coffee that helped everyone calm down, that was it. It wasn’t magical. It was science. I guess she’s more of an alchemist than anything, which is fine, but she doesn’t cast spells, not really, but I’m not going to say that to her. She can believe whatever she wants to believe and I respect it.”

			Mattie rubbed her temples. “Yeah, your right. It’s completely ridiculous, but I’m not going to tell her that, but all that witchy stuff is just, well, it’s weird, and she wants me to sit there while she’s whipping up this nonsense and I don’t really like it. Everything has a spell. Tests, weather, someone makes her mad in math. She casts every single day! It’s crazy.”  

			I noticed movement out of the corner of my eye. Bri was standing in the doorway, and I removed my hand from Mattie’s. Bri rolled her eyes and rushed toward the front door. I stood up. “Bri, wait!” The door slammed, and she was gone. 

			Mattie rushed out of the room. I followed. 

			“Crap, crap, crap!” She turned to face me with fear in her eyes. She pinched the bridge of her nose and muttered to herself. “So stupid.” 

			I reached out, but she grabbed her coat and ran out the front door before I could say another word. I knew exactly how she felt. Thorn had effectively made me just about as paranoid as anyone could be for the short amount of time that we were—well, whatever you want to call it. 

			“Man, that stew was the bomb.”

			I turned, and Daniel was standing in the doorway to the kitchen, rubbing his stomach. I sighed, and my shoulders sagged. 

			“What’d I miss?”

			“Everything,” I muttered.
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			I sat in Advanced Lit and glared at the door. I didn’t hear a thing that the substitute teacher was saying until she called on me and I fumbled with my book. We had yet another teacher out with the flu, this time it was Eden Everly. I won’t lie and say that anyone coming down with anything didn’t worry me, especially after running into Persephone.

			I still wasn’t convinced that she didn’t have something to do with what happened to Mr. Jenny. She was in his office right before he collapsed and she is a vampire, but how dangerous would that be to feast on someone so well known in the community? I could understand the hikers, as grim as that may sound. They were outsiders, but James? He was a lifer in this rainy little town. Everyone knew his name. 

			And my poor aunt. She had been through enough. 

			The thick book slid from the side of my desk and plunged toward the black and white checkered floor. At least it stopped me from thinking about how much my aunt had suffered. I lunged for it, but a hand caught it before I could. My heart leaped into my throat.

			No. It couldn’t be. Thorn couldn’t be back. I wasn’t ready, or was I? No. I’m not. I need more time to purge my system of him. Don’t look up. Just don’t, Echo. Take the book, offer a grateful nod and act like nothing is wrong. Nothing at all. You can do this. 

			It took me all of thirteen seconds for curiosity to win. I looked up as I prepared myself for the initial shock of seeing him again, but instead of getting engulfed in those sea-blue eyes, perfect lips, and that dirty blond hair, another boy stood in front of me. 

			One I had never seen before. 

			I would say that it was a relief, but it wasn’t. Energy surged through me, leaving behind this odd tingling feeling in the pit of my stomach. 

			I cleared my throat and studied his chocolate brown eyes that were nestled in thick black lashes. My seemingly inquisitive gaze slid over his high cheekbones. His pouty bottom lip had a small crease that ran down the middle of it. His skin was almost as pale as Thorn’s. I noticed a small silver charm peeking through the top of his button-down shirt that was dangling from a silver chain. It disappeared when he shifted from one foot to the other. I blinked when he lifted my book. I hesitated, so he sat it down on the edge of my desk and leaned forward, drumming his fingers on the wood. 

			“You’re welcome.” He whispered. 

			“Thank you.” I fingered at the pages then our substitute teacher spoke up again as she pointed to me. 

			“Edith, wait, no.” 

			I sighed. 

			She stared at the list of names that were typed out on the sheet of paper in her hand. “I’m sorry, I mean Echo, what a pretty name, page one-twenty-seven, please.” Her ice blue eyes lifted and locked onto me. I had never seen her before, but she was stunning. She had long black hair that bounced off her shoulders in thick curls. Her skin was mocha brown and smooth. She reminded me of the many beautiful women we had seen in Africa.

			“Echo?”

			“Yes, sorry.” I shifted while hooking my feet around the chair legs.    

			I cleared my throat and glanced behind me. The new boy was staring at me, so I quickly turned back to face my book. I sighed when I recognized the passage.

			“Go on.” She said with a nonchalant wave of her hand. 

			I licked my lip and then began to read. 

			 

			Doubt thou the stars are fire;

			Doubt that the sun doth move;

			Doubt truth to be a liar;

			The new boy interrupted me.

			“But never doubt I love,” he said. 

			“Ah, beautiful, isn’t it?” The sub asked as she grinned at me. 

			The bell went off, and I flinched. 

			“Pop quiz this Friday!” The class groaned. I didn’t. A quiz would be fine. I knew Hamlet as well as I knew Romeo and Juliet. Something about Shakespear resonated with me. Perhaps it was his ability to bring such broken characters to life. I appreciated his willingness to expose flaws in everyone. It was groundbreaking, for the time in which he lived. Now everyone is seeing a shrink and taking meds to calm them down, but back then it was just you and the problem, face to face. I guess I sort of envied those who could power through it. 

			I stood up and gathered my things, hurriedly shoving them into my small backpack. I turned, and the boy was gone. I felt a sense of relief. The last thing I wanted was to make new friends at this point. I had Mattie, Daniel, and Bri. They were enough. 

			The second bell went off, and I rushed to the door and out into the hallway. My next class was gym, and we would be swimming. I wasn’t sure how it would work out for me seeing that I tend to drown anytime I get near water, but I was willing to give it a try. Besides, I need a challenge and something to help take my mind off of him. 

			I ran down the hallway, finally making my way into the locker rooms just as the third bell rang. The door closed behind me, and I came to a dead stop when the chatter died with my arrival. I clutched my bag to my chest and found my locker. Number thirteen. Big surprise.

			I fought with the lock as the murmurs rose behind me. Then a familiar voice pierced through the hushed whispers. I closed my eyes and jerked the metal door open, shoving my bag inside and unzipping it. I pulled my one piece swimming suit out and held it in my hand as my knuckles turned white. 

			“I see you lived.” Tailor said when some muffled laughter sprang up behind her. I turned and faced her without fear. I wasn’t sure what she thought I would do. Fight her? Ridiculous. But her bullying was getting on my nerves. 

			“I’m sure you’re happy about it.” I retorted. 

			She narrowed her eyes. “Actually I am.”

			My expression softened then she ruined it. “Oh wait, you said happy, not sad, right? My bad.” 

			The girls behind her laughed again, and I wilted. Then something changed in me. My fist balled at my side as the laughter continued.  

			“Why are you such a bitch?” I asked, and everyone in the room froze. Normally I wouldn’t curse, I hate it, but she had earned it, and I was in no mood to deal with her. 

			Her mouth sat agape as I continued. “Is it about Thorn? Honestly, is it? Well, guess what Tailor? Me and Thorn? We are not a thing. Happy now?” 

			I pushed past her while she stood there in shock. I guess no one had ever pointed out the obvious with her before. She was extremely nasty, and I had no intention of spending the rest of my time at Port Royal High School with her riding me. It was bad enough that I’d have to deal with Thorn Vega. The thought of it made my stomach churn.  

			I stepped into a stall and closed the door. I removed my shirt and then my pants. I paused and stared at the bottom of the door. A shadow appeared, and I froze then it moved on, and I removed the rest of my clothing and slid on my black bathing suit. I turned and looked in the mirror.

			“Oh, man. Why? Why did I not say that I had the flu?” I muttered.

			A voice chimed from the other side of the door. “Let me see.” 

			I grinned and opened it up to see Mattie standing there, along with Bri.

			“Whoa,” Bri said, and Mattie nudged her from the side. I guess their fight was short lived.  

			“Whoa, what?” I asked, glancing down the front of myself. 

			“Totally a good whoa,” Bri said, and Mattie swatted at her. Bri laughed. “What? She looks good!” Mattie folded her arms in protest and Bri hugged her from behind. She leaned into her ear. “But not as good as you.” Mattie grinned and turned to face her. She wrapped her arms around her neck. 

			“Girls.” 

			They stepped back from each other as the swimming coach entered the room. She was a larger woman, not in weight, but in height. Her broad shoulders looked muscular like the rest of her body. She had her hair tucked under a black rubber cap on her head. We all had the same swimsuits on with the Port Royal logo stamped on the upper right shoulder. At least there was that. It wouldn’t be a competition.  

			“I’m Celia Foster. I was a gold medalist in the 1988 Olympics.” 

			“1988?” Bri asked, and Ms. Foster shot her a look. “Yes, 1988. Is there a problem Ms. Corintine?”

			Bri rubbed her forearm and leaned into Mattie. She shook her head. Celia was intimidating, even to a self-proclaimed witch like Bri. 

			“Good, let’s swim!” Ms. Foster’s voice boomed, and she followed it with an aggressive clap. We all flinched. She was far too enthusiastic about this. 

			Bri reached up and shoved her finger into her ear and shook it. “Inside voice. Geeze.”

			I grinned, and we filed out the locker rooms and into an even larger space that housed the rectangular swimming pool. The ceiling was made of glass, and it reminded me of the atrium at home. I craned my neck to watch the black clouds rolling overhead as Ms. Foster started calling off names. We all chimed in when we heard ours so we could avoid being singled out by her. She was far too aggressive, even for Bri.  

			My eyes darted down to the other end, and I could see three diving boards. The one in the center darn near reached the ceiling. I felt my throat drying up, so I rubbed it with my hand. There was still time to fake a sudden onset of the flu. Maybe I should. Yes. I need to get out of here and fast. Me and water don’t always agree. In fact, I consider myself an excellent drowning victim, not a swimmer. I doubt that even gold medalist, Celia Foster, could make me into anything more than that and unless she wanted to give these people a crash course on CPR and what NOT to do while hurling toward the water after falling off the diving board, then I should probably leave. 

			I took one step, and the side doors opened. The boys filed in. I slid behind Mattie and Bri as they lined the other side of the pool and gawked at us.

			I leaned forward. “I didn’t know there would be boys here,” I whispered. Suddenly I felt naked. 

			Mattie bit her lip as she inspected the line of shirtless teenagers. Bri crossed her arms over her chest. “Echo, they go to this school.”

			“I know.” I choked out through nervous laughter. 

			“So, there’s boys. Big whoop.” She said with a shrug. 

			I placed my hand over my stomach and then turned to walk away. I had every intention of escaping when the door opened up, and that strange new boy stepped in with swimming trunks on. My eyes widened, and I walked back and slid behind Mattie, using her as a human shield. 

			“I must have been bad in my past life,” I muttered. 

			“Huh?” Mattie asked, and I shook my head.

			Ms. Foster blew her whistle and walked the row, pausing to look at each one of us as she spoke way too loud. 

			“There will be no touching, no whistling, no hand holding, no sneaking off, and no grabbing of the buttocks.” Giggling rose up in the room, and I grimaced. 

			She stopped and eyed me. I shook my head.  I turned and stared down the row and then thumbed at my chest. “Are you thinking that I grab—”

			She blew her whistle, and I blinked while the noise of it drowned me out. Why the H would she single me out? Do I look like a habitual grabber of any sort? No. I won’t be grabbing anything. I glanced over, and the new boy was grinning at me. I looked down at my feet. Oh, my God. Great. Ms. Foster has basically warned the entire herd of teenage boys that they should watch out for old grabby mcgrabster over here. 

			I was mortified.

			“Diving boards!” Ms. Foster bellowed. I fell in line as we moved toward them in a single file. My heartbeat sped up. Why were we skipping the inflatable floaty things on the arms and going right to the diving boards? She clearly didn’t know that I had zero experience. 

			I leaned to the side and could see the first girl hit the steps on the short diving board. Oh, okay. My heart started to slow down. I mean the low board would be fine, right? All you do is jump and then flail, as I’m known to do. I’m excellent at flailing.  

			She stepped to the end, bounced a couple of times and then dove in head first. She sliced through the water with the grace of a seal. She popped back up and shook her head, wiping her eyes and grinning from ear to ear. 

			Oh yeah, good for you. 

			Show off. 

			I fanned myself and then pulled Mattie in front of me. Then I pushed Bri up there too. The more bodies between me and this horrible idea the better. 

			Mattie and Bri both looked at me, and I smiled while rubbing my stomach. “I ate. I need to digest just a few minutes longer, so I don’t cramp up.”

			Mattie walked to the shorter diving board and then she winked at Bri and stepped up to the tall monster that stood in the middle. 

			Oh, God no. No. No. No. Mattie, don’t start a trend! If you climb up there, then everyone will think they have to follow.

			Of course, she climbed it, and I had to tilt my head back. She stepped onto the board and lifted her arms over her head. She rushed forward and bounced pretty high, jumping off and diving down into the water. I was in a panic until she came back up and shook her fist in the air. Everyone in the room clapped, and that was that. The competition was on. I slid back, pushing more girls in front of me until I was at the end of the line.

			Each second sucked worse than the last.

			One after the other they alternated from boy to girl and back again doing dives and flips off of that monster of a high dive. I glanced over, and the new boy was last in his line, too. I didn’t really care. I started to plan my exit, but then Ms. Foster called my name. 

			Time was up. 

			 I wrung my hands in front of me. 

			“Echo.” Ms. Foster repeated. 

			I lifted my chin and spotted Tailor whispering to another girl. They giggled, and something in me snapped. I balled my fist at my side. I marched toward the high dive. I gripped the cold steel and slowly made my way up one step at a time. I finally reached the top and stared down. The height made me dizzy, and I had to grip the railings. I swayed on my feet. I could hear a little bit of laughter, and then Mattie called up to me. 

			“You can do it, Echo! I believe in you!”

			“Yeah!” Bri yelled right after her. 

			I nodded and then spotted the new boy at the side of the pool. He was waiting his turn. I took a slow breath and tried to summon my inner Midnight. I walked forward and just as I started to bounce on the end of the board a thick cloud of bats rushed over the glass, and some of them slammed into it, forming cracks in the skylight. I lost my balance and fell, hitting the water on my back. My eyes fluttered. There was no sound. No worries. Just peace as I started to sink. 

			Air bubbles escaped my lips, and the vision of Thorn’s beautiful face consumed my thoughts. I could hear a voice inside of my head, faint at first and then it got louder and louder. 

			“Echo, Echo!” 

			I took a deep breath and my eyes shot open. I was laying on my back at the edge of the pool. 

			Mattie grabbed my hand and squeezed it. “OMG girl! Are you okay? Your lips look purple.”

			“What happened?” I asked in confusion. 

			“Well, you tried to drown, and he saved you. Thank God you know CPR!” Mattie said as she stared at the boy. 

			“You-you saved me?” I asked. The boy leaned back on his knees. 

			“That or I kissed you, you pick.” 

			I blushed, and he noticed. “Thank you,” I said as Ms. Foster helped me to my feet. 

			“Okay missy, you need to check in at the nurse’s station, stat.”

			I walked along with her, and just as we reached the door I glanced back, and the boy was still staring at me with a devious grin curling the edge of his lip. 

			Great.

			Another boy.

			Another near death experience. 

			Another favor owed.
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			“No, please don’t. I’m fine.” I said as the nurse inspected my eyes. “How does your chest feel?”

			“Fine. I feel fine. Just tired.”

			 She pursed her lips and grabbed her phone. I was so tempted to steal it away from her and run. “Please, don’t,” I spoke with sincerity. 

			Aunt Luna had been through enough, and I felt fine despite the tiny bit of weight in my chest. She said my lungs would ache for a couple of days and I understood it more than I needed to explain. Like I said, I drown. I drown very well.  

			She lowered the phone and stared at me. “I could get in so much trouble.”

			“I’ll tell her when I get home, but please…we’ve been through a lot lately with Mr. Jenny dying and then the attack and all.” 

			She glanced at the door then back to me. Somehow I needed to convince her that I could tell my aunt on my own. She didn’t need any more surprises. I didn’t either, but I can’t seem to help it. I should have never climbed up there. I knew better, but Tailor infuriates me, and that smug look on her face along with the hushed whispers made me do something only my sister would do. 

			Yes, it was a total Midnight move.

			She was a daredevil. Had been since birth. She showed up thirteen minutes before I did and probably had our day planned before my mom even had a chance to have me. But that was Midnight Navarri. 

			Adventurer. 

			Extrovert. 

			Amazing.

			The nurse fingered at her cell phone.  

			“Please?” I repeated, hoping I had convinced her to let me handle it. 

			She sighed and tapped the back of her phone against the palm of her hand. She paused and pointed it at me. Her perfectly manicured eyebrow shot up. “As soon as you get home?” she asked. 

			“Of course.” I crossed my heart and held my fingers up. “I promise. I just don’t want her to have to come here and pick me up and she would if you called her and then my parents would find out and—“

			Her voice rose. “Your parents need to know!” 

			“They will; I’ll tell them, too. I promise. Please, let me do it. My family has been through enough. The last thing my parents need is a call from a stranger, telling them that their only daughter nearly died. We just buried my sister a few months ago.” 

			Her eyes swam with tears. “I remember the funeral. It was so sad.”

			Good, I had struck a chord with her. 

			 She pointed at me. “No dizziness?”

			“Nope.”

			“Or nausea?” she added. 

			“No,” I said with confidence. “To be honest, I feel fine. I’m not even sure that I did it right.”

			She scratched her head. “Did what right?”

			I shrugged my shoulders. “The drowning,” I added. 

			She tried to hide her amusement, but I could see a smile fighting against her tight lips.

			She collected herself. “If you had then I wouldn’t be the one checking you out.”

			I nodded. “I know, I’d be in a morgue.”

			She cleared her throat. Maybe she didn’t expect me to be so direct. “I’m sorry for your loss.” 

			“Thank you; I appreciate that,” I replied.   

			She placed her phone on the counter. She turned back to face me, and the thickly wound chestnut brown curls bounced off of her smooth forehead. She grinned, and her straight white teeth were exposed behind her plump lightly-glossed lips. 

			“Okay, but listen to me. If you feel sick, at all, you come right back here, and we aren’t discussing it. I will call your aunt, and you will go home, immediately.”

			“Deal,” I said with a nod, and then I coughed. She placed a hand on her hip, and I tapped my chest. “I’m good. I tried to choke on my spit.”

			“Seriously?” She asked. 

			I hopped down from the table and rubbed my palms together. I still felt naked. “Can I go change now?” I stared down at the swimsuit and grimaced. I would never put one of these back on, ever again. Nor would I allow someone like Tailor Ravenswood to goat me into doing something I knew would probably turn out badly. 

			She sighed. “Okay.” 

			I made my way to the door, and she called out to me, so I was forced to stop. 

			“Can I make a suggestion?”

			I turned back and raised my eyebrows. 

			“Drop the swimming class.” She added. 

			I nodded to her. “Oh trust me, me and water are through. I’m breaking up with it.”

			“Good.” She said as I slid out the door and closed it with a huge sigh of relief. 

			I bit on the head of my black pen and then removed it from my lips. I tapped it on the table, back and forth, back and forth. My glanced over at my phone when it hummed. I reached out to grab it, and it fell and hit the floor. The back popped off, and the screen went black. 

			My eyes filled with terror. “Am I cursed?” I asked as I knelt down and cradled it in my open palm. I had to fight back the tears. Every text between my sister and me was stored in this phone along with a few quick selfies. I shook my head as I held the two pieces in my hand. 

			Today could just end anytime now. 

			“Hey.” 

			I blinked and peered upward. The mysterious boy squatted down in front of me. His chocolate brown eyes lowered to the phone. He twisted a silver ring on his right hand. It resembled a simple wedding band. I stared at it a little too long, and he stopped.   

			“Man, who did you piss off?” he asked. His accent was barely detectable, but I had to guess that he was possibly from New Orleans. I didn’t even bother to ask; I was too upset about my phone. 

			“The universe,” I muttered. 

			He sighed and held his hand out to me. I caught a glimpse of his necklace and this time I could see that it was a pentagram. Something about it calmed me, and I handed my phone to him without saying a word. He stood up and extended his free hand, and I didn’t take it. Instead, I grabbed the side of the table and pulled myself up and back into the chair that sat opposite of his. 

			He straddled the chair, placing the broken phone on the table in front of him. He interlocked his fingers and pushed them outward. I could hear them cracking. He studied the back of it as I leaned forward. 

			“Is it dead?” I asked.

			He smiled, and I had to lean back when I realized that I was too close to him. 

			“Phones don’t die, but people can. May I suggest that you just skip swimming from now on?”

			I massaged the back of my neck. He was right. I probably wouldn’t be sitting here if it hadn’t been for him. So much for Thorn’s undying love and need to protect me. Just one more reason why I have to stick to my guns about not being with him. 

			I slid my hands into my lap. “I’m Echo.”  

			He extended his hand, and it amused me. I took it and our eyes locked. “Oh, my God, The Echo, huh?” he asked, and heat stained my cheeks. 

			Of course, he had heard about the wolf at my house. He probably even knew about Thorn and how he had humiliated me in the atrium. I pulled my hand back, and the mischievous grin that showcased that crease in his bottom lip began to fade. 

			“I’m only joking, I have an odd sense of humor, or so people say.” His eyes lowered. 

			“The people, huh?” I asked, and he chuckled under his breath.

			“Fair enough.” He bit on the side of his tongue as he began to work on my phone. I leaned back and watched his hands move. He seemed to know what he was doing so I didn’t bother to ask. I may be able to grow things, but I’m not technologically gifted. I could manage a remote for the TV, and heating up food in the microwave, but after that, it may be all explosions and fireballs. 

			“There.” 

			He shook it, and it came back on. The phone hummed, and he stared at the screen. He sighed and handed it back. 

			I turned it and the words ‘I miss you’ stared up at me. 

			It was from Thorn. I turned it over and laid it down on the table. There was nothing to say. 

			“Boyfriend?” he asked. My chin lifted, and I licked my lips, letting my teeth graze my skin.

			“No.”

			“Oh.” He said with a half grin. I could tell that he was happy that I didn’t confirm his suspicions, but it didn’t mean that I was in the market to date anyone. 

			I tilted my head. “New Orleans?” I asked, and he leaned back and drummed his fingers on the table then wiped his open palm across the smooth wood. “Yes, french quarter.” 

			“I’ve only seen pictures, but I think it’s a beautiful place,” I added. “I’d love to visit it someday.”

			He shifted his weight on the chair, and it creaked. For some reason, he seemed uncomfortable with the subject, so I dropped the subject.

			“I didn’t get your name,” I said as I adjusted on my seat. 

			He rested his chin in the palm of his hand. “I didn’t offer it.” 

			“Okay then.” My eyes lowered. He leaned forward. “I really need to tell you when I’m about to mess with you, don’t I?” 

			I said nothing. 

			He immediately offered up as much information as he could. “Ash. Well, technically it’s Asher, but I’m only telling you that because I have a sneaking suspicion that you won’t survive the day.” 

			I laughed. It felt good to laugh at something. 

			“You have a great smile; you should do it more often.” He tilted his chin down and kept his eyes locked on me. 

			I cleared my throat. Thorn was the only boy who had ever really flirted with me. 

			“So, welcome to Port Royal,” I spoke quietly. 

			He stood up, and his dark eyes landed on my phone. I picked it up and grinned. “And thank you for literally fixing everything today.”

			He shrugged his shoulders. “Wow, everything? I guess I got my hero quota in for the day then, huh? How about some coffee? My treat.” I fidgeted with the phone in my hand a little too long.

			He tugged at his shirt collar. “Oh man, I asked too soon, right? My aunt is always telling me that I have the worst timing in the world. I guess she’s right.”

			I looked up at him. “No, I mean…yes. I’d love to have coffee with you sometime, but I have to go home after school today. I have to tell my aunt about what happened in the pool.”

			He grinned and slid his hands into his pockets. “Yeah, family members tend to get mad when we try to die on them.”

			His words intrigued me. “What happened?” 

			He reached down and turned the ring on his finger. “My parents and I were in a car accident.” He lifted his bangs, and I could see a scar that ran from right above his eyebrow and back into his hairline. 

			“I’m sorry, did they, I mean. Are they okay?”

			He sighed. “No. They died, and I almost died with them, but it wasn’t the first time for me. Let’s just say that I wasn’t always a cheery person.” He fingered at the ring. I stared at it, and he paused. He waved it in front of him. “My dad’s wedding band. I guess I just like having it on.” 

			I didn’t know what to say.

			“Man, that got depressing real quick, didn’t it? Sorry.” He tried to smile.

			I nibbled on my bottom lip then released it. “I appreciate how honest you are. It’s nice.” I said. His expression changed from worrisome to relaxed. He thumbed behind him just as the bell went off and then lowered his hand. “Do you need someone to walk you home? I mean, company. I’m not saying that a tree limb will come flying out of nowhere and crush you or anything, but—”

			I giggled while tucking my books into my bag. I remember Aunt Luna asking me to date around; she would be thrilled if some new boy showed up at the gate, but no. 

			No. 

			“I’m good.”

			“Oh, okay then.” His eyes lowered to the ground. 

			He walked away, and I swallowed hard. “Maybe soon, okay?”

			He half turned and smiled at me. “Yeah, you just let me know, Echo.” 

			He disappeared through the doorway, and I was left there with a humming phone in my hand. I sighed and reluctantly flipped it over, but it was Aunt Luna. 

			I pressed the button and placed it to my ear. 

			“Hi!” I know I sounded way to chipper. 

			“What happened?” she asked, and I closed my eyes.
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			I stepped out of the building and stood there clutching my bag. The sky churned, but there was no rain. 

			I missed it.

			I missed him.

			No. God, Echo. Please stop thinking about Thorn Vega. He is not yours, and he’ll never be yours, and that’s okay. You got this without him. Besides, you have cute boys like Asher who are willing to give you the truth without asking for anything in return.  

			I scanned the street and watched as Bri ran her fingers across Mattie’s cheek. Mattie grinned and reached up, moving a piece of Bri’s hair behind her ear. She leaned in and kissed her lips. It was quick and sweet, but I could tell that it mattered to both of them. I reached up and touched my lips. I could still feel the hum that Thorn had left behind. So much about him threatened to consume me but I refused to allow his memory to take control. 

			Mattie raised a hand to greet me. “Are you okay?” she yelled while bouncing on her toes. 

			I waved back and lied. “Yes!”

			Well, sort of. Physically I was fine, even though I had almost drowned. Trust me, it wasn’t the first time, and I’m sure that it wouldn’t be the last. 

			But mentally? 

			Mentally I was a wreck. 

			Thoroughly exhausted. 

			In desperate need of therapy. 

			Completely obsessed with Thorn Vega.

			Pathetic. 

			“I have to get home!” I yelled back, and her hand lowered to her side. 

			I walked down the steps just as the thunder rumbled overhead. I so wish my sister was here. I need to talk to her. I need her strength and clarity. Midnight may have loved dating boys, but she never thought about anything more than a few seconds, before her mind was completely made up. She never questioned it or acted like she regretted it. She made her decisions with her heart and her gut. 

			She trusted both, and I trusted neither. 

			My heart ached for him. 

			My gut told me to take my aunts advice and walk away.

			Please, Echo. Listen! Please.  

			I made my way down the sidewalk, hissing when a car sped by and splashed water on my shoes. I groaned and shook one foot out then the other. I rolled my eyes and turned to see that I was standing right in front of The Red Rose Emporium. I placed my thumb in the center of my hand and pressed hard. Harder than usual. I squinted my eyes when another clap of thunder was quickly followed up by a sudden downpour. I rushed toward the door and jerked it open, making my way inside and blowing on my now rain drenched bangs. I was soaked to the bone, and my lips quivered. I walked toward the counter and Star appeared through a thick wall of black beads. She paused and then went on about her business, placing a medium size jar on the shelf that was filled with rose petals. It felt awkward between us so I cleared my throat and she turned to face me. 

			“Yes?” she asked. 

			I blinked a couple of times and reached up, placing some money on the counter, hoping to mend the bad feelings between us. Deceiving her was wrong. She had been so kind from the moment I met her. Offering friendship, and even giving me something that had helped with the nightmares. In return, I had basically used it to my advantage and lied to her. 

			I straightened up. “Coffee, black. Please?” I sounded unsure, but she intimidated me. 

			She eyed the table along the wall. “Black coffee is free, but you can buy something to nibble on so you aren’t taking up a table unless you are expecting someone.” She eyed the door, and I took a slow breath and then let it out. I looked up at the board and started to read it. I wasn’t hungry. Honestly, I wasn’t even thirsty, but I wasn’t going to linger, waiting out the rain. 

			“What would you like?” she asked. 

			I lowered my chin and my brow furrowed. She sounded impatient. “Blueberry bagel with strawberry cream cheese. Toasted, please.”

			“Odd combination, but whatever.” She said with a huff.  

			I tilted my head. “Listen, I shouldn’t have—” 

			She leaned forward and cocked her eyebrow. It felt like she was staring right through me. 

			“Yes?” Her tone remained level and her expression unwavering. 

			“I assume that you know that when I said Thorn sent me, well, I was sort of stretching the truth.”

			“Lied. You lied to me.” She locked her eyes onto mine. It sent a chill through me. 

			“Yes, I lied. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that. It was so unfair to you.” 

			She looked me over. “You’re damn right it was. Totally unfair.” 

			I leaned in. “I said I was sorry, so please, end the curse,” I whispered. 

			She straightened up. “The what?” she asked in confusion.

			“Whatever it is that you did to teach me a lesson. I’m sorry, so please stop.”

			She narrowed her eyes. “You think that I cast something dark over you?”

			I sighed. “I almost died today in the swimming pool, and then my phone fell and shattered on the floor in the library, and now a storm popped up out of nowhere and drenched me, so I had to run in here. That’s three things.” I held up three fingers, and she half grinned. “I mean, three is a witch thing, right? I had three bad things happen today, and I don’t want this to be a daily thing, so please.” I rolled my hand. “Just stop whatever it is.” 

			“Compelling argument, but I’m sorry to disappoint you; I didn’t cast anything on you. You have what is known as bibaxt.” She looked me over and wrinkled her nose like I smelled funny. 

			“Oh God, what is it?” I exclaimed.

			She grinned. “It’s gypsy for very bad luck.”

			I moaned. “Oh, great.” I wasn’t sure if I was relieved or disappointed. I wanted a simple explanation since I couldn’t seem to get one for anything else in my life. Her hexing me would have been fair. She tapped her red nails on the countertop. “But I could easily exact my revenge. Don’t you know how dangerous it is to deceive a witch?” 

			The door chimed, and I didn’t bother to turn around. I noticed a body step up next to me as I took an inventory of how many different languages I knew how to say I suck, in. 

			She pulled her hand back and inspected her nails. “But, I would never cast such dark magic. When you summon a demon, you run the risk of becoming one.” 

			“What?” I asked. Her statement sounded more like a warning. 

			She narrowed her eyes and lowered her voice. “Black magic. It will come back to you ten-fold. Messing with it is bad business. Bad business indeed.”

			This upset me. Aunt Luna had cast a terribly dark spell to retrieve James Jenny from death’s door. I parted my lips, ready to ask as many vague questions as I could when a male’s voice interrupted me.

			“Aunt Star, stop trying to scare her.” My head snapped. 

			“Ash?” I asked, and he winked at me. 
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			I let out a short laugh, and he tapped the counter with an open hand. “Is she giving you a hard time, Echo?”

			She pinned him with her eyes.  “Asher.” 

			He smiled without looking at her. His gaze had settled on me, and he had no intention of looking away. “She already knows my name, Aunt Star.”

			“Oh.” She said as she stood up straight and grinned. 

			She held her hands up in the air. “Well, then flirt away nephew, but just know that this one has a boyfriend.”

			I lifted my finger. “No, no boyfriend.”

			“Oh?” she asked me with the tilt of her head.  

			He turned and jumped forward on the counter. His stomach rested across it. Ash grabbed her hand and kissed it. She laughed and rolled her eyes. His charm on his necklace fell forward, and the candlelight raced along the metal. “That nonsense may work on the girls in your neighborhood, but I know you, Asher Tiberius Westbrook, the third.”

			“Oh,” I said with a grin and a shoulder tilt as I held up three fingers. Ash looked me over. 

			“My family likes to weigh us down with unnecessary clutter, like ridiculously long names.”

			I tilted my head and recognized the saying. My mom had said it so often that I had it memorized. Asher saying it made me feel comfortable. Like home.  

			Star rolled her eyes. “That’s your line, nephew?” 

			“It isn’t a line.” He spoke through a grin. “And give me a break, Aunt Star. I saved her life today.”

			She snorted. “What? You?”

			He side eyed her. “Yes, me. I gave her CPR after I pulled her out of the pool. She nearly drowned.”

			She shook her head. “You mean you kissed her while she was unconscious.” 

			“I didn’t do that.”

			She placed her hands on the countertop. “You don’t know CPR; we just had this conversation the other night. We joked about it because of the rain here in Port Royal!”

			He bit his lip and then released it. “I googled it.”

			He leaned on the counter as Star walked away and disappeared into the back room with a wave of her hand. “Hihetetlen hazudozó. Ezek a gyerekek!”

			I glared at him. He scanned the room. 

			“Did I drown or not?” I asked.

			“You looked like it, and I did google it. There was a video and everything.”

			“Oh, my God. You kissed me. I should have known.” I muttered. 

			“Hey, would it have been so bad if I had?” He reached out and touched my arm. His skin was warm. It didn’t send a sudden chill through me forcing my body to shudder. 

			“I didn’t creep on you. I promise. You didn’t look like you were breathing, but—” He paused. 

			“But, what?” I asked as I looked up at him. 

			He leaned forward. “You do have really nice lips.”

			The way he looked at me made me nervous. I didn’t know how to respond to him, so I didn’t. Luckily he didn’t wait to move on. 

			“So?” he said.

			“What?” I asked. 

			“Fess up.”

			“About what?” I sounded guilty because I was. The only thing we had in common right now was our ability to lie very badly. 

			“You can tell me.” He whispered. 

			My face felt flush. Did Star tell him about the bag that I took that belonged to Thorn or was he expecting me to say that I wanted him to kiss me?

			“I—well.” I shifted my weight from one foot to the other. 

			He leaned in. “Come on, tell me what terrible middle name did your parents dump on you?”

			I took a relieved breath and scanned the room. “I didn’t get a terrible name.” I was so happy that he had moved onto another subject. 

			“Don’t lie, what is it? I mean, not much could beat Tiberius, but I’m not ready to give up hope.” he pressed. 

			I half grinned. He had scored pretty high with that one. 

			“Come on, tell me.” He whispered. 

			I found the name falling from my lips before I could give it a second thought. “Midnight,” I said. He tapped the countertop. 

			I took a breath. “My name is Echo Midnight Navarri.” 

			The heavy feeling in my chest didn’t accompany it as it usually did. Something about Ash allowed me to feel a little less anxious, but no less vulnerable.

			He tilted his hand to the side, and I could see a small black tattoo on the inside of his wrist.

			“Man, okay. I’m actually jealous. How the hell did you score that name?”

			“Tattoo?” I asked, and he smiled. He held his wrist up, and I could see that it was a word.

			Roma.

			“Gypsy,” I said quietly, and he nodded to me. 

			“Yes, my family is Hungarian, and even though we’re looked down on in our country, I wanted to get it tattooed on me. I’m proud of who I am.” 

			“You should be,” I said as I studied his eyes. They softened, and the edge of his full lip curled. Something curiously mischievous lurked inside of Asher Tiberious Westbrook the third. It made me feel somewhat uncomfortable. I looked down at my shoes and shook my right foot out. The water droplets hit the black wood floor and reminded me of blood. A ringing welled up in my ears.

			“So, how did you get that name?” 

			I lifted my chin. “Just creative I guess,” I said without batting an eye. The lie was so much easier than the truth, and this boy wasn’t going to get it out of me that easily. 

			“Oh, come on. I’ve been completely honest with you about everything.” He spoke softly as his eyes lingered on my mouth.

			“I’m a twin,” I said.

			“Oh.” He smiled, I didn’t so his faded with the tilt of his head. 

			“Where is she?” he asked. 

			I cleared my throat. “Dead. She’s dead.” I said. I felt an odd sense of relief.

			Star returned with my bagel, and I took it, offering her a slight nod. Asher stared at me from the side. I think I shocked him. I turned and took a bite of my bagel. He gave me a nod. I wasn’t sure if it was out of respect or just an acknowledgment that he understood my loss.  

			“Can I get one?” he asked her, and she rolled her eyes. “Asher, you know where the kitchen is.”

			He grinned and placed his hands together as if he were praying. 

			“Oh please.” She scoffed. He sighed and lowered his hands, tapping them on the counter like he was keeping the beat to his favorite song. She placed a hand on her hip, and he stopped. 

			“Fine, but the service in this place is becoming questionable.” His voice rose with each word. 

			She removed her hand and wagged a finger at him. “Watch it Mr. I’ll send you right back home to live with gram and I know she is tired of your shenanigans, so it won’t be pleasant.”

			He laughed. “Fine. I’ll make my own right after I walk Echo Midnight Navarri to her table.”

			I turned with the plate in my hand, ignoring his formality. I had heard my name spoken in its entirety a few times over the years. My parents would like to rattle it off when Midnight and I had caused trouble, but I think my favorite was when Thorn had spoken it to me. The way he said my name seemed to drift across an ocean of time and settle somewhere deep inside of me where no one had been before. 

			I reached the table, and he rushed around in front of me and grabbed the wooden chair. The black wood was cracking, and the most adorable white octopus had been painted on the back. It wore a white and green scarf around its neck and had large friendly eyes that made me smile. 

			I took a seat, and Ash paused and then hurried off when I fingered at the bagel on my plate. I tore off a chunk of it and shoved it into my mouth just as the bell went off at the door, and I froze. I wasn’t able to chew again until I could see who it was. I swallowed and waved my hand. 

			“Molly!” I said with enthusiasm. She shook her coat, and the water droplets spewed onto the floor. She was just as soaked as I had been. Star stepped out from the backroom, and the beads swayed, tapping against each other. For a second they locked eyes, and the lights in the café flickered on and off, followed by a roll of thunder. This storm was not going to give up. I was sort of grateful for it. It meant the streets would be empty and everyone would be tucked away safely in their homes. There was something very comforting in that thought. 

			Molly glanced over at me and waved then she approached Star and spoke inaudibly. My phone hummed in my pocket, and I pulled it out, half afraid to look at it but then I saw the text from my dad and grinned. 

			We’ve landed. We’re exhausted. Call you soon. Love you.

			Molly turned to face me, and her phone went off. She pulled it out and held her free hand up to me, extending her finger. I could hear her voice rise and she walked outside and stood under the black and white striped awning. She waved her hand around as she spoke into the phone.

			 She shoved it back in her pocket and rushed off. I started to stand up, and Ash returned, forcing me to lean to the side. My phone hummed again. I pulled it out as he took a seat across from me. His chair had a red, black, and white dragonfly painted on it. I eyed my phone. 

			So sorry, Echo. Business calls. I’ll stop by this evening, and we can chat.

			I hurriedly typed my response. 

			Sure, no problem. Come for dinner. I’m sure Aunt Luna will be fine with it.

			She immediately answered.

			Perfect. I’ll be there at seven-thirty sharp.

			“Him again?” Asher asked. 

			I glanced up at him as he glared at the phone in my hand. “No, I mean, even if it was it wouldn’t matter,” I added a shrug, although my actions didn’t match my emotions. 

			“Echo.” A strong voice broke through the room and slammed against my chest. I closed my eyes, hoping that it was in my head, but no such luck. I opened them after a much-needed breath. 

			I stared past Ash, and Thorn stood in the doorway of the café. Asher turned and gripped the back of his chair.

			Thorn ignored him and refused to look away from me. His hair was matted to the sides of his face, and his pale complexion seemed to fit the atmosphere of the coffee shop. He appeared tired, not so unlike my dad had been when arguing with my aunt. I wasn’t aware that an immortal could be affected by anything, but something had eaten away at him. 

			I swallowed hard. I thought it would be easy to ignore him when he showed up in my life again. I had fooled myself into thinking I could just pack away the remains of what we had shared together. 

			His eyes sparked. “Are you okay?” he asked, still ignoring everything around him. I could feel his emotional state wash over me, and my stomach flipped. 

			He took one step toward us. 

			“Whoa buddy, slow your roll,” Asher said as he turned and cocked his eyebrow. He flexed his fingers as if to say…who is this guy? 

			If only he knew what Thorn was and what he could do. 

			I stood up, knocking my chair out from behind me about as dramatically as anyone could. I tried to muster up the strength to tell him to go to hell, but the words wouldn’t come. My mind, body, and soul betrayed me. 

			“Echo, what about your coffee?” Asher asked as I rushed toward Thorn and then shoved him aside as I busted through the door and ran out into the cold rain, jerking my coat over my head to try to shield myself from the storm both above and below me. The sky groaned. I could hear Thorn calling out my name. 

			He could easily catch up to me, but he kept his distance. 

			I wasn’t scared of Thorn Vega. 

			I was scared of what I might do so I refused to look back. 

			I could never look back. 

			All it would take is one touch, and he could reclaim me.
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			My heart pounded in my chest as I rushed down the street and fought to stay upright. I skidded to a complete stop when I spotted a police car sitting in front of the house. 

			I couldn’t get the gate open fast enough. I stumbled up the walkway and hit the steps in a complete panic. I reached for the door just as it opened and stood there with my mouth agape when the same officer that had asked us questions at the hospital nearly ran into me. 

			“Oh!” I said, not knowing exactly how I should respond. I leaned to the side and let out a huge sigh of relief when Aunt Luna came into view. She looked happy. I wasn’t expecting that at all. I thought he had shown up to tell her what happened at school. My eyes narrowed. Why was he here?

			I pushed my way into the room and stood there, ready to tell her everything that had happened, well, almost everything. She needed to know about the accident. 

			“Did it go well?” she asked. 

			I glanced at the officer and then back to her. “What?”

			She waved her hand. “With Molly?” she added. 

			I was so darn confused. 

			“I—.” 

			The officer smiled at me. “Don’t be embarrassed. Therapy is a healthy thing, and quite honestly, after everything you’ve been through, I think it’s needed. With Mr. Jenny’s untimely death, as well as the attack, not to mention your sister.”

			I cleared my throat. He had no right to talk about Midnight. I could barely do it myself. 

			“Yeah, well, we didn’t get a chance to talk. Someone called her and—how did you know?” I asked with the tilt of my head.

			My aunt grinned and shook her phone. “She called and said something about a rain check. I guess she can’t make it for dinner.”

			“Oh, that’s a bummer,” I said. The officer smiled while reaching out and placing a hand on my shoulder. “If you ever need to talk to someone just know that we have counselors down at the station or I could lend an ear. I’m known to be a good listener.” He grinned at my aunt, and she fidgeted with her phone. I could tell that she was somewhat nervous. 

			“I’m okay,” I said with certainty. I didn’t know this man and I was still confused as to why he was here.  

			I sized him up, and he cleared his throat. “Well, I should be going, but I thank you for the hospitality, Ms. Luna.” 

			He gave me a quick nod, then he was gone, closing the door behind him.  

			“What did he want?” I asked without hesitation. 

			My aunt waved her hand and walked to the window. She stared at his car and spoke without looking at me. 

			“He wanted to make sure that I, I mean, that we were okay. It isn’t every day that a wolf tries to eat people here in Port Royal.”

			“Oh, yeah? Just checking in, huh?” I asked with a smirk. She turned and narrowed her eyes.

			“Don’t,” she spoke through a sigh, and I bit my lip. “Don’t what?” I asked. 

			She wagged a finger at me. “You know what, Echo.”

			I tried to hide my grin, but it was impossible. Her cheeks looked rosy in color, and I could tell that his visit had flustered her. I recognized it as well as I recognized it when Thorn flusters me.

			I mean flustered. Past tense.  

			“He’s cute.” I shrugged. 

			She rolled her eyes. “Aren’t they all?” 

			“Well, not all of them,” I added as I scanned the room and my eyes landed on the clock. There was a thin crack in the glass which was a reminder of that night. I could still hear the wind howling and Mr. Jenny’s deep growl. 

			Thorn had saved us that night. Then professed his love for me. 

			Darn it, Echo. Let it go. Seriously!

			Her lips pursed. 

			I blinked away the horrible memory. “Aunt Luna, I don’t want any secrets between us.” This was partially true. I wanted to tell her everything, but for now, I needed to explain what happened at school today. I must have looked worried because she immediately picked up on it. 

			“Echo, what is it?”

			I rubbed my forearms. “Honey?” she asked while taking a step toward me. 

			“I’ve never been a good swimmer.” 

			She let out a chuckle. “Honey, you’ve never been able to swim. You sink. It’s something we Navarri do with great precision.” 

			I took a breath and held it in. Just rip it off like a band-aid, Echo. Come on.

			“Well, I forgot that gym included a swimming course that began this month before all that stuff happened with you know who.” 

			“Thorn?” She asked.

			“No, I mean, yeah, him too. But no, the other one.”

			“You mean James.” She adjusted her stance.  

			“Yeah, the other one.” 

			“Go on.” She crossed her arms over her chest. I had her full attention now, but I almost wished that I didn’t.  

			“We had our first class today, and it was…interesting.”

			Her brow furrowed. “Interesting in what way?”

			“Everything was going pretty great right up until I fell from the high dive and had to be fished out of the water.” 

			“What!?” her voice went up a full octave. I blinked. She reached out and started to inspect me. I finally pushed back from her and held my hands up in protest. 

			“I’m fine. Honestly, I am, and I asked the nurse to let me tell you.”

			Terror flashed in her eyes. “Oh, my Goddess! The nurse?”

			She leaned in and inspected me further. Turning me from side to side.

			“Aunt Luna, I’m okay. I promise.” 

			She grabbed my shoulders. “Why on earth would you tell them to not call me!? Why, Echo?”

			My eyes lifted and locked onto hers. “Because I love you.” 

			She teared up. “Could you do me a small favor?” she asked. 

			I nodded. 

			“Stop trying to die on me!”

			Luna backed away, and I shrugged my shoulders. “I wasn’t trying to!” 

			“I think that maybe we should revisit the idea of homeschooling.”

			I stepped toward her in a panic. “NO! I mean, no. I want to be there.” I reached up and rubbed the side of my neck. She leaned down and noticed that I was blushing. 

			She tilted her head. I reached up and toyed with a strand of my hair. 

			“Who drug you out of the water? Was it a teacher? I probably need to make up a basket as a thank you, and one for the nurse although she should know better than to not call when something like this happens. I should have never allowed you to convince me that we didn’t need to call your parents when he, I mean, the wolf, attacked us! I’ve given you the impression that hiding things is a feasible solution, and it isn’t, honey.”

			“Aunt Luna.”

			She stopped her rambling and stared at me.  

			I shook my head with a nervous look on my face. “It wasn’t a teacher.” 

			“Who, then?” she asked.  

			I cleared my throat, wanting to come clean and tell her about what had really happened but a knock at the door interrupted us. 

			 Luna huffed as she strolled by me. Her long kimono wrap lit along the floor. It was black with large flowers all over it in deep yellows, oranges, and reds. It so reminded me of fall. 

			“It better not be who I think it is.” She groaned while grabbing the doorknob.

			“Aunt Luna.” I know that she thinks that it was Thorn, but telling her about Asher wasn’t something I really wanted to do. If I gave her an inch, she would take a mile and start setting up a date. I wasn’t ready for that.  

			She froze while staring at a rain-drenched Thorn Vega. 

			“Oh, hell no,” she said as she slammed the door in his face. 

			“Oh, crap,” I muttered behind her.
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			We sat at the tall table in the kitchen. 

			I held the cup close to my lips and smelled the chocolate. Thorn adjusted on his chair, and Luna set her cup of hot cocoa down and tapped her painted fingernails on the table. Each one a different color. Orange, blue, red, and green. Thorn wouldn’t look at her. I don’t blame him. She was shooting daggers. 

			I had panicked and invited him in. I knew I shouldn’t have, but her rejection of him set something off in me. Something that used to drive Midnight to do rebellious things. She hated being told what to do and who to do it with. 

			It was a bad move. 

			He glanced at me. I shook my leg under the table. A nervous habit that decided to rear its ugly head after being absent for months. His gaze lowered and I felt like he knew. I grabbed my knee and stopped it from bobbing up and down. So annoying. 

			“Aunt Luna—” I began to say but promptly shut up when she lifted her finger without looking at me. She pointed at him. “You hurt my precious. You made her cry.” 

			I blushed. I couldn’t help myself. He had hurt me, and I couldn’t deny it. In the short time I had known him, he had taken me on an emotional rollercoaster ride that could only be compared to losing my sister. I had found myself drawn to him without control, then rejected, only to be offered those three little words that I desperately needed to here which gave me a false sense of hope. Then right when I was at my most vulnerable, and needing his support, he rejected me again. Only to return asking me if I was okay. 

			Of course, I wasn’t okay.  

			I didn’t know how much more I could take, but it seemed impossible to deny him. Although doing that would be so much easier, or so I tell myself. 

			Thinking about it angered me, so I tried my best to push it back down someplace deep inside. Perhaps I could lock it away in the same place that I attempt to keep Midnight’s loss. Both threatened to destroy me, and both almost had on more than one occasion. The power that he held over me was a constant reminder of my weakness, but sitting here, this close to him seemed to soothe the ache in my heart. 

			He fingered at the top of the table. I had never seen him so docile. It made him even more endearing, but it was a façade. Thorn was a vampire. He could easily control the situation yet he refused to do it. I didn’t know if he was a genius or trying to get his butt kicked.  

			“I didn’t mean—” he started to say.    

			“Shut it.” Luna snapped. He closed his lips and removed his hand, shoving it into his lap. 

			Aunt Luna took a slow breath and released it. “Now, I’m going to lay out some non-negotiable ground rules.”

			“We don’t need—” I tried to say as she lifted her fingers and clamped them shut. 

			 “First rule. If I see one tear in her eye that is caused by you or something you have done, then I can’t be held responsible for the terrible plague of unreason I will rain down upon you, Hawthorn Vega.” 

			He swallowed hard and glanced up at her. “I under—”

			“Shut it; I’m not done.” 

			He closed his mouth, and I leaned back in my chair, taking a sip of my hot chocolate. I couldn’t say anything. She was on a rampage, and anything I had to say wouldn’t make a bit of difference. 

			She held up her hand and shot him the peace sign. “Second rule. If she chooses to talk to you that is her choice, but if she says you are no longer welcome around her then that’s it, you move on and don’t bother her again. Ever.” 

			I lowered my cup. “Aunt Luna,” I said with the tilt of my head. I appreciated her passion. “Maybe we could go—” I lifted my hand toward the doorway, hoping I could talk to him alone, but no such luck. Her head snapped, and she glared at me. I immediately shut up. I wasn’t getting an easy pass on this one, and I knew why. Not only had Eyota broken her heart into a million pieces, but I had told her that Thorn had done the same thing to me. Maybe I should have kept some things to myself. 

			“Third rule. She will not be going to your home, ever again.”

			I leaned forward. “Aunt Luna, seriously, you don’t need to do this.” 

			She took a drink and then set it down. “Should I say that this boy is not welcome in this house, too?” she asked me. 

			“I did that already,” I spoke without looking at him. 

			“Wait, what?” she asked. 

			Thorn spoke up. “She broke up with me.” He said as I barely glanced in his direction. I took another drink of my hot chocolate. This may have been the best case scenario. Having my aunt in between us was the only thing stopping me from rushing around the table and kissing those lips. 

			Stop it, Echo. Seriously. Just stop. 

			She pointed at him. “So you didn’t save her from drowning, today?” she asked. 

			“No, but I should have been there.” He paused and then looked at me. “I’m so sorry.” He added. 

			“You’re always sorry,” I muttered under my breath. 

			My aunt turned to face me. “So who helped you?”

			Thorn interrupted. “I would assume it was the boy that she was on a date with at The Red Rose.”

			“Date?” My aunt’s eyebrow shot up. 

			I sighed. “It wasn’t a date.”

			“Oh?” Thorn asked while his expression started to relax. 

			“Wait, who is this boy?” my aunt asked, and I adjusted on the chair, locking my feet around the bottom of the legs. I needed stability.

			“His name is Asher.”

			Thorn laughed, and my eyes shot sparks. “Your name is Hawthorn.”

			He crossed his arms over his chest.  

			That faint scent of sandalwood was wafting through the kitchen. I couldn’t believe that my aunt didn’t mention it. To me it was sometimes so strong you would think that incense was burning right behind you, but it never was, it was just him. He was my favorite scent in the world, and I hated that. 

			My aunt paused and sniffed the air. “Do you smell that?”

			I parted my lips. “What?” I asked, reaching up and rubbing the side of my arm. I felt guilty for thinking about how good he smelled. 

			“Apple pie? Fresh baked. Oh, it’s so strong.”

			She got up and checked the oven. She straightened her shoulders and placed her hands on her hips. 

			“Huh, for a moment I thought that I had slid a pie in the oven! So strange.”

			I narrowed my eyes, and Thorn smirked. “Is she smelling you?” I whispered so low there was no way she could hear me, but I knew that he could. He nodded, and I understood now. Thorn, and all vampires like him, smelled like whatever humans loved the most. For me he smelled like sandalwood, for my Aunt, he smelled like freshly baked apple pie.

			She returned to her chair. “So, who is this boy?”

			“Star’s nephew, from New Orleans. He’s actually Hungarian. I also know that he was in a terrible accident and his parents died. He wears his father’s wedding ring on his right hand.” I held my hand up and pointed at my wrist. “And he has a small tattoo that says, Roma.”

			“Gypsy.” My aunt said while resting her chin in her hand. 

			Thorn’s chair creaked as he moved on it. My aunt glanced over at him and back to me. “That’s an impressive amount of information that you’ve collected on this new boy.”

			I glanced at Thorn. “Well, unlike some people, he’s honest about everything.”

			Thorn snorted with the roll of his eyes. I crossed my arms over my chest, and my aunt cleared her throat. “Well, I think it’s time for bed. It’s getting late.” 

			Thorn lingered a while longer. Finally, he got up. “Thank you for having me,” he walked out of the kitchen, and I sat there gnawing on my bottom lip. I let out a sigh and rose up out of my chair.

			“I should probably, well, you know.” I pointed at the doorway, and she gave me a nod. 

			I stepped out into the entryway only to find him standing with his back to me. 

			“So, you like him, don’t you?” 

			I shoved my hands into my back pockets. “I don’t know why you care.”

			He turned back to face me. “Echo, I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

			“Do you ever?” I asked. 

			He stared down at the floor and then his sea-blue eyes lifted, bringing with them a feeling of sadness. I pushed it down into the pit of my stomach. 

			“Today was a perfect example as to why you’re better off without me in your life.” He added.

			I pointed at him. “That wasn’t up to you to decide, Thorn. But you did. You decided, not me.” 

			He moved closer, and I stood my ground. He brought that sweet scent right along with him. 

			“I should be grateful that he did what he did for you, but I feel—”

			I waited with baited breath and then he failed me again. His eyes darkened. “Guilty.”

			I parted my lips. “You don’t need to feel anything when it comes to me.”

			He turned and grabbed the doorknob. “I wish it was that easy.” He said as he slipped away into the stormy night.
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			“So.” My aunt said as she leaned against the door jam. I traced a heart on my window as the rained streaked the other side. 

			“Yeah,” I said as she entered my room and took a seat beside me in front of the window.

			She reached up and made her own heart on the glass, next to mine. I grinned while lowering my hand and turning to the side. My back rested against the wall, and I wrapped my arms around my legs. I scanned the dark sky. No stars. Nothing at all. 

			“I suppose I should say something life-affirming to you right now, but you seem to have this under control.”

			I smirked with the shake of my head. “Control? Me? I wish.”

			She folded her hands in her lap. “Oh, honey. I’m proud of you.”

			I sighed. “I’m not. Not at all.”

			She reached over and tapped the side of my leg. “You should be. No one turns down a Vega.”

			“Well, I really had no choice.” 

			She tilted her head, and I looked around the room. 

			“He told me that I should’ve left with my parents.”

			She scowled. “How dare he do that.”

			“I know, it hurt. I mean he said that he—well, he used that word on me. You know, the L word.”

			“Lesbian?” she asked.

			I laughed, and she winked at me. I know she was only kidding. I appreciated it. 

			“Speaking of that.” She added. “Bri and Mattie, huh?” 

			I nodded. “Yep.”

			“Well, I think it’s awesome. I mean, there was a time, when I was in school, that I had a serious crush on a girl.”

			“Really?” I asked. 

			She waved a hand. “Oh, yes. Tilly Thompson. She was a ravenous beauty. Long black hair, green eyes, flawless skin, and her laugh! Oh, it was contagious. Everything about her was.”

			“I had no idea that you, I mean—” I paused. It wasn’t like it mattered. Aunt Luna could love anyone she wanted to love. 

			“Had a girlfriend? Oh yes, I had a few, in between the boys, you know.” 

			I blushed as I hid my smile behind the side of my hand. 

			Her eyebrow cocked. “But Bri and Mattie? They just don’t seem to match, but maybe I’m wrong.”

			I leaned in and rested my chin on the top of my knee. “They have their problems, too,” I said as she reached up and moved my bangs out of my eyes. 

			“Well, don’t we all?” she added a wink. 

			Man, did we? My aunt had resurrected her last boyfriend, and I had fallen for a vampire. We had no business giving any advice to anyone when it came to relationships. 

			“So, tell me about this Asher.”

			I shrugged my shoulders. “There isn’t much to tell, except for what I already shared.”

			She smiled. “Oh, you mean when you were trying to use this boy to torture Hawthorn?”

			I unfolded my legs and swung them sideways as I gripped the side of the bench. The cold air was inching its way into the room. I could feel it at my back just like I could the memory of Thorn Vega.  

			“I didn’t mean to do that,” I muttered under my breath. 

			She leaned into my side. “Oh yes you did, and I can’t say that I blame you. Not one bit but this isn’t about a Vega, this is about this boy who saved you today.”

			I stared down at my lap. “I don’t know. He’s tall.”

			“And?” she asked. 

			I stared up at the ceiling. “He has brown eyes and dark brown hair. Chestnut, I think.”

			“Chestnut, huh?” she asked. I fought a grin. “Stop it,” I whispered. 

			“Well, I think you should do this.” She whispered back to me. 

			I eyed her from the side. “Do what?”

			“Date.” She slipped her arm around me. I closed my eyes. 

			Me, dating? Oh, God. No. 

			She kissed me on the cheek. “Why don’t you ask him to come along with us to the pumpkin patch?” 

			My eyes lit up. “Pumpkin patch?” 

			She smiled. “Yes, invite him and Mattie, Bri, and Daniel. We’ll go and pick out a truck load of pumpkins to decorate the house. Halloween is coming my dear! My favorite holiday.”

			“Mine, too.” I cooed. 

			“Okay, then. It’s a da—”

			I grimaced. Date was not a word I wanted to use. 

			“A day of fun.” She adjusted her comment to soothe me. 

			“That sounds great, Aunt Luna.” 

			She hugged me from the side, and I laid my head on her shoulder. 

			The storm kept up outside. Cold droplets of rain slammed against the glass. I closed my eyes and tried to push Thorn as far into the mist as I could, but he was always there, lurking just beyond my reach.
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			We sat in silence as I ate my cereal and Aunt Luna sipped her coffee. I cleared my throat as I stood up and took my bowl to the sink. I ran it under the stream of water and then placed it in the sink. I turned, and she had her back to me. I reached up and grabbed my hair, quickly working it into a ball and placing it on top of my head in a messy bun. It tilted to the side as I leaned down to tie my shoe. Aunt Luna leaned down in front of me and took the laces in her hands. She tied my shoe as I rose up and leaned against the counter. 

			“You two could never keep your shoes tied. Always tripping and falling. I can’t tell you how many bumps and bruises you both collected that summer you both stayed with me. Just too many to count.” 

			She stood up and pulled the shawl in tight around her shoulders.

			“I don’t remember Midnight being clumsy.”

			She smiled. “You both were. It terrified me.”

			“She.” I stopped. It was so hard to talk about her, but I forced myself to finish the sentence. “She was a great climber, like mom. She never fell, not once. She was fearless.”

			My aunt’s face remained calm. She seemed relieved that I had finally said something about my sister that didn’t include tearing up and shutting her out.

			I broke eye contact with her, and she lifted my chin. “You are fearless, you always have been. I think we sometimes forget what we’re capable of doing along the way. Life will try to break you down, Echo, but you have to remember everything to move forward.”  

			“It hurts,” I whispered. 

			“Oh baby, it’s supposed to, that’s how we know it was real.” 

			She pulled me in and held me close, but I didn’t cry. It felt good to celebrate something about her without feeling that numbness creep in and threaten to consume me. I nodded to my aunt and grabbed my umbrella and backpack as I headed out the door. I had no sooner shut the door when I darn near fell over myself. Thorn was standing at the gate. I paused and then walked down the steps. He never took his eyes off of me. 

			I stopped on our side of the gate and stared at him through the wrought iron. 

			“Can I walk you to school?” he asked. 

			“I don’t need anyone to walk me anywhere,” I spoke without much compassion.

			I opened the gate and walked past him. He followed. 

			I stopped dead when he spoke up behind me. “I like reading.” 

			I glanced back at him. “Great, so do I.” I turned and began walking again. He followed. 

			“A lot.” He added. 

			I stopped again and turned to face him. “Okay, so do I, and?” I added. 

			“I have a huge collection of books.”

			I tilted my head and waved a hand at my house. “We have a library.”

			“We own three. Well, my family does. We own the public library in New York. It houses—”

			I interrupted him. “At last count, it was said to have fifty-three million books cataloged.”

			He grinned. “Yes, and then we have the Bibliothèque Nationale de France.”

			I adjusted my feet. “Forty million. That library has forty million books in it.”

			“And the British library.” He added. 

			My eyes widened, but I had to reel it in. “The British Library?” 

			He grinned. “Yeah, we own that one, too. It has—”

			I was stunned, but I refused to let him see that his admission startled me. “One hundred and seventy million books.” I adjusted my backpack and started walking again. He rushed up next to me and leaned in. “Yeah, so if you ever, I don’t know. Want to see any of them, I would be happy to take you there.”

			I rolled my eyes and stopped, turning to face him. I took a step forward, and he took one back. 

			“Don’t,” I said through gritted teeth. 

			“What?” he asked with the shrug of his shoulders.

			“This, whatever this is.”

			He narrowed his eyes. “I’m just trying to be open and tell you things about myself.”

			I shook my head. “No, you aren’t. You’re trying to seduce me with books.”

			He laughed. “I would never.”

			I tapped my foot, and he rubbed the back of his neck. “Okay, fine. Maybe I was.”

			He leaned forward while his eyes locked onto my mouth. I shiver rolled through me. 

			I tried to ignore how amazing he smelled and how much I wanted to give in and kiss him. It was so infuriating. I cleared my throat. “This isn’t opening up, Thorn. This is just showing off.”

			His brow furrowed. “I thought you wanted to know things about me? I’m trying to do that.”

			I rolled my eyes. “Oh, my God.” I turned and started to walk again. He rushed up next to me. 

			“Okay, fine.” He grabbed my arm and stopped me from moving. 

			“I’m going to be late.” 

			He scanned the road and then his beautiful eyes landed back on me. “Your blood is the only human blood that I’ve ever tasted.” 

			My mouth sat agape as he leaned into my ear. “It set me on fire. You, Echo, you set me on fire, and it scared me.” 

			My breath hitched. I didn’t know what to say to him. 

			A long black car rolled up behind us, and the door opened. “Thorn.” 

			I knew the voice. It was Eyota Vega. He leaned forward in the backseat. Our eyes locked and a cold wind rushed down the side walk. My muscles tightened to the point of aching.  

			Thorn balled his fist at his side. “Hawthorn.” He repeated with aggravation. 

			He turned to face him. “Father.”

			“I need to speak to you.”

			“I’m walking Echo—”

			He interrupted. “Now.”

			I stepped back as Thorn left me standing there. His sad eyes only glancing back at me for a second and then he was gone. The car rolled away, and I popped my umbrella just as the first drops of rain hit the ground.
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			I fidgeted in class, staring at the clock as it ticked away one long second at a time.

			I had spent the first three periods without seeing Thorn in the hallways. 

			The bell rang, and I collected my things and hurried out of class, hoping to spot him, but he wasn’t anywhere to be found. I wanted to finish our conversation. I did appreciate the fact that he opened up to me, but it didn’t change much of anything. He had a fiancé. His father was going to see to it that he married Nova, whether Thorn wanted to or not. 

			I wanted to remove myself from the equation, but every time he came near me I spent each agonizing moment fighting the urge to rush into his arms.

			I hate it, and him. I have too. 

			If I don’t, then I’m doomed to repeat this horrible cycle over and over again. 

			Me, always wanting more.

			Him, only offering enough to pique my interest.

			I can’t forget that he told me to leave with my parents.

			He said that, not me. 

			I bit my lip as I walked to my locker and fumbled with the combination. I got it wrong twice in a row, and then it finally opened for me. I jerked on the handle, and everything fell out at my feet. I could hear laughter behind me, and I tried to ignore it. I leaned down to collect the mess of books and paper that had scattered around my black boots. 

			“Let me help you.”

			The words made my heart skip a beat. 

			But I looked up, and Ash was swooping in to try to save the day using Thorn’s words and tricking me into thinking he had returned. I tried to grab at everything I could, but he snatched up two books and one of my folders before I could get it all. 

			“Here.” He said as he held them out to me. I reached up, and he pulled them back. “Or, I could carry them for you,” he added. 

			“It’s lunchtime,” I said without much emotion. 

			“Right.” He said with a hand to his neck.

			I watched our classmates rush down the hallway. A second bell would ring soon, and more people would fill the halls.  

			He tilted his head. “Did I do something wrong?” he asked inquisitively. 

			“No—I mean, there was the kiss,” I whispered. 

			“The what?” 

			We both turned, and Thorn was standing there. His lip was cut and his knuckles bruised. 

			Ash extended his hand and grinned at Thorn. “Asher Westbrook.”

			Thorn ignored him and kept his eyes on me. Asher lowered his hand and snickered. “Okay, well.” Thorn took my things away from him so quickly that Ash was left with his hands floating in the air with nothing in them. 

			“What kiss?” Thorn asked me, and Ash leaned into his side. 

			“She has really great lips, doesn’t she?” He had no idea how dangerous his teasing could be. 

			Thorn dropped my books and had him against the lockers in one graceful move. Ash narrowed his eyes and reached up, grabbing Thorn’s hand and tried to move it, but it was no use. Thorn had his hand pressed against his shoulder, and I knew that he could break his bones if he wanted to. 

			I stepped forward. “Thorn, please,” I said as their eyes remained locked on one another. I had to hand it to Ash for not wavering. 

			“I saw you in the café. I take it you’re the ex?” Asher asked. 

			I grimaced as Thorn let him go and moved back. His eyes landed on me for confirmation.

			“Yes,” I said, knowing that I couldn’t waver on my decision if I planned on ever moving past him. Thorn turned, and I lifted my hand. I wanted so badly to stop him from leaving, but my aunt’s words lingered in my mind. What was best for me was tearing me apart. 

			The bell rang and a second wave of teenagers filled the hallways.  

			“Party!” Mattie yelled as she rushed in with Bri at her side. She waved a flyer around, and kids filled the space between Thorn and I. I tried to keep my eyes on him, but everyone crowded in, blocking my view. I could see the door open, and he was gone. I sighed.  

			“Lookie, Halloween!” she yelled as she waved it in my face. I blinked.

			“What?” I asked as she handed the flyer to me. “It’s a full-on Halloween party, Echo! I could just die! I love Halloween, don’t you?” she asked as Bri looked me over. 

			I stared at the flyer. It was a silhouette of three witches at the top and Halloween was written out in bold white letters. There was no address just more numbers at the bottom. 

			Longitude and latitude. 

			No thank you.

			I shook my head. “I’m not going to The Pine ever again. I promised my aunt that I wouldn’t do that.” I scanned the hallway. Asher leaned into my side. “Oh, come on. It’s a party.” He whispered. 

			Bri smirked. “It isn’t in The Pine, you scaredy cat.”

			I narrowed my eyes. “Then where is it?” I asked. 

			A voice rose up behind everyone in front of me. “It’s at the Arsenal.” Tailor grinned as the kids parted like the red sea to leave her standing across from me. Her red hair sat in two balls on the back of her head. 

			“I don’t know what that is,” I replied. 

			She glanced at her nails. “It’s only the most haunted place in the world.”

			I grinned. “Haunted?” I asked. 

			She lowered her hand to the side of her hip. “Yes, it was a mental institution, something you should know about.” 

			I gritted my teeth as I lowered the flyer in my hand. “Well, have fun.” 

			She tilted her head. “Oh come on, your boyfriends will be there. All of them. Let’s see; there’s Daniel.” She looked at him, and he blushed. “Then Thorn, who’ve you effectively dumped which is cray cray, and now that new boy—what’s his name? Dasher?” She winked at me. 

			“It’s Asher with an A, and I’m standing right here.” He said. 

			“Whatever.” She waved her hand. 

			“I don’t have multiple boyfriends.” I huffed. 

			“Really? I heard you get around like your aunt.” She rolled her fingers, and some of the kids laughed.  

			I wanted to slap her across the face, but instead, I accepted her invitation. “I’ll be there with bells on.” 

			She winked at me. “Oh, good.” 

			She walked away with the two girls who stuck to her like glue. I stepped back and leaned my shoulders against the locker. 

			“Oh, screw her,” Mattie said in a huff. 

			“No thanks, she sucks.” Bri chimed in, and Mattie swatted at her. Bri laughed, but Daniel looked mortified. Asher leaned to the side as she walked away. “She has a huge as—” 

			 Ms. Hull called out into the hallway. “Lunchtime is only thirty minutes, children.” 

			 “I wish she would disappear forever,” I muttered under my breath as I shoved my things into my locker and slammed it shut. 

			I turned, and Bri was grinning at me. 

			“I could make that happen.” She said, and I narrowed my eyes. 

			“No,” I said as we all walked down the hallway together. 

			She leaned forward. “Seriously, it would be professional and totally discreet.” She added. 

			“No, Bri.” 

			She straightened up and wrapped her arm around Mattie. They both laughed. 

			“I’m serious, don’t do anything,” I added.

			Asher bumped against my side. “Don’t worry. Karma will eat her.” 

			I glanced up at him, and he winked at me.
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			I held my phone in my hands and stared at the screen. I was fighting the urge to message Thorn. I just wanted to say that I was sorry and that this whole thing between Asher and me wasn’t what he thought it was. I gave a nod and placed my hands on the screen just when a knock came to the door, and I nearly dropped it. “Yes?” My voice cracked.  

			Mattie came rushing in with Daniel and Bri. I grinned as the three of them looked me over. 

			“So.” She said as she clasped her hands together. 

			“Yeah?” I asked. 

			“We need to go shopping for costumes!” she added. 

			I caught a glimpse of Daniel staring at me. My attention was immediately drawn back to Mattie. She placed her hands on her hips. 

			My expression was deadpan. “What?” she asked as her smile started to fade.

			I sighed. “I don’t think I’ll be going to that party.” 

			“Why!?” she yelled while joining me on the bed. She bumped me from the side, and I held onto the edge of it. She leaned against my arm as Bri stared out the large window and Daniel kept his eyes on me. 

			“I don’t think my aunt will let me go, not after everything that’s happened.”

			“Pffft,” Mattie waved her hand. “She will totally let you go. I know, because I already asked her for you and guess what, my little gothic princess? She said yes!” 

			I looked at her in shock. “You did what?”

			She shrugged her shoulders. “I asked her for you. Besides, you need to get out of this house.” Her eyes roamed the room and then landed back on me. “Don’t get me wrong, I love the vintage look, but sometimes this place gives me the mega creeps.”

			Bri laughed while keeping her back to us. She traced a heart on my window, and the condensation ran down the glass and made it look like it was bleeding.

			“I love this house,” I said quietly. 

			Mattie nudged me with a grin. Bri spoke up. “I do, too. The creepy factor is at an eleven.” 

			I grinned. “It really isn’t creepy.” I narrowed my eyes and turned to face Mattie. “She said yes?” I asked with so much doubt it came out in my voice. 

			Mattie gave me a quick nod, but her eyes lowered. I leaned down, trying to see her face.

			“What?” I asked. 

			She bit her lip. “Nothing. I’m just excited.” 

			She glanced back at Bri, and I moved over. “What did you guys do?” 

			She turned to face me and her nose wrinkled. Even when she was nervous, she looked cute.

			“What do you mean?” she asked. 

			My eyes darted from Bri and back to her. “Did you cast a spell on my aunt or something?” 

			Mattie laughed, and Bri inspected her fingernails. 

			I stood up. “Did you?” I asked in Bri’s direction. 

			She sighed. “No, but I wanted, too.” She waved a hand at Mattie. “She wants me to tone it down, or whatever that means.”

			Mattie rolled her eyes. “Bri, all those dead things freak me out!”

			Bri laughed. “I didn’t kill them! I find them like that.” 

			Mattie stared at me with her eyebrows arched. 

			I held my hands up. “I think what Mattie is saying is that you could maybe hide them better, right?” I nodded to Mattie, and she shook her head. 

			“Yes, exactly! The fact that you collect roadkill is not normal, Bri.”

			Bri let out an exhaustive huff. “Fine. I’ll put them away, I guess.”

			“Yeah?” Mattie asked, and Bri grinned through gritted teeth.  

			I crossed my feet and gripped the top of my shoulder. “I’m so glad that we could get your budding taxidermy business all squared away but what did you do to get my aunt to say yes?” My hand dropped to my side. “Did everyone forget what happened the last time I tried to party it up? I ended up falling down a hill and slamming my head into a boulder.” 

			Daniel parted his lips and Mattie jumped up and interrupted whatever thought he had.  

			“So, are we going shopping or what?” she asked. 

			“I— ” It was all I could get out before Mattie clapped her hands and Bri grinned behind her.

			“Black Cats and Pointy Hats!” she yelled with unbridled enthusiasm. 

			They both rushed out the door. I looked at Daniel with confusion. “What?”

			“Black Cats and Pointy Hats. It’s a Halloween store. Mattie loves it.”

			“Fine,” I said as we headed out of my bedroom and into the hallway.
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			I rushed down the stairs just as Aunt Luna was making her way to the living room. I could smell the coffee in her hand, and I was tempted to stay home and just settle in for the evening. 

			I pointed at the door. “I guess we’re going to buy costumes and thank you for letting me go.”

			“I’m happy that you took my advice.” She winked at me, and I narrowed my eyes. 

			What? What advice? 

			I ran backward, tempting fate as she waved at me. Somehow I twisted and made it to the door without biting it. I was almost impressed until I tripped going out the door and was caught by two strong hands and a light scent of cologne. I looked up as Ash helped me to my feet. Mattie stood by the gate with Bri. Daniel was standing by his car. 

			“Hi,” Ash said with a glint in his eye. 

			Damn you, Mattie! Now I understood everything. She told my aunt that I was going to this thing with Ash. Of course, she said yes!  

			“Hi,” I said as I stepped back from him and looked him over. He was dressed nice. Black jacket, black shirt, dark skinny jeans and black and white chucks. His hair was slicked back, exposing his nice cheekbones and firm jawline. I could see the faint scar above his eyebrow. I was glad that he didn’t feel like he needed to hide it. His pentagram charm lay against his black t-shirt and captured some of the dim light coming from the porchlight.

			“I think we should start over.” He said. 

			I narrowed my eyes as he extended his hand. “My name is Asher Tiberius Westbrook the third. I can sometimes be a total ass and do annoying things, but I’ll never lie, and that has to be a plus, right?”

			I hesitated then took his hand and shook it. My grip was firm so that I wouldn’t give him the wrong impression. “I’m Echo Navarri.” 

			“Midnight.” He added, and it made my stomach flip.

			“It’s just Echo,” I said, wanting to correct him. 

			“Okay, Echo. How about more facts about me?” he smiled. “My family are gypsies, and we settled in New Orleans after leaving Hungary, well, we all did except for my Aunt Star and Aunt Carrie. They moved here when I was little. My Aunt Carrie, she um—” he drifted off for a moment. 

			“I know, and I’m sorry about that and what happened to your parents. It must have been hard.” 

			“Yeah, well, to be honest, I really didn’t know her very well. She wasn’t open to magic like Star is, and my parents, they, well, we didn’t always get along. I wish we had because I hate regret. It sucks, and they weren’t a big fan of this either.”

			He fingered at the charm on his necklace. 

			“Magic,” I replied. 

			“Yes, I’m a warlock. I practice magic. Does that bother you?” 

			I laughed and glanced behind me then back to him. “No, it doesn’t.” 

			“Good.” He said. “I just don’t want any secrets between us, ya know?”

			I nodded to him. “Yeah, I know exactly what you mean.” 

			I pulled my hand back and broke the connection between us. I almost forgot that we were still holding hands. He cleared his throat. “So, what are you going to go as?”

			I narrowed my eyes. “What?” 

			He tried to conceal a grin. “To the party, what are you going to dress up as?” he asked.    

			I shook my head and glanced at Mattie who was throwing me a wink. I could kill her for this. She had no idea what a terrible position she had placed me in. I looked back at him and sighed. I know in her mind she was doing the only thing she knew would work to get me out of the house.

			He leaned toward me and lowered his voice. “Listen, I know.”

			“Know what?” I asked, and he grinned. 

			“I know that you and that vampire looking guy are not over, not yet anyway.” 

			I bit my lip and crossed my arms over my chest. “Vampire?” I choked out. 

			He laughed. “You know, a hundred-year-old teenager who is constantly lost in deep thought?” He smiled. “He reminds me of that guy from Washington; you know the one in the book.”

			“Stop it.” 

			He shoved his hands deep into his pockets and shrugged. “I’m kidding. I get it. If I had you then I would be protective, too.”

			I didn’t know how to respond so I looked at Daniels car and I felt his hand on my arm. I was forced to look at him again. 

			“Okay, I offended you. My humor isn’t for everyone.” He started to turn, and I stopped him. 

			“You didn’t. What Thorn and I have was just, well—”

			“Was?” he asked. 

			I cleared my throat. “It’s complicated.” 

			He looked me over. “Everything worth having is.”

			I couldn’t argue with him. 

			My brows drew together. “So what are you going to be?”

			He perked up. “Oh, myself, I guess.” 

			“A warlock?” I asked, and he grinned at me. 

			“So does that include anything special, like a cape or something?” I asked, and he smirked. 

			“I’m not Dr. Strange.”

			I shifted from one foot to the other and Daniel started up his car. The humming of his engine vibrated the water droplets on the porch banister. I caught myself staring at them and then Ash tried to give me an easy way out.

			He lowered his hand and shoved it back in his pocket. “I know she set this up without you knowing about it. I could tell by the look on your face when you nearly ran into me.”

			I cleared my throat and rubbed my forearm. 

			He took a breath. “Cool, well, I’ll see ya later.” He turned, and I just couldn’t help myself.

			“You’re welcome to come along if you want to.” The words had no sooner left my lips when I felt the urge to retract them, but it was too late. 

			He stood there with his back to me and then turned with a smile on his face. “Sure, yeah. I’d really like that. Thank you, Echo.” 

			I walked past him. He followed closely behind as I made my way out of the gate. Mattie opened the back door and waved me in. I happily joined her and Bri in the backseat as Ash slid into the car and turned to face Daniel. 

			“Asher Westbrook, but I go by Ash.” He extended his hand and Daniel grinned. He shook Asher’s hand and glanced at me. “Daniel, and I don’t go by Danny.” 

			Mattie laughed, and I nudged her from the side. I really hoped that Daniel and Ash would become friends. Daniel spent most of his time holding down the position of third wheel with Mattie and Bri. He needed a bromance and I kind of think that Ash could be that for him. At least I hoped so. 

			“Chop, chop, Mr. Fitzpatrick.” Bri chirped while tapping the back of Daniel’s seat. He turned the key and eyed me in the rearview mirror. 

			I leaned into Mattie’s ear. “We need to talk.”

			She cleared her throat. “Can we make a quick pit stop at The Red Rose? I need a coffee.” 

			Ash turned and winked at her. “I can hook you up.”

			“Oh yeah?” she asked, and Bri took her hand and squeezed it.

			I glanced up at the house and Luna was standing in the window nursing her drink. 

			We pulled away, and I lost sight of her. 

			I’m sure she was thrilled.

			I was terrified.
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			We all stood in front of the Halloween store and gawked at the large sign that had been carefully placed above the door. 

			Black Cats and Pointy Hats was spelled out in bold black lettering on a green, white, and purple sign. A cartoonish-style black kitten rested on its furry little behind off to the left of the catchy title. An oversized witch’s hat sat cocked at an angle on its head, propped up by oversized ears. Its large doll eyes made me, Mattie, and Bri tilt our heads and let out a collective sigh. 

			“Ravenswood, huh?” I asked while scanning the street. I took a deep breath and could smell the pine. The sun was out, and there was a hint of fall leaves in the air. It only took us thirty minutes to get here. It was a picture-perfect town. It had one stop light, and every house was brightly colored. The exact opposite of Port Royal. Every house there looked like it was torn from the pages of a Tim Burton novel. 

			A girl stepped into the window and placed a small price tag in front of a medium sized raven. She appeared to be our age.  

			Mattie rubbed her shoulder against mine. “It’s amazing, isn’t it?”

			I nodded as Mattie stepped up to the window and leaned in like we were five. I joined her as I watched the mechanical bird caw from behind the thick pane of glass. His large black wings flapped, and his beak moved. 

			The girl lingered, and Mattie waved at her. “Hey, Alexi!” she called out with an enthusiastic smile and wave. 

			The girl grinned at us, offering a lighthearted wave with the wiggling of her small pale fingers.

			“Their old store burned to the ground,” Mattie spoke quietly, cupping her hand to her mouth so the girl couldn’t tell what she was saying, but the look on her face as she decided to turn told me that she did. I bit my lip and released it as I watched the girl walk away. “Old store?” I asked with the tilt of my head. 

			She nodded and gave the window a once over. “Yeah, it was called Stuff and Things.” 

			Bri chimed in. “And what boredom brings.” She added. 

			I glanced at Bri. “What happened?” I asked. 

			Bri shrugged her shoulders. “No one knows, it just burned down in the middle of the night. It caused a ton of drama here, I mean, this place is pretty Norman Rockwell, if you haven’t noticed.”

			“It’s beautiful here,” I said as my hazel eyes landed back on hers.

			She carried on with a nod. Bri lowered her voice. “Before that, they had a m-u-r-d-e-r.” She spelled it out like we were amongst children.

			“A murder!” I spoke too loudly. A couple of women paused behind us and then rushed down the sidewalk, locked arm in arm while whispering to each other. Mattie shushed me. 

			It seemed that Ravenswood might not be exactly what I thought it was but why should I be surprised? I didn’t show up in Port Royal thinking that I’d be charmed by a teenage vampire or have to battle my aunt’s dead boyfriend. 

			 Bri spoke up. “That store was awesome. I bought the majority of my books from there. They had the best! Hands down, the very best.” 

			I looked in the window and then back to Mattie. “Who was murdered?” I asked. She wrinkled her nose and leaned into my ear, offering the information in a half whisper. 

			“A teacher.” She said, and my heart fluttered in my chest. 

			I was starting to think that the East Coast wasn’t teacher friendly. Perhaps it should come with a warning sign of some sort. 

			“What did he teach?” I asked. “I mean, assuming it was a he,” I added. 

			“Oh, I don’t know, and yes, it was a man,” Mattie said as Bri took her hand and pulled her toward the door. 

			She glanced back at me. “Come on, Echo. I want to go inside!” she chirped with excitement. 

			My phone hummed in my pocket, and I pulled it out as Mattie and Bri rushed into the store. I turned away with it cradled in my hand. 

			I’m sorry, Echo.

			I bit my lip and glanced back at Ash and Daniel, who were both waiting on me. My fingers moved across the screen as I thought it through.

			Please don’t do this. 

			I watched as my screen didn’t move, then Thorn’s reply came and made me blink.

			I don’t like him.

			I grinned. His jealousy was flattering.

			Stop.

			My phone immediately rang in my hand, and I blinked. Crap. 

			I pressed the button and placed it to my ear as I folded my free arm around my waist. I began to step away. I needed some distance from Ash and Daniel, who were now debating the origins of Halloween. 

			The breeze picked up, and a strand of my hair brushed against my cheek. I wished it was his fingertips. I missed him more and more, the longer we spent apart, the more frustrated I became. 

			“Asher Tiberious Westbrook the third,” Thorn said as I concealed a grin. 

			My eyebrow rose. “He’s the third one.” 

			“Lucky for us.” His tone was thickly laced with sarcasm. It was nice to hear him somewhat normal again. 

			“Where are you?” I asked as I scanned the buildings like he was spying on me.

			“Where are you?” he asked without missing a beat. 

			I took a deep breath and let it out. “I’m in Ravenswood.”

			“Why?” he asked. 

			“Road trip with Mattie, Bri, and Daniel.” I really wanted to say Ash was with us but it didn’t happen. 

			“Shopping for Halloween costumes?” he asked, and I stared down at my shoes and shuffled my feet. My finger tapped against my upper lip and then I nodded before I confirmed his suspicions to be true. 

			“Yep.”

			“So, you’re going to Tailor’s party?” 

			I let out a sigh. “Looks like it.”

			“Well, what should we go as?” he asked, and my eyebrows shot up. I glanced over at Daniel and Ash, waving them on. Daniel didn’t hesitate, but Ash lingered. I nudged my chin toward the door, and finally, he took the bait and left me alone. I waited until the door closed behind him before I spoke up again. 

			“Not we.” I cocked my hip and started twisting my loose hair between my fingers. I glanced back and caught Ash staring at me, but he quickly moved away from the door. I lowered my hand and tightened my grip on the phone. 

			“I thought couples did some matching outfit thing?” He asked, like we were together. 

			I laughed, he didn’t. “Oh, you’re serious. I’m sorry, I thought you were joking.”

			“I don’t joke when it comes to you, Echo Midnight Navarri.”

			I spun around and lowered my phone to see he was standing behind me. He was wearing sunglasses and sporting a large black umbrella over his head. I stared up at it. 

			I know I looked shocked. 

			My eyes darted to the store and back to him. 

			God, I should have said Ash was with us. This was horrible. 

			He reached toward me and paused beneath the shade of his umbrella. I took a step back. He withdrew his hand.  

			“Is that the secret to your flawless skin?” Ash asked. Thorn removed his sunglasses, and his eyes were reddish brown. I had never seen them this way. They almost glowed in the shadow of the umbrella. I cleared my throat and placed my hand on his arm, silently urging him to put his sunglasses back on. He did it, but not without his beautiful mouth contorting into a frown. It pained me. This was all my fault. I immediately went into salvage mode. 

			“He’s here because of Mattie. She told my Aunt that we were going to the party together.” 

			“You and him?” he whispered. 

			I nodded. 

			“No,” Thorn said as I stepped up close to him and placed my hand on his chest. He sighed, which was also completely unnecessary, but I appreciated the effort he put into appearing human for me, although to be honest, the darker side of him intrigued me more.

			“Hey, is it?” Ash repeated, and Thorn growled. I turned and stood in front of him. 

			“Thorn has a condition.” I lied. There was no other choice. 

			Ash crossed his arms over his chest. “Yeah, I heard of that one. Suckus Hardus, right?” 

			I straightened up and stared at Ash. “No, he’s sensitive to the sunlight.” 

			Ash gave me a nod but never took his eyes off of Thorn. “Photosensitivity?” he asked, and I snapped my fingers. I had momentarily forgotten the name of it. I was so glad he did. 

			“Yes!” I said as I wagged my fingers at him. I lowered my hand, realizing that I was adopting some of Aunt Luna’s theatrical attributes. 

			“Huh.”

			“You don’t believe me,” Thorn said as more of a statement than a question.

			Ash grinned and shook his head. “So what does it do? Make you break out in a rash? I’ve read that it’s pretty nasty.” 

			Thorn started to tilt the umbrella, and I turned and gripped it with my hand, trying to keep it in place. “No,” I whispered. 

			He reached up and removed his glasses, and his eyes were now back to sea blue. I assumed the red was caused by extreme agitation. 

			I swallowed hard. His eyes locked onto my mouth. “I’m fine.” 

			My brow wrinkled. “Thorn, please. You don’t have to do anything. He’s just pushing you.”

			He leaned into my ear. “Go stand over by him; this could get messy.” 

			I backed away from him as he slowly tilted the umbrella until it was no longer casting its protective shadow over his body. He pushed his sleeves up one at a time. His facial expression appeared strained. I didn’t see anything at first and then the first patch of redness formed on his pale skin just at the wrist and rushed up his arm. He grit his teeth as he stared at it in horror. A light shade of pink made way for red, and it continued to darken. Finally, a blister began to form, then another and his hands started to tremble. 

			He moaned, and I rushed in, snatching up the umbrella and raising it above the two of us. Once I was close to him, I could smell the faint hints of a fire burning. The sun was threatening to consume him, and would have, if I hadn’t interveened. It terrified me, but the fact that he did this to prove something to Ash concerned me. 

			Ash stepped closer to us as the rash started to disappear on the surface of Thorn’s arms. He was healing, thank God. He rolled his sleeves down as I watched the fabric conceal the burn.

			“Hey, man. I’m sorry. You didn’t have to do that.”

			Thorn lifted his shades and put them back on. He took the umbrella in his hand.

			He grinned at me. “No worries.”

			“How could you do that?” I whispered as the line deepened between my eyebrows. 

			He leaned in. “Anything for you. Anything.” 

			I stepped back and into the sunlight. 

			He smiled. I hated it and him for doing this foolish thing. He couldn’t be so frivolous with his life. I stepped toward him, and my eyes became glossy. His smile faded as I tried to hold back the tears. 

			“You just can’t…I mean, you should be more careful.” I added a nod and wiped a tear from my cheek.

			 He stepped toward me. “You still care.” He said.

			“Go, please. Just leave.” I choked out.

			I rushed into the store and left him behind. 

			I did care, but I didn’t want to.
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			I stepped into the store and spotted everyone.

			I looked over, and both Mattie and Bri were huddled together. They acted like they had witnessed at least some of what had happened outside. Daniel came trotting over with a cane in his hand and a cape on. 

			“So what was that all about?” Mattie asked. Bri was messing with her nails. Then she lifted her chin. “It’s his skin thing.” She said, and Mattie narrowed her eyes. 

			Her head snapped back to me. “What skin thing?”

			Ash interrupted. “He has photosensitivity to sunlight. It makes his skin break out in a rash. It was pretty gnarly.” 

			“Oh, Geesh!” Mattie said, and I sighed. “It isn’t that serious.”

			“Wait, what?” Daniel asked. 

			Mattie rolled her eyes. “Thorn has a skin condition that doesn’t let him go out into the sunlight.”

			“Like a freakin’ vampire?” he asked, and my nervous laughter was followed by a rub to the side of my neck. “No,” I said like I needed to bat away any suspicions. 

			I was grateful when a man’s voice interrupted the conversation before it could go any further.

			“Welcome!” 

			He approached us with a joyful grin. He stepped up and looked me over then spotted Mattie. 

			“Hello, Matilda. It’s been a while!” He said, and Mattie blushed. He took her hand and tapped it. “I mean, Mattie, of course. I’m sorry, I just think your name is beautiful.” 

			“Matilda is fine.” She cooed. Bri narrowed her eyes. Obviously, Mattie had a crush on this man. I grinned. He was handsome and had a killer store. Who wouldn’t think he was cool? 

			Bri stepped up. “It’s Mattie.” She said with a dull tone. He winked at her. “Hello, Brianna. Still whipping up spells?” he asked, and she placed a hand on her hip. “I cast, I don’t whip up anything.” 

			He grinned. “Of course, I didn’t mean to insult you.” 

			She didn’t say anything, so he cleared his throat. “Well, for those who don’t know me, I’m Christopher, and welcome to Black Cats and Pointy Hats! What can we help you find today?” he waved his hand behind him. It was a glorious collection of gothic goodness. A cackling witch rushed across the ceiling on a broom with fog trailing behind her. 

			I decided to chime in. “Costumes. We’ve been invited to a Halloween party.” I was determined to get back on track and stop allowing Thorn to dictate how I feel. 

			A voice called out to us. “At the arsenal?” 

			The girl was sitting on the counter, eating red licorice. She bit off a piece of it and chewed. I spotted a large glass container sitting next to her. She noticed and removed the lid. She reached in and grabbed a few pieces.

			“Yeah,” I said while I curiously studied her. She was the same girl who had placed the price tag in the window. She hopped down and made her way over to us. She paused and held the licorice out to me. I took it from her hand and then she went down the line until everyone had one. 

			“You do know that place is haunted to hell and back.” 

			Christopher laughed as he ran his hand through his thick mane of hair. He lowered it and tapped his stomach. “Don’t mind Alexandra; she has a vivid imagination and a forked tongue.”

			“Hell is not a curse word; it’s a place.” She said with a chuckle. 

			She side eyed him and then looked at me again with a sinister grin on her face. “Suit yourselves, but I wouldn’t step foot in there.” 

			“Why?” I asked. 

			She leaned forward and half whispered. “People died there, lots of them, from what I hear. They used to drop them down the laundry shoots. There were piles of bones collecting in the basement.” 

			Christopher placed his hands on her shoulders and pulled her into his side. Alexi glanced up at him and took another bite of her licorice. She chewed with her mouth open. He reached down and gently placed his fingers under her chin, forcing her mouth shut. 

			“What?” I asked. 

			Christopher gave Alexi a shake. “How about you go do some restocking?” he asked, and she grimaced.

			“Stock what, Christopher? Look around.” She lifted a hand and let it drop. “There is shi—” 

			“Ah!”

			“Stuff.” She added with a mischievous grin. 

			He clenched his teeth. “Anything.” 

			She scowled and walked away in a huff. He nervously adjusted the cuff of his sleeve.

			“And could you call me Dad?” he called out over his shoulder. 

			She waved a hand behind her. “Okay, Dad.” She disappeared into the back room, closing the door behind her. 

			I stared at him, waiting for an explanation. “Piles?” I asked. 

			He coughed and then tapped his chest. “Like I said. Alexi has a very active imagination.”

			“But it was a mental institution,” I said. 

			“It used to be, but from what I understand it was purchased by the Ravenswood family a few years ago.”

			My brow furrowed. “Wait, Tailor has the same last name as this town.”

			Bri sighed. “Yes, her family owns this town, but they don’t live here. They treat it like a rental. They like living in Port Royal.”

			Christopher interjected. “Yes, well, their family comes once a year and walks around to inspect the place, but I guess we keep it just as they like it, so if they choose to live elsewhere that is totally fine. We love it here.”

			I smiled. “I can see why. It’s a beautiful town. I’m sure I’ll be back again.”

			He appeared relieved. “Good, we love new friends, and customers, of course.” He added a wink. Mattie gazed at him, and Bri nudged her from the side. 

			I nodded to Christopher, and he folded his hands behind his back. “Well, why don’t you take a look around the place? If you need help just come get me. I’ll be wrestling with the new Jason Voorhees animatronic.” 

			“What?” Bri asked as her voice went up a full octave. 

			Christopher smiled. “Yes, I finally broke down and got one but the old boy refuses to swing his weapon. I’m sure I’ll figure it out.”

			Bri rocked back on the heels. She clasped her hands behind her back. 

			“I’m pretty good at fixing things.” She said with confidence. Mattie backed her up with a nod.

			“She is.” 

			“Well, would you like to help me?” he asked.

			“Yes!” she yelled and then tried to tone it down. “I mean, sure. If you want me too.” 

			Her enthusiasm made me smile. “Bri, we need costumes,” Mattie said as Bri took her hand and dragged her along. “We have time, come on. You know this is going to be so cool.”

			Mattie rolled her eyes and searched mine for assistance, but there was no stopping Bri when she wanted to do something. We all knew that.

			 Alexi kicked the door open with one foot and came out with a large box in her hands. It was so big that her chin rested on the top of it. Daniels sense of chivalry kicked in, and he rushed over to her and took the box. She grinned. 

			“Thanks.” She said as he gave her a nod. 

			But now it was just me and Ash. He spoke up, and I flinched as a green hand shot out of a cauldron, and maniacal laughter followed. I tapped my chest. 

			“So I guess we should check out the costumes?” he asked. 

			“Yeah,” I said as he waited for me to head toward the back. He took his place at my side, and my eyes rushed over the shelves of books and rows of skulls and bones. Every nook and cranny had been packed to the brim in this place. Alexi was right, I wasn’t sure where she could restock anything, but I’m sure she’d find a way. 

			We made our way to an arbor that was covered in black vines. Small purple lights twinkled throughout the foliage. 

			I paused, and Ash held his hand out. “Ladies first.” 

			I stepped into the room. A three-paneled mirror rested in the center of the room. A couch in the shape of a horseshoe faced the mirrors. It reminded me of a bridal shop, but the walls were lined with rows of costumes, all organized by color and characters. Sign after sign sat above each section.

			Witch.

			Vampire. 

			Pirate.

			We stared at the long row of costumes.

			Ash tapped his chin. “I think you should go as a witch. It suits you.” 

			I smiled. “I’m not magical.” 

			He leaned into my ear. “Don’t be so certain.” He lingered longer than he needed to. I refused to look at him. 

			“Ash, I,” he interrupted me. “I know, he’s not gone.”

			I wrung my hands then he added more. “Yet.”

			“We should shop.” I tried to ignore the way he made me feel. 

			He grinned. “I thought you said stop.”

			“That, too,” I muttered.

			I walked away from him, glancing back when I reached the wall. 

			I turned to face him with a stern expression. “We’re going to this party as a group, not as a couple.”

			“Of course.” His eyes smiled at me. I hated it. 

			He lifted his chin. “So, your aunt hates the vampire, huh?”

			“You mean, Thorn.”

			A grin tugged at the corner of his mouth. “Yes, Thorn,” he was amused, I wasn’t. 

			“She doesn’t like a lot of people. Especially any boys who have my full attention.”

			“So he has that, I mean, your full attention?” 

			“What?” I asked. 

			“It’s just an odd way to say you love someone unless you don’t,” he was baiting me. 

			I switched topics. “You don’t have to go to this party with us,” I said, giving him an easy way out, but of course he didn’t take it. 

			“I know I don’t have to do anything; I want to do this.” 

			“Why?”

			His chin lowered, and his chocolate brown eyes washed over me. “You know why.” Luckily Mattie and Bri returned just in time. 

			“Oh wow,” Bri said, and Mattie grinned at me. I blinked a couple of times.

			“Yeah, I agree,” Asher said as he gazed at me. 

			Oh, God.
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			One day passed, then two. 

			I fought the urge to reach out to Thorn. I even had to stop myself from calling him. But no. I needed to stay strong. It helped that Port Royal was in full-blown Halloween decorating mode. Who knew that a town could embrace something so whole-heartedly? 

			There were orange and white banners strung across Main St, and every house had tombstones and skeletons in the yards. All except for the Vega house. It stood off in the distance, as it always did, looming over everyone and everything.

			Aunt Luna had been flinging fake cobwebs all over the porch, and I stepped right into a mess of it and had to fight my way out as she giggled and tried to help me. I nearly fell, but she grabbed my elbow and held me upright. 

			“So have you decided what you’ll be?” 

			I narrowed my eyes as I picked the last bits of the webbing from my black jacket with the giant red heart on the back. Another thing that Midnight had owned but rarely wore. In fact, I had picked it out, and she bought it to spite me then let it rot away. I used to get it out and wear it while she was out on site with mom and dad. I guess it was one of the few rebellious things that I did. 

			“Halloween,” I said, and she gave a lopsided grin.

			“Oh for crap’s sake, Echo. I know what holiday is coming.” 

			I grinned. “No, I’m going as Halloween.”

			She placed her hands on her hips. “How on earth are you pulling that one off?”

			“A dress that I got at Black Cats and Pointy Hats,” I said. 

			“Oh, that store is divine!” She grinned. “So, one dress to rule them all?” she added a wink. 

			I nodded to her. “It’s gray and black with lace at the top, on my shoulders, I mean, and the skirt flairs out with a haunted house and a flying witch. It even has pumpkins and bats.” 

			She reached in and pulled some cobweb from my hair and then rubbed her palms together.

			“I’m sure that you’ll do the holiday proud.”

			“I just didn’t like any of the other costumes. It was all so shiny and short.”

			She grabbed my chin and winked at me. “That’s my girl.”

			We both turned when a colossal truck roared up to the gate.  Daniel crawled out the side of it and waved. “So are we doing this or what?”

			I narrowed my eyes and took in the sight of an oversized pickup truck that seated six and sat way too high off the ground. “What is that?”

			My aunt grinned and gave him a wave. “That is what we needed to collect the pumpkins.”

			She rushed down the steps, and I had to follow her. She held the gate open as I stepped through and my neck craned. I couldn’t believe the size of this thing. 

			“How many pumpkins are you planning on getting?”

			She gripped the handle and pulled herself up the side of the truck.

			“As many as we can get in the back.”

			“Good Lord, Aunt Luna.” 

			“What? It’s almost Halloween!” she held her arm out to her side and took in a deep breath. 

			I offered a reassuring nod and grinned. “Yes, it is.” 

			I reached up and tried to climb the beast, but my foot slipped. I felt two strong hands catch me before I hit the ground. Ash held me to his chest, and I tapped it, clearing my throat. He lowered me to the ground, and I adjusted my shirt and coat. 

			“This is huge.” 

			I eyed the truck. “I know, it’s crazy.” 

			“I have my car, well, it’s my aunts, if you want to ride with me.”

			I looked up at the truck and then back to him. “No, I need to make this work, but I guess I could use some help.”

			I reached up, and he placed his hands on my waist and lifted. I climbed into the back seat, and he lingered behind. My aunt waved a hand at him. “Come on, get in. We’re going to the pumpkin patch right outside of town. It’s amazing.”

			“You sure?” he asked, and she ignored me when I hit the back of her seat. 

			“Yes!” 

			He climbed in, and I slid over to the opposite side but the door opened up, and Mattie crawled inside, followed by Bri, forcing me to sit shoulder to shoulder with Asher. He adjusted and tapped his lap. “You can sit here if you like.”

			I crossed my arms over my chest. “No, thank you.”

			Daniel pumped his fist. “Whoo-hoo!” as he hit the gas and we lurched forward. 

			I could feel the warmth of Ash’s body against me. I swallowed hard, and he leaned into my ear. “You smell really good.”

			“Stop it.”

			He grinned as we rolled down the road with my aunt waving out the window and wishing everyone a Happy Halloween. It was still a day away, but she didn’t care.
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			We stood at the tall black gate. At its highest point, I could see silhouettes of pumpkins strewn throughout the design intermixed with ravens. There was a sign attached to the stone wall on black wood with white lettering. I grinned while my aunt read the inscription out loud with her trademark theatrical flair.

			North of Salem on an eastern wind

			While cauldrons boil and witches grin

			Once a year this spell be cast

			Come one come all to our pumpkin patch.

			She grinned while rubbing her outer arms. “This farm has been here since I was little. We used to get our pumpkins here.” Her eyes inspected the gates, and a boy stepped forward and opened them up.

			We had to move aside as a horse-drawn trailer filled with barrels of straw passed us by. 

			“Oh, I want to ride!” Mattie said while clasping her hands together. 

			Bri grabbed her hand, and they ran alongside it until the driver stopped and they climbed up the side. Mattie leaned over the railing and called out to me. “Are you coming?”

			I waved to her. “I want to pick out some pumpkins with my aunt!” 

			She gave me a nod. “Okay, we’ll meet you in there!” 

			And off they went as Mattie turned and Bri placed her arm around her waist. 

			Daniel waved from the window of the truck. “I have to park this beast.” 

			“Good luck!” I yelled back to him as he lurched forward. He was thrilled to be behind the wheel of that thing. Who knew that he was all about driving something so big? I guess it was his Dad’s. 

			My aunt leaned into my side. “Okay, well, my date has arrived, have fun.” I noticed the officer as he approached us in civilian clothing. She waved, and he waved back. She started to walk away, and I caught up to her, only glancing back for a second to see Asher grinning at me. My shoulders slumped. 

			“We can come with you.” 

			She tapped my hand. “Oh, no. You go off and have some fun. I’ll meet you back here in an hour.” She nudged her chin in her date’s direction.

			My eyebrow cocked. “You didn’t mention that you had a date.”

			She straightened her shoulders. “I didn’t know that I had to.”

			“Well, no. I guess you didn’t but—”

			“Echo, you have a perfectly fine boy waiting on you. Go spend some time getting to know him.”

			I sighed with a hand raised as she strolled off, wrapping her thick shawl around her shoulders. 

			I turned and rocked back on my heels as Asher approached me. “Just us, huh?”

			“I guess so.” 

			He held his hand out, and I started to walk down the dirt path that was lined with thick pine and pumpkins. I could see a field off in the distance speckled with bright patches of orange and white.

			I pointed at it. “We need to go there.” 

			He walked alongside me. “So, what about you?” he asked. 

			I side eyed him while shoving my hands into my jacket pockets. A chilly wind rushed across my cheeks, but there was no rain. Not yet, anyway. I’m sure we would see some before the day ended. 

			“I like toast.” 

			He laughed. I looked over at him. “What?”

			“I tell you my life story on our first da—I mean when we met, and you give me I like toast?” 

			I held up my finger. “First of all we’ve never been on a date, and I do like toast. I’m sorry, it was the first thing that popped up in my head.”

			He stared at me, but I refused to look at him. “Then what’s this?” He waved his hand. 

			I sighed. “My aunt invited you along. This wasn’t planned so technically it isn’t a date, Asher.”

			He leaned forward. “Okay, Echo.”

			I rolled my eyes. “Why do you have to be so…”

			“Charming?” he asked. 

			I bit my lip. “I was thinking more along the lines of overenthusiastic.”

			He chuckled. “That’s how you describe someone being into you?”

			I stopped and turned to face him. His gaze lowered to my lips. “You shouldn’t be.”

			He leaned in. “Too, late.”

			I stared down at my hands, and he reached in and took one. 

			A pale hand appeared and snatched my hand away from Asher.

			Thorn was standing there with sparks in his eyes.

			“Is he bothering you?” He asked, shouldering Ash out of the way. 

			“What are you doing?” I asked as Thorn leaned in. 

			“Can we talk?” he asked, and Ash leaned to the side.

			“Dude, what the hell? She’s not into you.”

			Thorn turned and glared at him. He stepped up, and they were face to face with clenched fists. 

			“Oh, so I guess she’s all about you now?” Thorn asked with a smirk. 

			“Why don’t you ask—”

			He glanced over at me, and I turned and started to walk away. 

			They called out in unison behind me. “Echo!” 

			I shook my head and wrapped my hands around my waist. 

			Suddenly they were next to me. Asher on my right and Thorn to my left. I refused to look at either one of them. 

			I rushed ahead and spun around, digging my heel into the dirt. 

			“Go away!” I yelled.  

			Thorn smiled. “You heard her.”

			I let out a disgusted sigh. “Both of you.”

			He tilted his head, and so did Ash. They both pointed to themselves. 

			“Yes! Both of you. Leave me alone, please.”

			Thorn stood his ground, but Asher ran his fingers through his shaggy hair. “Echo, I think you—” 

			I cut him off. “You know what? I’m sick of everyone telling me what I should or shouldn’t be doing. My parents think I should be with them, and you,” I jabbed a finger at Thorn. “YOU said I should go with them!” Asher laughed, and my fiery gaze landed on him. “And you, you kissed me without asking.”

			“I didn’t—”

			Thorn laughed. 

			I held up one rigid finger. “Shut up.” His mouth snapped shut.

			I looked at Thorn and then at Asher. “I don’t want to be with either one of you.” 

			I started to turn, and Asher spoke. “Challenge accepted.” 

			I swung back around and glared at him. “It’s not a challenge; it’s a fact. I don’t need a boy in my life.”

			“Need and want are two very different things,” Ash spoke through a crooked grin. 

			“Oh, my God.” I rolled my eyes, thoroughly disgusted with the entire thing. 

			Thorn gave a quick nod. “As you wish.” He said, and I parted my lips. He paused. Maybe he was waiting for me to retract my statement but my stubborn nature wouldn’t let me. I pursed my lips, and he shoved his hands deep into his pockets. I know it sounds ridiculous, but I almost wished that he would refuse to accept it like Asher did. But no, it was Thorn Vega. I was giving him the perfect opportunity to end this without any guilt. 

			“Happy now?” I asked him. 

			“The only thing that matters to me is that you’re happy, Echo.”

			He turned and walked away, and I bit my lip. 

			Why? Why does he have to be so perfectly imperfect? Why does he have to make me want to chase after him?! It was infuriating. 

			“Damn, man,” Asher muttered as he glanced back at him. 

			He looked back at me and thumbed behind him. “That’s my competition? Crap.”

			I blinked and then walked away.
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			I helped carry the last large pumpkin up the steps and set it down on the concrete. My aunt had effectively tried to buy them out. I stopped counting after thirty-five. 

			“Beautiful!” She said as the officer stepped up and grinned at her. “I agree.”

			She rubbed the side of her neck, and I could see the color rise on her cheeks. I had no idea that she actually liked this man. I caught myself staring at him and then turned when I realized she was talking to me. 

			“Why don’t you go inside and get the fire started?” she asked. 

			I tilted my head as smoke rose from the chimney and into the air. “Didn’t you already—”

			Her eyes widened, and she nudged her chin in the direction of the front door. 

			I cleared my throat. “Oh! Okay, yeah.” I turned and offered up a timid wave. The man grinned at me. “It was nice seeing you today, Echo.”

			I nodded to him and slipped inside the house as my aunt moved closer to him. He reached up and brushed her hair out of her eyes as I spied on them through the window. I stepped back, feeling bad for intruding. 

			My phone hummed in my pocket, and I pulled it out and stared at the screen. I pressed the button with a smile on my face. 

			“Hey, dad!” 

			There was static on the line, and I narrowed my eyes. 

			“Dad?”

			“Ec—I—we—ello?”

			“Dad? Move. The connection is horrible.” 

			“Echo—are you there? Can you hear me?”

			“Yes!” I yelled, I probably shouldn’t have. I could imagine him squinting and shoving a finger in his ear, but he didn’t seem to mind. 

			“Hey, hon. How are you?” 

			I tapped my bottom lip with my index finger. “Fine, how are you guys doing?”

			“The past few days have been interesting.” 

			I turned and stared out the window as the officer leaned into Luna’s ear and whispered something. His hand ran up the side of her arm, and she laughed. 

			“Interesting how?” I asked while leaning to the side and sizing this man up. She seemed happy, and I wanted to know more about him. I mean, was he a rebound or something more? 

			“There’s been an accident.” My dad spoke with an even tone. 

			I blinked and turned back around as the large grandfather clock chimed. 

			My mouth fell open. “What? Are you okay? Is mom okay?”

			My dad didn’t hesitate to clarify. “Oh, yes. We’re fine.”

			“Then who?” I asked. 

			“Well, do you remember the guide who drove us from the airport?”

			I closed my eyes, and suddenly I could see his smile, and my stomach flipped. I shook my head. I hated him, so my reaction was puzzling. 

			I cleared my throat. “Yeah, the tall guy with the tan. He was all over—” I paused, “the road. He was a terrible driver.” I almost mentioned that he had his grubby paws all over my sister, but he didn’t need to know that. 

			“Huh, I don’t remember that, but anyway, he was found, off the side of the road.”

			“Oh, my God. What happened?”

			“I guess something bit him. Something poisonous.”

			I licked my lips and ran my tongue across my front teeth; then it lingered on my canine. My mouth suddenly felt dry. I swallowed as my eyes scanned the room. I could see a shadow in the corner, and I leaned in. It was nothing. Just a trick of the light. 

			“Has he been buried yet?” I asked. 

			“He was more than buried. He was burned. I guess the people around here are pretty superstitious. They didn’t want him coming back.”

			I laughed. “Coming back? That’s crazy. How could he come back? Things don’t just come back when they die. They die, and that’s it. Game over.” I knew it could happen; I had seen it so I may have been a little over enthusiastic as I mocked the idea of it. 

			“Well, they do believe in vampires here, remember?” 

			I turned when my aunt stepped inside and leaned her back against the door. She touched her lip and sighed. My wrinkled brow served as a reaction to both her and my dad.  

			“You’re talking about the veil.”

			“What?” My aunt asked, and I grimaced. She walked toward me and tilted her head. I cupped the phone in my hand and pulled it down to my waist. 

			“It’s dad. There was an accident.”

			“Oh, my God!” she snatched the phone from my hand, and I was left there with a blank expression on my face as she spun around and placed it to her ear. 

			“Are you okay? Is Alice alright? What is this business about the veil, Peter?” 

			She glanced back at me and then nodded. She tapped her foot and placed her hand on her hip. Still, she said nothing. Finally, she nodded again and spoke in a half whisper. I leaned in, but I couldn’t hear what she said. She turned and held the phone out to me. 

			“I’m sorry. I overreacted.” She seemed calm and unwilling to tell me what he said to her. I watched her walk into the living room and then I placed the phone back to my ear. I heard a loud pop and then a little bit of static. 

			“Dad?”

			“Yes! I’m sorry. We’re traveling deeper into the ravine. We finally got clearance from the local government. It only took a year.”

			“What ravine?” 

			“Th—one—lue mis—”

			I stopped dead. Was he saying blue mist?

			“Dad? Dad?”

			“Echo? Are you there?”

			“Yes, I’m here.”

			“Let us get settled at base camp and I’ll call you back in a couple of days, okay?”

			“Okay, but please call me back.”

			The line went dead. “Dad? Dad?”

			I lowered my phone and stared at it.

			“Midnight,” I whispered.
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			I entered the living room with the phone tapping against my leg. My aunt had her nose buried in a book. I lifted it up and gave it a shake. 

			“Did he tell you what they’re doing?” 

			She flipped the page and barely looked at me. “Aunt Luna?”

			She lowered the book and stared behind me. “Hot chocolate?”

			I sighed. “I know where they are.”

			She pursed her lips and rubbed her hand across the top of the book. She gave it a gentle tap.

			“He said the permits cleared a few days ago.” 

			“You knew?” I asked, somewhat shocked. 

			She took a deep breath and set the book off to the side. “I did.” 

			“Why didn’t you tell me?”

			“We thought it might be best if we waited. I had no idea that he was going to call and tell you this soon.”

			I stepped toward her. “I’m not broken, like you told my dad.” 

			She tilted her head. “Oh, honey. You overheard that?” 

			I turned to walk away, and she followed me. “Echo, please.” 

			I stopped, and she moved around in front of me. She lifted her hand to touch my cheek, and I took one step back. 

			“I should have used a better word.” Her eyes were awash with sadness. I know she didn’t mean to hurt me. They thought I was asleep. 

			“I came here because I didn’t want to be alone,” I said, staring down at my hands. I had to place my thumb in the center of my palm and squeeze the tremor away.  

			She reached out and rubbed my arms. “You are not alone.”

			“I feel like I am. First Mr. Jenny, and now this. I don’t like it when people lie to me.” 

			It wasn’t just my aunt; it was also Thorn. The only person who had been completely open with me was Asher. I suddenly felt guilty for the way I treated him. He had asked for nothing, and I gave him as much grief as I had given to Thorn. Perhaps he was just unlucky and had been caught in the crossfire.   

			“Echo, I’m so sorry. I’ll never keep anything from you again. Deal?” 

			I mulled it over and then nodded. She half grinned and cautiously leaned in to hug me. I wrapped my arms around her and held back the tears. “No more zombies?” I asked.  

			I stepped back, and she smiled at me as she wiped a tear from her cheek. “No more zombies.”

			I pointed at the door. “If this one kicks it please just bury him, okay?”

			She covered her mouth, trying to hold back the laughter. She removed her hand and hugged me again. “I promise, I won’t bring anyone back. If this one kicks it, as you say, he will just be gone, forever.”

			“You like him, huh?” I asked. 

			She straightened up and nodded. “I do, he’s nice, and he looks at me like I’m the only one in the room.”

			I peered down at my feet, and she lifted my chin. 

			My aunt leaned in. “I’ll make us some hot chocolate, and then we can carve some pumpkins, does that sound good?” 

			“Yeah,” I said as she rushed off to the kitchen. I turned back and stared out the window.

			Another storm was rolling in; only this one was in my heart.

			I stared into the fire. It crackled and popped, spewing sparks up into the air. The hot chocolate tasted so good. My aunt made her own, melting down chunks of chocolate and dropping homemade marshmallows, cut into small squares, into the oversized cups. 

			She adjusted on the chair, and my eyes moved off of the flames and onto her. The orange glow bounced off of her delicate features while she blew on her drink. The steam rose in thin strands that curled upward and then they were gone, but the sweet smell remained. 

			I breathed deep. “Are we going to talk about him?” I asked, and her dark brown eyes narrowed. She hid a grin behind the edge of her cup. I tilted my head. “Aunt Luna, you really like him. I mean—really like him, huh?” 

			She sat up straight and adjusted on the chair. Her legs were tucked to the side, and I could see her toes peeking out from under the blanket. A crescent moon tattoo sat dead center on the top of her foot. I flinched when I could hear howling off in the distance. She turned her head and listened just as I did. I wanted to get up and run to the window, but she spoke before I could set my cup aside. 

			“I do.”

			I turned the cup in my hand to distribute the heat resonating off of the porcelain. It felt nice along with the warmth of the fire. Port Royal was a cold and rainy place. But still, I longed for heat and sunlight, although I could easily forget about my love for either of them when Thorn was around. 

			Echo, seriously. Stop it.  

			My inner voice fought to keep me in check. 

			“I think that’s great,” I said with a smile. 

			“Oh, yeah?” she asked. 

			I lowered my cup and nodded to her. “I only want to see you happy and if he makes you feel that way then awesome. You should go for it.”

			“Well, to be honest, I’m just enjoying the attention. He’s a very nice man.”

			I adjusted on the chair and drew my legs in tighter. “Just nice? Okay.” I added a shrug.

			She sighed while reaching up and fussing with the side of her hair. “Of course he is very nice.”

			I gripped the armrest and refused to stop staring at her. Finally, she rolled her eyes. 

			“Stop it.”

			“Stop what?” I asked. 

			She pointed at me. “I know what you’re doing.” 

			My eyebrow cocked. “What am I doing?”

			“You’re assuming that I’m using him to get over James.”

			I bit my lip. “I never said anything—” 

			She stood up and waved her hand around. The blanket fell to the floor, and I leaned forward and picked it up. I held onto it as she decided to defend her position in an argument that wasn’t even happening. 

			“He is a very respectable man. He’s an officer of the law, a detective, actually, which shows that he’s dedicated to his work. That’s a level of stability that most people admire. He likes dogs. He has one, and he owns his home. He’s also very handy with a hammer and other tools, which is important for leaky faucets and stuff.”

			“What’s his name?” I asked, and she stopped pacing back and forth and looked at me.

			“What?”

			I raised a hand. “His name? You’ve never said it, not once.”

			She sat back down and scratched the side of her head. I leaned in. “Aunt Luna?”

			“No—wait.” She tapped her open palms on her knees then crossed her feet while nibbling on her bottom lip. 

			“You do know it, don’t you?” I asked. 

			She laughed. “Of course I do! Don’t be ridiculous, Echo.”

			“Wow,” I said as I picked up my cup and took a sip. 

			She leaned forward while parting her lips. 

			“You don’t know,” I said, and she snapped her fingers, forcing me to blink. 

			“Ballard Dunham!” she yelled it out like she was on a game show and about to win something. 

			I shook my head. 

			“What?” she asked. 

			“Ballard?” 

			She narrowed her eyes. “Don’t be so judgmental. Might I remind you that you’ve fallen for boys by the name of Hawthorn and Asher?” 

			I looked down, and she cleared her throat. I don’t think she meant to snap at me, but it still stung. “They call him Al.”

			“I only fell for one of them.” I felt a need to clarify her assumption.

			She reached out and touched my hand. “Are you still going on your date with Asher?”  

			“Aunt Luna. There is no date and if you don’t want me to go, then I won’t. I really could care less.” 

			“Oh, dear.” 

			My glossy eyes lifted. “You need to stab something.” She said with a grin.

			“What?” I appeared complexed by her suggestion.

			“Pumpkins. I’ll get two knives, and we can take all of this frustration out on them. How does that sound?”

			I took one last gulp of my hot chocolate and gave her a nod. 

			Stabbing something sounded great.
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			We stood there with large butcher knives in our hands. Pumpkin seeds were everywhere. I had one stuck to my cheek and pulp hanging from my hair. Aunt Luna looked no better. We had gone on a rampage, cutting and carving until two pumpkins remained. 

			She wiped her forearm against her brow. It left a chunk of pumpkin guts behind. “Well now, that was something.” She said with a reassuring nod. 

			I let out a sigh of relief. “Yeah.” 

			She started to laugh, and so did I. 

			I had no idea that carving so many pumpkins would help me release the stress that had been building up inside, but it had. I felt better.

			She waved the knife around in her hand. “We should do this more often.” 

			I stared at my reflection as I held my knife up to inspect it. “I totally agree.”

			A thick mist started to roll down the street in front of our house. I narrowed my eyes and kept my knife in front of me. The fog thickened and I felt a strange sense of dread pooling in the pit of my stomach. I jumped when the phone rang inside the house. It forced me to yelp, and my aunt giggled. “Oh, Echo. It’s only fog. You should be used to this type of weather by now.”

			“Yeah, I know.” My eyes fought to see through it as the phone rang again. I flinched. Something was coming, I could feel it. The hair stood up on my arms.   

			“I’ll be right back.” My aunt said. I almost asked her to wait, but I was too busy studying the fog. She turned and disappeared inside the house. I watched her go but then swung around when a voice chimed in with a thick Romanian accent. “I see that I missed all of the excitement.”

			I glared at Eyota Vega, who now stood at the gate. He was admiring the mounds of pumpkins that covered parts of the path leading up to the front of the house.

			My grip tightened on the handle of my butcher’s knife. It was instinctive, and now I understood why I had been so weary of the fog.

			“What do you want?” I asked while keeping my eyes locked on him. He wouldn’t be darting around or floating up into the air on my watch. No sir. 

			He placed his hand on the gate and drummed his fingers against the wrought iron. 

			“Will you invite me in?”

			“You are not welcome in the house.” I lifted the knife, to make sure he could see it. He noticed, but it didn’t seem to bother him in the least.

			He paused and then strolled inside, carefully closing the gate behind him. He tilted his chin upward and inspected the house. “This is a beautiful home. Your aunt—”

			I jabbed the knife in his direction. “Don’t talk about her.”

			 He sighed. “No, I guess I didn’t come to talk about Luna. I came to discuss something with you. Something important.” He didn’t seem so condescending, but I wasn’t about to be fooled by him, again. This was Eyota Vega. The same man who had seduced my aunt, abandoned her and their daughter, and then decided to destroy me in front of the entire town. 

			He was a wolf in sheep’s clothing.  

			I laughed while taking a quick glance behind me. I wanted to call out to my aunt, but I didn’t want to see that look on her face. That pain was something she would never shed. 

			“About what?” I asked.

			“Without weapons?” he added while eyeing my knife. 

			I stared at it then bit my lip. “Nope, I’m good.”

			“Echo.” He said with a small nod. His dark eyes lingered on me, reminding me of Thorn. He waved his hand, and the knife flew away from me and into his open palm. He lifted it up and stared at it. I swallowed hard. I didn’t know if it was magic or his vampire powers that had allowed him to render me helpless. I guess it didn’t matter. The knife was gone. 

			My inner voice rallied me on when all I wanted to do was run, screaming for help, in the other direction.

			Be courageous, Echo. You can do this. 

			I rushed forward and pointed at him. I tried to control the tremor in my hand, but fear crept its way into my bones. “You are an evil, nasty man! What you did at the party was just—it was uncalled for! You invited me there, and that dress! I just—I can’t believe you could be such a jerk. You humiliated me in front of everyone, and the way you acted when we saw you at the market. You—you suck and so does your sister.” I hadn’t planned on yelling at a vampire or insulting his sibling, but it happened, and there was nothing I could do about it now.

			The deed was done.

			I expected something, anything, but no, he didn’t flinch. I hated his calm demeanor. Thorn had the same ability to turn his emotions off right when I wanted to devastate him as he had done to me. 

			“So, nothing about the fact that we are vampires? But then again, we all have secrets, don’t we, Echo? Some are just darker than others.” I blinked a couple of times. He grinned, waiting for me to freak out, but I refused to play along with his game. Finally, he spoke again, only this time his mood had lightened. “I can see why he likes you. You have spirit. It’s nice to see someone so brave. It can get boring among mortals, although sensing that fear can be intoxicating.” He paused. “So, tell me, do you think about death? I would assume that you do. How could you not after your sister was taken away from you? Such a tragedy, she was but a child, as are you. I know she must haunt your dreams or even in your waking moments, does she not? This is something we have in common. I’ve lost people that I loved along the way.”

			I laughed. “Loved?” I asked. How could he love anything or anyone? 

			If I had the knife, I would stab him, but he just stood there with that smug expression on his face. Then it faded when I refused to let him upset me.

			I swallowed hard. I couldn’t show fear. He didn’t deserve that. He didn’t deserve anything.

			The wind picked up between us carrying multi-colored leaves across the yard. 

			“Fair enough, but could I ask that you hear me out first, and then you can plan your murder?”

			I took one step toward him, and Luna called out from behind me.

			Eyota whispered on the wind. “Lega. Vino mai aproape.” Which essentially meant ‘Bind. Come closer.’ In his native tongue. 

			I felt my feet rising off of the ground. The mist engulfed us. The first drops of rain were frozen mid-air. I passed them by while floating through the air. I reached out and knocked one away with my fingertip until I lowered in front of him and he leaned in. My breath hitched in the back of my throat. 

			“If you’re going to kill me then just don’t do it here. I don’t want my aunt to see me.”

			He grinned and then eyed the door. I turned my head and could see my aunt was frozen still with one hand lifted. He had frozen time. I turned back to face him.  

			“I need your help.” 

			I shook my head. “What do you want from me?” he stared at my aunt through the door like a lingering threat. His dark eyes locked back onto mine.  

			“Thorn is special, different from all other vampires. His mother was human, so he carries that weakness that you all have.” He appeared disgusted at the thought of humanity.

			“I don’t know what that is—”

			He cut me off. “Don’t act stupid. All humans share one thing in common—death and decay. You can’t escape it.”

			I took a breath and tried to calm my nerves, but it was no use. 

			“Thorn must accept what he is and not what he could be. He longs for something that will destroy him.”

			“Thorn should be able to make his own choices—” 

			Eyota growled while lunging forward. “He is dying.” 

			I gasped. “What?”  

			He grabbed my wrist, and his hold tightened on me. My heartbeat sped up in my chest, and I moaned. “He must feed and complete his transformation as we all do, but this is especially important for him because without it he will age and die much quicker than even you will.”

			I shook my head. “I don’t—” 

			He interrupted me. “He stays because of you.” 

			The heat rose in my cheeks. “I don’t know why.”

			“Don’t be ridiculous. You know why.”

			It made me feel sick to my stomach. “No—no.” 

			He let go of my wrist, and I rubbed it. “He cannot love you. Unless you wish to see him die.”

			“I don’t understand why he can’t finish this transformation and still be who he is.”

			Eyota paused. “It destroys the weakness.”

			“You mean the human part of him. The part that makes him who he is. The part that loves me.”

			He got closer to me. “You can save him, Echo. Only you.” 

			My heart ached. Thorn couldn’t survive if he refused to accept his immortality. I couldn’t bury him. I couldn’t. I closed my eyes, and his face appeared. Those beautiful sea-blue eyes, those full crimson lips. I longed to be with him, but if being with him meant that he would die then I couldn’t allow him to love me. I couldn’t allow him to cling to what he is now. 

			He glanced at my aunt with such a haunted look in his eyes. I could detect the pain that lingered just beyond his willingness to show it. 

			“How could you hurt her like you did and abandon your daughter and then act like you care about your son?” 

			He growled, and we were suddenly standing in the cemetery. I felt light-headed, and my nose began to bleed. I wiped it away as he knelt down and slammed his fist against the concrete slab. I took two steps back, and he had his hand around my waist and forced me to the edge of the sarcophagus. I turned my face, and he grabbed my chin and made me look inside. I tensed up, but then my fear faded and was replaced by something far worse. 

			The grave was empty. 

			I gasped. “You cast a spell over her so she would think that she had a child with you? Why? Why would you do such a horrible thing?”

			“She had to believe that I was capable of doing terrible things. She had to hate me so that I could feed and complete the cycle to become immortal.” 

			Suddenly I was back on my porch, and my knees felt weak. I had to wipe away more blood. Eyota was now standing at the gate. 

			He glanced back at me. “Break his heart; it’s the only way. Please, if you love him, set him free unless you wish to live a life knowing that you are the reason that he died.”

			He turned to walk away just as the rain hit the ground and time began to move again. 

			My voice cracked. “I thought you were a monster.”

			He paused at the gate and spoke over his shoulder. “Don’t be fooled, little girl. I am what nightmares are made of, and so is my son.” 

			He tipped his hat and disappeared into the mist as I fell to my side and everything faded to black.
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			My aunt had nearly fainted when she found me unconscious on the porch. 

			“Echo!” She reached in just as my eyes opened up. I immediately hugged her so hard. I wanted nothing more than to tell her that the child she believed that she lost was merely a spell cast by Eyota to force her to hate him.

			And hate him she did. With all of her heart.  

			I then wondered if Thorn wished that he could push me away as Eyota had done to my aunt. I guess he had tried when he told me to forget him in The Pine and again at school. I had no idea why his will wouldn’t work on me. All I knew is what I had to do. 

			I had to break him, or his heart, as Eyota had said. 

			I pushed myself up as my aunt held onto my elbow.

			“Are you okay, honey?”

			I gave her a quick nod and lied. 

			“Molly gave me a new medication, and it must be messing with my balance. I was dizzy and nothing more.” 

			“Well, I’m going to talk to her about that!”

			I grabbed her arm and made her wait. “No! I mean, no. I’ve gone through this before when we were in Brazil. It’ll pass, I promise. It makes me light headed, nothing more. I was just resting until it passed.”

			She leaned in and cupped my face as her eyes inspected mine. I bit my lip and held my ground. I couldn’t let her know the truth, not now or ever. 

			It would destroy her and me right along with it. 

			Finally, she sighed and stood up straight. 

			“I’ll make you something special.” 

			I stared at my aunt as she flipped the french toast in the large skillet. She paused and looked back at me, giving me a wink. She reached over into a bowl and scooped up some chocolate chips. She held them out to me, and I shook my head. She popped them into her mouth and chewed while humming a tune. 

			“I’m going to the party with Asher.” I wound my fingers together and tapped the sides of my wrists on the top of the kitchen table. I sighed. The thought of it made me ill, not because I hated Asher, I didn’t. It was the reason why I had to do this. It was breaking my heart. She turned and waved the spatula in her hand.

			“Oh, honey. I’m so glad. He seems like a nice boy.”

			“He practices magic, ya know?” I think I was trying to get her to second guess herself, but no. She placed her hand on her hip and cocked her head. “Even better.” 

			“Really? You’re fine with him being a wizard?”

			She grinned while grabbing a few more chocolate chips and tossing them into her mouth. She chewed as she corrected me. “Warlock.”

			“Same thing,” I said. 

			She turned, and her long black kimono swung out to the side. The deep red roses covered the bottom of it. “No, it is not. One is something made up in fantasy books, and the other is the real thing. You’ve read enough to know the difference.”

			I placed my chin in the palm of my hand. My decision had been made, but it didn’t make things any better. “I guess I should call him or something.” My stomach flipped. I just hoped that I could go through with it, but I had too, for Thorn’s sake. 

			“To ask him out? So very progressive of you, Echo.” 

			I stood up and pulled my phone out of my pocket. “Yeah, I’m just the epitome of progression.” 

			She laughed. “Oh, honey. I think you’ll see that there are so many interesting people in this world and you are so young. You have your whole life ahead of you.”

			I scowled while scrolling through the numbers and found him. I thumbed behind me. “I’m going to step out for a sec, k?” 

			She nodded to me and went back to cooking her pile of french toast. She already had a stack made that was ten high. 

			I set the phone down on the window ledge and stared at it while wringing my hands. 

			“Okay, just call him and say hey, listen. I’m sorry I was so mean today, I can be crazy, you should know this about me—it runs in the family.” I bit my lip. That sucked. I didn’t need to explain anything. I snatched the phone up and then yelped when the lightning lit up the window, and my reflection reminded me of Midnight. I missed her so much.

			 I placed my hand on the glass and imagined that she was just on the other side. 

			“Tell me what I should do, please, Midnight. Tell me. I’m so lost.” I whispered while resting my forehead against the glass. “Please,” I repeated, knowing it wasn’t her but staring at my image somehow soothed me. I straightened up, and a strange grin tugged at the corner of my mouth. It was a look that she often gave to me right before she did something that my parents wouldn’t like, or better yet, something that made me feel uncomfortable. 

			She exceeded at most things.

			Especially those. 

			I tilted my head, studying my reflection until my aunt came strolling into the room and I moved back, removing my hand from the glass. 

			The smell of french toast, butter, and syrup preceded her question. I stared at the plate. My stomach instinctively growled. 

			“Hungry?” she asked. She reached up and touched my cheek. “Are you sure that you’re feeling okay?” 

			“Yes and yes.” I took the plate and picked up a piece. She waved a fork at me and grinned while I jabbed it into the crispy bread. “It’s a wonder that you even wear clothing.” I took a bite just to show her that I was okay.

			She turned to walk away, and I called out to her. “Aunt Luna?” I glanced back at the window and then faced her again. “Can I sleep in your bed tonight?” I feared that Thorn might show up and I didn’t know if I had the will to refuse him. 

			She bit her lip and then cupped her cheeks. “Oh, honey. You haven’t done that since you were five. Of course, you can sleep with me.” 

			She stepped up and wrapped her arm around my shoulder, leading me out of the room and away from the one thing that I didn’t need to be doing. 

			Inviting him in.

			My aunt rolled over and mumbled something under her breath. She had fallen asleep much quicker than I expected her to. The romantic comedy droned on. I bit my lip as the woman on the screen started to go into labor. I grimaced. I couldn’t imagine having a child, let alone two, as my mom had done. My aunt moved again, only this time she rolled away from me and took the blanket with her. I tried to get some of it back, but she had it in a death grip. It didn’t matter. I couldn’t sleep anyway. My mind was on overdrive. I kept thinking about Eyota Vega and how he must still love my aunt. I had him all wrong, well mostly. He still humiliated me, but at least now I knew why. I rubbed the side of my head and glanced down at my phone. 

			I slid out of bed, and she adjusted, flipping over and slapping her arm where I had just been. I tiptoed across the room, and Bela meowed at me. 

			“Shhh!” I said as I placed my finger to my lips. He growled, and I hissed back. He ran from the room, and I grinned. “That’s right,” I whispered.

			“Hello? Echo?” 

			The voice came from my phone, and I pressed the button and ended the call with a yelp. I must have accidentally hit his number when Bela was acting like a brat. 

			It hummed again, and I rushed out of the room and into the long hallway. I closed the door behind me, careful to not make any more noise than I needed to.

			Bela sat there staring at me. “Don’t judge me.” He offered up one more defiant meow and sauntered off into the darkness. 

			I placed it the cell phone to my ear and closed my eyes. “Hi,” I said in a half whisper. 

			He whispered right back. “Why are we whispering?” 

			I shook my head and stepped up to the window, but then I moved back and shut the curtains like someone could be watching me while balancing the phone between my shoulder and chin. 

			“My aunts asleep. I just didn’t want to wake her up.”

			“Yeah, it’s late.”

			My eyebrow cocked. “I can call you tomorrow.”

			“No—no! Wait.” He said. I placed the phone back to my ear. 

			He laughed. “Boy, I sounded desperate, huh?”

			“No.” I tried to play along, but it was hard. I guess he picked up on it.

			“Did you call to tell me that I suck again?”

			I didn’t want to smile, but I did. “No.”

			“Then why did you call? Oh wait, did you butt dial me? Oh man, you did, didn’t you?” 

			I gritted my teeth. Every way out of this was presenting itself, but I knew what I had to do. 

			“No, well yes, sort of. I mean, I meant to call you, but the first time was by accident, I was fighting with Bela.” 

			“Who?”

			“My aunt’s cat. He doesn’t like me.”

			“Well he’s not very smart is he?” 

			I took a breath. “Listen. I was a jerk today. I’m sorry.”

			“It’s okay; I get it. You love him and—”

			“I don’t.” It was a lie, but I had to sell it. 

			“You don’t?”

			I swallowed the bile. “No. It’s over—between us, I mean. Him and me. You know what I mean.” I bit at my nail. Nothing felt as terrible as that sounded.  

			“Oh.” 

			I took a seat on the bench in the hallway and jiggled my foot. This was killing me, but I had no choice. 

			“Yeah, so. This Halloween party.” I paused. 

			“The one at the arsenal?” he asked. 

			I nodded. “Yeah, it’s tomorrow night, so I thought that maybe, I don’t know, maybe we could go?”

			He didn’t say anything, and I stared up at the ceiling. I liked Asher, don’t get me wrong, but this wasn’t about liking anyone, this was something that I had to do. If I showed up with him at the party then maybe Thorn would be there, and I could try to sell this, and even if he didn’t, Tailor and her nasty pack of mean girls would certainly tell him and the whole school.

			“Together?” he asked. 

			I placed my fingers on the bridge of my nose and squeezed. “Yes.” I felt like it had to be drug out of me. 

			“Are you sure?” he asked. 

			I licked my lip and then bit into it until it hurt. I finally released it. “Yes,” I said.

			“I’m so glad you called me.” He sounded genuinely grateful. 

			“Me, too. So, I think it starts at eight, right?”

			He corrected me. “Nine thirteen. I know it sounds weird, but it was on the flyer, and I thought it was strange. Don’t you think that’s strange? Starting a party at thirteen after nine?”

			I shrugged my shoulders. Thirteen and I were old friends, so I didn’t think it was odd anymore. Not after fighting a zombie who used to be my guidance counselor and kissing a vampire.  

			I stood up and scanned the hallway. “I’ll be ready.”

			“Okay. Cool.” He said, and I lowered the phone while pressing the button. I tossed it as far down the hallway as I could and slumped to my knees. I covered my face with my hands and cried. 

			All I wanted was to be with Thorn. 

			But I knew I couldn’t have him.

			Now or ever.
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			I leaned in and tapped my pinky finger against my bottom lip. My aunt had graciously allowed me to rummage through her makeup and I had found a Japanese red stain that geisha’s wear. I was intrigued, so I tried it. I studied my lips and sighed. They looked kissable, as I hoped they would be but the mission at hand was a painful one. I placed my hands on the sides of the sink and held on, fighting back the urge to fake an illness—anything, anything at all that would keep me from going through with this.

			But I couldn’t. 

			I let my head hang and thought about Midnight. 

			Her smile, her laughter. The way she held my hand and wanted to drag me along to the next adventure. I know that I fought her every step of the way. I know that I wasn’t easy, but she enjoyed a challenge and maybe I was her biggest challenge of all. 

			In fact, I know that I was.

			I just wish—no, wishing is for those who can’t seem to make their dreams reality. I WILL carry on and maybe, just maybe the small cracks in me will allow her light to grow. Because she shined twice as brightly as I did.

			I tear dripped from my eye and rush down the side of the porcelain sink. I straightened my shoulders and wiped the few remaining tears away and then grinned at my reflection. 

			“I see you every single day, right here.” I pointed to my chest and then touched the mirror. My fingers moved on the reflection, running across the smooth surface. 

			The reflection spoke to me in a familiar tone that wasn’t my own. “Finish getting ready, don’t be scared.”

			“Midnight?” I asked while tilting my head. 

			A hand reached through the mirror, and I recoiled. I could hear giggling behind me and see movement out of the corner of my eye. I turned, and the edge of a white dress disappeared from the side of the doorframe. I narrowed my eyes and began to walk toward the open door. The light in the room changed from soft to harsh and back again. The giggling continued. Then my sister stepped right in front of me. The complete opposite of myself and yet the same.

			At first, she looked peaceful and then a red stain started to form over her heart, spreading out across the white fabric of her dress. The spot grew larger and larger. 

			Finally, she spoke in a whisper. “Why did you leave me?” 

			I screamed and dropped the curling iron, realizing that I had burnt the palm of my hand. I hissed, placing it under the faucet. I turned on the cold water and let it ease the sting that was rushing up my arm. I pulled it out, and a red streak sat across my pale skin. I gently touched the edge of the burn with my thumb and winced. I used to wake up from strange visions this way, hurting myself to end them. Up until Molly helped me, but here they were again. Threatening to trip me up right when I needed to gather my courage. The time to accept that I needed help again was drawing near, but it would have to wait. The medication changed me, everything about me and sometimes I hated it and that I was so weak that I allowed it to take her from me.

			I miss her. I need her. I love her more than I love myself.  

			My heart raced in my chest.    

			I glared at the curling iron that now lay on the floor. I took a breath and picked it up, carefully attaching it to the tip of my hair and rolling it tightly. I waited a few seconds and then released it. A long beautiful curl fell over my shoulder. I have to pretend, for now, that everything is okay.  

			If I told Molly about my visions now, then I wouldn’t be able to do what was needed to save him. 

			No—it can wait, it has too. He’s more important than anything. 

			I grabbed another section of my hair and continued on until my entire head was full of bouncy curls. I fingered at my phone.

			It’s only a party, Echo. Go, have fun. You don’t have to do anything but show up and pretend like Asher is your boyfriend. You know how to pretend. You know how to be someone else. You can do this. Do this for him. Do it for Thorn so he can live. After that, you can talk to Molly. Get your medication. Get better. It’s only stress. You know how you get when things upset you.

			I nodded. “Yes, I do. I can do this.” 

			I straightened my shoulders and the long curls adjusted. 

			I pulled the sides of my hair up and gathered it at the back of my head. I fluffed the curls and then made sure that I had two long strands cascading down the sides of my cheeks. I stepped back and stared at myself in the mirror. I swallowed hard. I could do without any more visions tonight. Not that I didn’t miss her because I do and it’s getting worse, not better. Only one thing made it better, and that was Thorn. I would lose him and with it the distraction. 

			I rushed to the door and stared at the dress. I removed it from the hangar and stopped allowing fear to delay the inevitable. I placed one foot in then the other and shimmied the dress up over my hips, then my waist and finally I had my arms inside of it. I struggled to reach behind me then felt a presence in the room. My heart skipped a beat. Would it be more visions? I hope not. 

			“Oh, honey.” My aunt’s voice soothed me. 

			I turned, and the expression on my face was one of fear. I would be devastated if she said I looked ridiculous, but her eyes lit up. “Could you?” I asked while glancing over my shoulder and fingering at the exposed skin on my back. She clasped her hands together. “Of course.” 

			She rushed behind me and zipped me up. I turned to face her, and she placed her hands on her cheeks and stared at me without saying a word. 

			“What?” I looked down the front of the dress and back up to her. “I look ridiculous, don’t I? Just be honest.”  

			Luna let out a sigh. “No, you look absolutely stunning.”

			She grabbed my hands and gave me a twirl. “So this is what Halloween looks like?” She asked me. 

			I laughed, and she made me face the mirror. The top of my dress, from my bust upward, was all black lace. It tied at the front with a small bow. The rest of the dress was a light gray that became darker until it reached the base of the skirt. It fit tight at the top and narrowed at my waist. Then it flared out at the bottom with a decent amount of tulle beneath it and ended at the knee. There were black houses at the base of the skirt intermixed with fencing and pumpkins. The silhouette of a witch flew across the night sky set against a full moon. Small black bats were placed here and there. I turned and could see tombstones and a black cat around the side.

			“I saw it and loved it. Besides, what’s cooler than being Halloween?”

			She grinned. “Or the princess of.” 

			I laughed. 

			She sighed and turned back, holding her hand out to me. I took it, and we sat down on the cushion in front of the window. She reached up and toyed with the long curl that rested along my left cheek. 

			“So tell me about this boy.” She said, and it threw me off track. By boy, she meant Asher.  

			I reached up and rubbed the side of my neck. My long curl rolled across the top of my hand and then fell back in place. She took my uneasiness as a sign that I liked him, which I do, but it wasn’t the same feeling that I have for Thorn. I could see Ash and I being friends like I was with Daniel. Friends and friends only. Sure, I enjoyed how he looked at me. What girl wouldn’t? He was cute, charming, and somewhat pushy. My brow furrowed. This was a boy that Midnight would conquer without question, but not me. 

			“I’m so happy to see you this way.”

			She had no idea why I was doing this. My eyes lifted. “Aunt Luna.” 

			A car horn interrupted everything. I stood up and cradled my injured hand. I considered mentioning it to her because it would delay this, but I couldn’t do that. 

			“What dear?” she asked as she stood up in front of me. She fidgeted with my hair.  

			I immediately buried the temptation. “Thanks for letting me go tonight.”

			She paused and then grabbed my chin with her thumb and index finger. She was careful not to smudge my makeup. 

			“Take this.” She whispered. 

			I looked down and could see a small container in her hand.

			“A spell?” I asked, and she winked at me. “No, mace.” She said. 

			I sighed. “I don’t think I’ll need this.” I handed it back to her. 

			She leaned in. “We never think we need anything until it’s too late.”

			A vision of Thorns sharpened fangs welled up in my mind and those soft, kissable lips, then his dark eyes. It washed over me like a rolling wave.  

			God, I hate how she’s always right.

			“Now let me answer the door.”

			“Why?” I asked. 

			She winked at me. “I know you asked him to this party but let him greet you as a gentleman should.”

			I sighed. She took one last look at me. “My, God, Echo you just—well, any boy would be lucky to have you on his arm.” She wagged a finger. “So he better appreciate it.” 

			“Thank you,” I whispered. 

			“Now, give me a few minutes and then you can come downstairs. He won’t know what hit him.”  

			I tapped my foot on the wood floor and then realized that wearing shoes might be a good idea. I ran to my aunt’s room, and she almost ran straight into me with a pair of black heels in her hand. My eyes widened. She held them out to me, and I took them without question. 

			“Walk slowly.” She said as I grimaced. Luna rushed down the hallway, and I took a seat on the bench and put one shoe on then the other. I stood up and wobbled, but then I found my center of gravity and took a few steps, then a few more. Just when I felt like I had conquered them my ankle threatened to turn and I had to throw my hands out to my sides. I hissed and then straightened up. 

			Midnight was a pro in heels. I envied her. 

			I placed my hand over my stomach and closed my eyes. Then I decided to get it over with. If I fall down the stairs, then that’s just the universe telling me that there must be another way, but I knew in the back of my mind that there wasn’t. 

			I reached the stairs and held onto the railing. There was no shame in that. I took one last look down the hallway and narrowed my eyes. 

			No whispers, no visions. No Midnight. 

			“Okay,” I said as I slowly made my way down, step by agonizing step. My eyes never lifted as I tried to concentrate on surviving the descent. 

			 Finally, I placed one black heel on solid ground then the other. My gaze lifted and Asher stood there in a tuxedo with his lips parted. He held a top hat in his hand.

			“I don’t deserve this.” He muttered. 

			My aunt grinned. “I doubt anyone does.” She added. She clapped her hands together. “Oh, crap!” she rushed off into the other room, leaving us alone. 

			The heat rushed to my cheeks. “Thanks,” I said as my heel turned. 

			I looked him over. “What are you going as?” I asked. 

			He lifted his hand and waved it. One red rose popped up out of thin air, and I grinned. He held it out to me, and I took it from his hand. His fingers touched mine, and I looked down. I lifted the rose and smelled it. My aunt came running back in with her phone. She rolled her eye.

			“Oh, did I miss it?” 

			I looked at her and held the rose close to my chest. Asher smiled. 

			“It’s okay,” I said. 

			“Could you step out and then come back in?” She asked him.

			“Aunt Luna.”

			Her shoulders slumped.

			Asher held his hand up. “No, it’s cool. Hold on.”

			He opened the door and stepped out and then knocked again. My aunt ran up to the door and opened it up as Asher nodded to her. 

			“I’m here to pick up Echo.”

			“Come in.” my aunt said. 

			She turned back and scowled at me. “Oh, I thought you’d go back upstairs?”  

			“No, I barely made it down here in these heels.” I peered down at my feet. 

			“It’s okay, just take a picture of me and I’ll act like she’s walking down the stairs,” Asher said, trying to make her happy. 

			My aunt smiled. She lifted her phone and Asher looked up, and I tilted my head as his expression changed. His desire flickered to life, and I gripped the railing until his chocolate brown eyes landed back on me and I had to look away. It felt oddly intimate and wrong. 

			“Thank you.” My aunt said as she turned back to face me. “Now, be careful tonight, and here.” She handed me a small black clutch and let me slide the mace inside of it. I tilted my head, and she kissed me on the cheek. “Go, have fun.”

			I stepped away from her and Asher placed the top hat back on. He ran to the door and opened it up as I held the rose in one hand and the mace filled clutch in the other. I gave my aunt one last look and then the door closed and the worst night of my life was about to begin. 

			But I couldn’t turn back now. 
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			We sat in the car at the end of the long lane. The engine hummed beneath us. Asher white-knuckled the wheel. My phone buzzed in my bag, and I pulled it out. The light from the screen lit up my face. I cautiously clicked on the message, and it was Thorn. My breath hitched. 

			Are you coming?

			I swallowed hard and typed while trying to control the tremor in my hands. 

			Yes.

			Good. He replied. 

			I bit my lip. 

			Asher spoke, and I nearly dropped my phone. “Thank you.” 

			I glanced over at him. “Huh?” I asked.

			He repeated himself. “Thank you, I mean, for choosing me.” He added. 

			I looked out the car window. I couldn’t respond. I felt horrible, not only for him but for Thorn. Eyota’s chilling words echoed in my mind.

			Break his heart. It’s the only way. 

			Asher hesitated but then drove down the lane that was lined with jack-o-lanterns. Each one flickered brighter than the next. They led right to the front steps of a large gray stone building that loomed over us. The black clouds lit up here and there with streaks of lightning. Another storm was rolling in off the ocean. Each bright flash exposed black water churning beneath it. Even the moon couldn’t penetrate such darkness. 

			A storm was coming, the worst one yet. 

			I stared down at the phone and then shoved it back inside my clutch. The temptation grew stronger. I could easily fake an illness, but no. I had to see this through.

			He got out of the car and ran around to my side. 

			I took a deep breath and ushered Midnight in. 

			You can do this. Just smile and nod. Take his hand, fake it.

			I grinned as I took his hand and let him help me out of the car. 

			He held onto me as he closed the car door. I could tell that he was happy that I didn’t pull away. I wanted to, but that would only complicate things. This was simple. I needed to play the part and sell it. I couldn’t do that if I kept pushing him away.   

			I immediately spotted Mattie about halfway up the steps. She was all dolled up in her witch’s costume. Two thick blonde braids poked out from under her pointy hat and rested on her shoulders. I looked down at her feet, and she had on high heels. They were short black boots, laced up the front. They rested flush against her ankles. Fishnet crisscrossed her legs and disappeared under the green and white striped skirt. A bundle of tulle held it up at attention. She was adorable as always.  

			Bri stood next to her in a skin-tight white vinyl dress with black bats all over it. I sort of expected her to be wearing a witch’s costume. She noticed me staring. “I’m the queen of the night since Mattie insisted on being what I am.” She winked at me.

			“Well, I’m Halloween.” I looked down at my dress and back up to her. 

			She inched forward. “Halloween is looking pretty hot.” 

			“I can’t argue with that,” Asher said as he stepped up behind me. Mattie straightened up, and Bri cocked her eyebrow. Mattie pointed at him as joy bubbled up in her eyes. 

			“So what are you?” Bri asked, cocking her hip to the side. I noticed her white boots; they were knee-high, laced up the front and flat to the ground. She certainly looked more stable than I did on these ridiculously high heels. Her carefully manicured nails rested against the bright white vinyl of her dress. They were fiery red and chiseled to a fine point. He lifted his hand and waved it, producing a tarot card out of thin air. Ash grinned while flipping it over then he handed it to Bri. 

			She eyed the card. “A magician.” She scoffed. “Interesting form of magic.”  

			Mattie smiled. “What did you get?”

			Bri turned the card so we could all see it. “The Lovers.” 

			Asher grinned. “No problems in that area for you, I hope.” 

			She lowered the card. “No—none at all, thank you.”

			She eyed Mattie. Embarrassment stirred inside her. She blushed while twisting her heel against the concrete step. 

			Mattie recovered by offering a useful distraction. “Do me!” 

			Asher laughed. “Very well then.”  He waved his hand, and another card appeared. 

			He paused with an inquisitive look on his face. 

			She scowled. “What is it?” she asked.

			He looked at Bri before Mattie snatched it out of his hand. “The fool?” Mattie asked. 

			Bri bit her lip. “It’s not bad, honey. It just means you—”

			Asher chimed in. “Are a dreamer, you believe. It’s a good thing.” He winked at her.

			Briana gave him a nod and placed her hand around Mattie’s waist. She drew her into her side.

			I leaned into Asher’s ear as they started to climb the stairs.

			Asher licked his lip, and I got caught up in the cologne he was wearing. It wasn’t sandalwood, but something lighter and oddly familiar. I took a breath. “Cedar?” I asked and the corner of his lip curved. “Do you make it a habit of smelling people?”

			I stood up straight, and he reached in and pushed a curl over my shoulder. His fingers gently caressed the side of my neck. I cleared my throat. “Is that all the card meant?” 

			“She doesn’t have much life experience, and because of that she can be fooled very easily.”

			“Do me.” I blurted out. 

			He parted his lips, and I bit mine. “I mean the cards, of course.” 

			He chuckled. “Of course.” He closed his eyes and produced a card. I folded my arms in front of me while he took his sweet time. “Asher.” 

			He opened one eye and peered at the card while grinning but then his smile faded.  

			“What is it?” I asked. 

			He didn’t hand it to me so I took it and flipped it over so I could see it. It had a large red heart with three swords cutting through it. One in the center, heading straight down the middle, and the other two at a slant. I turned it over and held it up to him. “What does this mean and don’t give me the happy meal version.” 

			“It’s the three of swords. Minor Arcana.” 

			“That means nothing to me, Asher.” 

			“It’s the card of heartbreak. It’s sadness from separation and feelings of betrayal. The breakup was sudden, totally unexpected and it overwhelmed you. But once you get past him, I mean—” he paused. 

			“What?” I asked. 

			“Once you get over it you could find love, something meaningful and true. Something that could last forever.” 

			 I took the card from his hand and dropped it. “I’m ready to go inside.” I turned and started to climb the steps. Asher placed his hand at the base of my back. We ended up at the front door. He leaned in from behind me and knocked. Again, he was warm. The scent of cedar lingered in the air. I shifted my feet and moved forward, breaking contact with him. He straightened up but lingered close to my ear. “Ready?” he asked. 

			The door opened, and music and light came pouring out of the space. I blinked a few times. A girl who was wearing a pair of large black wings and a skin-tight vinyl catsuit waved us in. Asher cleared his throat when she reached over and touched his hat. He tried to keep it but she snatched it from his head, and he was left without one. It was one of Tailor’s girls. She was beautiful just like the rest of them, but now she looked dangerous.  

			He laughed as she placed it on her head and winked at him. His eyes lingered on her for a moment, and I spotted Daniel. He looked relieved to see me, so he came running over. He was wearing thick black framed glasses, and his hair was slicked over to the side. He had a white button down shirt on along with a brown vest. He lifted a monstrous looking green and red plant that sat in a clay pot. 

			I laughed and snapped my fingers. “Seymour?” 

			“Feed me.” He said out the side of his mouth as he eyed the plant.

			I grinned. “I love Little Shop of Horrors. Such a great movie!” I had to yell over the music. 

			“So. Wow.” He said as he looked at my dress. I placed my hand on my stomach. 

			I had to lean into his ear. “Who do you think I am?” I asked. 

			“Halloween.” He said without hesitation. Asher stepped up next to me with his hat in hand. He placed it back on his head. Daniel stared at him and then glanced at me. I know he was somewhat surprised to see me with him. I didn’t blame him.

			Mattie and Bri completed the circle. I was expecting a conversation to make me feel less awkward, but it didn’t last long. “Oh, my God! This is my jam!” Bri yelled out with her arms extended toward the ceiling. She grabbed Mattie’s hand and drug her away from us.    

			 “Dance?” Asher asked me, and I was just about to take his hand when the crowd parted, and I spotted Thorn leaning against the far wall. Our eyes locked and my knees felt weak. I took a step and almost fell to the floor, but Asher grabbed me around the waist and had me standing upright in a flash. I felt a small burst of air and Thorn was right in front of me. The lingering smell of sandalwood made me dizzy and overpowered Asher’s cologne. I cleared my throat and tried to find my balance on the heels. I should have worn the boots. The boots would have been a much better choice. 

			Asher took my arm. “I got you, Echo.” 

			Thorn stepped back and looked him over. Asher tilted his head. Thorn was wearing dark jeans, black boots, and a white button-down shirt. A black coat hugged his shoulders and ended at his waist. He wasn’t wearing a costume at all. He looked amazing. I wish that he didn’t. 

			“What are you supposed to be?” Ash asked him.

			Thorn smiled, exposing his fangs. My eyes widened, and I nearly fainted. I lifted my clutch and blocked his mouth from view. Thorn’s eyes smiled at me as he reached up and gently pushed my hand down. His cold touch brought back a longing that I hoped I could extinguish. But here he was, standing before me in all of his glory. I was fixated on his mouth, and Thorn never took his eyes off of me. He held onto my hand until Asher moved me back with a small but effective tug, breaking the connection. I blinked. 

			Asher laughed. “Brooding teenage vampire. Very original.”

			Thorns eyes left mine and landed on him. His expression changed. “What are you?” 

			Asher smiled and produced a Tarot card. He held it up, and the word Magician was written out at the bottom of it. 

			“Clever.”

			The card disappeared, and another one appeared with the flick of his hand. “This is yours.” He handed it to him with a crooked grin.

			Thorn’s sea-blue eyes lingered on the card and impatience got the better of me. “What is it?” I asked. 

			He turned it over and held it up to me. “Death.” He whispered.
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			Asher leaned into my side. “Do you want to dance?” he asked. 

			I was mesmerized by the sight of Thorn. I had to break eye contact with him to answer. “No—I mean.” I paused, and Thorn grinned, exposing his fangs, yet again. My heart couldn’t take it. It fluttered, and he adjusted his stance as if he could tell that he was affecting me. 

			“I’m thirsty.” I pressed my hand to my throat. 

			“Oh! I’ll find us something, be right back,” he said as he rushed off into the crowd.

			“Me, too,” Thorn said as his eyes lingered on my hand. It reminded me of what he was and why I had to do this. Although it was becoming harder and harder with each agonizing second that ticked by. 

			“Echo.” He said as he took a step toward me and Daniel returned with a red cup in his hand. He took a drink and winced. He gave it a sniff, and a sour look popped up on his face. I hadn’t noticed that he left us, but I was grateful that he had returned. 

			“Oh, God. This is disgusting.” 

			Thorn spoke without looking at him. Again, I was all he could see. “Tailor likes to spike everything with whatever she can collect from her father’s liquor cabinet.” 

			I looked down at my heels. The fact that he knew this about her bothered me, but I wasn’t a fool. I know they have a history.

			“Well, it could run a car.” Daniel’s eyebrows came together as he leaned in and stared at Thorn’s mouth. “Dude, are those fangs?” 

			Thorn closed his lips, and Daniel laughed. “Seriously, you just tossed on some jeans and bought teeth?” he held the plant up, and Thorn tilted his head. 

			“Little Shop of Horrors,” Thorn said, and I smiled. I was glad that he knew what it was. I think Daniel was surprised. “Yes, and as you can see, I put some time into my costume, and all you did was—” 

			Three girls approached us. One pirate, one angel, and one devil. Daniel’s mouth remained open while he gawked at them. 

			They spoke in unison. “Hi, Thorn.” He gave them a nod, and they giggled. 

			Daniel sighed. “Where can I get some fangs?” he asked. Thorn grinned, and the girls swooned. 

			“Do you want to dance?” one asked. 

			“Do you want a drink?” the second one asked. 

			The third one chimed in. “Do you need anything, anything at all?” I rolled my eyes and started to walk away but Thorn grabbed my wrist, and I was held in place. 

			“Yes, Asher Westbrook is getting drinks. He needs some company. He’s the magician in a top hat.” 

			They rushed off to find him while I tilted my head. He had just used his powers on them.

			He then turned his attention to Daniel and spotted a girl along the wall who was dressed like a librarian. He nodded to her, and she pushed her shoulders away from the wall and came toward us. Daniel lifted his hand. “I really thought that this was a great costume.” 

			“It is.” The girl spoke up behind him. He turned, and she smiled. Her shoulder-length chestnut brown hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and her bangs sat straight across her forehead and rested above her perfectly shaped eyebrows. Her lips were full and lightly glossed, and she sported a cute pair of glasses that threatened to slide down her button nose. 

			She was gorgeous. 

			Her hands sat folded in front of her and rested against a black pencil skirt. Her white button-down was tucked inside, and she wore black flats. I think she may be Daniel’s soulmate. 

			“I love that movie.” She spoke softly. A rosy color filled her cheeks.

			“Yeah?”

			She giggled while lifting her hand. “Do you wanna get something to drink?”

			He lifted his cup, and I nudged him from the side. He dropped it. “Oh, man! I guess I need a new one.”

			He stepped over the mess and left me alone with Thorn. I scanned the room for Asher, but I’m sure he was being held up by the three sirens that Thorn had sent to distract him. 

			“I’ve missed you.” He said.

			“We need to talk,” I replied, trying to fake aggression and disinterest. 

			He grinned. “Talk.” 

			My eyes roamed. “Not here.”

			He took my hand and pulled me along through the crowd. Before I knew it, he had me in a dark hallway, and my back was against the wall. He leaned in, with his hand resting above me. I could easily turn my chin upward and allow him to kiss me again but Eyota’s warning lingered in my mind. I knew what I had to do, but now that the opportunity presented itself, I was finding it hard to get the words out.

			“You shouldn’t control people like that.”

			He straightened up. “I was only trying to make it easier.”

			I looked up at him. “For me or for yourself?”

			“Both.” He added. 

			“I don’t need your help.” 

			He backed away from me, and his shoulders rested against the wall opposite to my own.

			“You came with him, didn’t you?” 

			I tried to hide my emotions, but it was nearly impossible. My heart jumped into my throat. “I did.” 

			“So this is a date?” he asked. 

			I nodded. “I asked him.”

			His eyebrow cocked. “You asked him?” 

			I tried to appear steadfast. “Yes, why?”

			He shook his head and pulled his knee up, pressing his foot against the wall. He grinned while crossing his arms over his chest. I lost some of my confidence. “What?” I asked. 

			He shrugged his shoulders. “Nothing.”

			I took a step toward him. “No, what is it?”

			“I just didn’t think you had it in you,” he said. 

			I gritted my teeth. “Why? Am I too timid to be asking anyone out on a date?”

			 I spun as his hand wrapped my waist. I was against the wall, and he was leaning into my face. His body rested against me. Cold and unyielding. I trembled. His speed took me by surprise although it shouldn’t. His strength could easily overpower me, but that’s not what worried me most of all. It was his mouth, lingering so close to mine. All it would take is a second of weakness, and I would be his. 

			Always his. 

			Always waiting for that breathless moment. 

			Where was the courage that I had mustered up while deciding to go through with this ridiculous plan of mine? Where was Midnight when I needed her the most? Where was that look in my eye that had revealed itself to me in the mirror? 

			Gone.

			All gone with one touch.

			His touch.

			“I have a coffin now.” He said as he studied my mouth. 

			“I don’t care.” 

			He smiled. “You don’t, huh? Then what’s this?” 

			He reached in and pressed his fingers against the base of my neck. My heartbeat pounded against his skin. He growled.

			“You’re a vampire; you should have one.” My voice was barely audible. 

			His thumb moved across my bottom lip. I gasped, and a wave of pleasure rolled through me.

			He whispered into my ear. “I’m yours.” 

			“Thorn.”

			He took my hand, and I could feel something in it. He stepped back while I unfolded my fingers to expose a small black bottle. It had a beautiful metal label on it in brushed gold with a small white piece of paper inside of it. I held it up and read the inscription. 

			“Viata mea,” I whispered. 

			“My life.” He said as I held it there in front of me. The chain slipped over the side of my hand and dangled in the air. 

			“What is this?” I asked him. 

			“Everything I am I give to you, Echo Midnight Navarri.” 

			I narrowed my eyes and lifted it up by the chain. It was corked at the top, and I couldn’t see through it. 

			“Thorn, what’s inside the bottle?” I asked.

			“My blood. My life.”

			My throat felt like it was closing up. Was this a vampires way of proposing to someone? Did it include a vile of blood and a promise?

			I took a slow breath and released it. I wanted nothing more than to accept this gift and rush into his arms, but I couldn’t. I was bound to a terrible truth. 

			I would be the end of him, and I couldn’t allow it to happen. 

			“I don’t—”

			He took one step toward me, and I moved back. He tilted his head. He appeared confused. 

			“I’m giving you control, Echo. I’m giving you the ability to see me as what I am, and it can also protect you.”

			“Protect me?” I asked. 

			“Yes, if you’re ever in danger you need to drink this, and it will hide the fact that you are human. You’ll be stronger, faster, like me. At least long enough for you to get away. Just know that if you drink my blood, it will reveal the truth. Not only showing you the monster that I can be, but all truths, even your own. It lifts the veil.” 

			I closed my hand and felt the ice cold bottle against my skin. His blood, his life. He offered this to me. I knew what I had to do, but I hesitated. The opportunity to break him had presented itself to me. It was right there, within my reach. All I had to do was say the words.

			But I waited too long. I could see his expression changing with each moment that passed by. He expected me to fall into his arms, thanking him for making such a grand gesture. I assume it’s hard for a vampire to relinquish control of anything. Especially their hearts.

			I sighed and then parted my lips. The words ‘I can’t accept this’ lingered on the tip of my tongue. The thought of Thorn dying because of me made my heart skip a beat, and my stomach tighten. I felt nauseous when this should have been the greatest moment of my life. 

			“Thorn, please—” I held out my hand, and a voice interrupted me from doing the unthinkable. 

			“There you are,” Asher said as I spun to look at him. I turned back, and Thorn was gone, but the faint scent of sandalwood remained.
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			Ash stepped forward and looked at me. I quickly shoved the bottle into my small clutch. He raised his hand, and I could see a phone. He stared at it and then at me. “You dropped this, and it’s been going off for the last ten minutes. I just wasn’t sure where you were.” 

			I lied to conceal the truth. “I was looking for the restroom and got lost. This place is crazy.” 

			I swallowed hard and took a few steps toward him. I took the phone from his hand, and his fingers brushed against mine. Ash’s timing couldn’t have been worse or was the best thing that could have happened? 

			The wrinkles in my forehead deepened. “How did I drop this? I thought it was in my clutch?”

			“I don’t know. I just found it.” 

			I stared at the screen. “It’s my aunt. I have to call her back.”

			He nodded to me. “Of course.” 

			I stepped out of the hallway and into a room full of loud teenagers dancing to the music. I had to fight my way through a wave of pumping fists and swinging hips. 

			I spotted the staircase and decided to find some privacy. I rushed up the steps. I made it to the top of the stairs and decided to go left. I walked down the long wide hallway, ignoring how creepy it felt. 

			I stopped and stared at the cracked ceiling and peeling paint on the walls. I heard whispering behind me and turned, but saw no one. I spun around and hissed when I ran into a wheelchair. I stepped back from it and pressed the button on my phone while rubbing the pain away in my knee. It rang once, twice, then three times. My eyes narrowed, and the wrinkle between my eyebrows deepened. I slid the tip of my nail into the side of my mouth as the fourth ring heightened my fear. By the fifth ring, I was ready to rush back down the hallway and demand that Asher take me home but just as I turned she picked up, half out of breath. 

			“Aunt Luna?” I asked as she grunted. 

			“Aunt Luna!” 

			“Yes, Echo.” She spoke, and I let out a sigh of relief. 

			“What’s wrong?” I heard footsteps behind me and assumed that Thorn had found me again. I clutched the phone in my hand, hoping that I was wrong. 

			“I’m fine.” Her voice went up a full octave. It was a sure sign that she wasn’t. 

			“I’m coming home,” I said without hesitation. I started to turn, and she stopped me. 

			“I fell.” 

			“Oh, my God! Are you okay?” I asked.  

			She paused, and I heard a loud banging noise in the background. “Hold on just a second, my love.” 

			“Aunt Luna, what was that?” I held my hand out. “Aunt Luna?” 

			I could hear a thud and then a yelp. My chest ached with anxiety. “Aunt Luna!” I yelled into the phone. Finally, she snatched it up and was out of breath again. 

			“What is going on?!” I asked. 

			She laughed. “Beaver.” 

			I froze in place. “Excuse me?”

			“There’s a beaver in the house. I mean there was a beaver in the house.” 

			“A beaver?” I asked. 

			“Yes, a beaver. Echo, how can you not know what that is? They build dams.”

			I let my hand drop to my side. “I know what beavers are and what they do but how did it get in the house?” 

			“We do have a lot of wood.” 

			I laughed. “So it came to steal the wood?”

			“I don’t know, Echo! I can’t get into the mind of the beast.”

			I half smiled. She was ridiculously wonderful. “Aunt Luna, I don’t know if a beaver qualifies as a beast.”

			She chuckled. “It was! I had to wrestle it to the ground and put it in a headlock. Thank the Goddess for upper arm strength.”

			“You just put a beaver in a headlock?” My tone sat deadpanned.

			“I don’t know why this is so hard for you to understand, Echo. I mean, for crap’s sake, we fought a zombie together.”

			I rolled my eyes. “You’re right but I just never thought that we would have to learn defensive moves against beavers.” 

			She tapped the phone with her nails. “I know!”

			I toyed with one of my curls. “Well, I guess there’s a first for everything.”

			“Oh, no. This happens yearly right before winter. They usually stare at me from the pine with those beady little eyes, planning their assault but this year, this year one of those rascals decided to charge in here with horrible intent.”

			I tilted my chin upward. I tried to hide the laughter but I couldn’t. “Do you think they have a command center, you know, where they have a map of the house?”

			“Don’t be a smart ass, Echo.”

			I pressed my fingers to my lips. 

			Another thud and she excused herself again. “Darn it. Hold on.” I could hear the phone hit the floor and she snatched it back up. “I mean, never mind. Nope. Hold on a second.”

			“Aunt Luna?!”

			I could hear another crash through the phone, and I turned and scanned the long hallway, feeling like someone was watching me. No one was there. I really couldn’t worry about it. My Aunt was in the middle of a beaver crisis.

			I focused in on a shadow down the hallway. I leaned forward just as my aunt’s voice sprang up on the phone. 

			“Okay, sorted.” She spoke in between gasps. 

			“I’m gonna come home,” I said. 

			“No! I mean, no. There’s no need. I panicked, and I shouldn’t have. I’ve been ready for years, and I got distracted while reading a book. Next time I’ll be ready.” 

			I placed my hand on my hip. The shadow faded. 

			She hissed. “Are you hurt?” I asked. 

			“It’s just a scratch and nothing more.”

			“I’m leaving now,” I said.

			“Echo, I forbid you from leaving that party.” 

			I bit my lip. “You forbid me from not partying?” 

			“Yes, I forbid it. You need to stay and have fun. I have this under control.”

			I shook my head. “Are you sure?” 

			Finally, she answered me. “I swear.” 

			I paused. “I still think I should just—”

			She interrupted me. “Echo Midnight Navarri, you stay put. Have fun! Halloween is a wonderful holiday. My favorite.” 

			I nodded. Of course, it was her favorite. She’s a witch. I just loved it because it was the one day out of the year that we all seemed to be equal. Everyone could be anything they wanted to be, even if it was what they really felt like they were inside. 

			“Where is it?” I asked. 

			“What?” 

			I pursed my lips. “The beaver, Aunt Luna. Where is it?” 

			She laughed. “Oh, well. It’s gone now. I booted its butt right out of this house. Yes, I did.” She sounded proud. I guess I would have been too although I had no idea what kind of adversary a beaver could be.

			“Okay, well. I’ll probably be late. I’m not sure when this is supposed to be over.”

			“You should stay the night.” 

			“What?” I asked. She must have hit her head. “With Asher? No!”

			She laughed. “NO! Oh, God no. With Mattie. Go stay with her tonight.”

			I narrowed my eyes. “Why?”

			“I, well.”

			“You are hurt, aren’t you?” 

			“No, I have company coming over.” 

			I bit my lip and heat flooded my neck and cheeks. 

			“Oh,” I said.

			“Yes, and I would prefer to have the house to myself just one night if that’s okay.”

			I nodded before I spoke. “Yeah, oh yeah. Totally. You have, well, you do whatever it is that you do and I’ll go stay with Mattie tonight.”

			“Okay, good, honey. Thank you.”

			The line went dead, and I let the phone linger at my ear longer than it needed to. I couldn’t help but grin.

			“Company,” I whispered.
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			I walked down the hallway with every intention of rejoining the party. Then I thought I heard whispers to the right. I paused, leaning to the side and noticing that the room had a bed with a large trunk at the end of it. I stepped in and scanned the small space. Someone used to live here, I could feel it, almost like a lingering presence. 

			I walked over to the dresser and jerked on the top drawer. I leaned up on my tiptoes and could see articles of clothing. I closed it and pulled on the second drawer only this time a black box sat inside. I pulled it out and blew on it. The dust flew into the air and came raining down in the moonlight. I backed up and sat down on the side of the bed. I opened the lid and reached in, pulling out an old picture of a teenage girl with long black hair, braided over each shoulder. I thumbed at the image and leaned over on my side, then rolled onto my back while holding the picture up in front of me. Something about her eyes drew me in. I felt connected to her in some way. I lowered it to my chest and closed my eyes. 

			Sleep came without warning and with it the dreams.

			“If you want the tour then you need to pay.”

			The lights flickered on and off and then decided to return, illuminating the room in a dull hue. 

			I wasn’t sure where I was. “Pay?” I asked while lowering my hand. I had momentarily shielded my eyes as they adjusted after the bright light had rained down on me.  

			The girl that stood before me was pale and had jet black hair laying over her shoulders in two long, thick braids. She wore a white and black dress, very reminiscent of Wednesday Addams. In fact, she could have easily been her stunt double. My eyes lowered, and I studied her charcoal gray boots with red laces. I grinned and shuffled my feet then I noticed that I was wearing my school uniform. She noticed and gave me a nod like we were in some secret club for BA boot wearers.

			“You go to Port Royal High?” she asked. 

			I nodded. “Yeah.”  

			“I was homeschooled.”

			My eyes lit over a large table in the middle of the room that had small twinkling lights dangling over it. I could see rows of houses and black bricked roads. My eyes scanned it until my gaze landed on our high school. It looked like an exact replica of Port Royal. 

			“I said I was homeschooled.” She repeated. 

			I nodded to her. “I’m sorry. Port Royal is my first real school. Before that, I had tutors.” I looked around the room. I wasn’t scared at all, just intrigued.

			She tilted her head but never changed her facial expression. She seemed to be the most melancholy human being that I had ever encountered. I think I loved her. 

			“Why? Do your parents hate you like mine hate me?”

			“What?” I asked in confusion.

			She sighed. “They hired someone to teach you,” she added without showing any emotion.

			I laughed. “They don’t, I mean, I hope they don’t hate me. They just, well, they’re busy. They’re archeologist, very famous ones, maybe you heard of them? Navarri, Peter and Alice Navarri?”

			She placed her hands behind her back and then sighed. “Nope. I’m not big on people in general. I tend to stay to myself; it’s just easier that way.”

			I half grinned. She had been the most hidden treasure in Port Royal. The teenager who honestly didn’t care about gossip or drama. I don’t think she even cared about me and I loved it. 

			“So do they dig up bones?” she asked. 

			“Sometimes. They mostly dig up artifacts. They study early history. Human migration. Stuff like that.” I pointed at the table. “Did you make this?” I asked as my eyes inspected it with wonder.

			“Have you seen the bones?”

			I narrowed my eyes. “What?” I asked. 

			“The bones, have you seen them?” she repeated. 

			I shook my head as I walked up to the table and let my eyes rush over each house built on it. The details were amazing. I cleared my throat. “No, not really.”

			She rolled her eyes. “Bummer.” 

			“You said something about a tour?”

			The girl extended her hand to me. “I’m Regan.” 

			I stared at her hand while it floated between us. She started to pull back when I took it and gave it a nice shake. “Like The Exorcist,” I stated as her cold hand rested in mine. 

			She nodded to me, and I noticed the cemetery on the table model. My eyes followed the pathway until it reached my families mausoleum. I swallowed hard. 

			“And you are?” she asked. Her tone had changed. 

			“I’m—” I stammered. “I.”  

			“It’s okay, don’t worry about it.”

			“I know who I am,” I said.

			She shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t always remember things either. That’s why I don’t always stay here; sometimes I have to go to my other room.”

			“Your other room?”

			“At the hospital, you know. The Arsenal.”

			It echoed in my ears. “The Arsenal?” I asked. 

			My eyes darted back to her. The lights flickered on and off and for a second Regan was gone and then she reappeared. I stopped and felt a strange tingling in my fingertips. 

			I shook my head. “Did you make this?” I asked, and she tried to smile. 

			The lights flickered and then stabilized. I could see the rain beating against the large oval window that protruded outward along the wall. Through it, I could see the majority of the town. I’m sure if I walked to the edge I could probably see it all. It was a beautiful view. 

			I parted my lips, and she spoke up, interrupting my thoughts. 

			“I love Port Royal.” She spoke with compassion. “I can tell that you do, too, don’t you?” she asked. 

			I turned and faced her from across the large table. My eyes ran the length of it, and I could see a miniaturized version of my house. I stepped closer and noticed every road crisscrossing here and there. The attention to detail was unbelievable. Every street sign, every tree, every small black brick in the roads seemed to be placed with loving care. This must have taken someone a lifetime to create, yet it looked new. Not a speck of dust rested on anything. 

			“I do,” I whispered. “I love it.”

			“When you love something you take care of it,” she said as it echoed in my mind. I blinked a couple of times, allowing the magical moment to place me in a trance. 

			I reached in and pointed at the figure of a girl standing in front of an iron gate with a red umbrella in hand. I shook my head. 

			“Is that me?” I asked, and I looked up, and she was gone. “Regan? Regan, where are you?”

			I leaned in when I heard whispers and stared into The Pine that surrounded the town. Then I saw it, two red eyes and black antlers. I stumbled back in a panic when a horn blew in the room. It was so loud I had to reach up and cover my ears. 

			 The door flew open, and a terrible wind filled the space. I had to lift my arm to shield my face from the sheer force of it. I fought my way forward, but the wind pushed me back. I stared down at my feet as my boots slid along the floor. With one big gust, it slammed me against the circular window, and I watched in horror as the latch started to shake then open. I was tossed out and into the air.

			Ash rushed into the room that now had nothing in it. The table, the town, the small twinkling lights were all gone along with the girl who had left me to die. 

			He dropped to one knee and slammed his hand against the floor as his eyes locked onto mine. A bright purple light flashed from beneath his palm and rolled out like a thick wave as it engulfed me. He yelled into the wind. “Portaectus Foruictus!”

			My decent was slowed down, and he walked toward me, reaching out and taking my hand. I stepped across the air, and my foot now rested on the ledge. He helped me down onto the floor.

			“Echo, are you okay?” He asked. 

			I nodded as he leaned in and just as his lips grazed mine I woke up and banged my forehead against hard bone and winced. 

			“Ouch!” I hissed as I rubbed the soon to be knot.

			“Oh, man!” Asher said as he stood up and stumbled away from me. I glanced around the room as the light splintered into starbursts. Finally, I was able to focus. I slid from the side of the bed and swayed on the heels. 

			“I must have fallen asleep.”

			“Yeah.” He said as he squinted. I stepped toward him and could see the red blotch forming on his forehead. 

			“Oh crap, I’m sorry.” 

			He stared at the bed then back to me. “I’m not.” 

			I blushed. I must have leaned in to kiss him when he found me here. 

			“I was dreaming.” I had to dismiss it. I just had too. He seemed deflated as his shoulders slumped. He fingered at his forehead and grimaced. “We probably need ice.”

			“What?” he asked. 

			“Ice, for the collision.” 

			“Yeah, come on.” He held his hand out to me, and I took it without hesitation. 

			It was the least I could do.
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			I took a deep breath. “Do you want some hot chocolate?” I asked. “I’d really like one. It always makes me feel better.”

			He rubbed the side of his neck. “I’ll take you home, I’m assuming you have some there, and ice for this headbutt?” he winked at me.

			“No,” I spoke too quickly. I bit my lip and calmed down. “I—well, can we go to your house?” I asked, remembering the promise to my aunt that I would stay away tonight. Of course, she didn’t mean with a boy, and I had no intention of staying with him. I would just go and then call Mattie. 

			His eyes searched mine. “Okay, yeah, sure.” He said. His aunt had to be there, so it really wasn’t a big deal. 

			He stared at me a little too long. I cleared my throat as he started the car. I wasn’t going to talk to him about the odd dream, or the fact that he had come rushing into the room zapping me midair and stopping me from plunging to my death. 

			The thunder rumbled above us, and he pulled away from the party. We exchanged a few nervous glances on the ride to his house. The rain was coming down pretty hard by the time we got there. We exited the car and ran to the front of the café. He reached into his pocket and produced a key. His hand shook, and he dropped it as the rain drenched us. Finally, he opened the door and ushered me into the café ahead of him. The lightning lit up the room for a split second, and then it died back down. The lights flickered on and off and then went out.

			“Hold on, let me check the breaker box.” 

			He disappeared into the back room. The lights flickered on then off, then on again. He immediately returned. 

			“I have towels upstairs if you want to dry off.” 

			My teeth chattered, and I would have been perfectly content to ride this chill out through sheer will, but being dry sounded awesome. I glanced out the window, and he stood his ground. 

			“Sure, yeah, thank you,” I said as my teeth began to chatter and my forehead ached.  

			I walked toward him and then passed through the beaded curtains. I waited until he joined me. He offered a timid smile and then strolled ahead of me. He reached a door, opened it up and flipped the switch on the wall. I leaned to the side and could see that the stairs led up to the second floor. For a moment I hesitated, and then I decided to go. 

			I let my hand glide along the smooth railing until I reached the top of the stairs. I stepped out into a medium sized room. The outer wall consisted of tall, thin windows overlooking the street below. There was a beautiful teal blue chaise lounge sitting in front of it with a multi-colored blanket slung over the back. A large bookcase sat at an angle to the side of the windows, bulging with books. I was tempted to rummage through them, but just as the thought crossed my mind, Asher touched my arm. I looked at him. He pointed to a door in the corner of the room. 

			“You can dry off in my aunt’s room. She has tons of clothes in her closet if you need to change.”

			“She isn’t home?” I asked.

			“She had a meeting, with her coven. She won’t be back until tomorrow.” 

			I bit my lip and then released it. “That’s right. She’s a witch.” I said. 

			He leaned in. “Yep. For as long as I can remember. In fact, she’s the reason I decided to practice.” 

			I barely looked at him before my gaze returned to the bookcase. “By practice, you mean cast spells.”

			“I didn’t go to Hogwarts, and I don’t have a wand.”

			I grinned. “Well, I never assumed that you did.” 

			He grinned. “I practiced my craft in New Orleans, with a mentor. She was incredible and, well. I made a huge mistake.”

			“What?” I asked. 

			“I fell for her.” He added. “I—well, I don’t have the best luck with women.” 

			I tucked my hands into my sides and felt a tremor. My teeth chattered.

			“Why don’t you get out of those wet clothes. You’ll get sick.” His eyes lowered to my mouth. 

			I stared down at the floor and could see that I had a puddle collecting around my feet. He leaned in. “Please.” He pointed toward the door to his aunt’s room. I swallowed hard.

			“Fine.” I walked away from him and then paused with my hand firmly gripping the handle.

			“Ash?” 

			“Yeah?” he asked. 

			“Thank you for being so nice, and I’m sorry about the thing.” I pointed at my forehead. He fingered at the red spot. “You have a hard head.”

			“Thanks?”

			He laughed. “It’s a weird compliment. How about this? You’re beautiful.”

			I was speechless. Instead of thanking him I switched topics. “So you said you have something to drink?” 

			He grinned. “I make the best hot chocolate.”

			“Best, huh?” I asked as I finally opened the door and slipped inside the room. I held onto the edge of it as he smiled at me. His large eyes captured tiny slivers of light.

			“Just wait.” He teased.  

			I shut the door and then dropped down to my knees. I closed one eye and stared through the keyhole with the other. He walked to the cabinet and pulled out a pan and placed it on the stove, then he walked to the refrigerator and pulled out the milk. He paused for a moment, and I stood up and placed my hand against the door. 

			I turned and scanned the room. Star had a king sized bed against the far wall with a shiny black comforter on it. Half melted black candles sat on the edge of the tall white dresser with black roses embossed along the side and across the four drawers. I could see more on a small black vanity and then on each nightstand by her bed. An oversized painting hung above her elaborately carved black headboard. I stepped toward it, and the lightning lit up the room. A large black buck stared back at me. I yelped when a knock came to the door. I placed my hand over my heart. 

			“Are you okay?” Ash asked from the other side. 

			I tapped my chest. “Yeah, the storm scared me.” 

			He laughed. “I’d think you’d be used to storms by now.” 

			I nodded before I spoke. “No, I am. It was the lightning.”

			“Well, the hot chocolate will be ready soon, you’ll want to drink it hot.”

			I sighed as I clutched the towel to my chest. “Okay, I’ll be out in a sec.” 

			“Cool.”

			I stood up and placed my open palms on the door. “I should go, shouldn’t I? Oh, my God, what am I doing?” I whispered.
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			I stepped into the bathroom and turned on the light. It nearly blinded me. I blinked a few times and adjusted to its harshness. My gaze settled on my face. I looked horrible. My hair was matted to my forehead and protruding cheekbones. In this light, my skin looked sickly. How could Asher, or anyone, be attracted to me?

			 I leaned in and could see dark circles forming under each eye. I opened my mouth and started to inspect my teeth. A persistent ringing welled up in my ears and for a split second one of my teeth appeared sharper than the others. I flinched, and it was back to normal. 

			Visions. I hated them almost as much as I hated what I had to do. “Calm down.” I hissed.  

			I slammed my fist on the side of the sink, and I was shaking. I looked up, and my eyes had darkened to match my heart. I couldn’t control how I felt. Suddenly every raw emotion had wormed its way to the surface without a shred of dignity. 

			I was vulnerable, weak. Human.   

			I closed my eyes and could hear the music. The notes flowed over me. 

			So beautiful. It was something from my childhood. Something played only for me. I couldn’t remember, but I wanted to. I wanted nothing more than to remember where I had heard it and why.

			It felt like a part of me. A part of my soul that was longing to break free. 

			Magical.  

			I peeled off my dress, letting it drop to the ground. The notes continued to penetrate me. Seeking out the deepest darkest feelings in my heart. Drawing me to them like a sirens song. I placed my hand against my chest. The sadness was overwhelming. The pain. The undeniable loss.

			 “I brought you a sweatshirt. It’s mine.”  I placed my hand on the door as Asher spoke to me from the other side. “I knocked first, I promise.” He added.

			“Thank you,” I said as I closed my eyes. 

			“I’ll leave it on the bed. She has jeans in her closet, plenty of them.” 

			I could hear his footsteps and the door closing. 

			I stepped out into the room, and the music got louder, and then it stopped, and I could feel the melodic vibration of strings. It lingered in the air like sweet poetry. I could visualize the notes floating all around me. Blue, purple, white. Each one making way for the next. I reached out and touched one with the tip of my finger, and it dissipated only to be replaced by the next.

			I put on his sweatshirt, and it hung off of my shoulder.  

			I turned and followed the song as it called out to me. I scanned the room and didn’t see Asher anywhere. “Hello?” he didn’t answer. 

			I walked past the couch and the books until I noticed a door sitting ajar. I reached out and pushed it open. The room was lit with white candles on the floor. I stepped through them, following the sound and noticed Asher’s silhouette against the large window. He had his back to me while he sat on a small rectangular stool. His legs were spread apart. I stepped around in front of him to see that he was playing a thin black cello. The scaled down size of the instrument rested between his legs with ease.  His long black bow would glide across the strings as I inhaled, moving back as I released my breath. Everything slowed down all around me. The flickering flames would lean in as I inhaled and move away as I exhaled. 

			It was happiness, sadness, fear, excitement, hate, love and uncontrollable desire all rolled into one.

			Pure magic.

			I was completely overwhelmed and at its mercy. The tears rolled down my cheeks and dripped from my chin. My lips parted, and finally, he paused. I nearly begged him to begin again, but he lifted the bow, and I sighed as he did. 

			He stood up and looked deeply into my eyes. He turned the chair sideways.  

			His sweatshirt hung over my left shoulder, exposing my skin. His eyes rushed over me. 

			“You look amazing in anything you wear. Here, sit down.”

			“I didn’t know that you played,” I whispered. 

			He nodded to me. “Music saved me when I was at my lowest point. It gave me a reason to live. Come, let me show you.” 

			I took a deep breath and found myself straddling the chair as I moved to the front edge. He sat down behind me and spread his legs drawing the cello in close to me. I gasped as it brushed against my inner thighs. He took my hand and placed my fingers on the strings at the top of the neck and then lifted the bow. I placed my hand on it, and he gently pressed it against the strings. His fingers guided mine against the vibration as his bow moved back and forth. I took a breath with each stroke, letting it out as one note ended and another began. He quickened his pace and moved in closer behind me. The song intensified, the notes consumed me. My head fell back on his shoulder, and the song crescendoed. The flame of each candle rose into the air, and I could see a thousand sparks of light. I moaned. 

			My body trembled, and all of the pain escaped me. 

			“Can you feel it?” he whispered as his full lips brushed against the outer edge of my ear. 

			My breath hitched. “What’s happening?” 

			The bow moved across the strings, and the sparks in the room began to collect and dance in the darkness. 

			“Magic. I can feel it inside of you, Echo. Don’t hide what you are. Show me.”

			I shook my head as he pressed my fingers against the strings. The pressure increased until the last note lingered in the air.

			My thighs pressed against the cello. “Don’t be afraid, show me.” He whispered. 

			It started in the pit of my stomach and worked its way into my chest. 

			Warm and inviting. 

			It crept along my arms, raising the hair on the surface of my skin along the way. He let go, and my fingers continued to move, finishing a song began long ago and waiting for those last few precious notes to bring it to a satisfying end. I could see white trails of light coming from my fingertips as I allowed the music to flow out of me and into the bow and across the strings. The last note nearly broke my heart, and I tossed the bow across the floor and gasped as I let the cello go. Ash caught it with one hand and lifted it up as he looked me over.   

			I blinked a few times and tried to control my breathing. 

			He moved back, and I stammered. 

			“Incredible.” I shifted my bare feet against the floor. The sparks of light raced back to the wick of each candle, and they flickered then settled into a slow burn. 

			“So are you.” He said in a half whisper. 

			I swallowed hard. Whatever had happened felt oddly intimate. More so than anything I had ever experienced before. My face felt flush as the blood rushed into my cheeks. 

			Ash walked the cello to the corner. He placed it on the stand and then looked back at me. 

			He felt different. 

			I felt different.

			Like I shared something that had been hidden away deep inside of me forever. My hands tingled, and my body held an unusual hum. I would assume it was adrenaline. 

			I suddenly felt awkward, and a terrible feeling of guilt crept its way into my heart. I rubbed my palms together and looked down. I wasn’t quite sure what had happened between us, but it felt real.

			“Oh, God. I don’t even have pants on.” I muttered. 

			He held his hand up. “Hey, my sweatshirt is long on you, it’s fine.” 

			My mind raced. 

			He felt real. 

			Tangible. 

			This wasn’t the plan.

			This was NOT supposed to happen.

			 “No, it isn’t. None of this fine.” I choked out.

			He was flesh and bone. 

			Mortal.

			Human. Just like me. 

			It made him more dangerous than any other creature could be. Even Thorn Vega paled in comparison. 

			At least with him, I knew that he could never be mine.

			But with Asher. 

			Well. 

			I rushed into the other room, and he followed. I was almost to the stairwell when he called out to me. 

			“Echo, please stay.” 

			I paused at the railing and gripped it firmly in my hand. I sighed. 

			“I don’t know what I’m doing.”

			I felt his hand wrap my wrist and I spun around just as he rushed in and cupped my face with his hands. His lips moved against mine as gently as his bow had across the strings. I was caught up in the moment until I struggled to regain control of the situation. I moved back, and his hands were left floating in the air in front of me.  

			“Oh, God. I have to go.” My feet didn’t move. 

			“Are you sure?” he asked as his eyes lingered on my mouth.

			I turned and stumbled, but he caught me and pulled me against his chest.

			I froze in the moment as his eyes consumed me.
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			I woke up, and the sunlight was warming my skin. I grinned, enjoying those first few seconds of ignorant bliss. I covered my mouth with the side of my hand as a yawn escaped me. 

			I stretched my arms out, and my hand flopped down on a face. Hot breath caressed my skin. I turned with a gasp as Asher lay next to me in the bed, fast asleep. 

			“Oh, crap,” I muttered as my eyes widened. I covered my face and groaned. 

			“No, no. No.” I whispered in a panic.  

			I sat up and my hair cascaded over my shoulders. I stared down in horror, relieved to see that the sweatshirt was still on. My mind raced through what had happened. 

			The cello. The magic light. The kiss.

			OH GOD. The kiss. 

			Okay, okay. Get up very quietly and run. Run Echo. 

			I slid my feet over the side of the bed just as I heard a voice. 

			“Ash, I need your help. Get up.” 

			I covered my mouth to muffle a yelp. It was Star. She was talking to him outside the door. 

			Oh crap. Oh, God. Oh crap—I have to go.

			I stumbled across the floor and rummaged through the closet. I found a pair of sweatpants and nearly fell, then did with a yelp as I struggled to get them on. I looked around and rubbed my head. This wasn’t Star’s room. This was HIS! I slept in his room…in his bed. 

			I could die.

			Yep, I’m going to die, right here, right now. 

			The door opened after a light tap. “Asher Tiberious…What the—”

			 I stood up, tossing my hair every which way. I finally got it all out of my face just as I heard Ash behind me. 

			I waved. It was awkward. Her lips parted. She was just as shocked as I was. 

			“Echo, wait,” Ash muttered. I turned to look at him in a panic as he was covering his eyes from the light in the room. He half grinned. I didn’t. There was nothing to smile about! I had slept in the bed with him. With Asher. My stomach was doing backflips.  

			I bit my lip as she crossed her arms over her chest and stepped to the side, allowing me to run past her and to the stairs. I gripped the railing as I rushed down the steps. I turned back and shook my head, pushing through the beaded curtain and stopping dead when I saw that the café was open and it was filled with people I knew. 

			All familiar faces. 

			All staring at me.

			I looked down, and I was wearing his clothes. I smelled like cedar. 

			Mattie’s lips parted. Bri smirked. Daniel narrowed his eyes, but nothing mattered more than seeing Thorn standing there at the end of the counter with a black bag in his hand. Ash rushed out behind me and placed his hands on my waist. 

			“Hey, you left your—” His mouth snapped shut. I snatched the dress from his hand.

			I gave him a nod. “Thank you for the hot chocolate.” I was mortified. Muttering rose up, and Bri crossed her arms over her chest and gave me a look that I detested. Whatever she was thinking wasn’t anywhere close to what had actually happened. 

			I let out a sigh and stepped forward. 

			It was enough. 

			This was definitely enough.

			I heard the bell, and Thorn rushed past the window. I ran to the door and opened it up, but he was gone. 

			This wasn’t what I wanted.

			Not at all. 

			I hid out in my room. My stomach churned, my heart ached. There was nothing I could say or do to fix this. 

			A tap on the door made me toss my comforter over my head. 

			“Echo?”

			“She isn’t here,” I muttered from under the comforter. “She should be grounded forever. Forever!” I said from under the pile of thick fabric.

			I felt the bed move as my aunt sat down on the edge of it. She tapped my back, and I groaned. 

			“Honey, are we going to talk about this?” 

			“There’s nothing to talk about,” I said from under the makeshift fort. “I’m going to live under here from now on, just toss in some beef jerky and bottles of water from time to time. I’m going to make it work.” 

			She laughed. “I’m not going to judge you because Gaia knows I’ve made my fair share of mistakes in this lifetime, but I would appreciate it if we could at least be honest with each other.”

			“I’m sorry. I was upset and stupid, and you should ground me. In fact, I’m grounded. Forever. I’m never leaving this house again.”

			I could hear her muffle a laugh. 

			“Echo, I think you’re perfectly capable of punishing yourself far better than I ever could, but wow. I have to hand it to you; this was a shock. The whole town is buzzing with excitement. They all know.”

			I jerked the blankets off my head and glared at her with narrowing glossy eyes. My hair was a wiry mess, and my mascara had gone emo rocker on me. 

			“They know what?” I asked as if I could play it off. 

			She tilted her head. “Well, I guess Thorn Vega is usually the one who breaks hearts, but not this time. A Navarri got him. I just never took you as a man-eater.” 

			“Man-eater?!” I jerked the covers back over my face. 

			She pulled them down and sighed. “Echo, you can’t live under there forever.”

			“Wanna bet?!” I slid under and shimmied my way deeper into the pile. She stood up and with one hard pull she had my protective shield off of me. I moaned as I grabbed the pillow and covered my face. She immediately stole that away from me, too. My arms flopped out to my sides. 

			“So, do you want to tell me what happened?” she asked. I was sort of shocked that she wasn’t on a rampage, but then again, it wasn’t Thorn’s bed that I had been caught in.

			I rolled over on my stomach and moaned into the mattress.

			She placed her hand on my back. “Echo, talk to me.”

			I spoke into the mattress, and it sounded ridiculous.

			“Weef plarb vah jello.” I spat out. 

			She laughed. “What was that?”  

			I rolled over and cradled the side of my head with an open palm. I grabbed my hair in frustration.

			“The cello. We played the cello…together.”

			Her eyebrow cocked. “Is that what kids call it now? I definitely need to start reading Teenbeat or something.” 

			My cheeks immediately turned red. “What? No!” 

			I ran my hand back and forth in front of me to simulate using the bow and her eyes widened. 

			“Echo! That’s not a first date activity or even a tenth date.” 

			“Aunt Luna, it’s an instrument! This is a bow!”

			She narrowed her eyes. “A cello?”

			I nodded. “Yes, we played the cello. He was behind me, and the bow was doing stuff.”

			She tilted her head. “The bow? His bow?”

			I sat up and stared her down. “A bow, you know. It’s wood with that stuff on it.”

			She laughed. “Horse hair?”

			I snapped my fingers as I moved back. “Yes, that.” 

			She laughed, I didn’t. 

			“It isn’t funny,” I muttered. 

			She moved forward and placed her hand on the side of my face. “Oh, I beg to differ.”

			“Aunt Luna!” I crossed my arms over my chest, and she sighed. 

			“So you played cello with this boy? That’s romantic.”

			“No, I didn’t want that.”

			“You were on a date, honey. I mean you weren’t supposed to be at his house doing anything, mind you, but still, playing cello with a boy isn’t a crime.”   

			I bit my lip. I wanted to tell her about the sparks of light and how it made me feel but I couldn’t. I wasn’t ready to discuss magic with her, or what Asher claimed I could do. She placed her hand over mine and squeezed. I narrowed my eyes. The burn to my palm was gone. I didn’t have time to dwell on it.  

			“Yes and then there was—” I paused. She leaned forward. “There’s more? Oh, God, I knew it.” 

			I blinked. “A kiss,” I whispered like someone could be listening in. 

			“A kiss? A whole kiss, or just half of one?” she asked. 

			My eyebrow cocked. “Yes! A kiss, the whole thing. But not just any kiss.” I stood up on the bed and started to pace back and forth. “Oh, no. It was the kiss of a cheater. Me!” I stopped and stared at her. “I suck. I’m a cheater. I cheated.”  

			She stood up and looked me over. “Do you want a t-shirt?”

			“No! Not unless it spells out I SUCK in bold letters!” 

			“I don’t think that’s an appropriate thing to be advertising.”

			“Aunt Luna, stop making dirty jokes!”

			I crossed my arms over my chest. 

			“You have to be dating someone exclusively to be a bonafide cheater, Echo, and as far as I can tell, you and Thorn are not dating, are you?”

			I hesitated, and her shoulders slumped. I could tell that she wasn’t thrilled with the idea of me being hung up on him, but I couldn’t help it. 

			She sighed and walked over to the window. She gazed out into The Pine. 

			“Well, I guess I should start packing up your things now because how can I live with anyone like you?” 

			“I don’t blame you,” I said. 

			She turned back and winked at me. “Let’s put this into perspective. You played cello with a boy who likes you, and then you kissed him.”

			I lifted my hand and let it drop to my side. “Then I woke up in his bed.”

			“Well, yes you did, but unless cello is a code word for something, which you claim it isn’t, then I think you had the most uneventful night of cheating that the world has ever seen.” 

			“I still suck,” I said as I placed my hand on my hip. 

			“Well, yes. That you do. Telling me you’re staying with Mattie when in all reality you wanted to sneak around with that cute boy downtown is the very definition of suck.” 

			“What?!” My voice went up a full octave. I pointed a finger at her. “You asked me to stay with her so you could.” I rolled my hand and nodded. “You know.”

			She grinned. “Play cello?”

			“Oh, my God. It’s an instrument with a bow.”

			“I know.” She added. 

			“And don’t call him that.”

			“Call him what?”

			“Cute.” I huffed. 

			She smiled. “Well, he is and so are you, and you are also young. Enjoy your youth. Time is brutal, and before you know it, you’ll be forty years old with a cat who comes and goes as he pleases and one man trying to eat you and the other one who can’t seem to keep his hands to himself.”

			My nose wrinkled. “TMI,” I muttered. 

			I dropped down on the edge of the bed, and bounced a couple of times. She joined me and wrapped her arm around my shoulder. 

			“You should ground me.”

			She sighed. “Fine. One week.”

			“Two.”

			She gave me a gentle shake. “Echo.”

			“Two,” I repeated. 

			“Okay, two, but you can still use your phone.”

			“I shouldn’t,” I grumbled. 

			“Coffee. Come on.” She said as she stood up and pulled me along.    

			 

			I sat at the table staring at my coffee as it swirled. 

			“Echo, drink.”

			The tears came first, then the quivering lip and finally the sobbing. Before I knew it, Aunt Luna had me cradled against her chest as I held on for dear life.

			“I don’t know what happened.” I let out between sobs. 

			She placed her hand on my hair and leaned in, kissing the top of my head. 

			“Love isn’t soft like those poets say. Love has teeth which bites and wounds that never close.” 

			I narrowed my eyes. “Not helping!” 

			She laughed. “Don’t blame me, blame Stephen King, he said it.” 

			“Well, he can just knock it the hell off!”

			Her laughter came out in a yelp. I buried my face in her shoulder. “Oh, Aunt Luna. I screwed up so bad. How do I fix this? How?” I asked as I looked up at her. 

			She sighed and moved my hair out of my swollen red eyes. 

			“Not everything can or should be.”

			I moaned. “That isn’t the answer that I wanted.” 

			“Oh, honey.”
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			I paused in front of the steps. I stared up at the school. Never had I felt so small. I knew that rumors had probably raced ahead of me and I had no idea what I would be facing. All I wanted was a chance to tell him that I was sorry. That nothing happened beyond the kissing. As if that wasn’t enough, but I also knew that I should embrace the lie, as terrible as it seemed, because I had done precisely what Eyota had wanted me to do.

			I needed to break him so he could embrace who he was and survive. Although by surviving he would lose that part of himself that was still human. 

			The part that looked at me with such desperation. 

			That part that could feel love. 

			I stared down at my shoes and then I felt an arm wind its way into mine.

			“Girl.” Mattie cooed in my ear. “I need details. All of them. Not just some. All.” 

			I glanced behind us and didn’t see Bri. I looked at her and had to ask. “Where’s your other half?”

			She rolled her eyes. “We had an argument. She’s doing her, and I’m doing me, today.”

			“About what?” I asked. 

			She shook her head. “No, this isn’t about her or me. This is all about you and that dark-haired boy who holds the keys to the best coffee in the world.”

			I groaned. “Can we not do this?”

			She pulled me along until we reached the door. “Um, I lied for you when your aunt called me and asked how things were going. So, I put myself right in the line of fire. I mean, she is a witch. She could zap me at any moment.” Mattie whispered. 

			“I appreciate that, but I promise she isn’t going to zap you.” 

			She scanned the road like she was paranoid. “Mattie, seriously. Luna isn’t, and she didn’t even mention that she called you. I’m sure she doesn’t care and even if she does she’ll just get sarcastic with you the next time you come over.”

			Her eyes widened. “Who told her?” Mattie asked. 

			“I did.”

			She cringed. “I really need to teach you how to adjust the truth.”

			I huddled into her side. “You mean lie.”

			She grinned. “So how long are you grounded?”

			More kids started to show up for school. I could feel my anxiety mounting. “I told her I should be grounded forever, but she agreed to two weeks.”

			“Agreed? What did you do? Negotiate terms?” she chuckled.

			I shrugged my shoulder. “She wasn’t nearly as upset as she should have been.”

			She leaned her head against mine. “It’s you, Echo. You.”

			“What does that mean?” I asked. 

			Mattie whispered in my ear. “You’re not a bad girl.”

			My jaw set. 

			No, I’m not Midnight. I’m not a bad girl. 

			I didn’t know why her words bothered me so much, but they did. 

			“It shouldn’t matter,” I muttered. 

			“Well, I figured you’d be locked up for at least a month. I mean come on! You stayed in his bed?” her tone lowered, but a couple of girls giggled as they passed us by. 

			“Can we just go inside?” I asked. 

			“Come on.”

			We stepped in, and the talking stopped. You could hear a pin drop. I was forced to look at all of the faces, but they seemed to be focusing on someone else. My breathing slowed and then I saw him, moving toward me. He didn’t appear upset, but then again it was Thorn Vega. I don’t think anyone could hide their feelings better than he could. Mattie tightened her grip on me. 

			Alone, I might have crumbled. 

			He kept coming right at me. Then he stopped and grinned. I parted my lips, and a girl walked by me, and he wrapped his arms around her waist. 

			It was Tailor Ravenswood. 

			Her long red hair slid over her shoulder as he leaned in and kissed her right in front of me. 

			I deserved it. All of it. But it didn’t lesson the sting. 

			His hand slid to the small curve in her back, and he pulled her against his chest. I reached up and ran my thumb across the small patch of skin that lay exposed at the base of my neck. My breath hitched. My legs refused to move, but Mattie wouldn’t let me fall apart in front of him. She pulled me along with her, and we passed them by. I glanced back. Tailor turned her head and smirked at me. Thorn kissed the side of her neck. 

			I hated her. 

			I hated him. 

			But I hated myself more.

			The bell rang, and my book fell to the floor, hitting with a thud. I leaned down, pausing only for a second when a flood of memories overtook me.

			 

			I opened the fitting room door, and Thorn stood there with his sunglasses on as he grinned and looked me over in that terrible skirt.

			The kids parted in the hallway, and I could see him standing there, staring at me.

			He backed me up against the wall, placing his hand next to my head as his full lips came into view. 

			I leaned forward as he pulled my hoodie to the side and kissed my exposed shoulder. 

			The words ‘I love you’ echoed on the wind as we rose high above the ground and a swarm of bats engulfed us. 

			“Hey.” 

			I gasped when a voice interrupted the painful memories. 

			I tried to stand, but ended up banging the back of my head on the bottom of the tall table. I hissed while rubbing it. 

			Ash leaned in. “Are you okay?” he asked. My eyes scanned the room, and I could see a few of our classmates were watching us. I nodded and took my seat just as Ms. Hull entered the room. She paused and placed her hand on the side of her desk and then decided to speak. The look on her face concerned me. She was sweating. 

			“I’ll be taking a leave of absence, but before I go, I wanted to introduce my substitute. I’m sure you’ll all be fine in her capable hands.”

			Every head turned as two red heels clicked their way across the floor and my eyes lifted to see a tight black pencil skirt and a long-sleeved black blouse that cuffed at the wrists with tiny white buttons. Two of them lay open at the top, exposing perfectly pale skin. My lips parted as Persephone made her way over to Ms. Hull and touched her arm, then leaned into her ear. Ms. Hull closed her eyes and then opened them. She gave her a quick nod. 

			“I’d like to introduce Ms. Vega. Say hello, class.”

			Everyone did but me. I narrowed my eyes. Persephone took stock of everyone in the room. Finally, she found me and a grin curled the edge of her full red lips. 

			Great. 

			Thorn stepped in and then immediately paused as Ms. Hull passed him by and his aunt stood in her place. I could see the muscles in his jaw flex and then relax. He seemed just as irritated with the idea of her being here as I did.  

			I raised my hand, and Persephone smiled. She nodded to me, but I immediately looked at Ms. Hull. “Is everything okay?” I asked. I glanced over at Persephone, and she wasn’t pleased. Her red nails tapped the top of the desk that she had now claimed as her own. 

			Ms. Hull rubbed the side of her neck, and I could see that sweat was gleaming on the surface of her skin. She cleared her throat. “Yes, I’m going home to visit my family. I’ll be back after the holiday.” 

			I narrowed my eyes, and she rushed past Thorn and out of the room without saying another word. Thorn made his way over to me and sat down without saying a word. Ash moved across the room and took his assigned seat. I was hoping that Thorn would gladly trade him, but no such luck. 

			I adjusted on my chair, and he slid a note over to me. I looked at him for only a split second and then unfolded it. 

			‘We’re even.’ Was scribbled across the center of the paper. 

			I rolled my eyes and shoved it back in his direction. “Are you kidding me? This isn’t a competition as to who can suck more.” I whispered through gritted teeth. 

			He leaned in, and I could smell him. 

			The sweet scent of sandalwood forced me to close my eyes. 

			God, how I hate that. 

			I hate how he always returns as if nothing happened. Nothing at all. 

			Well, not this time. I couldn’t waver. His life depended on it.  

			“I want you to keep it,” he whispered back to me. 

			I looked at him. Big mistake. His sea-blue eyes drug me right back down to the bottom of the ocean. 

			There he owned me. 

			Every part of me. 

			I swallowed and had to look down as I spoke to him. 

			“Keep what?” I whispered back. 

			“Ms. Navarri?” Persephone called on me, and I straightened in my chair. I looked over, and Ash was staring at the two of us. 

			Awesome. 

			I had refused to speak to him since, well, you know. 

			Unanswered texts sat on my phone. I knew I had to face him and deal with it, but I was trying to choose my words very carefully. Every time it crossed my mind it always started with…People make mistakes, or, sometimes we all do stupid things.

			My plan was to break Thorn’s heart by telling him goodbye, not by sleeping in another boy’s bed. 

			“Ms. Navarri.” She repeated my name, this time with a bit of aggravation in her tone. 

			“Yes?”

			She walked toward me, clicking those heels. When the heck did she become a teacher of Biology? Not that she didn’t have decades to learn about it seeing that she’s a vampire. 

			Oh, God. She is. Without Thorn protecting me she could just snatch me or my aunt up and snack on us for dinner, but would she? Probably not. I would think it wouldn’t look too good if people just started disappearing in town. 

			I jumped when she placed her hand on the top of my book and gave it a firm slap. 

			“Would you like to read to the class today? I heard that you’re somewhat a celebrity here in town now.” The second part of her sentence was spoken in a low hush. No one could hear her but me, and Thorn, of course. 

			I coughed and rubbed my throat. “Sorry, could someone else do it? Cold.” I said with a nervous grin as my eyes locked onto hers. 

			“Pick someone else,” Thorn said as he glared at her. She leaned over, and I could smell roses in full bloom. I leaned back and coughed. Her scent was overpowering. She paused, and I could see a small charm on her necklace. It looked like a Pentagram. I narrowed my eyes, and she spoke to him in Romanian, but I understood every chilling word. 

			“Fii atent la locul tău, prințul meu întunecat.”

			Her words haunted me. She had said ‘Be mindful of your place my dark prince.’

			Thorn didn’t react, but I expected him to. 

			“I’ll read for you,” Ash said from across the room. Persephone straightened up and looked over at him. Ash was smiling at her and turning on the charm. She slapped my book one more time and then left us sitting there. I sighed as she walked back to the front of the classroom and sat on the edge of the desk. Ash cleared his throat and opened his book. “Where would you like me to start?” He asked. 

			Persephone inspected her nails and then grinned at him. “Chapter Thirteen.”

			I relaxed in my chair. Thorn slid the paper back over to me. Are we five? I snatched it up and opened it to see something I should have rejected, but no. Of course, I couldn’t. I glanced over at him and gave him a nod. The paper lay open, and he took it back. 

			All it said was Can we talk at lunch? 

			Why? Why do I let him do this to me? 
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			I waited by my locker like a fool. Ten minutes passed then fifteen, and I started to experience dejavu. Thorn had pulled this crap with me when I first came here, asking me out for a coffee and then we ended up having our first fight in the cemetery which led to that kiss. 

			That kiss. 

			Why do I torture myself this way? Why? I can’t be with him. Eyota had made this perfectly clear. I knew what I had to do and if I just stepped away and allowed Thorn to believe that something had really happened between me and Asher then maybe he would leave, once and for all.

			I had to lie. I have too. I have to convince him that I don’t care about him, even if it destroys me. I felt a tremor in my body. One I shouldn’t allow, but regardless of what happened between us he still had this undeniable hold over me. Or was it love that really held me in place?

			My love for him.

			Set him free. Echoed in my mind.

			I ran as fast as I could. Down the hallway, busting through the front doors, and along the sidewalk. I approached the alleyway that sat along the side of the building and heard a whisper on the wind. I slowed down and then stopped. I decided to investigate. I took one cautious step after the other, holding the phone against my chest. My heartbeat sped up, and a feeling of doom began to build in the pit of my stomach.

			Thorn suddenly appeared in front of me, and I yelped. 

			I glanced up at the sky. “Where did you come from?” 

			He grinned and slid his hands into his pockets. “I just jumped off the roof.” 

			“Oh, okay. You just jumped off the roof. Great, yeah, that works.” 

			I started to walk, and he followed me. “Echo, wait.” 

			I paused with my hands tucked into my sides. I didn’t want to face him. Facing him always led to terrible things. Wonderful, but terrible just the same. “What were you doing up there?” I asked.

			“I like to tempt fate when something upsets me. It’s a stress reliever.” He replied.  

			I turned and looked him over. “What do you mean?” 

			He peered upward. “The sun. When I’m on the roof, I have no place to hide.”

			I shook my head. “You could die.” 

			He looked down, allowing his hair to shift, and then back up at me. I hated when he did that too. His hair fell into one eye making him cuter than he needed to be. 

			He drew closer. “I’m already dead, remember?” 

			I took a short breath and released it. “Yeah, okay. Well, do whatever you want.”

			He pulled away. “You care, I know you do.” 

			“No, I don’t.” 

			“No, you do, and that’s fine. I care about you, too. I can’t help it.”

			“No, I really don’t,” I said.

			He pulled his hand out and lifted it up as the sun sent a small stream of light through the narrow alleyway. The tips of his fingers made contact with it, and his skin began to smolder. I could smell it. I rushed forward and pushed him against the brick wall. I held onto his school jacket, breathing in deep breaths of air laced with sandalwood. The moment lingered. His lips sat so close to mine. The temptation to lean forward and taste him again was unbearable. He lifted his hands, but before he could cup my face, I backed away. 

			It nearly killed me to deny him. 

			In fact, death may be easier.

			I couldn’t believe that this was my destiny.

			To be shown something so beautiful and pure, only to be told that it could never be mine.

			I stood there trying to compose myself. “Are you insane?” I asked. 

			He laughed. “Me?”

			“Yes, you! The sun will kill you!” My voice echoed down the alleyway, and I covered my mouth. My emotions had taken over. I lowered my hand as he studied my eyes.

			He straightened his shoulders and placed a hand over his heart. 

			“If you don’t love me, let them find me here. I’d rather they killed me than have to live without your love.” 

			I cleared my throat. “Please don’t quote Romeo and Juliet to me.” 

			“My blood.” He spoke softly. 

			The wrinkle between my eyebrows deepened. “What?”

			“The bottle that I gave to you, I want you to keep it. Keep it safe.” He added. 

			“Viata mea,” I spoke quietly, and he nodded to me. 

			“I shouldn’t have it.”

			He moved forward with such grace, and I had to step back. He paused. “You should. It was a gift, and things are—well, I want you to be protected, even now.”

			“Even now,” I whispered. He flashed to me and placed his hand on the side of my face. I had to look up at him. “Thorn, about Ash.”

			He bit his lip then licked it. He stepped away from me. His eyes filled with sorrow. 

			“Nothing happened.” I blurted it out, and he perked up. 

			“Nothing?” 

			“Well.” I paused. 

			He leaned in. “Well, what, Echo?”

			I looked up at him. “I played his cello.” 

			He narrowed his eyes. “Is that a code word for something?”

			I shook my head. “No! No, it isn’t. God, what is wrong with you people?” I asked. 

			He half smiled. “So you played his cello? The instrument?”

			I nodded to him. “I’m sorry about everything, but we can’t do this. This thing we have between us, it just…I can’t.” The words tore through my heart.  

			I reached out and placed the bottle in his hand. The look on his face nearly knocked the wind out of me.

			“Do you love him?” Thorn asked in a half whisper.

			I took a breath and fought back the nausea.

			“Yes,” I said. The lie burned my throat.

			Then I heard my name called out from behind me. 

			“Echo?” 

			I turned, and Ash was heading down the alleyway. I turned back but Thorn was gone, and the bottle was missing from my hand. I clenched my fist. 

			Ash reached me, and I searched the rooftop. He looked up and then touched my arm. 

			“Hey.”

			“Hey,” I said, and he slid his hand into mine.
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			Ash stood next to my locker as I shoved my books into it and pulled out the only one I needed for a pop quiz in math. 

			“Can I walk you home?” he asked. I shut my locker and held the book against my chest. He stood up straight and looked me over. “Oh, man. I know that look.” 

			I sighed. “Ash, I think we need to talk about—well, you know.” 

			“I agree. I think we should talk.” He added as he rubbed the side of his neck. 

			Mattie came walking toward us, and I glanced over at her. “But first I have to hang out with Mattie. I promised, and she will flip out if I make her wait any longer.”

			“Oh, yeah. You mean about us?”

			That word bothered me. 

			Us wasn’t something that I wanted used to describe me and Ash. 

			Us was reserved for—well, it was for him. My vampire. The one who thought it was fun to tempt fate. The one I could never have. 

			I scanned the hallway, but I hadn’t seen Thorn after lunch even though I’d hoped I would. Come to think of it; Tailor had been missing, too. 

			I felt sick. 

			I just know he’s with her. But I have no right to be angry. 

			I would always want more.

			I was starting to understand how my aunt felt about Eyota Vega. 

			Once they found a way into your heart, it seemed nearly impossible to remove them. 

			Mattie stepped up and gave Ash a quick once-over. “So, hi Asher.” She said with a smirk. 

			“Hi.” His eyes lowered and then landed back on me. “Well, give me a call, later on, k?” he asked. He leaned in, and I turned my face as he kissed my cheek. 

			I gave him a nod, and he backed away with a smile on his face. Then he spun on one foot and jogged down the hallway. My attention turned back to Mattie who was standing there with her eyebrows raised. 

			“Cheek, huh? That can’t be good.” 

			“I don’t even know where to start,” I muttered. 

			She laughed and took my hand. “How about at the beginning with a coffee…oh crap. Do you have good coffee at your house?” she asked and I nodded to her. “We got it from, well, you know.”

			“Girl. If you ruin our ability to go to The Rose, I will flip the freak out so whatever this thing is between you and that Hungarian hottie better stay friendly because I can’t live without my coffee! They have the best.”

			I didn’t say anything.

			“Echo, I’m serious.” 

			I nodded to her as she drug me down the hallway and out the front door. We both stopped dead when we spotted Bri leaning against a car. Mattie sighed and pulled me along with her, and we veered to the left. Bri called out behind us. “Mattie! Wait!” 

			“No!” Mattie yelled back as she pulled me along. I nearly tripped, and she had to help me before I hit the ground. Bri caught up to us, and Mattie let go of my hand and crossed her arms over her chest. 

			“Could we, you know, talk?” she asked. 

			Mattie waved her hand. “Talk.”

			Bri eyed me and then mimicked her by crossing her arms over her chest. “Alone.”

			Mattie’s sarcastic laughter made me flinch. “I don’t think so.” She snatched up my hand and pulled me along. Suddenly I felt like Mattie was using me to avoid talking to Bri, so I jerked my hand away and stood my ground. Mattie glared at me in confusion. 

			“Come on.” She huffed.

			“Listen, I think you should talk.”

			She rolled her eyes. “You don’t know anything.”

			I stepped toward her. “Oh, yeah? Well, I’ll tell you what I do know. You two seem to have a great thing going on, which is something I would die for, but my chances are gone because I was stupid and went back to some random boy’s house where I let him kiss me, but you know what? All I wanted was to be kissing Thorn Vega. So there. I’m a terrible person, and now the world knows it.”

			Mattie grimaced and then bit her lip as she peered behind me. I turned, and Ash was standing there with a blank look on his face. 

			“Oh, God. Ash, wait.” I said as he held his hand up and walked by us. Bri shook her head. 

			“Smooth.” She choked out through laughter. 

			“Shut up, Brianna. Why don’t you go whip up another love spell?” Mattie said as she wrapped her arm around me. 

			Bri threw her hands up. “I told you that I was sorry.” 

			“Well, you didn’t give me a choice in the beginning, did you? No. You used a spell on me you…you…wannabe witch.” She spat out the last word as if it were the most disgusting thing she could ever mutter. Even I felt the weight of it. Bri actually gasped. I had never seen her hurt.

			Mattie sighed. “No, wait, Bri. I didn’t mean—” 

			Bri waved a hand and walked away from us.  

			Mattie leaned her head against mine. “Oh man, I think we may suck.”

			“Yeah, I think you may be right.”
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			“Well, that’s unfortunate.” My aunt said as Mattie nodded to her from behind an oversized cup of coffee. To be fair, it was more like coffee flavored milk. 

			She lifted her hand and let it drop in a dramatic fashion. “Bri cast a spell on me to make me like her. I feel so violated.”

			I nodded to her, but here I was sitting next to a woman who whipped up a necromancer spell to bring her boyfriend back from the dead. I think my aunt had won. 

			Luna leaned in, placing her chin in her open palm.

			“Relationships can be complicated.” 

			I laughed, and they both looked at me. “No, I agree. You know I agree.” I said. 

			She side-eyed me and then went back to consoling Mattie. 

			“What she did may seem extreme but to be quite honest, a love spell only enhances feelings that already exist. A witch cannot make someone love them unless they already feel something in here.” My aunt pointed at Mattie’s heart.

			Mattie set her coffee down and stared into the cup. “So, what you’re saying is that I already had feelings for her, she just enhanced them?”

			“Yes, just like a little valerian root in a pocket can attract new opportunities.” She glanced at me. 

			It took me a second and then I gasped. “You didn’t!” I said as I stood up. 

			“Echo, it was just a little nudge in the right direction.” 

			“Aunt Luna! Shame on you!”

			Mattie looked at me and then to my aunt and back again. “Why do I feel like I’m missing something?” 

			I raised my hand. “She marked me!”

			My aunt rolled her eyes. “For crap’s sake, Echo. You act like I peed on you.” 

			Mattie grimaced. She looked at me. “Did she do that? Pee?” 

			I shook my head. “No, but what she did do is place a little plant in one of my pockets that attracts boys!” I glared at my aunt. “Do you know what you’ve done?” 

			She shrugged. “I asked you to expand your horizons.”

			I placed my hands on my face and groaned. 

			“Oh, my God, Aunt Luna. It totally makes sense now. All of it. You made him like me.”

			She wagged a finger. “No, as I said. Anything cast only enhances what already existed.”

			“Where is it?” I asked. 

			She pursed her lips. 

			“Where?” I demanded. 

			Finally, she sighed. “The dress.”

			I yelped and wagged a finger right back at her. “My Halloween dress?”  

			“Well, and your jeans, and under the pads in your boots, oh, and your jacket for school.”

			I placed my hands on my hips and stared her down. “Is that all?”

			She glanced at the coffee on the table, and my eyes widened. “You mixed it into the coffee?” 

			She pinched her fingers together. “Just a tiny bit.”

			“And the hot chocolate?”

			She looked away. 

			I started to pace back and forth. “So, basically I’m walking catnip for boys?”

			She took a sip of her coffee to avoid answering me. 

			“How long?” I asked. 

			She set her cup down and turned it in her hand. Mattie kept quiet. I think she was in shock. 

			“How long?!” I asked again. 

			She lifted her hand to her mouth and mumbled through a cough. 

			I narrowed my eyes. “What?”

			“Since the day you arrived.” She blurted out, acting like SHE was annoyed. 

			“Unbelievable.” I took a seat, and Mattie nursed her drink. 

			“This is really, really, good coffee.” She said as we sat there in silence. 

			I sat on the window’s ledge and stared at my dress. It lay across the trunk at the end of my bed. 

			Had anything been real? Anything at all? 

			Mattie stepped into the room and fidgeted with her hands. I stared back out the window. 

			“She said that it only enhances how someone already feels.” 

			I nodded as I reached up and traced a heart on the chilled glass. The heat from my body left a fog around the heart and then it began to bleed as streaks of water raced from the bottom of it. 

			“I don’t want to have anything to do with magic.” 

			Mattie took a seat next to me and moved my hair over my shoulder. She toyed with the ends and started to braid three chunks of it. It was something Midnight used to do quite often, even later on after we stopped being so similar in nature.

			“I know it seems like she tricked you, and trust me, I felt that way when I caught Bri casting a love spell with my picture, but if your aunt says that the feelings are already there, then it can’t all be bad. Maybe she’s right. It’s a nudge in the right direction when people are too scared to act on their feelings.”  

			I know my aunt only wanted to help me but how much had she influenced everything that had happened since I had arrived in Port Royal? Who’s to say that someone like Hawthorn Vega would have ever given me a second look without the valerian root being hidden on me? And Asher? I’m sure he had been drawn to me just as Thorn had. They may have felt something but was it enough to act on those feelings? I would never know until I saw both of them again without the root on me.  

			I pulled out the key to the atrium and twisted it in between my fingers as Mattie continued to braid my hair. I set it down in front of me and stared out the window into The Pine. 

			“So, can we talk about what happened with you and Asher?” she asked.

			“I fell asleep at the party.”

			She laughed. 

			“It isn’t funny,” I added. 

			She cleared her throat. “Okay, then what happened?”

			We went back to his house. “Mmm.” She cooed. 

			“No—it’s not like that.” 

			“So, you get there and then what?” 

			I shrugged my shoulders. “I played his cello.”

			“Is that a new way to say that you two—?” 

			I cut her off with a laugh. “No! It was a real cello with a bow. An instrument.”

			“I didn’t know you could play.”

			“I can’t. He was behind me, moving my fingers and helping me with the bow.”

			“Oh girl, that’s some romantic Ghost stuff right there!”

			I rolled my eyes. “You mean the movie?”

			“Yeah, you know when they got all freaky with the pottery?”

			I shook my head. “Well, we played it together and then…well…”

			“Yeah?” She asked with such curiosity. 

			“We kissed.” I spit it out like it was the most horrible tasting food in the world.  

			She stopped and leaned up behind me, wrapping her arms around my shoulders. 

			“And?” she asked. 

			“And, that’s it. I woke up in the bed.” 

			She moved back and didn’t say anything. I turned to face her, and she was shaking her head. 

			“What, Mattie?”

			“Well, aside from the hella sexy cello fiasco, that just went absolutely nowhere.”

			“Nowhere?! I kissed him and then slept in his bed.”

			She leaned forward and placed her hands on my shoulders. “You seriously need to calm those perky boobs, Echo. So you played his cello and then kissed him! Here I thought you had, well, you know.” She looked down.

			I lowered my tone. “No!” The heat rushed to my face, and my hands tingled. “I’m a cheater,” I whispered, like someone could hear me. 

			She shook her head. “No—Thorn broke up with you, and you broke up with him then he, screw it, I can’t keep up with the two of you, but what I do know is that you can’t cheat on anyone you are not with.”

			I sighed. She was right. Thorn had broken it off with me, and then I refused to take him back so why did I feel so terrible about it? I didn’t cheat on him at all. 

			“But the valerian root.” 

			She pointed at me then at the door. “You didn’t do that. That was your aunt. All her, all day. Not you.”

			I bit my lip.

			A mischievous grin curved her lips. “So was it tongue, no tongue—sloppy? Did he close his eyes or glare at you like a zombie when he moved in for the kiss?” she leaned up with her fingers extended and groaned. 

			I laughed and swatted at her. “No tongue.”

			“Huh.”

			“What?” I asked. 

			She shrugged her shoulders. “I just thought he’d get all up in there and give you a what for, is all. He seems like a what for kind of boy.”

			I covered my mouth then removed it, exposing a huge smile. “There was no what for.” 

			“And Thorn?” she asked. 

			My smile faded. “I don’t want to talk about it or him.” 

			“Oh, man. You got it bad, don’t you, honey?” 

			I nodded as I leaned in and she hugged me. I wiped a tear from my cheek and stared out into The Pine. I thought I saw a shadow rush into the treeline and I sat up and rubbed my hands across the glass. 

			“What is it?” Mattie asked. I leaned forward and couldn’t see anything. I straightened up and shook my head. “It’s nothing.” 

			She stood up and pulled her phone out of her pocket as it vibrated in her hand. She stared at the screen and then shoved it back into her pocket. 

			“Is it her?” I asked. 

			“Of course.” She added with a disgusted eye roll. 

			“Listen, I think you should talk to her.”

			Mattie crossed her arms over her chest and her brow furrowed. “And why would I do that?”

			“For the same reason that I’m going to go talk to my aunt and tell her that I love her and I understand.”

			Mattie’s arms relaxed. “She cast a spell on me.”

			“Are you sure that it was all the spell? My aunt said that you had to have feelings for anything to work.” 

			She bit her lip and shifted her stance. “I googled it.” 

			I laughed as I stood up. “So you’re going to base this whole thing on Google instead of talking to her about it?” I crossed my arms. “Seriously?” I added.  

			She pulled her phone back out and stared at it as it hummed in her hand. 

			“Seriously, go,” I said, and she leaned in and hugged me. She stood up straight and placed the phone to her ear. 

			“Hey.” She looked back at me as she headed for the door. She paused, while cupping the phone in her hand. 

			Mattie mouthed two words. Love you.

			I nodded to her. “Love you, too,” I whispered.  

			She left my room as I turned back and stared into The Pine.
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			Weeks passed. We were nearing Thanksgiving and still, no Thorn. I waited in each class, expecting to see him walk in. I checked my phone and nothing. He was gone. 

			The story was he had been accepted to a school, overseas, a college for the gifted.  

			Asher kept his distance, barely making eye contact with me. I felt terrible for what had happened between us. Rumors still ran rampant at school, but I ignored them and anyone who stared at me. 

			There were too many to count. Mattie kept me up to date on them because she wanted to inventory the names of those who would forever be on her crap list.

			Me? I didn’t care. They could believe what they wanted to.

			Some said that I was pregnant and not telling anyone. Others said that Thorn had lost his mind and was sent away to be institutionalized. Then there was the one where he simply left to marry Nova.  

			Only I knew the truth. 

			I had broken him.

			Broken us.  

			I desperately wanted one last chance to speak to him.

			To see his face. Get lost in his eyes. Try to capture the moment and keep it with me forever. 

			To say goodbye. 

			I knew that my love for him would keep this secret safe, in the deepest parts of me where only the monsters live and breathe. I had locked it away and destroyed the key. 

			My breath hitched, but I knew it had to be done because he mattered so much more to me than I had ever imagined anyone could. Except for Midnight. My love for her was eternal. My bond, unbreakable. If I had to choose—well, that would never happen, now would it?  

			I desperately wanted to kill the lie. The one in which I claimed to love someone else in hopes to push him away from me. But the truth would have to die with me. I would certainly leave this world long before Thorn Vega did. If ever.

			In my mind, he would always be that beautifully damaged creature who was gracious enough to offer his love to me. When it was still pure. Before the change. Before he became a true vampire like his father. Cold and calculating. Incapable of showing compassion or loving a weak little girl like me. 

			Soon he would see the world just as Eyota Vega does. He would believe that humans were nothing more than food or a nuisance at best. He would be thoroughly disgusted that we allow our emotions to make us weak. Weaker than they are. 

			I kind of envied them. 

			Living forever would be intolerable if they truly cared and loved as passionately as we can.

			But I would trade an eternity devoid of pain for just one more night with him. 

			“Just one,” I whispered.   

			I sat by my window and watched the moon lingering in the night sky. I could see small shapes fluttering across the surface. I focused in on them. 

			Bats. 

			Too many to count.

			I placed my palm against the glass as they spread out to either side of my hand. 

			My heart fluttered, taking me back to that night. The one in which he professed his undying love for me, and I rejected it, even then, before I knew that I could destroy him if I couldn’t set him free. By staying here I guess that I may be a temptation, but where could I possibly go that he couldn’t find me? Maybe one day, in the distant future, if mercy truly exists, he would come back and finally put me out of my misery not so unlike Eyota had done for my aunt. I once believed that his spell was really a curse, but now I wasn’t so sure. If nothing changed, I may find myself begging for a spell of my own so that I could forget him. 

			So that I could forget everything.  

			A thick fog started to collect along The Pine, and then it rose up into the air and around the house. I narrowed my eyes, searching for shadows in the mist and then I flinched when he landed on my ledge. I tilted my head, and there he sat. Thorn Vega. I was terrified for a moment. 

			Had he changed? Was he now like his father? 

			I searched his eyes, hoping that I would see what I knew lived inside of him. 

			A human heart trapped within an immortal frame. 

			He was not so unlike me in this way. Feeling as if he was someone else but incapable of holding onto it. 

			He placed his open palm against the glass, and I reached up, but then I balled my fist before I made contact. I crumbled inside while watching his eyes drown in grief. 

			It was him. Still him. 

			I stood up and reached for the latch. His eyes followed my hand, and I hesitated for only a second. It could be a lie. He could be a monster now, but courage mounted in me, and I opened it up for him, allowing the chill of the night air to push my hair back behind my shoulders so that he could see the pain that lurked behind my eyes.

			To see me. All of me. 

			Broken, bruised. 

			Weak and longing for something that I could never have.

			The truth.    

			If my fate rested with him then so be it. I had never been able to deny him, and I don’t know why I had tried to fool myself into believing that I could just walk away. But I have to, still, regardless of this desperate need that continues to rise inside of me. I can’t give into it. 

			Not now. Not ever.

			He said nothing at first. My breath shook, and my pulse quickened. The truth paralyzed me. 

			I love him. 

			I always would, and I couldn’t hide it away, pretending that this was something I could accept. 

			Loving him defined me. Made me whole. Gave me the stability that I had always longed for. It’s ironic that I can see that now, but this is how life is, isn’t it? We only know how much something meant to us once it’s gone.   

			Then he spoke, and I fought back the tears. “Can I come inside?” he asked. 

			I bit my lip. I shouldn’t do this. I shouldn’t. I need to turn him away. I have to be strong and remember what his father said. I have to remember the warning. I have too. 

			He pleaded with me. “Echo. I’ll beg if that’s what you want.”

			I shook my head. “No,” I whispered. 

			“I can’t come in?”

			“No, you don’t have to beg me. I should be begging you for forgiveness.”

			“There’s nothing to forgive.” His words floated through every part of me, settling into my bones. He wasn’t angry. He wouldn’t leave me even after what I had done. Even if it were true and I had been with Asher, Thorn would accept it. He accepted me as I am. The realization forced me to do the unthinkable.  

			“Come in,” I whispered. 

			He moved forward and placed one foot on the floor, then the other one. 

			He moved slowly. Cautiously. 

			I stood my ground. If he was lying then he could kill me right here, right now. It would almost be better than being without him. 

			But he just stood there, looking at me, not so unlike the first time we met. The curiosity lingered behind his soulful eyes. I wanted to rush into his arms and tell him everything. I wanted to apologize for all that I had done. I wanted to let those three little words fall from my lips and damn us both, but the thought of his dying for me kept me frozen in place. 

			He spoke, and it helped me let the temptation pass as it should. 

			“I came to say goodbye, Echo.”

			My soul plunged into despair. I could feel him leaving me. The separation was unbearable.  

			I took one step, parting my lips and fighting back the urge to beg him to stay, but I couldn’t. Instead, I said what was needed. 

			“I understand.” The words tasted bitter on my tongue. I hated them as much as I hated myself for allowing this to happen, but what choice did I have? 

			He was in front of me before I could blink, taking my hand in his and holding it against his chest. There was no heartbeat to be found, but I knew that it took more than that to be human. I could see it in his eyes. I thought about his mother and how kind she must have been. She gave her life to bring him into this world. There is no greater sacrifice that can be made than to willfully die for another. 

			This is why I couldn’t let him see the truth because I knew that he would do this for me because I would do it for him. 

			He scooped me up and walked me to my bed. He laid me down, and I moved over as he climbed into the bed next to me. I rolled onto my side to face him, and he moved in closer as I drew my legs up. He cradled them with his own. I swallowed hard as he pushed my hair behind my ear. His fingers gently moved across my cheek, and his thumb caressed my bottom lip. He leaned in and closed his eyes, grazing my mouth with his own. He groaned, as if in pain. I felt it too. My heart was breaking. 

			He moved back, only a few inches from my face. “I just wanted one last night to be with you as I am now. Because once I complete the cycle, I’ll change, Echo. I won’t feel you here. Not like I do now.” He placed his hand on his heart, and I fought back the tears. 

			I nodded, and he drew me closer. He lifted my hand and kissed my palm, then my wrist. His lips felt so soft and sweet. His eyes wandered down to my mouth, and he bit his lip until I could see a small trickle of blood. I reached up, and he grabbed my wrist and stopped me from touching him. “Don’t, please. Just lay here with me, just one last time. I want to remember you just as you are. Maintenant et toujours.” He whispered. 

			I buried my face in his chest and sobbed. He held me until sleep came. But not without a price.

			I woke up and blinked a few times. There on the pillow in front of me, was the small black bottle. I grabbed it in my hand and sat up, searching the room, but he was gone. I clutched it to my chest and tried to beat back the painful loss that I felt. But it would stay with me for a lifetime.

			 I slid from the side of the bed and bolted toward the door. I stopped, realizing the bottle was still in my hand, so I ran back to the chest. I placed the bottle inside of it for safe keeping. Panic had set in. I shouldn’t have let him go. I should have told him that I didn’t love Asher and that nothing had happened between us. Nothing that mattered. Not really. 

			I rushed down the hallway, hit the stairs and was out the front door, passing my aunt as she hacked away at the hedges with the wrong tool. They looked terrible, with spots of yellow and brown speckling the sides of them, but I couldn’t stop to save them now. I couldn’t even save myself.   

			I ran until my lungs ached, making my way to the cemetery. I rushed through the gate and down the sidewalk. I glanced over and stared at the tombstones. 

			Lucky, every one of them to have found peace.  

			I paused when I noticed Love’s grave. It didn’t appear disturbed. I stepped up to it and studied the inscription. I remember Eyota breaking it and forcing me to peer into the hollow space. It made me wrap my arms around myself to ward off the chill, both in the air and inside my heart. 

			I guess I had hope that he would find me here, but no. Something else found me. Something much darker.

			“Thank you.” 

			I turned, and Eyota was standing behind me in a long black coat, black dress pants, and nice shiny shoes. He balanced his trademark cane in front of him. Both of his hands rested on the head of a snarling hound forged out of silver. 

			“I thought silver could kill you?” I asked. 

			He waved a gloved hand and offered up a smug grin. “I’m impressed that you know that. Most believe it only harms the wolves.”

			“So they’re real, too?” I asked. 

			He grinned, refusing to answer me but I had to assume that they were. 

			“I guess he’s gone then?” I asked. I really wasn’t in the mood to discuss another creature with him. My only concern was about vampires. Just one.  

			He grinned. “Yes, he has accepted his reality.” 

			My gaze lowered to the ground and he stepped into my view. I felt his gloved hand on my chin, and he lifted it. A tear rolled down my cheek and for a split second he appeared moved but that faded, as I expected. 

			“Tell me what you want.” He asked me. 

			I took a short breath and let it out through bitter laughter. 

			He stepped back. “Well, you can’t have him. It isn’t possible.” He spoke with certainty. 

			“I didn’t say that I wanted him.”

			“You didn’t have to.” He replied. “Besides, he wouldn’t be what you knew or loved. He is more now. He is what he should be.” 

			His words struck me in the heart and stayed there. I wasn’t able to respond, even with sarcasm. I just didn’t have the strength.

			“So tell me, Echo. What can I do for you now? Pick a school, anywhere in the world. I’ll pay for it. Pursue your passion. Perhaps you should study archeology as your parents did. Follow in their footsteps as my son has followed in mine. It is what parents hope for, is it not? To see their children become as they are?”

			“I want to forget everything.”

			His eyebrow rose. “Everything?”

			“Him,” I said. “I want to forget him.” I wiped my eyes. 

			He waved a hand. “Have you ever heard the saying that it’s best to have loved—”

			I finished his sentence for him. “Than to have never loved at all.”

			He tapped his cane. The metal tip made a clinking noise against the brick. 

			“Why do you have to walk with that? You’re a vampire. Is it for theatrical reasons?” I asked, not really caring. It was more of a jab.  

			He lifted it up and twisted it in his hand. The hound’s open mouth lingered near his face. 

			He grinned. “I was injured before my transformation.” 

			“So you weren’t always like this?” I asked, letting my eyes run the length of him. 

			He laughed. “I can tell that you’re disgusted with what I am and trust me, I don’t blame you. The things I’ve done would haunt you forever, but that isn’t for a child to hear. All you need to know is that I wasn’t born this way. I came into my own because I desired it and I practiced magic because it called out to me as it did to Luna. I summoned my strength and took what was mine.”

			“The curse,” I whispered. 

			He cocked his head. “I see you’ve been listening to those tall tales about the God of Death.” He paused and studied my expression. He chuckled. “You don’t think?” he pointed at himself. “Child, if I was the God of Death, I would have consumed the world.” 

			I swallowed his chilling words. “So, you weren’t born a vampire?” I asked. 

			He lowered his cane and gripped the top of it. “No, I was not.”

			“But Thorn was,” I stated with certainty.

			“I guess it doesn’t matter what I say now, does it, since you’ve asked to have your memory wiped clean of him?” he looked me over, and I didn’t argue. “Thorn is the first of his kind. A miracle. It’s unfortunate that he had to struggle with the weakness that humanity brings, but you allowed him to shed that weakness and take his place among us as he should. He is the future, while, as you’ll be happy to know, I, and others like me, are the past. He will usher in a new era for our people.”

			“Did his mother know what you were?”

			His expression darkened. “I loved his mother as much as I could, and yes, she did this of her own free will, knowing the risks, if that’s what you’re asking.”

			“What you did to my aunt was wrong,” I added. 

			He stepped toward me. “What I did was out of pity.” 

			“You don’t need to pity her but what you should do is remove the spell, or whatever it is, and let her live her life not thinking that she lost a child with you. I promise that she’ll probably hate you anyway.” 

			He was in my face and growling as his eyes turned black. I didn’t flinch, and it confused him. He tilted his head and studied my mouth. He reached up and let his hand linger near my face.

			“You remind me of her.” 

			“Who, my aunt? I take that as a compliment.”

			“No, your mother. Alice.” 

			I had nothing to say to his intimate statement about my mom and to be quite honest; I didn’t want to know. “Do me a favor and stay away from my family and I’ll make sure we stay away from yours.”

			He smiled and exposed his fangs to me. Still, I stood my ground. Eyota moved back in a blur. My hair shifted, but my steadfast resolve remained.

			“I will do this for you but be warned; it will alter things.”

			“What?” I asked. 

			“I’ll remove the spell, and it will be as if nothing ever happened between us.”

			“Between me and Thorn or you and my aunt?”

			He didn’t answer me. 

			The wind picked up, carrying a collection of dead leaves around him like a small tornado. He whispered words on the wind. “Am setat te gratuity.” Loosely translated into I set you free.

			The wind died down, and I felt no different. I stared at my hands, and he leaned forward.

			“Give it time.” He said.

			I narrowed my eyes. “Time for what?”

			“You must meet it halfway.”

			“The spell?” 

			“You ask too many questions, Echo. Just let the spell settle inside of you. It cannot work if you fight it. Let him go. The sooner you do, the sooner the pain will fade.”   

			I swallowed hard. I didn’t know what could make me do that. “I don’t understand why you didn’t do this years ago.” 

			He placed his hat back on his head and grabbed the rim, offering a polite nod. 

			“Because it took years to get over her.” He added, and with that, he was gone.

			“How do I meet it half way!?” I yelled into the mist, but there was no reply.
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			I ran home and nearly stumbled and fell onto the sidewalk as I stared up at the house. I slowly opened the gate and found my aunt pruning the bushes. They all looked incredibly healthy. She straightened up and turned to face me with the shears in her hand. My jaw dropped. She was wearing a knee length smock with garden gnomes all over it and a big floppy hat. Then I stared up at the house, again. It had pink shudders. I was in shock.

			The house was now white. 

			WHITE with PINK shudders. Am I dead? Had Eyota killed me in the cemetery? 

			I spotted a sign stuck into the ground. 

			Frog parking only all others will be toad.

			Then another sign. 

			Weed it and reap.

			And finally the last one.

			You had me at woof.

			“What are you doing?” I asked. 

			She chuckled. “I’m trimming the bushes.” 

			“I can see that, but why? Why are you doing that, and what are you wearing?”

			She waved the blade in her hand. “Because, among other things, I am an excellent horticulturist. I went to college for this, Echo. You know how much I love to grow things, and what’s wrong with my outfit?” She glanced down at herself. 

			I stood there trying to make sense of it. She killed every plant she touched, or used to. And college? We never talked about college.  

			“Which reminds me. You should check out the atrium. It is in full bloom, Echo.”

			“Okay.” I passed her by, suspiciously eyeing the shears in her hand. It was odd to see her with them, let alone using them correctly. “Have you fed them?” I asked. 

			She cocked her head. “The roses?” 

			I gripped the railing and turned back to face her. “No, the birds.” 

			She busted out in laughter. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Echo. There are no birds in the atrium, are there? Did we experience an invasion?” She started to remove her pink gloves. Again with the pink. Don’t get me wrong; it’s a lovely color, it’s just not my aunt’s color. 

			I stiffened. “No—no we didn’t.”

			She grinned. “He’s home.”

			I narrowed my eyes. “He who?” I asked. 

			“Echo, don’t be silly. Your cousin, of course. Did you forget that he was coming home from school? He’ll be here through the holidays.” She adjusted her feet, and I got caught up staring at the bright yellow clogs that she was wearing.  

			I ran inside and scanned the room. I rushed to the kitchen and hung onto the doorframe while hissing. It was decked out in frilly things, mostly dolls. Dolls everywhere. They sat above the cabinets, along the window, and in a large hutch. Their dead eyes followed me as I swayed back and forth. “What the—” I turned and ran right into Asher. I yelped, and so did he.

			“Hey you,” he said while leaning in and hugging me. I grimaced and then backed away from him when he let me go. He lifted his arm and sniffed near his armpit. “Do I smell bad?” he asked. 

			I pointed a finger at him. “What are you doing here?”  

			He tilted his head when my aunt walked in. She stepped up to his side and wrapped her arm around his waist. She leaned over and kissed his cheek. He closed his eyes like he hated it. I was so confused and left utterly speechless. 

			“So, what are we doing for dinner, Asher? I know you’ve been practicing at school and I would love to eat some of your culinary wizardry.” She looked at me. “Your talented cousin is at the top of his class. I couldn’t be prouder.” 

			I backed away until my shoulders hit the wall. I thought I might faint but what good would that do? 

			“Echo?” Asher said while taking a step forward. 

			I pointed at him and then at my aunt. They both stood there smiling at me.

			I choked out a few words through nervous laughter. “My cousin! Your son. Asher is your son.”  

			Asher was my—oh, God. He was my cousin, now? I had kissed my cousin. I could die. But no, he really wasn’t, was he? No. No. No. This was an altered spell and nothing more. Eyota had made good on his promise, but I had no idea it would involve making Asher my aunt’s son and having him here—with me, where my bedroom is located. It sat right above us. 

			I looked up, and so did he and then I faked a smile. It was terrible. I could feel it. 

			How was I supposed to stay in this house with him? Better yet, how was I supposed to talk to him knowing that I had kissed those lips? Slept in his bed? His bed… and I played his cello!

			Played it. 

			The more I thought about it, the dirtier it sounded. 

			His chocolate brown eyes washed over me. “Echo, you’ve grown up.”

			I swallowed hard and crossed my arms over my chest. Tucking my hands into my sides. I pursed my lips. “Not so much.” My voice went up a full octave.

			“I thought that maybe after dinner we could practice the cello like we did when we were younger.” 

			I waved my hand. “Nope!” 

			I walked away, and my aunt called out to me. “Echo, are you okay, honey? You look pale.”

			I stopped and spun around on my heel. “I’m fine. I just remembered that I left something at school. A book that I needed. I have a big test tomorrow, and I totally suck at mathing.”

			My heart was in my throat. Asher lifted his hand. “Do you want me to go with you?”

			“Oh no. You stay right here. Help my aunt, I mean, your mom, cook dinner; I’ll be right back.”

			He took one step forward, and I raised my hand and yelled “Ah!” I snapped my fingers and pointed. “Stay!” 

			“You sure you’re okay?” he asked.

			A big floppy dog came running into the room. It was covered in wooly white hair that laid in ringlets all over its body. It slammed into me, pinning me against the door. Two huge paws rested on either side of my face. Suddenly a long tongue shot out and licked me from my chin to my forehead, leaving behind a trail of goopy dog spit. 

			“Get. Down.” I hissed through clenched teeth. 

			The dog ignored my irritation and barked. I flinched, and then my aunt pulled it down and away from me. She wagged a finger at the dog. “James, behave.”  

			I placed a hand over my stomach and looked at both of them, standing there, all weird and happy. My aunt in her pink dress and Asher all, whatever he is.

			The dog danced in place while barking at me. My nose wrinkled. “Stop it.”

			“Oh, he wants to go with you.”

			“No,” I said. 

			“Echo, please. He wants to go for a walk.” Luna placed a hand on her hip.

			I didn’t care. “No,” I repeated. 

			Asher grinned. “It’s fine; I’ll do it. She has to get a book anyway, right?”

			“Yeah, I’ll be right back.” 

			I banged on the door with the side of my fist. I stepped back and tapped my foot on the porch and then rushed the door and pounded again. I heard a lock then another one, and finally, the door opened up, and I had to peer into the darkness. The house felt cold like a tomb. Every curtain was drawn so that no light could enter.

			“Hello?” I said. 

			“Echo, come in.”

			I stepped inside. 

			“Close the door.” 

			I complied. 

			“So, why have you come to see me?” Eyota asked. 

			I wrung my hands. “I went home, and things are, well…strange.”

			“Strange how?” 

			“My aunt is doing yard work.”

			“And this is odd to you?” he asked. 

			“No—well, yes. She tends to kill all vegetation.”

			“So this is bothering you?” 

			I sighed. “Well, it’s more than that. She’s wearing pink. Pink. It’s a dress.” I shook my hands out like I was trying to fling something off of them. 

			“Is this a bad color on her?” he asked. 

			I shook my head. “No, I mean yes. Well, actually she looks fine in it, but it’s not her color.”

			“Does she seem happy?” He stepped toward me, and I could see that his pupils were now red. It made me uneasy. 

			“I guess, but—”

			“Then I have delivered on my end of the deal.” He spoke without emotion.

			I adjusted my stance. “What deal? I didn’t ask for any deal.” 

			“The one where I gave you what you asked for.”

			I massaged the growing knot in my shoulder. “Again, I didn’t ask, you offered. That’s two totally different things. One is where I come to you and say, hey, could you do this for me? And the other is where you drop in, out of nowhere, and end up offering to do something to be nice.”

			“Nice?” he asked with a smile.

			“Yes, nice,” I repeated. 

			He leaned closer. “Free will is completely overrated. Humans tend to do things that may harm them, guiding them works best, and you wanted her to forget me.”

			“I did, but I wanted her to stay the same.” My eyes remained locked on his. 

			“I told you that things could change.”

			I scratched the side of my head. “And I still remember everything.”

			“I told you to be patient, Echo. You must meet this half way.”

			“Well, I’m not, and I don’t know how. Everything is wrong. Everything.” 

			I bit back a scream. He infuriated me nearly as much as his son did. Or does, no, I mean did. 

			Rage poisoned my veins, but I had to keep my temper under control if I planned on fixing this ridiculous situation. I took a short breath and collected myself before speaking. “She has a son, now.” 

			His eyebrow rose. “Oh?” He seemed more interested than disgusted.

			He grinned. “She always wanted a child. A boy. Well, one girl, one boy. Two actually.”

			I scowled. “Yeah, that’s great and all but it’s Asher. Asher Westbrook the third. He’s her son.”

			I heard laughter and Persephone entered the room while clapping. She stopped and crossed her legs over and bowed to her brother. “This is truly spectacular.” She lifted her chin and winked at me. 

			My brows nearly touched as she strolled up to his side and leaned in, placing her arm over his shoulder. “What have you done, sister?” he asked. 

			She pinched her fingers together. “I tweaked the spell, just a little bit.”

			“Cum îndrăznești să te amesteci în afaceri care nu este a ta!” The sheer volume of his voice made me dizzy. I covered my ears as Persephone hissed and backed away from him, lowering to the floor. Her palms stretched out, and she remained on all fours.

			“I agree, you shouldn’t meddle in things!” I added, knowing that he had just said that to her in Romanian. She looked up at me with her sharpened fangs. If Eyota wasn’t here I’m sure she would have drained me dry, but he took a step toward her, and she cowered even further. Her face lingered near the hardwood. He relaxed and turned his icy gaze on me. 

			“I will correct this.”

			“I would appreciate it.”

			I turned and walked to the door. Persephone called out to me through laughter. “Keep out of his bed!” 

			I gritted my teeth and jerked the door open. I peered back at Eyota, who loomed over his sister.

			“How long will it take?” I asked. 

			“A few days, no more.”

			I stepped out just as the rain began to fall. I had forgotten my umbrella. Great.

			“A few days? Crap.” I whispered to myself.
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			I watched Asher eat while I tapped my fork on the plate. It had tiny little flowers all along the edge. The food was supposedly good. I wouldn’t know. I hadn’t eaten a bite. He noticed and swallowed his mouthful, quickly washing it down with some wine. 

			How was he drinking wine? I guess he was older now? I don’t know why I even questioned it. Of course, he was. He was older, cuter, and making me uncomfortable. Persephone had really done a number on all of us. Twisting our lives together and bastardizing what Asher and I had shared. I guess she just couldn’t help but rub salt in the wound. 

			The sooner Eyota fixed this, the better. I just hope that he kept his word. I wanted him gone from my aunt’s life, along with the memory of Love. I also want Thorn gone, well, I guess I should use the word need. They are definitely two different things. 

			He lowered the glass and winked at me. I sat straight up and adjusted in my chair. He didn’t need to be winking or doing anything like that at all. 

			No sir.  

			“How old are you?” I asked. 

			He laughed. “Why?” 

			“You’re drinking wine.” I eyed his glass while he fingered at it. I pressed my thumb into the center of my palm until it trembled. No amount of pain could distract me now. 

			Everything about this was wrong. 

			He still liked me, I could tell, and he shouldn’t. 

			Not like this. 

			Not here, not now. 

			We’re related, or at least in this version of our lives we are. 

			The corner of his mouth curled. 

			He was so cute. No. Echo. No. 

			Asher was the same mischievous boy that I had known. He was just awkwardly planted in my house thanks to that vampire who was also a witch. Who knew they could be everything at once? 

			“Twenty.” He said. 

			“Almost twenty-one.” My aunt spoke as she leaned in with the bottle of wine and poured him a little bit more. He stared at it and then sighed. 

			“Echo doesn’t like that I’m drinking.”

			My aunt paused, and her soft eyes landed on me. “Oh come now, Echo. You’ve been drinking wine since you were little.”

			“I have?”

			“Of course you have, honey. When Asher first came home with us he—”

			I perked up. “Us?” I asked.

			“Yes, from the orphanage. You know that Asher came to live with us when he was eight, and you were five.”

			I leaned back in the chair. Oh great, he isn’t even related to me. He’s adopted. 

			Damn you Persephone. Damn you to hell.   

			I stabbed at the food on my plate like a serial killer in training. “You’re adopted,” I said. 

			Asher leaned forward. “I know that.”

			“I know that you know that.” I huffed.  

			She set a stemless glass down in front of me and poured some wine. I lifted it up and sniffed it. It smelled like blackberries. “Are you feeling okay, honey? You look a little pale.”

			“I’m naturally pale.”

			“Man, puberty is hitting you hard, huh?” Asher asked with a wink. The heat rushed to my face, and I cleared my throat. 

			“Asher stop teasing her. You went through it yourself.” 

			I glared at my glass. I really needed a bottle.   

			“It’s a dessert wine; it pairs nicely with the som tum.”

			“The what?” I asked.

			Asher grinned as he nudged his chin toward the pile of green things on my plate. I know things is a highly technical term, but it was the best that I could do. I’m not a foodie.

			He spoke while the edge of his wine glass lingered near his mouth. The candlelight played off of his features and reminded me of the night in his room when we played his cello. A tingling in my hands was followed by a low growl in the pit of my stomach. I guess I was hungry, just not for this. 

			“Som tum.” He repeated. “It’s a green papaya salad.”

			“It’s definitely green.” I poked at the side of the towering stalks, and it collapsed on my plate.

			He raked his fingers through his hair and then took a drink. He was still smiling as he swallowed. I guess I amused him. “Maybe I should have made you some pizza.”

			I perked up. “Pizza would have been amazing.”

			My aunt sat down and took a drink of her wine. She sighed, then reached out and grabbed my hand, then Asher’s. “It’s so nice to have you home for the holidays.”

			Asher took my hand, and the circle was complete. I let it happen for about three seconds until I remembered that this wasn’t real. 

			None of it was. 

			Asher wasn’t my cousin. 

			My aunt didn’t wear pink dresses and floppy hats, and she most certainly didn’t trim the hedges in bright yellow clogs. 

			I yelped as something rammed into me and nearly knocked me off of the chair. I stared down, and the wooly beast had returned. 

			I looked at my aunt and grinned. “Ever think about getting a cat?” I asked, and she busted out in laughter. 

			“What horrible little creatures.” She said, and I stood up and placed my hands on the table. She stared at my plate. “Are you not eating?” 

			I took a bite and chewed. I grabbed the wine and took a swig to wash it down. It may be tasty to some, but not to me. It reminded me more of the food that my parents insisted that we ate when we were growing up. Very earthy and somewhat bland. 

			“So?” Asher asked, and I lowered the wine glass. 

			“Yeah?”

			“You like it?”

			I nodded while backing away. “Sure, it’s delicious.” I clapped my hands together and then added a snap of my fingers. I pointed upward. “I’m really tired.” 

			He took another sip of his wine, and I disappeared around the corner and hit the stairs running. By the time I reached my door, my hands were trembling, and my heart was racing in my chest. Then I heard his voice behind me. I turned, and Asher was standing there with his hands buried deep in his pockets. 

			“Listen, I get it,” he said. 

			I cocked my head and pressed my back against the door. Of course, it was giving me issues and sticking against the frame. I jiggled the handle behind me, and still, it wouldn’t open. 

			“Get what?” I asked. 

			He took one step forward, and the dull light from the wall lamp cascaded over his face. For some reason, he seemed more attractive to me now than he had before. It got worse with each passing moment. I tried to shake it off. I bet Persephone added in a little love spell to make this as difficult as it could be. 

			“Crushes are normal.”

			“Crushes?” I asked. 

			“Yes, when you told me that you had a crush on me I was flattered, really I was.”

			I grunted while trying my best to get my door to open from behind me. He stepped closer. 

			“You know, in ancient Rome, it was okay to marry your cousin, but it was banned by the Christian emperor, Theodosius in 381?”

			“Smart man,” I said while fighting with the door. 

			He tilted his head. “Or closed-minded.”

			“You’re adopted.”

			“I know, you keep reminding me.”  

			He was now only two feet away, and I finally got the door open and nearly fell backward into the room. He reached in and caught my hand, pulling me upright and against his chest. I swallowed hard. “This is my room.” He whispered. 

			I narrowed my eyes. “What?”

			“My room, Echo. Yours is down the hallway, remember?” 

			I looked behind me and what was once my room was now his, and his suitcase lay open at the end of the bed. It was my bed or used to be. I pushed away from him and rubbed my open palms on the tops of my thighs. My skinny jeans felt smooth to the touch. I gave him a quick nod. “I’m super tired.” 

			I walked past him, and he spoke to me just as I reached the door. “Yeah, me too.”

			I glanced back at him and then ran down the hallway and into a room I hoped to be mine. I nearly tripped and fell when I saw all of the boy band posters plastered on the walls. I stepped up to one of them and tore it down. “Persephone, I hate you so much right now.”
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			I woke and stretched my arms out to my sides. I enjoyed about five seconds of bliss until I noticed the canopy overhead. I sat up and felt the panic rising in me. But he wasn’t there. Asher was gone, and I was alone in my room. 

			I closed my eyes and covered my face with my hands. It was over. Thank you Eyota, Thank you! 

			“Well, hey there sleepy head.”

			I parted my fingers and Asher was standing there in his pajama pants and a white t-shirt. I rolled from the side of the bed and marched out while waving a hand. “Nope. Nope. Nope. This is not happening.”

			He followed me out into the hallway. “Hey, it’s cool! You used to crawl in bed with me all the time when we were little! I didn’t care. You sleepwalk, Echo!” 

			I slammed my door shut and leaned against it. I started talking to myself. “This is a nightmare, right? I’m stuck here with a boy who I made out with, and now he’s my cousin or faux cousin, and I’m waking up in his bed because I sleepwalk? I don’t sleepwalk, and my aunt is wearing pink and talking all weird, and he’s here. He is here! He’s in my bed. That’s my room, not his. Wait. He isn’t really my cousin, is he? No, no. This is all part of the spell. That’s all it is. Just calm down, Eyota said it would pass. Meet it halfway, Echo. Come on.”

			Asher tapped on the door, and I stumbled forward like he could reach through and touch me. 

			“Hey, if it upsets you that I have my old room back we can switch if that’s what you want.”

			I bit my lip. “No—you keep it, I’m fine. Like you said, it’s your room.” My voice cracked. 

			“Okay, but if you change your mind just let me know.”

			I nodded like he could see me. “Yep,” I yelled through the door.

			Finally, he walked away and I sort of relaxed. 

			Well, as much as I could.

			I retreated to the atrium. It was teeming with life. Everything was exactly the same, well almost. 

			The swans were no longer here, and neither were any of the herbs that she had once so carefully placed amongst the vegetation. I couldn’t bring myself to mention magic to her. I assumed that she didn’t practice and would think that I was crazy if I claimed that she had once been a witch, so I kept quiet, just hoping and praying that Eyota would reverse the spell and get everything back to normal as quickly as possible. Until then I would have to endure it the best that I could. 

			I jumped when I felt a hand on my waist. I spun around with scissors in my hand and Asher backed away. “Whoa, relax. It’s just me.” He said, and I lowered them. 

			“I’m sorry. I know I seem stressed out.”

			He leaned in. “I understand.” 

			He reached up and adjusted his tie. I blinked a couple of times. “You’re all dressed up.”

			“Yeah, I have a date.” 

			“Oh?” I asked. It shouldn’t bother me, and honestly, it didn’t, but it piqued my interest. 

			“Yeah.” He waited like I was going to say something about it. 

			Instead, I shrugged my shoulders. “Cool, have fun.” I turned my back to him so that I could cut a few more flowers to place at the dinner table. My aunt had asked me to collect some while she cooked a ham and a turkey. It was a practice run for the upcoming holiday, or so she said. She claimed that it was the only way she could find out which one would we should have. It was the only thing she had done since Eyota whispered those words in the cemetery that seemed like her.  

			He leaned in behind me and spoke into my ear. “Don’t you want to know who it is?”

			I bit my lip and turned around, waving the scissors. He laughed while dodging them. “Who is it?” I asked, just to appease him. 

			“Well, she’s gorgeous and smart.”

			“Okay, that narrows it down.”

			“And she has money, in fact, her family owns a town.”

			“What town?”

			He pulled on the cuff of his sleeve. “And she’s a redhead.”

			“What town?” I asked again.

			He grinned. “I thought you could care less?”

			“Who is it?” My temper began to flare. 

			He grinned. Obviously, it made him happy that I wanted to know. “Tailor Ravenswood.”

			“Are you serious?!” My voice echoed in the atrium, and he blinked. 

			“Yeah, do you know her?”

			I nodded while waving the scissors back and forth. “Know her, who doesn’t know her?” 

			His brow furrowed. “Did you hang out with her in school?”

			“No! She’s—well, she’s just, she’s in my grade, Asher. She’s seventeen, and you’re, well…you’re old.”

			He appeared confused. “No—she graduated two years ago. She’s older than I am, by one year, but still, and I’m not old, Echo. I’m twenty. Just a few months ago I was a teenager, just like you.”

			“Fine, I should have said older.”

			He reached up and removed a small leaf from my chin, and I flinched. I had no idea that it was there. He held it up so that I could see it. “If you don’t want me to go out with her, then I won’t.” 

			My lips parted. “No—I mean, yes!” I slapped my forehead with the scissors then hissed. He stepped up and grabbed my hand and then inspected the growing red spot on my head.

			“Be careful.” He whispered. 

			He grinned. I could smell him. Cedar. I had to keep it together. This was ridiculous, and all Persephone’s doing. I know she wanted to annoy me, but it was getting out of hand. 

			All of it. 

			The next thing I knew Asher would be married to Tailor and they would be hanging out here on every holiday with ten little kids that looked and acted just like her.  

			No. I wasn’t going to do that. 

			But I swallowed the truth and stepped back from him.

			I silently chanted.

			This will pass. This will pass. This will pass.

			I swallowed the bile. “I must have been thinking of another girl. I’m sorry. Go, have a blast.”

			He had a look of disappointment on his face. “Do you need some ice for that bump?”

			I rubbed my forehead. “No, I’m good, but thanks for asking.” 

			He started to walk away, and I called out to him. 

			“Asher?”

			He turned to face me. “Yeah?”

			“Have fun, tonight. I’m sure she’s great, and you’re great so everything will be—”

			He winked at me. “Great?” he asked.

			“Yeah.”

			He paused. “So what are you doing tonight?”

			I shrugged my shoulders. “Probably watch a movie or something.”

			“Okay, well, I hope you like it.”

			He gave a quick nod and left me alone in the atrium as I tapped the scissors against the palm of my hand. 

			If Persephone Vega was here, I’d stab her with them.
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			I entered the kitchen with the flowers in my hand only to find my aunt standing in front of the stove, humming to herself. She looked…happy. 

			Happier than I had ever seen her before. 

			A terrible feeling of guilt washed over me. Maybe this was easier. 

			Maybe. 

			She had a son. She had me. She had happiness.

			That darkness that always lurked right behind her eyes was gone. Eyota had effectively taken the pain away, and I guess it would have been perfect if Persephone hadn’t intervened, but was it really a blessing in disguise or a curse? 

			She was no longer the person that I had grown to love. She was right. The things that happen to us happen for a reason and shape us into who we are. We can’t run away or bury them deep enough. They are a part of us for a reason. 

			But, since things had changed, I had not cried. Not once. 

			The pain that defined me was now becoming a distant memory with each minute that passed by. The clock chimed in the entryway, and I closed my eyes. I could smell the flowers. 

			So sweet. So perfect. 

			Could I surrender to this new reality and allow Thorn to slip away? 

			Should I? Could I? Did I want that to happen? 

			“He called today.”

			I opened my eyes and stared at my aunt. She stood there with a baby blue apron on over a light gray dress with small white flowers all over it. 

			“Who?” I asked. 

			“Your Uncle James, honey. He’ll be coming home soon. I know you’ve missed him as much as I have. This fishing expedition took much longer than they planned, but it’s done now.”

			I dropped the flowers from my hand, and they scattered around my feet. 

			I sat in The Red Rose and Star acted like she didn’t even know me. I watched her move behind the counter. All of the jars were now gone, along with the herbs for magic spells. She had her hair pulled back in a tight bun and sported thick red framed glasses. Her outfit was conservative. The glasses were the only thing about her that seemed unique. Her lips were painted red, and she wore blush. Her magic had also been stolen away from her. 

			The door chimed, and Persephone walked in. She closed the door behind her and immediately made her way over to me. I adjusted on the cushion, and she eyed the small space and then shimmied her way into the seat opposite to mine. She removed her sunglasses and the oversized hat. She set them aside and pulled out a cigarette. She waved it around in a circular motion. 

			“It’s one of those vape things. Do you mind?” she asked, like if I said no she would listen. 

			I wasn’t interested in her filthy habits. I was only interested in the continuous changes in this spell that had been lifted and then altered by her. 

			I leaned forward. “My uncle called the house today. James. James Jenny.”

			Her eyebrow cocked and then she sucked on the thin white tube. She turned her head, and a small amount of white smoke escaped her lips. I leaned back and glared at her. 

			“Well, that’s interesting.”

			I shook my head. “No, it isn’t interesting. Not at all. He’s—” 

			She finished my sentence. “Dead. I know,” Persephone spoke with little compassion. It only made me hate her more. 

			I nudged my chin toward the counter. “And why is Star dressed like that and where are her jars filled with herbs?”

			She glanced back and took another toke from her fake cigarette. She grimaced and picked at her lips with her long nails. She dropped it to the floor and crushed it under her heel like it was a real cigarette. It made a popping sound and Star looked over in our direction. 

			Persephone waved her hand. “I had an accident.”

			She turned back to face me. 

			“What’s happening?” I asked.

			“Exactly as you wish.” She said with a smirk. Star approached us and swept up the broken porcelain. She nodded to me, and I tried to smile at her, but she still didn’t recognize me. Then a second woman came out from behind the beaded curtain. I leaned forward as Star called out to her. “Carrie, three espressos and one vanilla latte.”

			The woman nodded, and I leaned back into the cushion. 

			Star lingered. “Can I get you anything?” she asked. 

			Persephone grinned while intertwining her fingers on the table before me. “Do you have wine?”

			Star wrung her hands on the broom. “Not yet, we’re applying for a liquor license.” 

			“Shame.” Persephone sounded disappointed. 

			“We do have great coffee,” Star looked eager for the business.

			I nodded to her. “I’ll take a cup of coffee, black.” 

			“Okay, anything else for you?” 

			Persephone rolled her eyes. “Double espresso and leave the grounds in it.” 

			She walked away. 

			“She’s dead,” I said as I pointed at Carrie. 

			Star stepped behind the counter and Carrie smiled at her. They spoke, and the laughter followed. 

			Happy. 

			Everyone around me seemed happy. 

			Again the guilt ate away at my gut, but it wasn’t right. None of it was. This was a mirage and nothing more. I kept waiting for everything to change but it wasn’t, it only seemed to be getting worse. 

			“How?” I asked. 

			Her eyebrow cocked, and she lifted her hand to inspect her nails. “Magic, of course.” 

			“I know its magic, but this, this is crazy.”

			She leaned in. “Why? Why does this seem so crazy to you, Echo? Look around. Star has her sister back. Your aunt has the child she wanted. And James has returned from the grave.”

			“But it isn’t real.”

			She laughed. “What is reality? Why do we have to accept the things that happen to us? Why, when magic can set things right?”

			“I—it just feels wrong,” I whispered. 

			I parted my lips and scanned the room. Every table had a happy couple sitting at it. Star leaned into Carrie’s side as they laughed behind the counter.

			“You stole things from them. You took their magic.”

			“I think if you asked them they would have gladly traded anything for the life they really wanted to live.”

			“It’s wrong. All of it is wrong.” I whispered, but of course, she could hear me. 

			“You would deny everyone their deepest desires, and why? Because you can’t have my nephew?”  

			“It isn’t like that.”  

			She placed her cold hand on top of mine, reminding me that she was a vampire. “Oh, it isn’t? Be honest. Would this be a perfect world if he walked through the door right now?”

			I took a breath, and the bell chimed. Thorn walked in, and then Nova followed, along with a small child. Thorn reached down and picked the little girl up, and she rested on his hip. My chest caved. There he was. Happy, just like everyone else around me.

			I stood up and ran away from her. I blew past him as his sea-blue eyes locked onto me, but he didn’t appear to recognize me at all. I was dead to him, or as dead to him as I could be. The little girl lifted her hand. She had his eyes and Nova’s lips. 

			It broke my heart. 

			I hit the door and ran down the sidewalk. I knew that it should end, but the longer I lived in this reality, the more it felt right. Like I was the only thing that was wrong in this version of the world. 

			The only thing at all.
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			I slammed the door behind me and glared at the posters on my wall. 

			This wasn’t my room. This wasn’t me. This wasn’t my life. 

			I angrily tore them all down, one after the other and piled them in the center of my bed. I gathered them up in my arms and glared at my window. I dropped them and rushed over to it, fighting to open it up, nearly chipping a nail, but I wasn’t going to give into this nonsense. 

			Finally, it opened, and the chilled air blew my hair up around my face. I ran back to my bed and grabbed all of them, then I shoved them out the window and watched them float on the wind. I battled with it, grunting and grumbling until it closed. 

			I laid down and curled up in a ball. I finally fell asleep. Partially due to exhaustion, the rest was the onset of depression. An old demon that I had battled before.

			There were no dreams, only peaceful rest. I had earned it. 

			Or so I thought.  

			I woke up in Asher’s bed—again. He rolled over and smiled at me. 

			“Hey, are you making breakfast this time or am I?”

			I rushed out of the bedroom and down the hallway, I opened my door, and all the posters were still on the walls. I gritted my teeth and tore them all down. I ran down the steps with them bundled in my arms and entered the kitchen with a militant march. I rummaged through the cabinets, leaving the doors open one by one until I found the trash bags. I pulled one out and snapped it open. I started to jam the posters into the bag. Asher stepped into the kitchen while yawning and rubbed the side of his head. My aunt sat at the tall kitchen table just watching me while I hurriedly disposed of them. She hadn’t said a word. Then she spoke up.

			“Did you decide to switch your taste in music?”

			I scowled at her and walked to the back door. I jerked it open and stumbled down the steps. I removed the lid on the trashcan and shoved the bag inside. I replaced the lid and had to pound on it until the bag was forced inside.

			Gone. GONE!

			 I wiped my hands and returned to the kitchen. I made myself a cup of coffee while muttering to myself. 

			I turned and took a sip. Coffee don’t fail me now. 

			“Do you want to talk about it?” Asher asked me. 

			I rolled my eyes and stormed out of the room. 

			No, I didn’t want to talk about it. I just needed for this to end.

			I woke up the next day—in his bed! 

			I rushed to my room, tore down the posters and burned them this time. 

			The next day I shoved them piece by piece down the garbage disposal.

			And the next day I gave them away, every single one of them, at school. You would think I was peddling teenage boys.

			Each time it happened both Asher and my aunt acted like they didn’t remember me so angrily disposing of the posters, but the posters were only an added jab. The real problem was with my heart. I desperately wanted to change everything, but I knew that I couldn’t.  

			But every day was the same. It happened over and over again. I woke up in Asher’s bed, and the posters had returned. Finally, on the thirteenth day, I stood frozen in my room and just glared at them. It didn’t matter what I did. They would come back again. So I decided to let them stay and try something new. Maybe if I switched things up, it would break the spell. Just maybe. 
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			I rolled over, and Asher grinned at me. I turned my face toward the ceiling and sighed.

			I was exhausted.

			 “Eggs and toast?” I asked.

			“My mom is already cooking.”

			“Huh?” That was new. At least something had changed. 

			“Yeah, it’s Thanksgiving, Echo. She’s making a ham. I guess it won.” 

			I took a slow breath and held my hands up into the air, turning them over and inspecting the lines. 

			“Do I look older to you?”

			He propped his head up on his elbow and looked at me. 

			“You do, but not in a bad way.”

			“I feel older,” I whispered. 

			He leaned in and rolled onto his back. He held his hands up and inspected them. 

			“Well, if it helps, you’re three years younger than I am.” 

			I grinned. “I’ll be eighteen in October.”

			“That’s almost a whole year away.” He replied. 

			I noticed he was staring at me, so I turned to face him. He rolled onto his side and watched my lips as I spoke. It reminded me of the old Asher. He always watched my mouth, which could be unsettling, but for some reason, it soothed me this time. 

			My muscles relaxed. 

			I was tired of fighting. 

			I was tired of waking up to the same thing every single day.  

			“So, you’ll be going back to school after the holiday?” I asked. I knew that I shouldn’t be asking him things like this, knowing that he liked me, but loneliness and depression can wear on you until you give in to things that you shouldn’t be giving into just to stop thinking about them. 

			Or maybe to stop dealing with them. 

			“I was thinking about applying to a school in Crows Landing so that I could live at home.”

			“Oh yeah?” I asked. 

			My stomach tightened, and everything in me told me to run. To stop now and not look back. I needed to grab my things and just disappear. I could do that; I could leave and let them live this life without me. Heck, I bet I could beg Eyota to erase the memory of me altogether.  

			But I stayed, in the bed, staring into his soft eyes and falling deeper into the rabbit hole that this spell had created. It suddenly occurred to me that Eyota may be lying. Maybe Persephone had done something that could not be undone. 

			Maybe it shouldn’t be.  

			Everyone was happy, but me.

			Who am I to rob them of this bliss to serve my own needs?  

			All I had to do was give in, and the pain would stop. I knew it. I could feel it, but how could I do that to them. To my aunt? To—to, the boy with the dirty blonde hair and sea-blue eyes?

			His name was—or is, what was his name? 

			It was right there on the tip of my tongue.  

			“Echo?” Asher whispered to me. 

			“Yeah?” 

			“I have a secret.”

			I stared deeply into his eyes. “What is it?”  

			“I just, every time I see you, all I want to do is—” 

			I moved closer to him, allowing the spell to engulf me, and along with it, the pain. Each passing moment became easier. 

			I could breathe again. 

			Live again. 

			Love—again.

			Free from pain and regret. 

			Free.  

			“What do you want to do, Asher?”

			“This.”

			He leaned in and pressed his lips against mine. I moaned as a lifetimes worth of memories flashed before my eyes. 

			Blowing out birthday candles with my sister. 

			Feeling her hug me and then whisper in my ear as we both giggled.

			Sitting on my aunt’s lap in the library as she read to us.

			The laughter. 

			The love.

			The funeral.

			A tear rolled down my cheek as I tried to release each one of them into the unknown, but then I saw his face, and I felt his touch and heard the words…I love you, Echo.

			I love you. 

			My eyes shot open, and I recoiled. 

			“Do you believe in magic?” I asked him. 

			He tilted his head. “What?” 

			“Magic?” I asked.

			He grinned. “Magic isn’t real, Echo. Please, come back here. Lay down. This is real. I’m real.”

			I shook my head. “No—you have to feel it, that’s how you know it’s real.”

			“Echo, what do you mean?” 

			I tripped and fell, only recovering just in time to reach the door. My eyes darted down the hallway, and then I remembered the small bottle of blood.

			Viata Mea. 

			My life.

			Thorn’s life. 

			His name is Thorn. 

			Thorn Vega. 

			He said it would reveal the truth. If I couldn’t break this spell, then maybe drinking his blood would.

			I reached the chest and flipped the lid open. I threw everything out of it until I located the bottle. I lifted it up and stared at it just as Asher stepped into my room. 

			“Echo, wait, what are you doing?”

			I said nothing as I pushed past him with tears streaming down my face. I knew it was selfish, but I felt so lost, so alone. I knew that by doing this I would probably ruin everything, but I couldn’t stand it any longer. 

			I missed him, and once Midnight started fading from my mind, I knew that beyond everything else, I wanted to still be me. 

			I wanted to own this reality. 

			I wanted every painful memory as well as every good one. 

			I couldn’t let it be stolen away from me at any cost. 

			And if that meant that I would spend the rest of my days missing him then so be it, but I wouldn’t get lost in another version of my life that had been fabricated by Persephone Vega. I couldn’t let her rob my aunt, Asher, or Star of their magic.

			It made them who they are.  

			I stumbled down the last four steps just as my aunt rushed into the entryway. 

			“Echo, what’s wrong, honey?” she asked. 

			I turned around and clutched the bottle to my chest. 

			“You have to remember everything to move forward, Aunt Luna. Everything. You taught me that, remember?”

			“What?” she asked with the tilt of her head.  

			I turned and opened the door and there before me stood a girl, with a broken umbrella in her hand. 

			She smiled and let it drop to the ground, then lunged forward and hugged me. 

			My trembling fingers dug into the rain-soaked fabric of her shirt. 

			Memory began to fail me.

			Rain soaked.

			Rain.

			What was it about the rain? 

			I was in shock. 

			“Midnight?” I whispered, as the bottle fell from my hand and rolled away.

			The End…for now.    
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