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			Life in Port Royal is calm and peaceful. 

			Compliant. Happy. Safe.

			But somethings amiss. 

			Echo can feel it in her bones, and as the visions intensify, she begins to dig for the truth that only she can uncover. 

			Whispers on the wind speak of a dark spell that has distorted reality. 

			This ancient evil demands a sacrifice. 

			But who’s to blame? 

			And who will pay the ultimate price?

			 

			 

			Be careful what you WITCH for.

			Because sometimes it isn’t what you really wanted at all.
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			Quotes

			“If not me, then who? If not now, then when?”

			~John E. Lewis  

			 If you can dream—and not make dreams your master;

			If you can think—and not make thoughts your aim,

			If you can meet Triumph and Disaster

			And treat those two imposters just the same.

			If you can talk with crowds and keep your virtue,

			Or walk with Kings—nor lose the common touch,

			If neither foes nor loving friends can hurt you,

			If all men count with you, but not too much:

			If you can fill the unforgiving minute

			With sixty seconds’ worth of distance run

			Yours is the Earth and everything that’s in it,

			And—which is more—you’ll be a Man, my son.

			~Rudyard Kipling

		

	
		
			For Wendy. Fly high, angel. 
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			A Note from the Author

			Before we get started, I wanted to say a few things about this book. 

			At the end of the last book, we were dealing with a dark memory spell that had morphed after Echo asked Eyota Vega to cast it because his sister, Persephone, was tinkering with it out of bitterness and spite. She hates the Navarri family, and although her full intentions have not been made clear, I can assure you that it will be once you’ve completed this book. Because of this fact (the dark memory spell) it allowed me to take liberty with details about the characters, their surroundings, and their backgrounds in the story. I wanted to make this clear BEFORE anyone thinks that I got things wrong in a world I created. It was a pleasure to write a book like this, and out of the three, it has been the most challenging. I hope that you enjoy it as much as I did. I also want to remind everyone that you have to read the PROLOGUE in my books. If you don’t, then you’ll miss important information that you need to fully understand the story. 

			Again, thank you for the support and love. I’ve received countless emails from those of you who love Echo Navarri and everyone in Port Royal. I appreciate that more than you could ever know. 

			~Rue xoxo 

		

	
		
			Be careful what you witch for. 
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			Prologue

			Her ink black hair floated out behind her, whipping around in the wind, wild and free, set against a gray sky filled with rolling thunder. Flashes of light skirted along the edge of a bulging cloud, illuminating the outline. The loud snap of electricity made me shudder. White-hot tendrils rushed across the sky, releasing a surge of energy into the air. The hairs on my arm stood up. My fingertips hummed with excitement. My pupils dilated. Adrenaline surged through my limbs and helped to quicken my pace. I fought through thickening branches that seemed to come alive infused with a darkening spirit bent on holding me back. Each step became harder than the last. My breath labored. The whistling howl surrounded me, but I pushed on. I had too. 

			If not me, then who?

			If not now, then when?  

			Panic loomed, but those borrowed words gave me strength. Clarity. Definition.  

			The truth lay out before me. 

			The storm wasn’t coming.

			It was already here.

			It had been here all along.

			“Midnight! Wait!” I yelled into a forceful wind that swallowed my words.

			She rushed toward the edge of the cliff that overlooked the churning sea. I watched her shadow sway against the skyline. She paused, then lifted her arms as if to summon the wind. It obeyed her call and swirled around her, lifting her hair and then her body. Her feet hovered just above the ground. I could see a white band on her right wrist, like the ones you get when you’re admitted to the hospital. 

			I was running out of time. My skin glistened, cold and clammy. I felt nauseous, but still, I pushed onward. 

			The rough needles mercilessly jabbed at me, leaving behind a sting that only intensified with the mixture of salt and sweat on the surface of my skin. 

			Small cuts laced my flesh. 

			A reminder of my mortality and how fragile we are. Both physically and mentally. I knew this better than I liked to admit, but this was no longer about me. 

			I’m not sure it ever had been.  

			Finally, I broke through the tree line with a howling wind mourning my exit from The Pine. A second birth, one of enlightenment and understanding. I felt grateful to have escaped, yet terrified at what I would face.

			I stumbled forward and yelped, trying to maintain my balance at the edge of the sharp descent. Midnight calmly reached down and grabbed my shirt, which steadied me. I glanced up at her, and she was staring out across the sea. 

			She looked so peaceful. 

			Like an angel.

			I began to rise. 

			We floated side by side as the sea rolled and boiled. The temperature dropped, and rain turned to snow. She faced me as we hovered right above the edge of the cliff. I peered down and could see jagged rocks below us. How easy it would be to fall and end this now without any more heartache or fear. But no, it couldn’t be that easy, could it?    

			My attention was drawn back to her when she spoke. Her words broke through the lightning and thunder. Through snow and wind. “Come with me.” 

			I tilted my head. “Where would we go?” I asked. 

			She leaned in and placed her forehead against mine. “Away from all of this death.” She whispered. Midnight reached down and took one of my hands, then the other. I sighed. My heart felt heavy. I couldn’t give her what she wanted because it wasn’t mine to give. I knew this now, and yet I couldn’t speak the words. I straightened up and stared into her beautiful hazel green eyes. They shifted with her emotions, as do mine, like a mood ring. I wish we weren’t so transparent. I wish that I could hide my feelings away from her, but I knew it was impossible. Her pupils shifted from green to blue. 

			We are one. One heart, one mind. One spirit. What she feels I feel. What she desires, I desire and yet this, this one thing, this terrible truth could leave us in ruins.  

			The Pine began to moan as the storm intensified. Then the first horn blew. It echoed through the darkness, sending a shivering wave down my spine. I covered my ears as the sound penetrated my thoughts and forced me to grit my teeth. I lowered to the ground. Midnight was now standing in front of me, and she mirrored my actions. The pain lingered, and the sound began to fade. My eyes ached and my temples throbbed. I touched my nostril and could see blood glistening on my fingertip. She did the same, only she grinned, and I could see blood on her teeth. 

			It brought back a memory. One consumed by sea-blue eyes and soft lips. 

			A gentle touch. A boy. 

			His name…what was his name?

			The second horn blew, and I nearly dropped. It ate away at the memory. I covered my ears again and cried out, but the sonic blast muffled it. The earth trembled beneath my feet. 

			Something was coming. 

			Something dark.

			Something wicked.  

			I glanced beside me and Midnight was gone. I looked down at my hands. They were stained in blood, and a white bracelet was now on my wrist. I turned it and could see the name NAVARRI written out in bold black letters. Her absence left me feeling hollow and utterly alone. 

			That old depression crept into every part of me, weighing me down and whispering horrible things into my ear.

			I’m weak. 

			I’m nobody.

			I’ll never be enough. 

			A crimson puddle formed around my feet. I could feel a chain break, and a small black bottle began to fall. It hit the puddle and sank beneath the surface. Then the puddle began to freeze. I pulled on one leg then the other. I was trapped. The terror continued to rise. I could smell iron in the air, and along with it, death and decay. 

			The very thing that she had begged me to save her from. 

			The one thing I couldn’t give her. 

			Anger began to dwell inside of me. Eating away at all things good and pure. I tried to beat it back, but it overpowered everything. 

			The tears streamed down my face.

			The darkness began to take things from me. 

			Every thought.

			Every moment of happiness in my life.

			Memories of her. Memories that belonged to me and no other.

			Another horn blew. I could hear laughter. It angered me and my fist balled at my side. I lifted my foot, and the ice shattered, setting me free. 

			I turned, and The Pine had grown larger, darker, and more fearful than anything I had ever encountered before. I now had yards between me and the treeline where once it had only been a few feet. 

			But something changed inside of me. 

			I felt stronger, calmer. 

			More like her. More like me. 

			 I reached down and tore the wristband off letting it float into the wind. With its release, I breathed a sigh of relief as if I had been set free. 

			I gathered my strength and bundled it up, shielding myself from the onslaught of insecurity. 

			I flexed my hand and took one step forward, then another, and finally, I broke into a jog. I felt a strange sensation in the pit of my stomach. It radiated out through my chest and into my arms, and finally, into my hands. 

			I gritted my teeth as white trails of light leaked from my palms. The light turned into sparks, then a blinding light that illuminated everything around me.

			I had to narrow my eyes, but I pushed onward.

			I cried out and threw my hands before me, casting light where only darkness had seemed to rule for a thousand years. I dug my heels into the ground and steadied myself, releasing retribution. My hair flew forward and settled on the wind as the blast of light continued to rush out of me, taking with it the fear and pain along with the lie that held me fast. 

			I gasped. Truth washed over me taking with it a spell that had clouded my vision.  

			The trees bent backward as my essence rushed over them, bringing life and devouring death. Wood creaked and moaned, and then it all began to return to me with a rush of darkness pursued by light. My eyes widened, and I was forced to run toward the cliffs edge. I jumped just as the first wave of darkness was expelled above me.

			Peace came over me.  

			I knew that I had done the only thing that I could.

			I would die so that others could live. 

			This was a sacrifice I was willing to make. 

			I covered my face with my hands and felt something warm wrap itself around me. 

			Wings. 

			White. 
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			My eyes shot open. 

			I gasped. 

			My vision blurred and then she came into view. 

			Midnight glowed with affection. “Hey, you.” Her head rested on the pillow opposite my own. 

			Her voice remained calm. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.” She reached in and moved my bangs. 

			My brows drew together. 

			The truth was lingering just out of reach. 

			I should remember something. 

			Something important.

			Something about… 

			Her expression dulled. It interrupted my thoughts and brought my full attention back to her. Midnight’s chilled fingers brushed against my forehead as she toyed with my hair.

			Her presence soothed me as the dream skirted along the edge of my mind.  

			I shoved my hand under the pillow. 

			Then I said something that was so unlike me. In fact, I have no clue where it came from.

			“Do you believe in magic?” My voice cracked with emotion. I couldn’t remember my dream, but something lingered inside of me.  

			She smiled and pulled my hand to her chest. The consistent hum of her heart vibrated against the surface of my skin, forcing me to beat back the feeling that something was wrong. 

			But it couldn’t be. I have it all. 

			My sister. 

			My aunt. 

			Even Asher, although he drives me crazy. 

			But this is my family, and nothing means more to me than that. 

			I started to feel foolish. Dreams are just that. Dreams. They mean nothing and they shouldn’t affect how we act or what we do. But this one. It almost felt like a heavy weight was holding me down, or back. 

			Midnight spoke softly. “Echo, I believe in this. The here and now,” she replied with absolute certainty. Her eyes searched mine for confirmation that I understood what she was saying.

			But did I really? I wasn’t so sure, although I should be. 

			I blinked when she spoke again. “I believe in you and me.” Her grip tightened on my hand. 

			I was unable to give her what she wanted even though I desperately wanted to. 

			“But what if it isn’t?” I whispered. I knew how it sounded, but I couldn’t seem to shake the feeling that something was off. It was festering in the pit of my stomach. The dream had really rattled me, although I couldn’t remember what it was about. All I knew is that it was important that I try to hang onto whatever had happened. 

			Silly, I know. 

			I’m not one to be like this. I’m very level-headed, just like my aunt, just like my sister. We’re mirror images of one another, but this—this was—I don’t know what it was. 

			The grin tugged at the corner of her full lip but then faded when my fearful expression held firm. “Isn’t what?” Her curiosity was piqued.

			I paused, but the word escaped my lips before rationality had the opportunity to take hold.

			“Real,” I muttered through embarrassment.  

			She let my hand go and wrapped a curl around her finger. She tends to keep hers curly while I prefer straight hair. It’s probably the only way you can tell us apart. 

			She drew nearer. “Is that what you dream about, Echo? Magic?” she spoke with a smile.

			My jaw set and she pinched me. 

			“Ouch!” I yelped. 

			She giggled. “See? You’re awake, and this is real. Stop being silly.” 

			I rubbed my arm and soothed the dull ache that her needless attack had left behind. I understood her reasoning, but it didn’t mean that I had to appreciate it. I rolled onto my back and looked heavenward while tilting my head. There were a ton of hand-painted stars hovering above us along with a large moon. Midnight rolled onto her back and snuggled up next to me. She tilted her head and rested it against mine. 

			“You didn’t have to pinch me.” I huffed.  

			She sighed. “You asked me if I believed in magic, seriously, Echo. I think I had to do that. Especially since you questioned if this was real! I know you read those books.” She gave a dismissive roll of her hand. “You know, with all that paranormal stuff, but you know it isn’t real, right?” 

			I couldn’t argue with her. Midnight was right as usual. I nodded without defending my books. I love them, but I knew they weren’t real, even though I wouldn’t mind running into a cute vampire or intriguing warlock, it would never happen. Arguing about something so ridiculous would be a huge waste of time. My silence seemed to suffice. 

			She sighed while tracing the outline of the moon with her pale finger. The color of her skin could easily blend into the milky white surface. We’re both pale even though I love sunlight and could use a bit more of it here in Port Royal. The lack of it didn’t make me love my home any less. 

			 “Do you remember when dad painted that on the ceiling for us?” I didn’t say anything, so she continued. “I do. I remember everything about it. Every little detail. Details are important, Echo. Hang onto them.” 

			I searched my memories, but it alluded me. I decided to play along because I didn’t want to ruin the moment. I had already made her question my sanity. Then the memory started to trickle in as if it had been placed there.

			“Yeah.” 

			“It was right before…” She paused and lowered her hand. I glanced over at her, and she was biting her lip. Midnight reached up and wiped a tear from her cheek with aggression. I sat up to stare at her. She was very upset about something, and I knew that I should be, too. I wanted to console her, but she bounced back before I could. 

			“I’m ridiculous, just ignore me. I get so emotional during the holidays and I shouldn’t. It’s not like...” She abandoned the subject and jumped to her feet. “Anyway.” She added, switching gears as quickly as my dream had faded. 

			I cleared my throat and straightened my shoulders. “I never think you’re any more ridiculous than I am,” I wanted to make her feel better. To please her. She turned to face me with a look of relief that released the tension between her brows. 

			She laughed while pulling her mound of hair behind her head and securing it with a black hair tie. It fought to contain the weight of her thick curls. 

			 “Last one to the table does the dishes.” She darted toward the door. The thick ball of hair bounced on the top of her head. 

			“What?! Wait! Not fair!” I yelled. This was a game she played many times over when we were growing up. It always ended the same way. 

			I fell from the side of the bed and hit the hardwood with a groan. I wasn’t sure how she had inherited such grace when I flop around like a drunken monkey. 

			I have the bruises to prove it.

			I slapped my hand against the floor in protest and then heard a faint meow. I peered under the bed and there in the murky shadows sat a small black kitten with one green eye and one blue. I reached into the darkness to retrieve it and then jerked my hand back with a hiss. It had bitten the tip of my finger. 

			“Seriously?!” I choked out with the shake of my hand. 

			I heard laughter. I pulled myself up and rested my chin on the edge of the bed. My aunt stood in the doorway with a hand on her hip. She was wearing her holiday apron that was lined with white ruffles. The plump turkey that was painted on the front of it meant this was Thanksgiving. I could smell pie. Dutch apple to be exact. My absolute favorite. I may seem bias, but I’m not. She is the best cook in the world. I dare anyone to say otherwise.  

			I blinked a couple of times when something weird happened. A sliver of a strange memory fought its way through the hazy fog. A large white dog was pinning me against the front door and licking my face. It was so real that I wiped my cheek expecting to remove slobber.  

			I cleared my throat. “I thought you liked dogs?” I asked. 

			She rolled her eyes. “Echo, you know we’re cat people. Always have been, always will be.”  

			Luna lowered to the floor and rattled her nails against the hardwood. I took a deep breath and let it out while pinching the bridge of my nose. That dream had done a number on me. 

			“Come here, my precious little angel.” She caught the small creature right before it escaped through the open door. She lifted it up and nuzzled her nose against the kittens. It didn’t try to murder her, so I gave it the stink eye. I had to reel it in when Luna’s eyebrow cocked.  

			“Isn’t he just adorable?” she asked with a wink.  

			“Yeah, he’s just awesome.” I pulled myself up and sucked on the tip of my finger. I pulled it back and stared at the small puncture wounds. “Vampire,” I muttered under my breath. 

			She let him go, and he dropped to the floor while glaring at me. Well, as much as a kitten can glare, but he looked vicious. I wasn’t sure why he was so mad at me, but he acted like I had ruined his entire world. 

			I raised my hand and showed it to her. “It bit me.”

			“It has a name.” Her eyelids sagged. 

			“Satan?” I asked without filtering myself. She didn’t laugh but the corner of her mouth curled. It was nice to see that she was exhibiting some sense of humor. Usually, she’s pretty stoic about everything, which can give you a feeling of security, but I would prefer unpredictability some days, just because the other can become quite boring. 

			She fluttered her eyelashes. “No—it’s Bela. Bela Lugosi.”

			“Like the vampire?” I asked. 

			She grinned while rubbing the small patch of exposed skin at the base of her neck. “Like the actor, Echo. Vampires are not real.” She chuckled with a wave of her hand, dismissing vampires as a joke. 

			I nodded. “Of course.” My nervous laughter lingered between us. 

			OMG, I need coffee. 

			She lowered her hand. “You read too many of those paranormal romance novels, my dear. None of those things are real. Vampires, witches, werewolves. All of it is folklore and nothing more.” 

			I snorted. “There is no such thing as too many when it comes to books, Aunt Luna.” I wasn’t going to argue the rest. I knew they weren’t real and I’d already been told the same thing by my sister. I wasn’t sure why Aunt Luna felt the need to set me straight on it, but whatever. 

			Her chin lowered, and she eyeballed me. “Breakfast is ready. I assume you’d like to eat before it gets cold?” 

			I sniffed the air. “Coffee?” I asked. 

			“Pumpkin spice, just for you, but only if you eat something!” 

			“Oh!” I exclaimed as I began to run. 

			“I’m serious, Echo! I don’t want you all jacked up on java juice.”

			I laughed. “Stop trying to sound cool.”

			“That’s what they call it, right?” she asked.  

			I jumped over Bela as he sat there nonchalantly licking his paw. I spun around and jogged backward. Very courageous for someone like me. 

			“I don’t know who this mysterious they are, but I don’t think they call it that.” 

			She called out behind me. “Be careful now!” 

			I turned right before I hit the stairs and my socked foot slid down four of the steps. I clawed at the railing, desperately trying to slow my descent.

			I sighed and then felt a hand on my back. 

			I turned to see Asher in all of his annoying glory. 

			My chest caved as his chocolate brown eyes consumed me. I have a terrible crush on him, and I know that I shouldn’t. He’s my cousin, well, not by blood. He’s adopted, but we basically grew up together. I just don’t know why he had to get all…well, Asher on me, which is codeword for cute. 

			He’s home for the holiday. I don’t know if I’ll survive it. 

			“Hey, you okay?” he asked. 

			I parted my lips and squeaked. 

			Yes, like some sort of small animal. 

			His face went blank, but Luna saved me. 

			“Now Echo, I told you to be careful.”

			I rubbed my forearm as Asher passed me by. He caught me staring as he glanced back. Heat stained my cheeks. 

			Luna pressed her palm against my forehead. “Are you sick?” she asked. 

			I recoiled with a ridiculous expression on my face. “No—no, of course not, why would you think that?”

			Asher tapped the banister and grinned at me. 

			“You look flush.” She added. 

			Great. Just perfect. 

			Asher winked at me, and I took one step and fell forward. Aunt Luna caught me by the back of the shirt. I dangled in front of him, so I crossed my arms. 

			Asher reached up and tapped my nose. 

			“Cute.” He said. 

			But I didn’t want that. I didn’t want cute. 

			I wanted pretty.

			But to him, I’m just Echo, and nothing more. 

		

	
		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			2

			I sipped my coffee and stared at Asher while he ate. His lips parted, and he placed the food on his tongue then chewed. I feel like a groupie. 

			His gaze lifted and I coughed. I set my cup down, and my aunt had my arms over my head in an instant. I jerked them away from her, choking out the words. “I’m not a child.” But I could barely catch my breath. 

			He gazed deeply into my eyes. 

			Well, deeply for me, probably normal for him.

			I looked down. What’s wrong with me? It isn’t like Asher sees me as anything more than what I am, and he knows all about my flaws. The bedhead. The falls. The way I blush whenever I feel overwhelmed. All of it.  

			Plus, he’s two years older than me. That makes him nineteen. 

			Teen. 

			Yes, he has one more year left as a teenager. I guess that was supposed to make me feel better about obsessing over him. 

			 I’m sure there are plenty of girls his age who call him every single day, and with that thought, his phone hummed against the tabletop and shimmied to the left. I really wanted to see who it was but there was no way to find out without being obvious about it. But curiosity was killing me. 

			He picked it up and gave it a quick glance. My aunt lowered her fork and the eggs jiggled from the end of it. 

			“Not at the table.” She said without blinking. She hates technology, all kinds. But she especially hates to be interrupted during meals with cellphones. She considers this family time, and to her it’s sacred. I’m not going to fault her for it. I know she’s right, especially now as I glare at his phone and wonder who the heck is texting him while we’re eating.

			So rude! 

			“I agree. It’s family time, right?” I asked with a nod. 

			Asher wasn’t amused. His nostrils flared. He’s as stubborn as the rest of us. We really don’t like being told what we can and can’t do. 

			He set it down and stabbed the eggs on his plate. My ridiculous curiosity outweighed everything else, so I reached out to grab the orange juice without focusing on it and accidentally knocked it over. Everyone had to stand up as the juice spread. It engulfed everything, including Asher’s phone. I yelped and tried to save it, but it was dripping wet when I lifted it over the table with two fingers. I tried to read it, but the screen went blank. He stared at the phone in my hand. I grimaced.  

			“I’m sorry.” I choked out with a rough bite to my bottom lip. 

			He drew in a long breath. I guess my apologetic expression must have appealed to his empathetic nature. “Hey, no biggie. Let me see it,” he wagged his hand, and I let it slide from my palm to his. Our fingers touched, and I jerked my hand back like I had touched fire, but not before Midnight noticed. Her eyes lit up, and she stopped chewing on her food. I tucked my hands into my sides, and he walked to the cabinet and pulled out a bag of rice. He dumped some into another plastic bag and dropped his phone inside of it. He sealed it up and turned with it in his hand while giving it a few violent shakes.

			“If you ever get your phone wet just do this. It should draw all of the moisture out of it.” I nodded like he was explaining the theory of relativity to me. I massaged my shoulder. “Well, I’m really sorry. I didn’t mean to do that.” 

			Midnight interjected. “It’s no biggie, just like he said. Stop beating yourself up over it.” 

			I stared at her for a moment, and she seemed irritated. I lowered my hand as my aunt wiped up the mess. She handed me an extra towel and Asher walked to the door. Luna called out to him.

			“You barely ate anything, Ash.” 

			He thumbed behind him. “I have a thing.” 

			She lifted the towel. “What thing?” she asked. 

			He tilted his head like he didn’t want to say it but Midnight did it for him. “It’s a girl thing, as usual, right, cousin?” I glared at her. I couldn’t help it. She had placed emphasis on the word cousin like it was a terrible reminder that I wasn’t supposed to forget. 

			I already feel awkward enough. I don’t need any help from her. 

			He cleared his throat. A flush crept up my face. I stared down at my feet hoping he wouldn’t notice that I was blushing again. I really wish I could get it under control, but I seem to be at the mercy of my hormones. Hopefully, it passes before I become a complete psycho. 

			“I’m gonna be late, but I wanna hang out with you guys before I go back to school.” He said, and I nearly dropped the towel.

			“I’d love that.” My voice cracked.  

			I stared down at my fuzzy panda socks and baggy sweatpants. What the heck am I thinking? Asher doesn’t like me that way, and I’m sure that Aunt Luna would faint if she knew that I had a crush on him. 

			She’d do more than faint. She’d probably die.

			“I see you’re still accident prone.” Midnight winked at me. 

			“Now Midnight, don’t be mean. She didn’t do it on purpose.” 

			My sister beamed. “I’m not, and I’m sure she didn’t.” Her eyes landed on me, and she had that look. 

			You know the one. 

			She knows exactly what’s going on. She’s figured it out! 

			Oh crap, crap, crap. 

			I feel like digging a hole and climbing in. 

			My aunt rolled the towel up in her hand and then took mine and the one Midnight used to help clean up the mess. “Was there a bet this morning?” she asked me with a wink. 

			Midnight cleared her throat and pointed at me with a laugh. “Of course, and she lost as usual.”

			My aunt grinned. “Well, maybe someday you’ll win.”

			Midnight’s sharp laughter made me flinch. She shook her head. “Not with me.” 

			I sighed. “I’ll do the dishes and take out the trash.” There was no reason to fight it. Midnight had won. She always won because even if I had been given a head start all she’d have to do is jump over my body at the bottom of the stairs after I successfully fell down them again.

			It was pointless to even try to beat her, and she knew it.   

			I started to clear the table and Midnight began to help. I shook my head. “I lost, I can do it.”

			She shrugged her shoulder. “I don’t mind. Besides, I missed you. Did you miss me?” she asked. 

			“Every single day,” I said without hesitation. 

			She grinned. Midnight wasn’t one to hide her emotions very often, and she never hid them from me. She wanted to be told that she mattered most of all. She had always been this way, and I always wanted to make her happy. It was easy. It wasn’t a lie. I did miss her, terribly. 

			We had both been offered early entry into a very prestigious school, and although Port Royal was a private school, it didn’t offer the courses that this one did. Midnight jumped at the chance to leave town, and I found myself excited, but scared, all at the same time. 

			I love Port Royal. I love this house. It’s all I’d ever known. I wasn’t ready to leave it or Aunt Luna, just yet. So, it left me in a terrible position which hurt my sister when it was the last thing I wanted to do. 

			This had been the first real fight that Midnight and I had ever had. 

			My aunt walked toward the door leading to the basement. She opened it up and looked back at the two of us. “I’m going to toss these in the washer. Then I need to go to the market and get some fresh vegetables for Thanksgiving dinner.”

			Midnight waved a hand. “No worries, we got this.” 

			She gave a quick nod and descended the stairs. She was no sooner out of sight and Midnight crossed her arms over her chest. 

			“What?” I asked.

			Her eyes blazed with suspicion. “So, how long?” she asked.  

			“What are you talking about?” I was hoping for a miracle, but that was a ridiculous wish. 

			She glanced at the door and then her hazel eyes landed back on me. The messy bun shifted on the top of her head.  

			“You like him, and not just like him, but like him like him.” 

			I laughed, but it was so fake that even I wished I hadn’t done it. “What? No, what are you—no. Who? Asher? Come on!” I looked everywhere but at her. She reached up and caught my chin. 

			“Wow. So, it’s that bad, huh?” she added while letting me go. 

			I faced her with a pointed finger. “I swear if you say anything to him, anything at all, I will deny all of it. I just, I don’t know why I like Asher, but I do, and it’s stupid, I know, he doesn’t even know that I exist, but he’s so—so, oh, God. When I see him, my stomach flips, and my hands get sweaty.” I began to ramble. My eyes searched hers. “Is that even normal? I mean, I may be sick.” I tried to grab her hand and place it on my forehead, but she pulled back.

			I sighed. “He’s just so; he’s just—”

			She finished my sentence for me. “Asher.” 

			I nodded to her. “Yes, and he’s perfect, with his lips and eyes and all that stuff that works so well together.” She looked past me, and I swallowed hard and didn’t want to turn. 

			“Um.” She whispered while nudging her chin.

			I held my breath.

			I turned with my eyes closed and then opened them up, one by one. I knew what I’d see, but I didn’t want to. I felt like I was going to hurl and with good reason.   

			There he was, standing in the doorway with a blank expression on his face. I know he wanted to erase it from his memory because I wanted to erase it from mine.  

			But this couldn’t be forgotten. The cat was out of the bag. Bela ran through the room batting at a small ball of yarn. It rolled against my foot, and he smacked the side of my leg. 

			“Hey, settle down, you hellish demon,” I said as I looked down at him. 

			Midnight stifled a laugh.  

			“My keys—well, I should.” He walked in and scooped them up off the counter. He backed out of the room and nearly fell. Which is unlike him because he has perfect balance. Obviously, I had wrecked his world and mine. 

			He rushed out without saying another word. I turned, and my eyes shot sparks.

			“All that stuff that works so well together?” She asked with a giggle. 

			“It isn’t funny!” I was half out of breath. I could feel a panic attack coming on. I placed my hand on my stomach and pressed down. 

			“I may hurl.” I covered my mouth. 

			“His face.” She added. “Oh, my God.”  

			“What are you babbling about?” I asked with a cocked brow. 

			She twirled a finger. “His face, you were talking about his face.”

			I swatted at her hand. “I know what I was talking about!” 

			“Then why not just say it? Instead, you mentioned everything but that.”

			I shook out my hands. “Oh yes, that’s the problem here. I need a better grip on the English language, how silly of me.” My sarcasm helped settle me down.  

			She pointed at the door. “Don’t act like that was my fault.” She said, taking a defensive stance.

			“What?! You just stood there and let me ramble on and on!” 

			She raised an eyebrow and folded her arms across her chest. “Me? I didn’t do anything. That was all you, Echo. All. You.” 

			I leaned forward. “You can be such a jerk sometimes, you know it?”

			She threw her head back. “Now listen, I’m not the one who wants to jump all over our brother.”

			My sharp laughter pierced the air. “He is NOT our brother, not even close. I mean come on! Are you serious? Like I would ever— and you know what? You’re one to talk, Midnight. I seem to remember a certain someone crushing on a certain teacher of ours, and then you spent a lot of time after school with that certain someone asking me to be quiet about it and did I say anything? NO! I never said anything.” 

			Her expression changed. I shouldn’t have mentioned it, but it was true. I didn’t know what had happened between Midnight and James Jenny if anything at all, but she sure had a thing for him. 

			I lowered my tone. “I never broke my promise to you.”   

			Aunt Luna returned. She closed the basement door and turned to face us. Luna immediately picked up on the tension in the room, and her eyes narrowed to thin slits.

			“But you know what? Maybe I should.” I added as Midnight shook her head and glanced over at our aunt. She was clearly startled that I had even mentioned it.  

			“Is everything okay?” Luna asked. 

			I raised a finger and Midnight grabbed it and pulled it back down. “Yep, everything’s fine.” She chirped.

			Aunt Luna suspiciously eyeballed both of us. “Mmm, you sure?”

			The silence was deafening. Midnight squeezed my hand at her side. 

			“Okay, well, I have to go shopping.”

			“For what?” Midnight asked. Her voice trembled. 

			“I told you, vegetables. It seems I have everything but those and we can’t live on meat and pie.” 

			I grinned. “I disagree. I think we could live on pie for sure.” 

			She sighed. “Well, according to you we could all live on coffee, but that’s not going to happen now, or ever.” 

			“You should go with her.” Midnight said. 

			I narrowed my eyes. “I lost the bet.”  

			She bit her nail. “I don’t care about bets.” 

			“Since when?” Aunt Luna asked. She was suspicious and with good reason. No one was more competitive than my sister. 

			Midnight grabbed me from the side and pulled me in. “Since I missed you all so much.” 

			She gave me a little shake. “Go.” She said, and I smiled. 

			“If you insist.”

			She spoke through her teeth and a fake smile. “I do.”  I rushed toward the entryway and then hit the stairs. I paused while hanging onto the banister. 

			The clock chimed, and I stared at it. I narrowed my eyes while watching the hand click to the right. The sound intensified and then stopped when Luna spoke to me. 

			“Echo?”

			I blinked. “Yeah?”

			“We have to go before they all pack up and go home. It’s a holiday, and they’re only open due to the fishing boats coming into port.”

			I nodded and ran up the stairs. “I’ll hurry.” 

			“Please do and dress warm, winter is coming.”

			I paused. “It’s already here.” 
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			Aunt Luna stood in front of the cart and spoke loudly to the old man who was hovering over a mound of vegetables. He was cupping his ear while she leaned in and tried to pronounce each word as clearly as she could. 

			“Charles, you really need to get a hearing aid!” she shouted. 

			“Paid? You haven’t paid yet.” He yelled back at a volume that would force anyone to flinch but her. She had manned the helm with three kids causing mayhem in the house for years. Luckily for her, we had grown, but hitting your teenage years brings a whole new set of irritating attributes, like dramatic door slams and pouting on cue. 

			He was no match for her. I’m not sure anyone was. 

			She shook her head and pointed at her ear. “Aid, Charles, for your ears. You’re deaf as hell.”

			I hid laughter behind the side of my hand, but my eyes couldn’t mask my amusement. She didn’t curse very often, but when she did it always made me laugh. 

			I blinked when something white hit my eyelash. I peered up at the gray sky and became witness to an army of large white snowflakes. Their gentle march on Port Royal rolled in without warning, as most storms do when you live at the edge of the ocean. 

			I let one land in the center of my palm. I leaned in just in time to see the beautiful pattern of ice crystals begin to melt, and just like that, it was gone. Taking the magic right along with it. But it was quickly replaced by a second one, then a third.  

			I stuck my nose in the air and opened my mouth, allowing one to land on my tongue. The chilled sensation made me blink. My mouth curved into a smile. 

			I love the snow. I love how peaceful it makes me feel and how it blankets the world and hides every imperfection. Snow only runs a close second to my favorite weather, which is rain. 

			I love my books and coffee. Rain is a natural companion to both, and we certainly get a generous portion here in Port Royal. It makes me love it even more.

			I closed my eyes, and the snowflakes felt like tiny sparks of cold fire against the surface of my skin. Something about the chill made me pause for a moment. I swear I heard a whisper on the wind.

			One word.

			My name. 

			I scanned the marketplace in confusion. No one was near me, let alone speaking my name, but that voice sounded so familiar. It felt like a memory. Something I should know and cherish, but the wind died down and the whisper faded along with it. 

			Some of the vendors had begun to pack it up but not the man who was effectively annoying Aunt Luna. Their banter continued. I narrowed my eyes and listened in.

			“Please, Charles! Bag what I need and get inside. It’s snowing.” 

			“Knowing? Knowing what?” The man replied, and my aunt shook her head. 

			She glanced back at me with a cocked eyebrow and stern expression. He was dangerously close to getting the full Luna experience. I shrugged my shoulders, hoping to ease her aggravation. I tapped my ear to remind her that the man was nearly deaf. 

			She took a deep breath and released it. 

			Luna turned back with a new resolve and calmly spoke to him in a tone that was now inaudible to me. The few people in the market went on with their business, no longer gawking at the two of them.

			I turned, enjoying the last bits of the first snow when I spotted Asher walking hand in hand with a girl. 

			My stomach flipped, and my heartbeat raced. 

			I wish my body hadn’t immediately reacted the way that it did. I would much rather be able to hide my emotions as opposed to constantly being betrayed by these hormonal changes that plague me now. 

			I hate being a teenager. 

			A girl, most of all. 

			I just don’t feel like myself, and that scares me. 

			My eyes lowered to the ground, and I stared at my shoes. I had tossed on black combat boots over black leggings. Thick gray socks rested along the tops of each boot. I still had on my gray sweatshirt which was now covered up by my red pea coat. It has matching red buttons down the front of it and fits snug against my body. I’m so…boyish. I rarely wear makeup. I always pull my hair up into a messy bun instead of styling it, and I live in these leggings or skinny jeans and t-shirts. Well, except when I’m at school. I appreciate the dress code. I don’t have to think about what to wear, and everyone looks the same. 

			My gaze lifted and I couldn’t help but stare.

			She was bright, like a shining star. Beautiful. I can’t compete with that.

			She was almost as tall as Asher and had long red hair. It stood out against the dull background and made her seem otherworldly like one of those elf princesses on the cover of an urban fantasy novel. The wind caught her hair and lifted it. Thanks, Mother Nature. It’s not like she isn’t cute enough already. Let’s just add some theatrics and whip her hair around her face, bringing attention to that button nose, porcelain skin, and perfectly shaped eyebrows. 

			 He suddenly pulled her to his side, and the kiss that followed made my jaw drop. I have no reason to be upset, none at all. Asher and I aren’t together but try telling that to my teenage heart.  

			I knew of this girl, but I had never spoken to her, not once.

			She goes to Port Royal High School.  

			She’s popular. 

			Her name is Tailor. 

			Tailor, what? What is her name? 

			I tapped my foot in the slowly accumulating snow that gathered at my feet.

			 I don’t know what my problem is with remembering things as of late. 

			I searched my mind and finally found it.

			I snapped my fingers.

			Tailor Ravenswood. That’s it. That’s her name.

			The triumph was short-lived as he kept kissing her. She lifted her white-gloved hand and placed it on his cheek. My blood boiled.  

			I need to calm down. I’m ridiculous. Calm down, Echo. You don’t know this girl with her perfect hair, perfect lips, perfect everything. Wind all whippin’ her long red hair around like she’s some big movie star in a Nicolas Sparks movie. She isn’t. She lives here in Port Royal just like you do. She’s just a girl. 

			Just. A. Girl.  

			I bit my lip until it hurt and tried to focus on the facts. Maybe I could distract myself into not being so mad. I knew the chances were slim at best, but it was worth a shot. 

			She was two grades ahead of me, so that made her eighteen, but knowing that she was a senior didn’t help the situation at all. 

			I was upset that Asher had come home to date a girl that went to my school. 

			MINE. 

			Was the world so small that he couldn’t find a girl out there in it that I didn’t have to see every day? 

			How dare he do that! How dare he come here and start dating someone I know.

			Well, I don’t know her, but whatever! She goes to my school. 

			Same thing. 

			It seemed that Aunt Luna’s temper was now rearing its ugly head inside of me. I wish I could tuck it away in some dark corner of my mind, but no, here I am completely ticked off that he had the nerve to do this, and worse yet, in front of me!

			Stop kissing her you jerk! Oh, my God. How freakin’ long can two people kiss? It’s cold out here. They should be indoors. NO. Okay, no. Indoors is bad. Very bad. But this PDA is ridiculous. When’s the wedding?! I mean, a kiss like that means business. Oh, crap. He isn’t going to marry her, is he? Not on my watch, buddy!

			I found myself marching toward them before I had a clear plan in place. I ended up five feet out with my arms crossed as their lips finally parted and allowed some space between them. Two more seconds and they both would have died from lack of oxygen. 

			I cleared my throat and Tailor appeared embarrassed as she tucked her long red hair behind her ear. For some reason I wasn’t buying the deer in headlights act she was trying to sell. She blushed. I didn’t care. They shouldn’t be acting this way in public. 

			“Echo,” Asher spoke calmly. It aggravated me. How could he just nonchalantly shove his tongue in her mouth—in front of me—and then say hi like it’s just an ordinary day? 

			Tailor bit her lip and wagged a finger at me. “Wait, I’ve seen you at school, haven’t I? You’re a sophomore, right?”

			My eyebrow cocked, not so unlike Aunt Luna’s when she’s annoyed. I wasn’t going to talk to her. I don’t know her, and she was just attached to his face like some freakishly pretty parasite. 

			I mean look at her! 

			Porcelain skin, full red lips—I bet she doesn’t even have to wear makeup! She reminds me of those creepy dolls in the kitchen at home. All pretty and perfect. 

			Screw them, and her!

			I spoke in an calm tone, even though my inner voice was screaming obscenities. “Your Mom is over there buying vegetables for dinner,” I said, totally ignoring Tailor’s question.

			She was visibly confused that I completely ignored her. 

			She snapped her fingers. “I remember you, you run the library, right?” she added. 

			I glared at her with disgust. “I don’t run it. Running it would mean that I own it, and I don’t own that, or anything.” 

			Her eyebrows knitted together. I think she may finally understand that I have no interest in what she has to say. 

			“Vegetables,” I repeated. “For dinner,” I added as I abandoned Tailors stare and focused on Asher. He was the primary target here, not her. 

			His eyes narrowed. “Okay.” He seemed as confused as he should be, so I immediately went into salvage mode. 

			“She was going to come here alone, but I came with her, because, you know.” I paused. What exactly did I know? I searched my mind for a viable excuse, but what ended up coming out was beyond ridiculous.  “It can be dangerous,” I offered a reassuring nod. 

			He scrutinized the statement. “Dangerous? Here, in Port Royal?” he let out a chuckle, which was justified.

			Port Royal is about as exciting as watching paint dry. We have a small police station, and they probably get bored. I don’t remember the last time I saw a police car on the streets here. That’s how often anything happens. 

			Never.  

			I shifted my stance but kept my arms folded tightly. The snow continued to fall all around us. Soon it would coat everything in a beautiful blanket of white. I glanced over at The Pine and then back to them. They’re waiting for a reason, and I had to give them one. 

			Commit, Echo. You can’t stop now. Think. Think. Think.

			I parted my lips and spoke with confidence. “Yes, she shouldn’t be walking the streets alone,” I glanced back at her and then to Asher. My serious expression held fast. His smirk began to fade.  

			Asher’s nervous laughter floated between us. I know he expected a ‘gotcha,’ followed up by laughter of my own, but I couldn’t stop myself. Not now. If I did that, then he’d just go off somewhere and practice CPR on this girl, and I didn’t want that. The thought of it was driving me crazy. Crazy enough to lie.

			His black boots shifted in the accumulating snow. His voice lowered to a half whisper.

			“What’s going on?” He looked at Tailor, and she shrugged her shoulder. She had no clue because there was none to be had.

			“Beavers.” I spat the word out without much effort at all. 

			Even I was shocked that I said it. Beavers? Why beavers? I had no idea where it came from, but I needed to commit to the lie or accept defeat. 

			I chose to cling to my ridiculous story although I had serious doubts that I could sell it. 

			“Beavers?” Asher asked with about as much skepticism as I had.

			I nodded. Tailor leaned in. I had piqued her interest and my own. 

			“They’ve been attacking people,” I whispered, hoping no one would hear me. I didn’t know much about the creatures, but I had never heard about one of them committing any acts of violence against humanity. 

			The color drained from Tailor’s face. I had to choke back laughter. I couldn’t waver, even for a second, or Asher would call me out on my bluff, so I just kept shoveling the proverbial crap.

			She tucked her arms into her sides and appeared troubled. I had her, but it was a completely different story with Asher. He had tilted his head and was not about to accept anything I was saying as truth. He was right not to believe me, but I was desperate, and desperate times call for desperate measures, even if it includes some crazy story about rabid beavers. 

			“Has anyone been hurt?” She asked. I was relieved. At least she was good for something. 

			“Hurt? Oh, you bet. I heard two people are in the hospital with nasty bites to the ankles, and one girl, well, I heard that she got drug into the pine, and no one has been able to locate her yet. It may just be bones and whatnot at this point. You never know.”

			“Bones and whatnot,” Asher said with zero enthusiasm. 

			I cocked my hip. “Yes, you know, the rest of the gross things inside of us.”

			Tailor grimaced. “Like guts and stuff?”

			I snapped my fingers, and my eyebrow arched in excitement. “Yes! Exactly.”

			“So, you want me to believe that beavers subdued a girl and drug her into the woods?” he asked. 

			I parted my lips, and for a second, I felt like I may crumble, but I squared my shoulders. “You have no idea how strong they can be when they work together. I mean, for example, ants.”

			“Ants?” he asked.

			“Yes, ants. They’re tiny creatures, but when they work together, they can move things that are a thousand times their weight.” 

			“Ten to fifty.” He corrected me. 

			“What?” I asked. 

			His eyes lowered to my lips, and my hands tingled. “They can carry ten to fifty times their weight, not thousands, Echo.”

			I gave him a nod. “Well, I’m talking about when they carry things together, and those beavers, they’re a lot bigger than ants. They’ve gotten bigger, too. Lots of wood around here. It’s beaver heaven.”

			He shook his head, but I continued.

			“They have those sharp yellow fangs, and they’re just gnawing away on everything. Benches, see-saws, corners of the house. If you look around, you’ll see the signs. Little bite marks everywhere. Soon there won’t be a house left standing!” I really didn’t need to be so theatrical, but it seemed to be hitting home with Tailor. Her once radiant skin had taken on the color of old ivory. I think she may hurl. I took a step back just in case. 

			Asher let out a sigh. “They don’t have fangs; they have teeth, Echo. Like two big ones on the top and little ones on the bottom.”

			I placed a hand on my hip. “Are you taking an advanced course on beavers at culinary school, or what?” I asked. 

			Tailor turned to Asher. “Could you take me home?”

			Asher rubbed the sides of her arms. “Tailor, listen.”

			She interrupted him. “Please? I don’t feel well.” 

			Asher side eyed me. “Sure.” He said reluctantly. 

			I gave him a nod, and then Tailor looked at me, and I held firm with a grim expression on my face. She turned, and Asher shook his head at me. I was left there feeling like I had won, but it slowly turned sour as Asher placed his arm around her. 

			He was now consoling her.

			Beavers.

			Why not huge bobcats or hungry bears? 

			No—you choose beavers. 

			Great plan, Echo. 

			Just great.
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			We returned home with three bags full of food that my aunt had every intention of adding to the Thanksgiving feast. Midnight was sitting on the porch with Bela in her arms and had a patchwork quilt wrapped around her shoulders. I opened the gate, and my aunt stepped in, careful to avoid the small patches of ice that were now forming on the walkway. The snow continued to fall, and the once green grass and bushes were now covered in a light dusting of white like someone had sprinkled powdered sugar all over everything.

			Hopefully, we’d have a white Christmas if the weather held. I wouldn’t mind if it snowed so hard we were stuck inside the house. As long as we had firewood, coffee, and books, I would be happy. 

			I closed the gate and took a few steps before my right foot slid forward, and I fell. My shoulders took the brunt of it. I lay perfectly still hoping I hadn’t broken anything. I waited, but the pain never got above a dull roar, so I knew that it was minor. 

			I studied the snowflakes as they fell from the sky. It reminded me of hitting warp speed in the Millennium Falcon. 

			Midnight leaned into my view. 

			“You okay?” she asked. 

			“Did you know that Han Solo made illegal modifications to the Millennium Falcon so that it would go faster than the speed of light?” 

			She placed a hand on her knee. “Aunt Luna, I think she’s broken.” Then jolted upright.

			I inhaled the chilled air and released it. A white puff of smoke escaped my lips and floated up above me. Bela meowed. I doubt if he was asking me if I was hurt. It was probably more like…you totally deserve that for the ridiculous beaver story. 

			And he was right. I felt like a fool.

			I closed my eyes. “I’m not broken.” 

			“She’s babbling about Star Trek.”

			“Oh, my God. It’s Star Wars.” I retorted. “How could you think Han was…never mind.”  

			Luna called out to me. “Echo, stop playing around, please.” 

			I sat up with a groan. “Oh, yeah, I meant to do this. It’s so much fun to fall every single day of your life.” I grumbled. 

			Midnight laughed while giving Luna a reassuring nod. “She’s fine.” 

			My aunt fumbled with the keys. I could hear them hit the porch with a thud. “Girls, honestly. Could you help me before I drop everything?”

			I pushed myself up and found my balance. I rolled my shoulder and could hear a crunching sound. I wilted. 

			That’ll feel great tomorrow. 

			Midnight took hold of my arm as I made my way up the steps. “I knew it was Star Wars.” She whispered. “Han is hot.”  I half grinned. She was the one person who I could count on in this world. It sort of made me feel bad that I had decided to stay behind. 

			Maybe I should reconsider. 

			What did I have to lose? Asher doesn’t care how I feel, and even if he did, what difference would it make? We couldn’t do anything about it. There was no happy ending for us. I knew it. I just needed to accept it, but I didn’t want to.  

			Midnight whispered into my ear. “I’m sorry.”  

			I glanced over at her. “For what?” 

			We entered the house, and she lowered to the floor and let Bela scamper away. I watched his furry little feet slide on the wood until he found his footing. Maybe Bela and I were more alike than I had first imagined. 

			Midnight spoke again, and it forced me to look at her. Her hazel eyes sparked under the light from the chandelier. “I should have stopped you from saying what you did in front of him.” 

			“Him who?” I asked, like I didn’t know. 

			She spoke quietly so that our aunt couldn’t hear. “Asher, silly.” 

			Luna called out from the kitchen. “Echo, Midnight? I need the potatoes peeled.” 

			I shrugged my shoulders and swallowed the pain from the fall. “You probably did me a favor.” 

			Her mouth set in a hardline. “In what way?” she asked. 

			I nibbled on my bottom lip. I really didn’t want to tell her, but I needed to. I had to tell someone. I meant it when I said she probably did me a huge favor. This crazy obsession with him couldn’t last. The sooner I kick the Asher habit, the better.  

			For me. For him. For all of us. 

			I massaged my shoulder. It was beginning to ache. “I saw him with a girl, and they were kissing. Not little pecks either, like full throttle tongue action. It was so gross. Who does that in public?” I hoped that saying it would make me feel better, but it didn’t. 

			“Oh, crap.” Midnight stepped behind me and removed my hand. Her fingers found the painful spot and dug in. I groaned. She aggressively kneaded the muscle like bread, switching from her palm to her fingertips. I hissed. The pain intensified with each second that passed. I finally spoke up. 

			“Ouch.” I placed my hand over hers. “That hurts.” I rolled my shoulder, and her eyes seemed listless. “Midnight?” I asked, wondering why she had such a blank expression on her face. 

			She blinked. “Sorry.” Her voice was barely audible. 

			“You okay?” I asked.  

			“I—” she was abruptly cut short. 

			“Girls, please.” Aunt Luna wouldn’t wait much longer.  

			I rubbed my neck. “It’s cool. Thank you for trying.” I stepped forward and pushed my hair behind my ear. I could still feel where her fingers had been.  

			Midnight relaxed then drew nearer. “The world is so much bigger than Port Royal, Echo.” 

			I started to think about how nice it would be to wake up each day and get to see her face smiling back at me. I missed that so much. I was stupid to pass up the opportunity to go to school with her. She was smart to take advantage of it. She was also right to be mad at me for staying behind. We made a promise to always be there for each other, and I had broken it. Luckily, I hadn’t broken the bond that we shared. 

			I don’t think anything could do that. Or at least, I hoped so.  

			I parted my lips, ready to tell her that I wanted to go back with her after the holiday, but we were interrupted.

			 “What’s wrong?” Aunt Luna asked, and we both looked at her as she stood in the doorway to the kitchen. 

			“Boys.” Midnight said, and my aunt gave me a once over. She was intrigued and with good reason. I don’t talk about boys. I never cared about them.

			But now.

			Well.

			Damn you, Asher. 

			“Do tell.” She tugged at her earlobe. I froze. No way could I ever tell her about Asher, and I wasn’t going to mention that leaving home and going back with Midnight was something I wanted to do. That would leave Aunt Luna here, alone, in this big house. The thought of it made me sad.

			We had never talked about her living alone. Asher had left at the beginning of the year and Midnight right after him. It was odd at first, but Luna and I had fallen into a comfortable routine that I treasured. 

			Breakfast, coffee, small talk. 

			I would leave for school; she tended to the house. 

			I would come home to the smell of freshly baked bread, do my homework, then we’d eat dinner. Then it was either a movie or books. It was a win-win either way. 

			That was my life, and I loved it.

			I’m not sure if I wanted to ever give that up.   

			I was at a loss for words but Midnight jumped right into action. 

			“He’s nobody, just some boy at school who doesn’t realize how amazing Echo is. Right?” She shook me from the side. I had to force down a sick feeling. The thought of leaving, the pain in my shoulder, and the feelings I had for Asher were overwhelming.  

			My aunt’s expression softened. “Oh, honey. You’re so young. Both of you are, and the world is big. Bigger than Port Royal, and bigger than any boy who can’t appreciate you for how amazing you are. You’ll have plenty of time to fall in and out of love.”

			“Out?” Midnight asked, and Luna winked at her. 

			She reached in and cupped my chin, waiting for a reply. “I know,” I said. 

			“Now, could you both help me? I promise it’ll be quick and painless. I have everything else sorted out.” 

			“Of course,” I said and Midnight nodded. 

			Aunt Luna disappeared back into the kitchen, and I turned to face my sister. 

			“Thank you.”

			“For what?” she asked. 

			I leaned in. “For not saying who it was.” 

			The door opened behind us, and Asher stomped his boots. He froze when he noticed the two of us staring at him. I’m sure he knew that we were talking about him. Asher had always been quick to catch onto things when we were growing up. I never wanted to make him feel like he wasn’t a part of our family because he was and still is. But being a twin is a unique experience that can sometimes make people feel completely left out. I knew this and I had always made an effort to include him which is something Aunt Luna talked to us about before Asher came to live with us. 

			His parents had died in a terrible car accident leaving him orphaned. 

			Asher used to wear his father’s wedding band on a chain around his neck. The light from the chandelier slid along the gold band on his right hand. He could wear it now that he was older.  

			Ash began to remove his coat and I wanted to apologize for being so ridiculously out of line in the market but I couldn’t with Midnight standing right there next to me. Plus, I didn’t know how he would react. The way he had looked at me when he walked away with Tailor was awful. Like I had betrayed him, and I guess in some ways I had.  

			“Mom?” he spoke right through me. 

			“Yes, honey?” 

			“I’d like to invite someone to dinner tonight.”

			I stiffened. He wouldn’t dare.  

			Aunt Luna stepped back into the doorway and smiled. “Oh, yeah? Who?”

			Asher glared at me. “Her name is Tailor.”

			WTH?   
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			We sat at the table, and all you could hear was the clinking of silver wear and chewing. 

			So much chewing! I gritted my teeth. 

			Aunt Luna had opened up the formal dining room. The long table was set with her finest china, and two large vases sat positioned in the center filled with dark branches, multicolored bunches of leaves, and white LED lights strewn throughout each arrangement. There were clusters of white candles lit in the room. The oversized fireplace roared with an orange and red glow. Two long windows flanked either side of the fireplace. The snow gently fell from the sky, collecting along the bottom of the glass and frosting the corners. 

			We only ate in this room two times a year. 

			Thanksgiving and Christmas. 

			The rest of the time it sat empty with the doors closed.

			It was a waste of a great room, but Aunt Luna insisted that it be saved for special occasions. So here we were, utilizing it again, but this time I sat in my chair tapping my fork against the fine china. The occasional giggle followed by whispering was about to set my inner crazy free. We had been infiltrated by an outsider. 

			 Midnight tapped her foot against mine, and I didn’t bother to look at her. My eyes were locked on Asher, but he was ignoring me. Midnight tapped my foot again, and I scanned the table. My aunt had spared no expense this year. She had a turkey at one end and a ham at the other. A large bowl of mashed potatoes sat next to the ham while an assortment of vegetables were scattered in bowls here and there. She cooked for an army, and we would have leftovers for days, which was one of my favorite things about the holidays. 

			There was corn, and green beans, with fresh bacon and butter. Applesauce, cottage cheese. Yams, with toasted marshmallows. Freshly baked bread in white and multigrain. Tossed salad, sliced tomatoes, and deviled eggs. The smell was enough to make you want to dive in and never return. 

			But my appetite was waning.

			She also had two pies on the table. One at each end. Dutch apple and peach. The lattice work on each pie was dusted with crystalized sugar. It glistened in the candlelight. Normally I would have dug right in, but as I said. We had an enemy at the gates, and I was on high alert.  

			Asher sat across from us with Tailor at his side. She giggled and then whispered in his ear for the fiftieth time. How much could she possibly have to say to him and why did it all have to be in secret? I think it was all an act so she could get in close to him and then she touched his arm, and I coughed. They both looked at me, but I took a drink and then faked a grin. 

			I scrutinized her while she went back to cupping her mouth and whispering in his ear. He took a bite and chewed as his eyes lit up. 

			I’m so glad, really I am. Maybe someday I can be so interesting. 

			She was dressed in a cute blue dress with a matching ribbon in her long hair. It lay in one thick braid over her shoulder and stood out against the shimmering blue material of her dress. Her fingernails looked manicured to perfection as was her makeup. She must be one of those girls who watch the tutorials on YouTube and then executes it to perfection. Midnight is like that. She can watch something once and then do it. I end up looking like a clown. That’s the real reason I don’t wear makeup very often. I suck at it. 

			I leaned up. I swear I can’t find a single flaw. Her eyes are even, and her nose and mouth are perfectly proportioned to her face. She wore a clear lip gloss that smelled like cherries with a dusting of white shimmery powder on her eyelids. I adjusted in my seat when I noticed Asher was staring at me while I glared at her. 

			It isn’t fair that so much pretty should be collected in one place. Distribute the wealth to some of us less fortunate. 

			To be honest, she just didn’t seem like his type at all. But then again, what was his type? Obviously, he likes the damsel in distress. Maybe if I make a sudden movement, she’ll faint like those goats do online. I dropped my fork, and she flinched but didn’t fall off her chair.

			Very disappointing.  

			His eyes widened. I have no idea why he thought it was necessary to invite her here. This was for family, and she wasn’t family, not at all. Aunt Luna should have told him no. I mean, I wouldn’t dare ask someone to Thanksgiving dinner unless there was a ring on my finger and a wedding…oh crap!

			I inspected her left hand but was relieved when I didn’t see anything. She did have a silver band on her right hand with what looked like a small square diamond. 

			Who got her that? It better not have been him. 

			“Echo, could you pass the corn please?” Asher asked, and I hesitated. 

			“Echo?” he repeated, and I blinked. 

			“What?”

			“Corn, can I have it?” he asked. 

			I picked up the bowl and held it out to him. Asher took it but only after I made him pull it from my hand. He asked Tailor if she’d like some. She nodded, so he put a scoop of corn on her plate. 

			I sighed. 

			Seriously? Can the girl not get her own food, or what? That should be a basic skill set or she will die from starvation.

			“Bread?” he asked.

			I glared at her while ignoring him. She is thin. She may not have the strength to hold a bowl for any amount of time. In the animal kingdom she would be the one who fell behind and the lion would eat her while the rest of the herd got away. Yet here she is, being hand fed at our table, on Thanksgiving, by Asher. 

			Let nature take its course so the rest of us can survive! 

			His tone lowered. “Echo.”  

			“Is this for you or her?” I asked. 

			He looked at her. “Would you like some?”

			My eyebrow cocked. “Should I butter it for you because you know how hard using a knife can be. You have to dip it into the butter, and the dangers associated with that are terrifying. One wrong move and it’s a trip to the emergency room.” Tailor just stared at me with those big doe eyes. I was talking over her head. Great. Asher was hooking up with a girl who couldn’t recognize sarcasm. This was ridiculous. What was he doing?!

			Asher narrowed his eyes. I held the bowl in a death grip. He grabbed the side of it, and it became a tug of war until finally I jerked it back and the bread flew up above me and then hit the floor behind my chair with a thud. 

			Midnight giggled and tried to focus on her plate. I set the bowl down. Luna scowled at me. I knew that things had gotten completely out of hand, but I had no control over my anger. Every time I looked at Tailor I just wanted to do a flying backflip on her face. 

			“Please refill the bowl, Echo,” Luna spoke calmly, but every word was enunciated, so I knew she was fuming. She’s just one of those people who wants the picturesque Norman Rockwell setting, and I had mucked that up big time. 

			I scooted my chair back. The legs scraped against the floor. Tailor winced. I noticed and elongated the annoying sound. Anything to make her uncomfortable.

			Anything.  

			“Echo,” Luna repeated, and I stopped. 

			“I’m sorry, I’ll get more bread, so she doesn’t die of starvation,” I muttered the last bit but both Midnight and Asher clearly heard me. Midnight drank through a laugh. Asher wasn’t amused at all. 

			I stormed out of the room.

			I wish I could shake this feeling and him. 

			Who cares if he’s dating Tailor Ravenswood? What had this girl ever done to me? 

			I stood in front of the oven and then opened it up while thinking about her perfect lips and flawless skin. I reached in and cried out when the hot metal burnt my palm. A mitted hand reached in and caught the tray before it hit the floor. I backed up, and Asher set it on top of the oven. He stepped up and tossed the oven mitt to the side. Asher took my hand, and I tried to pull it away from him, but he forced me to let him see it. 

			He usually wasn’t this aggressive, but I can’t say that I didn’t like it. At least he was paying attention to me.

			He sighed while staring at the growing streak of red as it spread across my palm. 

			“Here.” He refused to look at me while gripping my hand. 

			I licked my lip and then bit into it as he pulled me forward along with him. He reached back and then produced a small piece of aloe vera plant. Aunt Luna keeps one in the kitchen for this very thing. He squeezed the stalk and smeared the gel-like substance from the stem across my palm and gently fingered at it. I kept watching his mouth, even though I didn’t want to. But he was so close to me now. He smells like cedarwood. It’s just his cologne, but it drives me crazy. 

			He stared into my eyes. I wanted to speak, but having him this close to me made me forget everything.

			Everything I should say. 

			Everything I should be doing.

			 I hate that he can do this to me. No one should have that sort of power over anyone. 

			“Is that better?” he asked.

			Better? What could be better than standing this close to you?  

			I swallowed hard, and then he noticed that he was still holding my hand. I stepped closer to him. He held his ground.

			 “Echo?” he asked. I searched his eyes for anything that would justify what I was about to do. Then something in me snapped. I lunged forward, wrapping my arms around his neck and tried to kiss him but he stopped me. 

			The heat rushed into my cheeks. 

			I was mortified that he had rejected me.

			But what should I have expected?  

			“Echo.” He whispered as his mouth lingered near mine. I could tell that he was struggling, or at least it appeared that way. I guess I should be proud of him for stopping me like he did but I was convinced that it’s what he really wanted.  

			“Please, Asher. Am I the only one who feels this way?” I whispered back, which made it a thousand times worse. Begging wasn’t something I should do, but it was met with a soft touch and silence between us. Had I unearthed something inside of him?   

			He lifted his hand and cupped my cheek. He began to lean in but then stumbled back with a gasp when a voice interrupted us. “Asher?” 

			The look in his eyes tore through me. 

			We both turned to face Tailor, who appeared mortified. I guess I would have felt the same way if I was in her shoes. 

			He held his hands out to her. “Tailor—that was not what it looked like.” 

			She crossed her arms. “Oh, so you weren’t getting ready to kiss your sister?”

			I stepped forward. “I’m not his sister!” I was desperate to clarify. 

			“I’m adopted, Tailor. I told you that.” Asher said without looking at me. I felt terrible for putting him in this position. 

			“Oh, okay. Is that supposed to make me feel better?” Tailor blurted out through blind emotion.

			He refused to look at me. 

			I spoke up because I felt like I had to. “That was all me. Asher didn’t try to kiss me, I tried to kiss him, and I shouldn’t have. It was wrong, and I know it, and I don’t think it even has anything to do with him! Not really, it could be any boy, well not any boy, but you know what I mean, right? It’s the holiday. I get emotional, that’s all.” My rambling didn’t help the situation one bit. She wiped a tear from her cheek. Great, she’s crying now. This is a disaster. 

			“I’d like to go home now.” She said as Asher rushed toward her. He tried to touch her arm, and she moved away from him. I stood there fidgeting with my hands. 

			Oh, God, what have I done? 
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			I sat on the bottom step staring at the burn on my palm. The meal was over, Asher had not returned home yet, and Midnight stayed behind to help Aunt Luna clean up. He had lied to them, telling them that Tailor didn’t feel well. He had saved me for the moment, but it didn’t change anything.

			I had tried to kiss him and he stopped me.

			But what had happened right before Tailor interrupted us? 

			I could have sworn that he was going to kiss me. 

			But that couldn’t be true. 

			It just couldn’t be.

			It had been a while since he left, and I wanted nothing more than to run away, as far as I could, and forget anything had ever happened. I can’t imagine what Tailor was saying to him. I’m sure it was nothing good, but Asher is very charming. If anyone could sweet talk her, it was him.

			 I stood up, ready to get lost in a book. That would help. It always did. 

			Both Aunt Luna and Midnight came out of the house with plates in their hands. I narrowed my eyes and Midnight handed one to me. But I had no idea why.

			“Have you seen Asher?” Aunt Luna asked.

			I wanted to tell her everything but I just couldn’t. “No.” 

			She scanned the road and sighed. “Well, I guess we’ll just do it without him this time.”

			Midnight nodded to her and passed me by. I lingered behind until they both paused at the gate. 

			Midnight yelled back to me. “Come on, Echo. It’s time.” 

			“Time?” I asked.

			Aunt Luna cast me a veiled glance. “Don’t be silly, come along now.” 

			I rushed down the steps and joined them. I was happy to be doing anything that would take my mind off of what had happened in the kitchen, but I had no idea what I’d say when I saw him again. 

			What could be said that wouldn’t sound completely insufficient?  

			We strolled down the sidewalk, taking up the width of it as my aunt nodded to a man who was stringing lights across the front of his house. He had his back to us so I couldn’t see his face. Thanksgiving had not even been laid to rest yet, and this guy was getting his Christmas decorations up like it was a contest. My eyes lingered on him until he fell off the ladder and into his bushes. My aunt stopped and grabbed the top of the waist-high wrought iron fence that sat on the edge of his front yard. 

			“James!” she called out with some distress in her tone.

			This was the teacher who Midnight had had a crush on. I often wondered if he had played a role in why she wanted to leave and attend the other school. I could ask her, but what difference would it make now? 

			He popped up out of the bush and waved a hand as he shook the snow from his hair. He regained his balance. “I’m fine!”

			 “Does Carrie have you out in this weather getting her decorations up?” she asked. 

			He gave a nod and placed his hands on his hips then thumbed behind him. “The wife’s in charge.” His eyes landed on Midnight. 

			“Midnight, is that you?” he asked. 

			She half waved. “Yes, Mr. Jenny.” A muscle in her jaw twitched. 

			“How’s that new school treating you?” 

			She tapped the top of the fence. “Just great.” I could tell by her tone that she didn’t want to talk about school or much of anything else with him. I had to conclude that this entire thing Midnight had going with James Jenny was all one-sided. He didn’t act weird at all but Midnight was now on edge. I should have known. It wasn’t the first time she had crushed on someone and basically made it seem like there was a relationship of some sort. Midnight was a helpless romantic. 

			Me? I tend to live vicariously through my books and I think they’ve wrecked me for any sort of normal relationship. 

			I mean come on! Everything I read has a vampire in it or something just as impossible to deal with. 

			Aunt Luna spoke up. “Well, be careful.”

			I looked him over and then noticed that Luna was messing with her hair. She turned away. 

			“Will do—and Luna?” he asked. 

			She quickly returned to the edge of the fence when he called out to her. 

			“Yes?” she asked with wide eyes. 

			“Happy Thanksgiving.” He paused as his gaze lit over me and my sister. “To all of you.” 

			She smiled tightly and then turned as it faded.  

			Luna began to walk down the sidewalk as I lingered there, staring at James.  

			“What’s the deal with him?” I asked. 

			Midnight had a glossy look in her eyes. I bumped her. “Hey.”

			“What?” she asked like I had broken the spell. 

			“What’s the deal with him?” I asked again. 

			“I don’t know what you mean.” She replied.

			I lowered my voice to a whisper. “Did you notice that Aunt Luna, well, she practically fell over herself when he called out to her.” 

			I glanced up at our aunt as she walked ahead of us. 

			Midnight’s nose wrinkled. She leaned into my ear. “Are you sure you didn’t hit your head when you fell?”

			“I’m fine; I just don’t get it.” I glanced back at him. 

			She grabbed my hand and pulled me along. 

			“He’s smart and handsome, what’s not to get?” She muttered. 

			James waved, and I smiled at him as he resumed his deadly task and grabbed the sides of the ladder. I felt like we should stay but Midnight wasn’t having it. She pulled me along with her until I stopped fighting it and stepped up next to her. 

			“Did you see how she looked at him?” I asked in a whisper. 

			Midnight side eyed me. “Shush, you know we don’t talk about him in front of Luna.”

			I glanced back as the ladder wobbled and then James finally regained control of it. 

			“Why?” I whispered back to her. 

			She stopped dead. “Old boyfriend.” She mouthed as she jabbed a finger at our aunt.

			“Well, shame on you,” I said in a huff. 

			“Shame on me? Look who you have a thing for. I mean, at least I shopped outside the house.” She spoke without mercy.

			“Thanks a lot, and I don’t have a thing.”

			She grinned. “You got it so bad.”  

			“I don’t got anything bad or otherwise.” 

			She laughed and pulled me along with her. “Aren’t there any boys at school that you like? I mean, any at all?”

			I jerked her hand. She glanced back at me. “Seriously?” she asked again.

			She was right, but I wasn’t ready to admit it. If she knew what had happened in the kitchen, then it would be unbearable. I can’t believe I even considered telling her about it. I’m so glad she started jabbing me again. It was a clear reminder that I needed to find a boy—any boy, that could make me forget about Asher. 

			 “Well, here we are.” Our aunt said, and I stopped and looked over at the tall wrought iron gates. The words Port Royal Cemetery were spelled out over the arch in faded white lettering. 

			She stepped through as Midnight followed. I jerked her hand, and she stopped to look back at me. 

			“Come on.” She said, and I complied against my better judgment. 

			My feet trudged along the black brick until we ended up in front of a mausoleum. I stared up at the stone building, and my heart sank further than I ever thought it could. 

			The name NAVARRI sat above the door etched in stone. 

			Strange memories flooded into my mind. 

			A rainy day. 

			The funeral.

			The umbrella above my head.

			The terrible feeling of loss that gripped me. 

			The memory faded into the present, and I stood there shaking and unable to speak. 

			My aunt walked up the steps and sat the plate down in front of the door and then glanced back at the two of us. Midnight followed her lead, but I stood there stunned into silence. 

			The sheer weight of it held me fast. 

			Luna waved me on without saying a word. I took one step then another and finally I found myself in front of the door. I narrowed my eyes and read the inscription. 

			Alice and Peter Navarri. 

			Mother. Father. Sister. Brother. Friend. 

			May your adventures be everlasting and your hearts fulfilled.

			Taken far too soon but never forgotten.

			 10-13-2013

			I dropped the plate, and it shattered at my feet. The offering of food scattered around my feet. I stumbled back while shaking my head.

			My aunt reached over and touched my arm. “Echo, what’s wrong, honey?”

			“I—I can’t,” I said as I wiped the tears from my cheek with the side of my arm.

			I continued to back away. “Echo, we bring them plates every year.”  

			I cried out as I fell backward over the edge of the top step, twisting forward and bracing myself for the fall.

			Then I felt two strong arms catch me. I closed my eyes, and my breathing slowed. Peace came over me swallowing up the grief and confusion. I peered upward with my hands pressed firmly against the chest of whoever had chosen to save me from the fall. 

			Standing before me was a boy with dirty blonde hair, pouty lips, and sea-blue eyes. For a moment the world stopped, and there was only him.

			I sucked in my breath and took his scent of sandalwood into my lungs with traces of vanilla. 

			A strange sensation came over me, and my knees wobbled. Memories sprang up in my mind’s eye which consumed me. 

			I could feel a brush of cold fingers against my cheek. Lips against mine. Inaudible words were spoken. Rain, cold against my skin. The memories felt so real yet how could they be?  

			It forced me to gasp. For a second, I was completely overwhelmed with emotion.

			It was like peering into another world. One that I felt attached to but couldn’t possibly be a part of. But I wanted to be. Desperately. 

			Then he spoke, and his voice broke through the clutter. “Are you okay?” he asked. 

			I have no idea what just happened to me, but I almost dropped to the ground. His hold tightened on me. He refused to let me go. My heartbeat sped up, and he licked his bottom lip and then bit into it. My eyes lay transfixed on his mouth. The sudden urge to kiss him was nearly impossible to shake. It was worse than any longing I had ever known. 

			But why?

			Why this boy? 

			What was so special about him?

			“Hey.” He said as he leaned down. The color drained from my face. He continued to hold me up without much effort at all. His presence overwhelmed me.

			I held my breath.

			It terrified me. 

			He terrified me. 

			I trembled then gave him a nod, hoping I could regain some sense of normalcy, but he made me feel something I had never felt before.

			Completely dismantled. 

			I couldn’t look away. He could ask me anything, anything at all and I couldn’t deny him. 

			“Sis?” Midnight spoke, and I immediately felt the connection break between me and this mysterious boy. I pushed back from him and straightened my shoulders. I hate to appear weak for any reason; it angers me. Midnight stepped up beside me, and he grinned. 

			“Hello.”  He stepped back and shoved his hands into his black pea coat. The collar was popped up and it framed his chiseled jawline. 

			He was beautiful. His pale skin was flawless. 

			His lips were slightly crimson in color and oh my God, his eyes. 

			His eyes. 

			I could drown inside of them. 

			Midnight smirked. “Oh, look who it is. I thought you went away to military school?” She said while winding her fingers into mine.

			His eyes were locked on me. It held me in place. He didn’t even respond to her. 

			“And you are?” he asked me. 

			Midnight was annoyed that he had so blatantly ignored her. “Guess.” She muttered. 

			“Echo.” I choked it out as my whole body hummed. This boy wrecked me. 

			“Hello, Echo. I’m Thorn. Thorn Vega.”
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			I stared into the fire, then hissed when my fingers grazed the burn on my palm. I have a terrible habit of messing with my hands when I’m overwhelmed or deep in thought. 

			Midnight chimed in. “What did you do?” She cradled my hand in hers. 

			I shrugged my shoulder. “Just the usual.”

			“Weird how Tailor got sick and had to go, huh?” she sounded suspicious, but who knows. It could be my paranoia. 

			I didn’t say anything, but I did offer a nod. She didn’t know what happened, and hopefully she never would. I was mortified. 

			Midnight sighed. “He is something, isn’t he?” She inspected the burn.

			I blinked a couple of times. “Who?” My voice cracked. Was she asking me about Asher? Of course I think he’s amazing, but I wasn’t going to discuss that with her! I hissed when she fingered at my palm and it stung. 

			She released my hand. “Seriously?” Her eyes narrowed to thin slits. “The boy in the cemetery with the dreamy eyes and kissable mouth.” 

			I relaxed. “Oh—oh, him. Yeah, I mean, no, well he was interesting, I guess.” My answer was vaguely annoying. I couldn’t admit how he made me feel or what strange visions had entered my mind as his sea-blue eyes penetrated me. 

			She leaned forward with her fingers intertwined. A look of confusion wrinkled her forehead. 

			“Are you joking? He was hot. Like seriously smokin’ hot.” 

			I fingered at the small patch of skin that lay at the base of my neck. 

			I felt flush. I hate that. 

			Midnight never seems to suffer from physical reactions to anything. It must be nice. 

			She unwound her fingers and pointed at me. “See? I knew you thought he was hot.”

			“And, what if I did? What difference would it make? It’s not like someone like that would ever think about going out with me.” 

			Midnight laughed. “It makes a huge difference!” She immediately lowered her voice. “He could be exactly what you need to get you know who off the brain.” She tapped the side of her head. “You know, a distraction, just a temporary one, but hey, it could be worse, right? It’s called a rebound. Trust me, it works.” 

			I stared into the flames. The flickering reflection danced across my pupils. The entire room had an orange glow. I love burning wood. The smell. The heat. The way it crackles and pops. 

			I bit my lip. 

			A rebound? What a crappy thing to do to someone. No. I wouldn’t be using him, or anyone else to forget about Asher. I can’t believe that she even suggested it.  

			She bumped me from the side. “Your drama totally worked on him, by the way.” 

			“Wait, what?” I asked while turning back to face her.

			Midnight grinned. “The whole swoon thing.” I watched her jazz hands. “You fell right into his arms. I don’t think it gets any more romantic than that.” Her eyes sparked with approval. But I hadn’t done anything on purpose. Falling into that boy’s arms was the last thing I wanted to do, but I couldn’t talk to her about how visiting their grave felt like a shock to my system. 

			My aunt entered the room, clutching a tray in her hands. The sweet smell of chocolate filled the space. I watched the steam twist and curl. My stomach growled. She placed it on the coffee table that sat between the two couches and grabbed the nearest cup. She lifted it to her lips and grinned before carefully taking a sip. Luna licked her top lip to remove the melted marshmallow that clung to her mouth. Her jaw set. I’m sure it tasted as delicious as it smelled.  

			“Oh! My favorite. Thank you, Aunt Luna!” Midnight crooned. I hesitated. 

			Luna glanced at the fireplace. “That boy is trouble.” She said, and the line between my brows deepened. 

			“You mean the one in the cemetery?” I asked while reaching for my cup. I gingerly picked it up with my uninjured hand. I moved back on the couch and the patchwork quilt adjusted on my lap and nearly fell off. I reached down and pulled it back over my legs. The house always has a chill, year-round, but I don’t mind. 

			“Yes, he’s the son of Eyota Vega. That man...” She paused while taking another sip of her hot chocolate. By the time she lowered it, her expression had softened.

			“Eyota?” I asked. The name left a bitter taste in my mouth. 

			“Well, let’s just say he isn’t that nice.” She added.

			Luna walked over to the fireplace and stood in front of it.

			I cleared my throat. “Just because his Father isn’t nice doesn’t mean that he’s the same way.” I wasn’t sure why I jumped to this boy’s defense when I didn’t know him, but it almost seemed like a natural reaction. Besides, nothing sucks more than being judged without a fair trial.

			Midnight grinned and took a sip of her hot chocolate. 

			My toes curled. “Don’t,” I said. 

			Her eyebrow cocked. “Don’t what?” she asked. 

			“Do that.” Guilt tormented me. 

			She bit her lip and then released it. “I have no idea what you mean, Echo.”

			“You know exactly what you’re doing,” I said without looking away from her. 

			She took another drink, and her smiling eyes annoyed me. She likes to instigate.

			“Eyota Vega is a conceited bully of a man who thinks he knows what’s best for this town and everyone in it.” Luna sounded so hateful. Her voice had risen above its normal level, so both Midnight and I were forced to look at her. She fidgeted with her hair and then set her cup down on the table. She approached the fireplace and shoved a poker into it with some aggression. Midnight’s eyebrow cocked, and I tilted my head. 

			“Is there something you’d like to tell us, Aunt Luna?” Midnight asked. 

			Luna stood frozen for a second and then straightened up. Her fist had tightened at her side like a sudden rush of anger had overtaken her. I recognized it. It was the same thing I had done when I spotted Asher with Tailor. 

			 “No—no,” she said as she placed the poker back into the stand. The clink of metal on metal made me flinch. She paused. The fire crackled and popped. The lingering scent of burning wood floated out into the room. She turned to face us, and her tight expression had begun to fade. The two wrinkles in her forehead were left behind as a lingering reminder. 

			“I just don’t like him very much, that’s all.” 

			“I can tell.” Midnight said before glancing over at me. I shrugged my shoulders. I had no idea why Luna hated this man so much and I really didn’t want to know. Midnight loves this kind of stuff. She was welcome to stay and get the whole story. It sort of worked in my favor. Every year we play monopoly. I always lose, so this could be the perfect opportunity to get out of it. 

			“Could I be excused?” I asked. 

			“What about the game?” Midnight asked. 

			I pressed my hand against my forehead. “I suck at it.” 

			She chuckled and Midnight gave me a nod. “You sure do.” 

			I stood up, bringing the blanket along with me. I wrapped it around my shoulders and sighed. 

			“This story always ends the same way.” 

			Midnight laughed. “Yeah, I decimate you.” 

			I looked at our aunt and raised a hand. “That! That’s exactly what happens.” 

			My aunt interlocked her fingers and let her hands rest on her stomach. “What if the entire world just stopped trying?” she asked me. 

			“What?” I asked in confusion. 

			Luna grinned. “The world, Echo. It’s a big place, but what if they all stopped trying like you are right now? What then?” 

			I didn’t know why the words resonated so deeply inside of me, but suddenly I felt braver. Perhaps a bit of luck would be on my side. I sat back down. “Fine, deal me in.”

			My sister laughed. “This isn’t cards.” 

			I gave her the stink eye. “I know, it was just my lame attempt at trying to sound cool.” 

			She grinned as she popped up and her blanket was left behind. She ran out of the room as I called after her. “I want to be the top hat!” 

			She ignored me. 

			She’d take it as usual, and I’d end up being the shoe. 

			I needed to accept that.

			But the shoe isn’t so bad. Right? 
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			Beads of sweat welled up on my forehead. I wiped my hand across it and stared at the glistening moisture on the surface of my skin. 

			Midnight gleamed. “Roll the dice.” I gritted my teeth. I had ten dollars left, and I was staring at a long line of properties now owned by her. She was killing me, again. I don’t know why I thought I could win. 

			I never win with her. 

			Never. 

			Not once.

			Not ever.  

			I wiped my palm on my thigh and then grabbed the dice. I pulled them up and closed my eyes. Midnight spoke through laughter. “How about you wish for a miracle?” 

			I opened one eye. “Shut up,” I muttered, and then I made my wish. I tossed the dice and held my breath until they landed firmly on the board. 

			“Oh yeah!” she yelled as I slumped. I was about to become her victim again. I moved the shoe until it rested on her biggest property. The nastiest of the bunch. 

			“Huh, let’s see.” She stared at her cards and bit her tongue. I laughed as I tossed the ten over to her. “It doesn’t matter what it costs; this is all I have left.” 

			“Harry Potter never gave up that easily.” 

			I lowered my chin. “Magic isn’t real, remember?” She leaned in toward the board and eyed me. Something about the smirk on her face unhinged me. I shivered. 

			“Magic?” Aunt Luna asked. 

			We both looked at her. “Yeah, you know. Spells and stuff.” 

			Luna laughed. “Don’t be so technical with your terminology, Echo.”

			I tilted my head. “Do you believe?” 

			Luna winked at me. “Well, not necessarily, but it sounds like fun, doesn’t it?” 

			Midnight sighed. “Aunt Luna, don’t encourage her.” 

			She glanced over at her and raised an eyebrow. “It is a religion, you know.” 

			“Tree huggers.” Midnight grumbled. I wasn’t sure why she was so against it. 

			Aunt Luna began to place things back into the box. “I don’t believe that spells can be cast as they were in Harry Potter, but I do believe that we should respect everyone and what they believe in. Having faith in something is better than having no faith at all. So, don’t be so dismissive of things you don’t understand.” 

			I grinned. It was the first time I could remember hearing her talk this way. It helped ease something inside of me that had been festering since I woke up this morning. I couldn’t remember what I had dreamed about, but I knew that it had something to do with magic.

			I know it sounds crazy, and maybe it is, but it was the truth. And if I had learned anything in my short time on this earth, it was that truth would always find a way. 

			No matter the cost. 

			Midnight glared at Luna. “Stop encouraging her.” 

			Luna tilted her head. “I don’t know how I’ve done that.”

			Midnight straightened her shoulders and then looked at me. “Magic isn’t real, none of that stuff is. None of it. I think you get wrapped up in those stupid books.” Her words were somewhat hurtful. She knew how I felt about my books. To me those worlds were real, and they had allowed me to feel like I had friends when I felt completely alone. 

			“They aren’t stupid.” I grumbled. 

			I may back down from her on some things, but she wasn’t going to insult my books. Not a single one of them. 

			Her expression softened. “Fine, they aren’t stupid, but this obsession that you have with magic and books is almost as bad as the one you have with...” She stopped, and I sucked in my breath. She was about to share the one secret that I couldn’t tell Aunt Luna. 

			“With what?” Luna asked. 

			Midnight cleared her throat. “Maps. Echo is crazy about them now. It’s map this and map that. Totally ridiculous. She may need rehab.”

			Luna fidgeted with her hair. “Oh! I love maps, all kinds.” 

			I nodded. I really had no choice. “Yeah, me, too,” I said.

			 Midnight shuffled the money in her hand. “Well, this is just fascinating, but I have business here.”

			My aunt grinned as she leaned back on the couch. Midnight had killed her off three rolls prior. I honestly think she likes to save me for last.

			“I don’t have anything else to give you. You took every dime.” I said in defeat.  

			“Now wait.” She held her hand up. “There are other things that you can wager.” 

			I narrowed my eyes. “Like what?”

			“School.” 

			“What about school?” I asked.

			“We play to see if you stay here or come back with me.” Midnight said without taking her eyes off of me.  

			Silence filled the room. My heartbeat sped up. Playing against her meant that I would be going back with her. We all knew it, but I just couldn’t wager something so important like that. 

			“What say you?” she added. 

			I swallowed hard and looked at Aunt Luna. She appeared as lost as I was. I don’t think she expected for this to be a real possibility with me.  

			“Shoveling snow,” I said. 

			Midnight scowled. “Snow? I didn’t say…”

			 “I can help.” 

			We all looked up in the doorway, and Ash was standing there with his hair all tousled from the wind, and his cheeks appeared flush. He shook his head and dusted the floor with snow.

			“Well, that’s nice of you Asher,” Luna said with a smile. She seemed as relieved as I was to have the interruption. 

			He glanced up at me and grinned. It was a relief. “Have you seen her arms? I doubt that Echo could even lift the shovel.” he asked. 

			“Hey!” I retorted. 

			Luna stood up and momentarily seemed lost in thought. I know the mention of me leaving upset her. I could tell. “Well, I’m turning in. It’s been a long day.” 

			She walked over to me. I stumbled to my feet, and she grinned as she placed her hands on my cheeks and kissed my forehead. She repeated the same with Midnight and then approached Asher. Luna moved his hair out of his eyes. “You need a haircut.” 

			He half grinned and then she kissed his cheek.

			Midnight kept messing with the board game, but I really wanted her to leave the two of us alone so we could talk.

			“I can pack it up. I mean, I did lose.” I offered, hoping to get her to go to bed. 

			She rubbed the side of her neck and glanced over at Asher. “Yeah, I’m tired anyway.” She yawned and made a squeaking noise as she stretched her arms out to her sides. 

			Midnight hugged me. She held on a little longer than I expected her too. 

			I could feel her lips close to my ear. “We’re not done talking about school.” I sighed as she leaned back and studied my expression. I wish I could offer her more but I couldn’t. Leaving seemed so easy, almost as if I was giving up on something, but I wasn’t sure what it was, if that makes any sense at all. Then again, maybe it was fear that held me here. Midnight was fearless; she had proven that over and over again, especially when she left for school without me. I know it was something I could have never done. She let go and stepped back from me. The moment had come and gone. I could feel it, and I could also see the hurt in her eyes. She rushed past him. He grabbed her wrist and kissed her on the cheek. She grimaced and wiped it with the back of her arm. “Gross. Quit.”

			“Shut up.” He spoke through a grin as she ran toward the stairs and out of sight. 

			I looked down at the monopoly board and sighed. 

			Asher said nothing, and then he finally stepped into the room. 

			“Echo.”

			I gripped the dice in my hand. “Uh huh?” 

			“We need to talk.” 

			My stomach flipped, but I couldn’t avoid it any longer.

			“Yeah, we do.”  
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			He sat next to me on the couch, and I held onto the blanket like it was a shield. The silence was deafening. All I could hear was the crackling of wood. Suddenly he stood up and walked over to the fireplace. He grabbed a piece of wood and tossed it in. He held onto the mantel. I could see that he was having trouble breaching the subject, so I considered faking a headache and excusing myself, but that would be the coward’s way out. 

			I love Asher. I always have and losing him would be awful. I can’t imagine my life without him. I don’t want that. I never did. I just wish that I could bury these feelings that I have for him somewhere deep inside where they won’t hurt me every time I get near him. I could smell his cologne. Cedarwood.  

			“Echo, I—well, I don’t know what to say.” 

			I rubbed my palm and hissed. I felt bad for placing him in such a terrible position, but I couldn’t help how I feel about him. I would always love Asher; I just need to understand what type of love it is and how I could manage it without sacrificing what we already had. 

			I mean, I can do that, right? 

			“You don’t have to say anything. I should be the one talking.” I spoke, breaking through the lingering fear in my heart. 

			He turned and crossed his arms over his chest. He looked bigger than I remembered. 

			More mature. 

			It made me feel small and weak.

			Juvenile.

			 I was so silly to have acted this way with him. I had taken a perfectly good holiday and made it a mess. I needed to fix it and this thing between us. 

			Even if I had to lie. 

			“I’ve had crushes before.” He said. 

			I swallowed hard. I wanted to yell at him and tell him that he shouldn’t be treating me like some teenage girl, but I am. I am a teenager, and he was acting so mature about it. It didn’t help, but I could meet him halfway, I knew that I could. I could look him square in the eye and agree, apologize, and hopefully salvage this before it became bigger than either one of us could control. 

			 “It doesn’t matter that it’s her, I mean, Tailor. It could be anyone, and I would have felt the same way because, well, I—I.” I stopped. The words were caught in the back of my throat. He walked over and sat down next to me. I refused to look at him. 

			“I love you, too.” He said softly. 

			But he didn’t know what those words meant coming from me. I didn’t love him like I should. I loved him in a way that made me feel awkward and uncomfortable. I closed my eyes. This was one of those moments in time where things could go either way. I could turn to him right now and tell him everything. I could admit how much I loved sitting this close to him or how his cologne made my hands tingle. I could tell him that every time I look at his mouth all I think about is how much I want to kiss him. 

			I dug my nails into the palm of my hand and focused on that pain over the one in my heart.  

			“I can’t lose you,” I whispered back to him. 

			He reached in and held my hand, which forced me to stop. He leaned back and pulled me to his side. He kissed me on top of the head. It felt good, normal—as it should be, but I knew in my heart that it was a lie. 

			I settled into his side. 

			“Are there any boys—I mean, at your school that you, I don’t know, maybe like a little bit more than the other ones?” he asked. I was so embarrassed that he was trying to pawn me off on someone—anyone.

			I sat up straight. 

			“Oh my, God.” The heat rushed into my face. 

			He leaned in. “I—oh, man. I didn’t mean to embarrass you.” 

			My anger flared. “I met someone tonight.” 

			“Oh yeah?” he asked. I wasn’t sure if he was really interested. I didn’t care. 

			“Yeah, um, he caught me in the cemetery.” I fidgeted with my hands.  

			“Caught you?” he asked. 

			I laughed with the roll of my eyes. “Well, you know how graceful I am.”

			He smiled. “I do.” 

			“I fell from the steps of the mausoleum, and he caught me.”

			“Oh! I wasn’t here to take the plates. I’m sorry, Echo.”

			I shook my head. “It doesn’t matter.”

			I know I sounded mean. He cleared his throat. “It does matter.” He said with the arch of his brow. 

			“Well, he was there to catch me, so it was fine.” 

			He rubbed the tops of his thighs. “Good timing, I guess.” 

			“Excellent timing. If he hadn’t caught me, I would have hit the ground and probably broken something.” 

			He turned to face me, and I decided that it was safe enough to do the same. I wouldn’t be lunging at his lips anytime soon, well, hopefully never again. 

			“So, who is this amazing guy?” His tone was laced with sarcasm. 

			I wrapped my fingers around my wrist. “Thorn Vega.” 

			Asher’s expression changed from inquisitive to aggravated. “Hawthorn Vega?” he asked.

			I felt the need to correct him. “He said it was Thorn.”

			Asher stood up and rubbed the side of his neck. He appeared agitated. I wasn’t sure why. 

			“Echo, you shouldn’t mess around with him.” 

			I narrowed my eyes and held my hand up. “You just asked me if I liked any guys at school.” 

			He folded his arms and gave me a few nods. “I did ask you, but that guy, well, he just isn’t, well, he’s not…”

			I interrupted him. “He’s not what?” 

			His arms fell to his sides. “He has a reputation.” He whispered it like someone might be listening. 

			“How do you know?”

			Ash shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “Word gets around.” 

			I chuckled. “Since when do you participate in gossip?”

			He rolled his hand and offered a nervous nod. “It isn’t gossip.”  

			The muscles in my jaw tightened. “Did that girl say something to you about him?”  

			Ash paused, and I sighed as I stood up and pulled the blanket in tight. “What? Did he date her, too?” I asked.

			“She has a name, it’s Tailor, and he’s dated everyone,” Asher placed way too much emphasis on the word. 

			“Well, everyone wouldn’t be a lot of people. It is Port Royal and I know her name.” I retorted.  

			Asher grit his teeth. “He does more than date.” 

			“Well that sounds like Tailor should maybe keep it a little more PG-13, don’t ya think?” 

			He rolled his eyes. “She has nothing to do with it!” 

			His voice had risen, and I blinked. 

			“You need to stop worrying about who I date,” I added. 

			“Oh—oh, are you going out with him? Did he ask you?”

			I shook my head. “Two minutes ago, you wanted me to date, or whatever, and now you act like I shouldn’t. Which is it?” I asked. 

			He had no answer, so I left him standing there. He did call out to me, but I ignored it and rushed up the steps. I didn’t stop running until I reached the library. I stood in front of the door and felt the hot tears on my cheeks. 

			Leave it to Asher to not only reject me but to vehemently disapprove of the one boy who had ever shown any interest in me at all. 

			You know what? Forget him and his weird judgmental crap. I wouldn’t let him ruin this for me. 

			I grabbed the handle and heard his voice behind me.

			“Echo, wait.” 

			I turned and pressed my shoulders against the door. He stepped up into the moonlight, and it cascaded over his face. Why does he have to be so…so…you know. 

			“What?” I asked through clenched teeth. 

			He took one more step, and I stiffened up. He lowered his outstretched hand. I could feel the bond between us breaking. 

			“I care about what happens to you, and that guy, well, he just isn’t—”

			I interrupted him. “What, Asher?”

			His sad eyes lifted.  “He isn’t good enough for you.”

			I sighed as I turned the handle behind my back and opened the door to the library. 

			“How would you know?” I asked. 

			I closed the door just as his lips parted but I wasn’t interested in what he had to say.  
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			I wiped my eyes with the side of my hand, taking a deep breath and letting it out. I don’t think things could get any worse than they were right now. 

			Everything was wrong. 

			All of it.

			Asher, my sister, Aunt Luna. 

			Nothing felt right. 

			It was like I was living someone else’s life. Someone I didn’t know or want to know. Someone who had no control over anything. I don’t know how I got so lost, but I desperately wanted to find my way back. I would do anything for things to return to normal but the one crucial factor that told me that it would never be the same was me. 

			I flinched when a book fell from one of the shelves and hit the hardwood with a loud thud. 

			I reached over and turned on the lamp. I could see a book lying on the floor. It had a symbol on the cover, etched in gold. I thought I had touched each and every book in here over the years. 

			But this one puzzled me. 

			I stood there fidgeting with my hands as it lay at my feet. Finally, I reached for it and Midnight opened the door. “Hey!” she stepped into the room and stared at the book. 

			I slapped my hand to my chest and straightened up. 

			“I heard a loud bang, are you okay?” she asked. 

			I rubbed the side of my neck. She had scared me half to death. 

			I nodded to her while pushing a chunk of my hair behind my ear. She knelt down and grabbed the book, quickly shoving it back onto the shelf. 

			My gaze lingered on the wordless spine until she spoke again. 

			“So, what happened?” she asked.

			I shook my head and pursed my lips. I really didn’t want to tell her, but I knew that she wouldn’t let me keep it to myself. It’s the curse of being a twin. I guess we have an insatiable need to know what’s going on with the other one at all times. 

			I walked to the window and took a seat on the overstuffed cushion. My eyes lingered on the shelf. The book intrigued me. Midnight sat down across from me and pulled her knees up and wrapped her arms around them while resting her back against the wall. I mimicked her. It’s an old habit that I think we both suffer from. 

			Again, a twin thing. 

			I had to swallow my pride. “He asked me if there were any boys that I liked at school.” 

			Her eyes widened. “Oh, Asher. He did not.” 

			I buried my face in my knees. “Yes he did,” I muttered.

			I felt her hand on my arm, so I peered up at her. “Listen, we can’t help who we like or even who we love, right?” 

			I shook my head. “No, no, I don’t, it isn’t like that.”

			She didn’t say a word. She didn’t have to. My inability to form a cohesive sentence said it all. I do love Asher in ways that I shouldn’t. It frightened me. Loving him made me vulnerable, and it also threatened everything that I held dear. Him, the relationship we have, and Aunt Luna, oh God. She would die if she knew how I felt. 

			I could see dirt beneath her fingernails. Midnight noticed and held one up to inspect it. 

			“I was in the Atrium.” I blinked. She never spent any time in there at all, so it piqued my interest, but she skipped past it and got back to the most important subject. 

			This mess I’m in.  

			“I’m sure he was just trying to be nice.” She said as she tucked her hand under the other one. 

			I rolled my eyes. “That’s great. It’s exactly what I wanted.” 

			She leaned in. “Well, it could be worse.”

			I tilted my head back and moaned. “I don’t know how much worse it could be. I mean, I told him about Thorn, and then he got all weird on me.”

			She drummed her fingers against her leg. “Weird?” 

			“Yeah, I told him what happened in the cemetery, and then it was all “he has a reputation, Echo, he isn’t good enough for you.” I lowered my voice to mimic him, but the impression was silly. Midnight grinned, and so did I. 

			“Why am I such a hot mess?” I asked. 

			She reached in and took my hand then made me cup it. Midnight tapped her thumb from side to side to mark the beginning of the thumb wrestling match. She was extremely aggressive with this game, and I don’t remember ever winning. Then I grabbed her thumb and pinned it down. She smiled. 

			“You let me do that,” I whispered. 

			She winked at me. “Two out of three?”

			We did it again, and she let me win. I laughed. “Honestly, are you not even trying?”

			She shook her shoulders out and then pinned my thumb down with hers. 

			“Again?” she asked, and I nodded. 

			I pinned her thumb, and she giggled. 

			“Seriously?” I asked, and a smile curled the edge of her lip. 

			I love my sister. She always knows exactly what to do when I’m upset.

			 

			I woke, feeling sunlight on my skin as I lay in the tall-backed chair facing the window. The snow had stopped falling, but everything was covered in white. I moved the white quilt and noticed that Midnight was gone. We had talked well into the night until her voice was the last thing I remember hearing before sleep came. 

			I rubbed my eyes and stared out into The Pine. It sparkled like a thin dusting of glitter had been deposited on every branch. Port Royal is beautiful this time of the year. Then the ignorant bliss of just waking up began to fade.  

			I gasped and nearly fell off the chair when a clump of white hit the window with a thud. It stuck and then began to slide down the glass. I heard a faint squeal as a second clump of snow hit the window. I stood up and wrapped the white quilt around my shoulders. I cautiously climbed into the cushioned seat that sat in front of the large three-paneled window and peered down into the backyard. I spotted a red hat and coat with black curls flying in the wind. 

			Midnight seemed to be in a battle of some sort. 

			A light pink hat sprang up from behind a pile of wood and chucked a snowball at Midnight. She ducked, but the missile brushed across the top of her hat and knocked it off. She laughed, and the sound of it rose up into the air. I blinked a few times and then her adversary emerged from behind the woodpile and started to chuck one snowball after the other at my sister until one hit her in the chest. She fell back into the snow. I placed my hand against the glass until Midnight began to giggle. She noticed me and then made an angel in the snow. 

			I blinked when a knock came to the door. The girl who had successfully defeated Midnight stared up at me with large blue eyes and golden blond hair. Her pale skin was only a shade darker than the snow that sat beneath her pink rubber boots speckled with large black polka dots. 

			She reminded me of a doll. She could easily be shrunk down and placed in one of the cabinets in the kitchen. 

			The girl smiled up at me, and I narrowed my eyes. She shielded hers as the sun consumed the sky. Its brilliant rays bounced off of the snow-covered earth and nearly blinded me. I was forced to blink again, and then I heard the door open. I turned, and my aunt stood there with a skeleton key in her hand. 

			She jiggled the door handle. 

			“How many times have I told you that this door likes to lock behind you, Echo?”

			“It must have locked when Midnight left the room.” I replied. 

			She looked around without much interest. We had a decent collection of books, and it always puzzled me as to why she never spent any time in here. She always read downstairs or in her bedroom.  

			“Well, breakfast is ready.”

			I glanced down, and both my sister and the blonde-haired girl were gone. Only scattered tracks remained, along with the angel that Midnight had created in the snow. I stared at it longer than I probably should have, but something about the wings haunted me. My throat felt dry.

			Aunt Luna spoke and broke my concentration. “You’ll be in charge of taking care of these books when I die.” 

			“Die?” My voice went up a full octave. 

			She smirked. “Yes, I won’t live forever. None of us will.” She was so nonchalant about it.

			My gut tightened. “I don’t even want to think about that.”

			She reached in and moved my hair out of my eyes and let her palm rest on the side of my cheek. “There will come a time when you’ll start thinking about your own mortality. It’s inevitable.”

			“Did something happen?” I asked. 

			She removed her hand and sighed. “No—no, I suppose I’m just feeling a bit emotional today. I apologize.” 

			I shook my head. “You never have to apologize to me.” 

			“Never?” she asked with a sly grin. 

			“Well,” I added while she laughed. 

			Her expression changed. “You won’t always be here.”

			My brow furrowed. “Are you kicking me out?”

			She waved a hand. “No! Echo, listen to me. You’re young, and the world is a big place. Someday…” She paused and leaned in toward me. “Perhaps sooner than later, you’ll want to see new places, experience new people. Travel. Life doesn’t begin and end here in Port Royal.” 

			She placed her arm around my shoulder and pulled me along with her. 

			I knew she was right, but I wasn’t ready to accept it. For me, life did begin and end right here. I loved this house, I loved my school, and I loved her. 

			I was beginning to feel like Luna and Midnight were working together, but even with my sister practically begging me to leave with her and Aunt Luna telling me it was okay, I still felt like this was home. 

			Asher stepped into the hallway, and I nearly tripped at Luna’s side. She steadied me. 

			He barely looked at me before he spoke to his Mom. “I’m meeting someone this morning, at the coffee shop.” 

			“The red rose?” She asked. 

			He gave her a nod, and I felt that same odd hum only this time it was in my chest. It sent a chill through me, and I shivered. My aunt rubbed the side of my arm when she felt me move. 

			“Fine, but can you bring back some coffee? Dark roast, please, and chamomile tea. I order weekly, so they’ll have it ready for you. Just give them my name.” 

			He paused as his eyes locked onto mine but it was short lived.

			“Sure.” He said with very little emotion. 

			He started to turn, and I spoke. “Tell her that I’m sorry.” 

			The line between my aunt’s eyebrows deepened. “Sorry for what?” she asked. 

			I parted my lips and Asher decided to save me the embarrassment. 

			“Tailor. Echo ran into her at the market and stepped on her foot.” 

			Luna laughed. “Well, she’s never been graceful.” 

			My cheeks reddened. I wasn’t graceful, but that’s not what made me emotional. It was how he had taken it upon himself to save me from admitting what I had done. 

			“I know.” He struggled to zip his jacket.

			He half smiled. That old spark was trying to return to his eyes. The one that told me that we might survive this odd thing that had happened between us. I had to believe that he cared for me and that his concern about Thorn Vega was out of love, and not vengeance.

			I mean why would Asher be concerned about me dating anyone?

			Unless.

			Oh. 

			Oh, no.

			He nearly tripped as he turned to walk away.

			My aunt laughed. “I thought Echo was the only one who could trip on nothing in this house?”

			He rushed down the hall and then disappeared around the corner.

			My heart fluttered in my chest. 

			When he said he loved me, he meant it.    
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			The hug nearly knocked me over and felt like dejavu. The bright blue-eyed girl backed away from me and smiled. Her teeth were straight and white, nestled between two plump lips, lightly glossed. Her cheeks had become rosy from the frigid temperature, and her blonde curls fell over her shoulders when she removed the pink hat and unwound the thick white scarf that lay around her neck.

			I wanted to say her name, but it was just out of reach.  

			“Echo? Are you feeling okay?” she asked while reaching in to touch my arm. She looked and felt so familiar like we had known each other far better than what my memory was able to retrieve.

			I parted my lips, ready to accept the embarrassment that comes along with forgetting someone’s name when they clearly remember yours. 

			My aunt came swooping in and hugged her. “Mattie!” she exclaimed with such exuberance. 

			“Mattie,” I whispered under my breath with a few blinks. 

			My aunt let her go, and Mattie’s attention was quickly pulled away from me when Midnight placed her arm around her waist. My eyes lowered. They seemed close. Close enough for me to remember something about her, and most importantly, her name. 

			“So, when did you get home?” Luna asked. 

			My eyebrow cocked as Mattie grinned and glanced over at my sister. 

			 “Last night. I had to stay and finish up a class at The Veil.” 

			“The what?” I asked while choking on my spit. Aunt Luna nonchalantly reached over and tapped my back. I guess it had become second nature at this point since choking, falling, and anything else detrimental to my wellbeing was expected. It surprised me that she wanted me to leave home. Who knew if I’d even make it there in one piece. 

			Wherever there was. 

			Midnight cleared her throat. She looked like she was fighting back a smile.

			Mattie grinned at me. “You know. Harmony Veil, where we go to school together, me and your sister.” She wagged a finger at me. “Didn’t you get accepted, too?” 

			“Oh, oh yeah, I just never heard it called that,” I added. I really didn’t want to talk about Harmony. It was such a touchy subject between me and my sister.  

			Of course, Midnight took a jab at me. “Echo refused to leave this exciting town.”

			I didn’t have a real defense against her dark arts, so I hoped that someone would switch subjects. The tension was cut short when Mattie took my hand. “So, are you packed?” she asked. 

			I know I looked confused so Midnight stepped in. “I’m still working on that.” She said. 

			Her eyes lit up as she let my hand go and clapped hers together in excitement. “Oh! I hope that you do. It’s an amazing place, isn’t it?” she asked my sister, but my aunt interrupted the conversation before she had a chance to answer.

			“How is Polly?” Luna asked. I appreciated the save. 

			 “Loud,” Mattie said with a giggle.

			I rubbed my temples, and my sister narrowed her eyes. They were throbbing. The more I tried to remember Mattie, the more they seemed to hurt. But I should remember something. A girl like this isn’t somebody that you can easily forget. 

			Midnight had to have mentioned her, or maybe she didn’t. 

			I just couldn’t remember. 

			“Headache?” she asked me, and I lowered my hands. 

			“Yeah, I’m sure it’s just the weather,” I spoke quietly enough to not interrupt the ongoing conversation between Mattie and our aunt. 

			My eyes skirted over her joyous expression. She reminded me of a doll with tightly wound curls. All she was missing was a frilly dress and shiny black shoes. Someone as pretty as her could easily be added to my aunt’s collection. 

			“She looks like a doll,” I muttered aloud. 

			Midnight cleared her throat. “I bet you have a cold.” She touched my cheek with the side of her hand. My sister felt ice cold, and it jolted me. Usually, she was warm, warmer than me. Her hand lingered in the air until Aunt Luna’s laugh broke through the awkward moment.   

			“Well, you tell her to stop being a stranger. I have mounds of tea and time.” Luna added with a wink. She did have both. Her parents, our grandparents, had left not only the house to her but a small fortune. I didn’t know how much money we had, but I knew that Luna was able to stay home and raise us without having to work, so I would have to guess that it was a decent amount. 

			Mattie gave her a quick nod. “I will, she just, well. Ever since my uncle—”

			“Boating accident.” I blurted out like a child. The room fell silent. I was thinking about our grandparents, who we never met, but the way Mattie was looking at me I knew that what I had said also pertained to her uncle.

			“Yes, well. We’ve lost many. I guess it’s the curse of living here.”

			Aunt Luna glanced at me. I felt terrible. 

			Mattie’s eyes dulled with the first sign of sadness that I had seen from her. My aunt stepped up and touched her chin. “Well, you tell her to stop by. I miss the talks we had, and I’m sure she gets lonely. You tell her she has friends here. Always has, always will.”

			Mattie perked up. “You should go see her. She’s making a thousand pies today.” 

			Luna laughed. “A thousand?” 

			Mattie nodded. “Something about a winter festival.”

			My aunt slapped her chest and gasped. The hollow thud made me flinch. 

			“Oh no!” she exclaimed. 

			“What?” I asked. 

			“I’m in charge of the cookies! Oh dear, I have to get busy! I can’t believe that I forgot.” 

			I looked at my sister and then back to my aunt. Luna was in a panic. 

			“I need to employ all three of you, immediately. We have many a cookie to bake and very little time.” 

			I shook my head. “You know I suck at cooking. Like, burn the house down suck.” 

			My aunt narrowed her eyes and placed a hand on her hip. “Here.” She rushed to her purse that sat on the long table in the entryway. She returned with cash in her hand and held it out to me. I reluctantly took it. 

			Luna snapped her fingers. “You’ll need a list!”

			She ran out of the room and into the kitchen. I could hear the opening of drawers and clanging of metal. I crinkled the cash in my hand while Midnight laughed. 

			“I can’t believe she forgot about the festival.” She said with the roll of her eyes. “She cooks for it every year.” 

			Luna returned while scribbling things on a piece of paper. She stopped and bit her bottom lip and then jotted down a few more things. She shoved the paper in my direction. 

			“Okay, now, make sure you get everything on this list. If you miss anything, anything at all, then I won’t be able to make these cookies, and there will be pandemonium the likes of which has never been seen before.”

			I parted my lips and stared at the piece of paper in my hand. I think she was overreacting just a little bit, but I wasn’t going to tell her that. It would be useless. 

			“Coats—go, go, go.” My aunt spoke as she grabbed my coat and pushed it against my chest. I clutched it while narrowing my eyes. 

			“Does this say five dozen eggs?” I asked.

			My aunt gave me a quick nod. “It most certainly does.”

			“What if—” She cut me off while spinning me around and pushing me toward the door. 

			“No, what or if. Just go, and I’ll heat up the oven and find every tray I have.” 
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			We all stood in front of the grocery store. I felt a hard tug on my coat which jerked me back just before a mound of snow fell from the top of the building and hit the ground where I had just been standing. 

			Mattie leaned into my ear. “Your sister said you have very bad luck.”

			“She isn’t wrong about that,” I muttered. “And thank you.”

			She waved a hand as if it were nothing. 

			“Maybe I should go first.” Midnight said as she walked around the pile of snow. She paused at the door and looked back at me. Mattie hadn’t left my side. 

			Her eyes widened. “Come on, we need to get this stuff for her, or she’ll freak out, and we all know how much fun that can be.”

			“She almost died,” Mattie chimed in with theatrical flair. I half grinned. I wouldn’t count a pile of snow falling to the ground at my feet as a near-death experience. 

			Midnight shook her head and crossed her arms over her chest.  She eyeballed the mound of snow. “That? That was nothing. Echo has a million lives. She’s like a cat.” She almost sounded annoyed, but I brushed it off. Midnight can seem callus when it’s really just her sarcasm. 

			I sighed. “She’s right. I’ve been getting hurt for years.” 

			Mattie gave me a gentle shake from the side. “Well, you’ll be safe as long as I’m around.” 

			Midnight held her hand out. “Listen, Frodo and Sam, could we get this done?” 

			I laughed. “So, what does that make you?”

			“The all-seeing Eye of Sauron.” She added a wink. 

			A cold wind spun the snow around our feet, and I shivered.

			“That’s the villain, silly,” Mattie spoke through chattering teeth. 

			Midnight looked at me. “There’s always a villain; there has to be. No villain, no hero, right?”

			We stood there in silence. The words resonated with me. She was right. In every story, there was a designated villain and hero. They were always pitted against each other.

			Luckily, the door swung open, and a boy stepped out with a frightened look on his face. He had reddish-brown hair, large green eyes, and pale skin, not so unlike Mattie’s. The skin color, I mean. He rubbed the side of his neck and glared up at the roof with disdain. 

			“Are you all okay?” His voice cracked from emotional stress. 

			I couldn’t stop staring at him. He looked so familiar and then Mattie spoke up and broke whatever weird trance I seemed to be locked in.  

			“Daniel, your mother would DIE if she knew you almost let us get killed by that avalanche of snow. I mean, don’t you love me at all?” 

			“Daniel,” I said. He looked at me and grinned. I snapped my fingers. “You go to PR, right?” I fought back the tremor rolling through me. It felt like the temperature was dropping a degree every minute. I stamped my feet to try to get the blood flowing through them again. I think we may be in for a really bad winter. But I guess we’re due. I couldn’t remember the last time it had been this cold here or when it snowed last. 

			When did it snow here? I searched my mind. It had to be there. Just one memory, right? 

			He offered a quick nod as his muscles in his jaw flexed then relaxed. It interrupted my search.

			I knew I had seen him. I just knew it. It made me happy that I remembered. I don’t know what my problem with remembering things has been all about lately, but it was annoying. 

			Mattie cleared her throat. Daniel tucked his hands into his sides to shield them from the terrible cold. His breath came out in short bursts of white smoke, and his eyes appeared glossy.

			Mattie chimed back in. “Dead, Daniel. D.I.E.D.” She spelled it out to drive the point home. 

			Midnight laughed. “She’s only kidding.” 

			His shoulders started to relaxed. “Very funny.” He added while glancing over at me. 

			Those eyes and the way he looked at me. It felt so familiar. I guess it would since he goes to my school, but why did it seem so foggy? 

			Mattie rushed up and kissed him on the cheek. “I missed you, too, cousin.” She reached up and messed with his hair. It fell into his eyes, and I stood there staring at him far longer than I should have. He moved the hair out of his eyes and his facial expression relaxed when he noticed that I was looking at him. 

			Cousins. Mattie and Daniel were cousins. By blood, I would guess and not through sheer luck of the draw like Asher, and I had been. I somewhat envied them. I wish Asher and I were actually related. I know if we were then I would have never had a crush on him like I do, or I mean, did. That has to be past tense. It just has to be. 

			“Echo.” Midnight said as she waved a hand toward the door. “Come on, it’s freezing out here and if anyone would catch pneumonia and die it would be you.” I stared down at my feet and then followed her lead. 

			Again, she was right. 

			As usual. 
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			I studied the list in my hand and then two feet stepped into my view. The cuffs of his jeans sat against the top of his black and white chucks. He had written on them in white, or had he? The writing was pretty, so maybe it was a girl who had scribbled on his shoes. I tilted my head, and the shoe moved. I peered upward at this boy’s tall stature. He had to be at least six foot tall, if not a little more. He towered over me. Daniel’s lips curved. Nice smile, pretty eyes. He was attractive in a stay here and live in Port Royal for the rest of your life sort of way, which isn’t meant to sound bad. I’m sure he would make some girl very happy. I guess I’m just attracted to dangerous things and Daniel didn’t put off that vibe at all. His clean scent reminded me of pine trees and the ocean breeze. He was safe, like home. Like a brother should be. 

			Asher entered my mind, and it made me uneasy. Every time he snaked into my thoughts it seemed to leave me with this knot in the pit of my stomach. I desperately wanted for things to go back to how they had been before all of this mess. A mess I had created. But as hard as I tried, I just couldn’t remember how I felt before I rushed up to him and then got rejected. 

			I crinkled the list in my hand as I felt the anxiety rising. Maybe I need to talk to someone, or maybe I need to take something that could calm me down. But who and what? 

			“Let me see.” He spoke softly with a calm demeanor. He seemed much more mature for his age than I would expect him to be. Most teenage boys are busy yelling through the halls, hitting on girls, or boys, whichever they prefer, and just causing general mayhem. But Daniel didn’t seem to be like that. Even his presence soothed me, which was odd for someone who I don’t think I had ever spoken to, even in passing. The way he looked at me made me feel like he knew me better than he was letting on. I don’t know if I should be flattered or disturbed. I chose the first of the two, giving him the benefit of the doubt. 

			I let the paper leave my hand and rest in his. His fingers brushed against mine. He cleared his throat. I hope that I wasn’t giving the wrong impression, but I couldn’t help how safe I felt around him.

			Both him and Mattie just had this charm that helped ease my turmoil.  

			“Wow.” He said. 

			My eyes lifted and inspected his. 

			“What?” I asked as I heard laughter and the rolling wheels against the linoleum. Midnight went whizzing by, pushing Mattie in a shopping cart. Daniel ignored it, but I watched them disappear around the corner in a flurry of giggles and rubber squeaking against the floor. 

			“I’ve seen you around.” He said while acting like he was studying the list. I couldn’t tell if he really was or not. I heard a yelp to the right and tried to ignore it. Midnight and Mattie seemed to be having more fun than I thought was possible under fluorescent lighting. I heard a buzz then a loud pop overhead and glanced up at it. One of the long bulbs had burned out. 

			“School, I mean.” He added. 

			Another bulb blew, and I flinched. “Around, huh?” I asked in jest. He didn’t say anything. “Are you a grade ahead of me? I mean, you look familiar.” I added, hoping I didn’t sound conceited because I’m not.  

			He clicked his tongue. “Well, that’s embarrassing.” He muttered. 

			“What’s embarrassing?” I asked. 

			His eyes lifted from the paper and he straightened his shoulders. “We have two classes together, Echo.” 

			I parted my lips and adjusted my stance. “I’m sorry. I—I didn’t know. To be fair, I pretty much keep to myself and try to fly under the radar.” 

			He lowered the paper and scanned the store. “No, it’s cool. Let’s get your stuff.” 

			He started to walk away from me, and I had to follow. He grabbed a cart and pushed it along. One wobbly wheel made a horribly annoying sound as it jiggled against the floor. I had to half-jog to keep up with him. He stopped and grabbed two bags of sugar and dropped them in the cart with a thud. Then he looked at the paper again. 

			“Daniel,” I said, and his bright green eyes landed on me. 

			“See? I know your name.” I added. It wasn’t magic. Mattie had called him by his name in front of me. 

			The corner of his lip curled. “What’s my last name?” he asked. 

			I fidgeted with my hands. He leaned in. “Yours is Navarri.” He spoke with confidence. 

			I sighed as he continued to push the cart. I had to jog again to catch up with him. I reached over and held onto the side of the cart, and his eyes lowered to my hand. He stopped, and I was jerked back. He half grinned. I’m so glad that I could amuse him. 

			I searched my mind. Every crevice, every hidden space, but nothing. I wanted so desperately to blurt out his last name, and then I noticed the badge on his shirt, so I cheated. 

			“Fitzpatrick,” I said with pride. 

			He reached up and touched his name badge. “I’m seriously impressed that you can read.” 

			I rolled my eyes. “Come on, give me a break, please?” I asked, and he stared down at the paper in his hand and tapped his free hand on the handle of the cart. 

			“Let’s race for it.” 

			My eyebrows furrowed. 

			“Race for what?”

			He grinned. “For the ingredients on this list.”

			I lifted my hand and dropped it at my side. “I don’t know this store.”

			He looked around and then back to me. “How? It’s the only grocery store in town. You’ve been here a hundred—” he stopped. His cheeks reddened. He knew how many times I had been here. I didn’t know how to react, so I stared at the neatly stacked rows of canned goods and boxes. 

			“Echo?”

			I sucked in my breath as his voice interrupted my fruitless escape. 

			“No, I mean, yeah. Of course, I’ve been here, but here’s the thing. I don’t cook, like at all.” I waved my hand. “So, I only came because I had to and I never had to search for anything. Aunt Luna does all the shopping. So, please give me a break. It’s my first time.”

			His eyes sparked with mischief. “First time, huh?”

			I was left speechless. He was totally flirting with me. I lifted a piece of my hair and smelled it. Yep, still the same old strawberry shampoo that I always used.  

			He noticed the burn on my palm. “What happened?” He reached out, and I stepped back. I wish I hadn’t acted that way, but it was just a natural reaction. I felt terrible, so I spoke up. 

			I held my hand up and waved it at him. “This? Oh, this is solid proof that I don’t cook anything. See? I grabbed a tray without an oven mitt. That’s how good I am in the kitchen.”

			His eyes followed my hand back and forth. “I have stuff for that.”

			“Stuff, huh?” I asked with a bite to my lip. 

			He smiled. I guess I had salvaged as much of this awkward conversation with him as I could. 

			“Well, it’s not conventional.” He added.

			My lips pursed. “What do you mean?” 

			He leaned in. “My ex-girlfriend, she, well...”

			I tucked my hands into my sides. “Whoa, you don’t have to tell me about any exes.” 

			He laughed. He smelled nice. Like clean linen and pine trees. I took a breath and let it out as his eyes lowered to my mouth. 

			He leaned in closer. “No, it isn’t like that. She’s, well, she likes to dabble with things.”

			“Again, it sounds personal,” I said as I blushed. 

			He laughed. I wasn’t sure why. His flirting had turned into something awkward. Maybe he was trying to pay me back for not remembering that we had two classes together in school. 

			“Well, that didn’t take long, now did it, Daniel?”

			Daniel stood up straight and cleared his throat. His once soft expression was now troubled.  

			My attention was drawn to a petite girl with black hair balled up on either side of her head like Princess Leia. She stepped up and glared at him and then she noticed me. I wish she hadn’t. The look on her face made me nervous. 

			“So, who are you?” she asked while giving me a once-over. 

			I shifted my weight from one foot to the other. I glanced over at Daniel, but he wasn’t even looking at me now. 

			Thanks, Daniel.  

			“I’m Echo,” I said with clarity. 

			She reared back while resting a hand on her hip.

			“Echo?”

			I kept my eyes fixed on her. 

			She was very pretty; not so unlike Mattie. Only this girl had a heart shaped face, plump lips, and raven black hair. She was also much paler than even I was. Nearly the color of oriental Alabaster, which is calcite, or stone. 

			I sort of have a thing for stones, I’m not sure why, but calcite is one of my favorites.

			She looked like another doll. I tilted my head as I studied her large eyes. She was so pretty.

			“Bri.” She said with confidence.

			“Hi,” I said, sounding silly, I know, but how else was I supposed to react? 

			She narrowed her eyes. “I’m Daniels girlfriend.” She placed enough emphasis on the word that it sounded like she was cussing me out.   

			“Oh,” I said as I took a step to the side. Another idiotic move. It didn’t help. 

			Her eyes locked on him. “She didn’t know, did she?” 

			Daniel sighed. “You broke up with me.”

			She chuckled. “I was just mad.” She leaned in toward him. “You can be so aggravating.” 

			“Me?” he asked. His voice cracked. 

			“Yes, you!” she added. 

			I took another step to the side. I really didn’t want to be a casualty in whatever this was. 

			“Well, mad or not. You broke up with me, and that’s it, Bri.” 

			“Oh, really? That’s that, huh?” she replied. 

			Her eyebrows rose, and I took another step to the side. She snapped her fingers at me, and I froze. “Where are you going?” she asked. 

			I pointed at myself. “Me?”

			She rolled her eyes. “Yes, you. Come here.” She reached out and grabbed my wrist. Before I knew it, I was standing at her side, and she was giving me a firm shake. Her hold on my waist tightened. 

			“So, is this what you want now?” she asked. 

			I parted my lips as Daniel crossed his arms over his chest. “You’re crazy.”

			She yelped. “Crazy? I’ll show you crazy, Daniel Arthur David Fitzpatrick.”

			He glanced over at me. “My mom likes multiple middle names; it’s a family thing.”

			“Excuse me,” Bri added with a wave of her hand. “She doesn’t care, not at all, especially now that she knows that you’re a player.” 

			I wanted to run, but she held onto me like I was ‘exhibit A.’ 

			“Player? Me? You were the one who said you liked girls!” he yelled, and she made a terrible noise in the back of her throat. 

			She gritted her teeth and leaned forward, forcing me to come with her. I tried to look away, but I couldn’t. It was like watching a slow train wreck.

			“I said I thought they were pretty.” She hissed. 

			“No, you said Mattie was pretty. You were very specific, Bri.” 

			She stood up straight and jerked me right along with her. 

			“Schnapps.” She said.

			I side eyed her. She looked over at me. “Peach schnapps. It’s a horrible drink and makes people do stupid things. Don’t ever let a boy give you any of that…ever, for any reason. You understand me?” 

			I nodded. I wouldn’t dare disagree. She was a big spark in a little package. 

			“I didn’t…” Daniel leaned in, and the muscles in his jaw flexed. He lifted a finger. “You wanted to drink. That was all you, Bri. I didn’t want to do it, but no, you said no drink, no—”

			She grinned and let me go. She stepped up to him and placed her hands on his face. 

			“You always do whatever I ask. I love you for that.”

			He tried to nod. “Love me, huh?” he asked with a grin.  

			She moved in closer to him. “You smell really good, Daniel.” 

			“Do I?” he asked and then she pressed her lips against his while I stood there in shock. 

			The cart came screeching across the aisle and rammed into a huge tower of cans. One can came flying right at my face. I closed my eyes right before it smacked me in the mouth.

			I went down. Hard. 

			Mattie popped up out of the back of the cart and Midnight came skidding around the corner. 

			I lay there on my back with a hand over my mouth. I could taste the blood at the back of my throat. 

			Mattie, Midnight, Bri, and Daniel leaned into my view. 

			“Oh, honey. Let me see.” Mattie said as she tilted her head.  

			I didn’t want to, but I removed my hand, and they all grimaced. 

			I tried to smile, and they all hissed in unison. 

			“What?” I spoke through a whistle. I tongued at my front teeth and could feel that one of them was missing.  

			“Oh, cwap,” I spoke through a lisp while mangling my words. 
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			“Ouch!” 

			I slapped at Midnight’s hand while she fidgeted with my jaw. 

			“Thop.” I mangled the word, but I couldn’t help it. 

			She shook her head. “You do realize that you were taken out by a can of pea soup?” 

			“I know exthactily wha appened.”

			“What?” Midnight asked. 

			I slowed down so she could understand me. “I said I…know…exthactily…” 

			She giggled. 

			“You!” I yelled and then immediately groaned while holding a hand over my mouth again. The pain was becoming unbearable. 

			Daniel eyeballed me in his rearview mirror. He hadn’t said anything since I had been knocked off my feet, minus the hissing when he witnessed my missing tooth.

			Bri turned and looked back at me. She tapped the center console that ran between the two seats. “My mom is a fabulous dentist. I had a gap and look!” She smiled and pointed at her teeth. They were all straight and pearly white.

			Mattie tilted her head. “I liked the gap.” 

			Bri’s smile faded. “Oh, yeah?” 

			Mattie shrugged. “Yeah. I think they’re cute, like that girl from True Blood.”

			“Anna Paquin?” Bri asked. 

			“Oh, she’s hot,” Mattie said with a grin. 

			Bri was left speechless for a moment. 

			“This isn’t a gwap.” I spit out.  

			“This is totally my fault,” Daniel muttered as he gripped the wheel. We made a sharp right and tilted as one in the backseat. I moaned. Midnight placed her arm around me. 

			“We’ll get you fixed right up. I’m sure the needle isn’t that long.” Midnight said with a wink. 

			I lowered my hand. “Wha? Wha niddle?” 

			Bri’s eyebrow rose, and she turned back to face the front of the car. I leaned up and hit the back of her seat. “Wha niddle?” I repeated. 

			“Oh look. We’re here.” She said as Daniel came to a screeching halt in front of a small brick building. I shook my head as Midnight reached over me and opened the door. I refused to move. She started to push from behind as Bri reached in and grabbed my wrist. 

			“Nope. Nope. Nope.” I swung my head but it was no use, the push and pull popped me out of the car and I found myself standing there on the sidewalk as Bri held onto my arm. 

			“This is just mind over matter here. Trust me; it’ll be over before you know it.” 

			I heard my aunt before I turned to see her. 

			“Oh my God! What happened?!” 

			She swooped in like a predator bird and had Bri off to one side in the blink of an eye. I was covering my mouth, but she gently took my hand and lowered it. The blood caked my lips. She grimaced. 

			“Let me see, my love.” She leaned in. 

			I smiled, but quickly closed my mouth when the chilled air sent a shockwave of pain rushing through my jawline. 

			“I fink I’m gonna fro up.”  

			She wrapped her arm around my shoulder and gave the rest of them the stink eye. 

			Midnight foolishly chimed in. “It was a...”

			“Go home.”

			“But, Aunt Luna.”

			“GO. HOME.” She said in a stern tone. Midnight knew better than to press her. She was highly agitated. 

			Mattie stepped up and wrung her hands. 

			“Echo. I’m so sorry.” She stared at Luna. “This is totally my fault. Midnight and I were messing around in the shopping carts and the next thing I knew I was crashing into a giant tower of canned peas. One of them flew across the room and knocked her right out.”

			“I wusint vocked out,” I grunted while cupping my chin. 

			Aunt Luna rolled her eyes. “Great, she’s lost control of the English language.” She turned me to face her. “Do you know who I am?” 

			“Ves, ufcuss I voo.” 

			She turned to face Midnight. “Are you happy now? You’ve broken her.” 

			Midnight lifted a hand, and my aunt pulled me forward. I glanced back, and they all looked so beaten down. The truth was it really wasn’t anyone’s fault.

			It was just my horrible luck. I think I could’ve been anywhere in that store and that can would have found me. 
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			I eased the red jello into my mouth. It had been three days, and the new tooth seemed to be holding fast. I had been living on jello, broth, and crackers. Aunt Luna was treating it like I had surgery when in all reality, it only took a half hour for them to get the new tooth set in place. Bri was right, her mom was great and had a gentle touch. The total opposite of her daughter. 

			I rolled the jello on my tongue and then swallowed it. 

			I couldn’t believe that I had a fake tooth now. 

			Well, actually, I could. 

			Midnight strolled into the room sporting a wicked grin. “I’m telling you, you should have asked for silver or gold.” I eyed her while she grabbed a movie from the shelf. She jiggled it in the air.  

			I was in no mood to discuss it. “What are you putting in?” I asked.

			She tapped the case against her fingertips. “Your favorite.” 

			I perked up. Usually, it was a battle with her. I love any movie that’s paranormal or romantic, preferably both, while she’s addicted to action movies with cheesy one-liners and horrible acting. Or horror. She loves horror movies. Things like The Shining or Pet Cemetery. Not me. I’ll take a broken vampire, troubled witch, or angsty werewolf any day over that stuff. 

			I gleamed. “Practical Magic?”  

			She bounced on her toes. “Another favorite. Well, I guess it’s a compromise. We both like this one.” She wagged it in the air as she spoke. 

			“What? A compromise with you? Are you feeling okay?” I asked. 

			She held it up so I could see the cover. 

			“The Craft?” I shifted on the couch. 

			I do love that movie, but I had no idea that she loved it, too.  

			She tapped it against the side of her leg. “Yes.” She shrugged a shoulder. “I guess if I have to watch a movie with things that can’t possibly happen, then this is it.” Midnight was going to hold fast to her disbelief, and that was okay. I was just happy that she had met me half way.  

			Midnight walked over to the television and put the movie into the player. She grabbed the remote and joined me on the couch. I glanced over at her. “I thought you hated paranormal anything?”

			She grinned. “This one isn’t so bad. Besides, the one witch, you know, the bad one, she’s kinda cool and hella cute.” 

			My eyebrow cocked. She had never mentioned anything about any girls being cute. 

			I stared at her until she hit the button on the remote and the previews started. 

			“Cute, huh?” I asked. 

			She grabbed a pillow and hugged it. 

			“So, is there something you want to tell me?” I asked. 

			She sighed as she pushed her face into the pillow and laughed. 

			“Midnight?” I repeated. 

			She lifted her head and turned to face me. “I think I like people.”

			I narrowed my eyes. “People? All of them, huh? That’s big of you.” 

			She swatted at me, and I had to move out of the way. I giggled. 

			“Echo, I mean, I find myself attracted to the person.” She put such emphasis on the word.

			I tried to hide a smile. “Does this person have a name or are you just gonna keep acting weird?”

			She fidgeted with her hands, and I couldn’t help but feel the nervous tension coming off of her. 

			She spoke in a half whisper. “No, I don’t mean it’s one person.” 

			I leaned in. Finally, she spilled the beans. “I like boys and girls.” 

			I sat up straight. “Oh.” 

			She stared at me, waiting for a reaction. I shrugged my shoulder. “And?” I asked because it really wasn’t a big deal at all. I don’t care who she likes as long as we aren’t fighting over the same person. 

			She snickered. “That’s it, you brat.” 

			I stabbed at the jello in my bowl. “As far as I’m concerned you just upped your chances of finding your soulmate. Smart plan.” I leaned up and placed it on the coffee table. 

			She snorted when I said it. 

			“What? I’m serious. Did you really think I’d care?” I asked. 

			“Soulmate.” She repeated while she stared at the TV. 

			I let out an audible sigh. “I believe in that, ya know? I think the perfect person is out there just waiting for you.” I paused with a bite to my lip. I know I may sound sort of cheesy, but it was the truth. I really feel that way, and I guess it’s why it bothers me so much that I feel like I do for Asher. He can’t possibly be that for me, could he? No. Fate wouldn’t be so cruel as to place us together like this only to be told that it could never happen. 

			It’s a crush, Echo. That’s it. That’s all it is and all it’ll ever be.   

			She bumped into my shoulder as Asher came into the room. 

			I cleared my throat. 

			Weird timing.  

			He hadn’t been home much since, well, you know. 

			He dropped down on the couch next to Midnight, and the wood creaked beneath the legs.  

			“Have you gained weight?” she asked in jest. 

			He picked up the pillow to his right and smacked her in the side of the head. I was so relieved. She yelped and smacked him back. They began to trade blows with the overstuffed weapons in their hands. 

			“Careful now.” Aunt Luna said as she paused in the doorway. She eyed them and then me. 

			I messed with the ball of hair on the top of my head. I wasn’t going to allow her to think that I was roughhousing. She would flip. 

			Everyone was in trouble over what had happened to me at the grocery store. Even Asher, and he wasn’t even there, but according to Luna, he should have been. 

			“I need help loading the car. I have to get all of these cookies over to the festival before they send out the royals to harass me.”

			“Who?” I asked.

			Aunt Luna tilted her head. “You know who, those damn—” She coughed. “Darn royals.” She eyed me like that was supposed to mean something. “Honestly, Echo. Are you sure that can didn’t hit you in the head?” I sat there with my lips parted.

			“Well, technically it did.” I pointed at my mouth. 

			She ignored my correction. “The Vega’s and their minions.” She added. 

			Asher eyed me. She meant Thorn’s family. Great. I guess the word royals was supposed to be an insult of some kind. Did she mean snobs? 

			She shook her head. “Those people think they run the town! Well, I can tell you right now that our family.” She pointed at all of us. “We have been here just as long as they have. Our ancestors founded this town right alongside those snobs.” 

			Okay, yep. She meant snobs. Fantastic. 

			She clapped her hands together, and I blinked. I was too busy thinking about how Thorn was a part of that family. Weird how it made me want to know more about him, and them. She spoke up. “So, who’s going to help me? And before either one of you nominate Echo just know that she is exempt from this due to her injury.” 

			Asher looked at Midnight, and she looked at him. Aunt Luna silently played a game of eeny meanie miny moe until her rigid finger landed on Midnight. 

			“Okay, you win.” She said with a smile. 

			Midnight moaned as Luna disappeared from the doorway. 

			“Now, please!” she yelled as she headed toward the kitchen. 

			“I don’t know why she’s picking on me.” Midnight muttered.

			Asher grinned while leaning back into the cushion. He folded his arms over his chest. “I’m sure it has nothing to do with trying to kill your sister with a can of peas.” 

			She laughed and hit him square in the face with her pillow and then ran out of the room. It messed up his hair. I tried to ignore it because it made him even cuter. 

			But now we were alone. 

			The movie started. We both stared at the screen. I felt uncomfortable as embarrassment stirred in me. If I had only kept my feelings to myself and let this ridiculous crush on him pass, then we wouldn’t be in the situation that we are now. I knew I was to blame and yet the words I’m sorry just couldn’t be torn from me. I guess I feared saying it almost as much as I feared looking at him. I wanted to not like him as much as I do and yet I had no control over it.  

			I side eyed him. 

			“Good movie.” He said with a nod. 

			I adjusted the blanket on my legs. The more things between us, the better. “Yeah, one of my favorites.” I tried to sound normal and enthusiastic at the same time. It just came out forced. 

			“That girl is cute.” He pointed at the screen.  

			I glanced over at him. “You mean Fairuza Balk?” I asked. 

			He narrowed his eyes. “No, Nancy. The bad witch. The hottie with all the eyeliner on.”

			I grinned. “Her real name is Fairuza, not Nancy, and I didn’t know you liked eyeliner so much.” I fingered at my bottom lip. I rarely wear any makeup at all, minus a little bit of lip gloss. I was lucky to have clear skin, and as often as I blush, you would think I had something on my cheeks anyway. Oddly, I sort of wanted to try some eyeliner now, even a little mascara. I stared at Fairuza and studied her eyes. It was cool, but I had no idea if I could pull it off. 

			What am I thinking? I lowered my hand into my lap. Just because he likes it doesn’t mean I have to try it. I really, really, really need to stop. 

			“I didn’t know her name.” He added. 

			“You’d think you would since you think she’s cute.”

			He cleared his throat and adjusted on the couch. I know I was combative. 

			I leaned back while pulling my legs up to the side. The blanket came along with me. I tucked it under my feet. I decided to focus on this hidden aggression instead of my feelings for him or how good he smells. And why? Why does he have to smell so good? He could lay off the cologne just a bit, don’t you think? We do live by the ocean, surrounded by pine trees. Everything smells fresh here, every single day. Slapping on some cologne that smells like cedarwood seemed like a wasted effort. He could just blend in, but no! Of course, not! 

			I refused to look at him. If I did, then I’d just check out his hair and how cute it looks when it falls into his eyes. 

			He needs a haircut.

			I rubbed my thigh through the blanket. Then scratched it until it almost hurt. “What’s with everyone liking the bad witch? What about the star of the movie? The nice girl? She’s cute, isn’t she? And she’s the hero of the story.”

			He didn’t say anything, so I looked over at him. Bad choice. His hair did look cute, and his lips appeared as soft as ever. I slapped my thigh, and he blinked. “Asher.”

			He shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know. Villains are cool, I guess, especially girls.”

			I held my hand up in protest. “She tries to kill everyone. What is so attractive about that?”

			He laughed. “I know she does, but it doesn’t change the fact that she’s hot.”

			I mumbled, and he adjusted on the couch. 

			“You act like you’re jealous or something.” He added. 

			Oh, those words infuriated me. I was, but he had no right to point it out. None!

			I let out a short burst of laughter. “No! No, it isn’t like that, it’s just, well, Midnight thinks she’s cute, too. Everyone seems to be all about the bad girls. So, I guess anyone with good intentions is lame or something.”

			I knew that the conversation that we were having was so one-sided. Everything I said had another meaning, and the more he shrugged it off and didn’t catch on, the more it angered me.  

			He sat up a little bit. “Our Midnight?”

			I snorted. Oh, now I have his attention. 

			“What other Midnight is there?” I glanced over at him. God! Still so cute. I hate this. I hate it. 

			He stared at the door. 

			“What?” I asked. 

			He looked back at me. “No, I just—well, I didn’t take her for someone who was, I don’t know, like that.”

			“Do you have a problem with it?” I asked. 

			He shook his head. “God, no! Why would I? I just didn’t know is all, and I’d like to think that I know everything about my family.” 

			The word settled between us.

			Family. Oh, my God. We are family and had been forever. 

			What am I doing? Here he is being calm and trying to have a conversation with me, and I should be grateful. I should take this as a sign that we can survive what I started and just bury that awkward thing as deep in the ground as humanly possible.   

			Then he had to ruin it. “So—about this guy.” He spoke calmly, but it still ticked me off. I didn’t want to talk to him about Thorn. Couldn’t I just have him to myself without everyone judging him, or telling me that I shouldn’t be around him? Asher gets to kiss Tailor and talk about how hot this girl in the movie is. Midnight gets to date people and never seems to have any trouble at all, and then there’s me. I’m either crushing on Asher or thinking about a boy who my aunt clearly disapproves of because of his family. Which isn’t fair, by the way. 

			So, I returned the favor. “You sound like you’re jealous or something.” 

			I turned back to face the television. 

			There. Touché. 

			He reached out and touched my arm. My eyes lowered to his hand and then I looked up to see that he was staring at me. His eyes glowed from the soft light in the room, and his lips appeared slightly swollen. I shouldn’t be looking at his mouth at all, but here I was staring at it again. The thought of kissing him crossed my mind, and it angered me. I had no idea why these feelings kept trying to overtake me, but it has to stop. 

			It just has to before it’s too late. 

			I love Asher. He’s family. I don’t want to lose him. I couldn’t imagine my life without him, and I was dangerously close to making it impossible for us to be alone together. But his mouth and his eyes…and the way he smells is just so… 

			“I didn’t mean to sound like a jerk, Echo. I know that I did. I just care about you, and maybe this guy is okay. Who knows. You can’t always believe everything you hear.”

			Those words should soothe me, but they didn’t. I’ll admit that I wanted a spark of jealousy, a spark of anything from him. I wanted him to react to this as I had to Tailor, or even to this girl in the movie who doesn’t even know who he is and never will. 

			Silly, I know.

			“But I thought Tailor told you…” 

			He moved back and stared at the screen again while interrupting me. “I don’t care what she has to say.” 

			My heart skipped a beat. “Oh?” I asked. 

			He glanced over at me. “We aren’t talking anymore.”

			I shook my head. “Oh, God, Ash. I’m sorry. I know it’s my fault.” 

			He took a breath and released it. “It could have been worse.” 

			I rubbed my neck. “I would have never…” 

			He took my hand, and my stomach tightened.

			This teenage thing sucks so hard. I wish boys could just be boys again. And that Asher could be Asher. My Asher. The one who should feel more like a brother and less like…well, whatever this is. 

			My eyes lowered to our hands. His fingers wound into mine. His skin felt warm and inviting. My toes curled under the blanket. I was so grateful that he couldn’t see how he affected me. My heightened emotions nearly drowned out his words.

			“Listen, she wasn’t my type at all. I knew it going in, so who knows, you probably did me a favor. I mean, it’s not like I really live here anymore, so it wasn’t serious at all. She won’t even miss me.” 

			I swallowed hard. “Well, I miss you.” The words came out before I had a chance to mask the emotion behind them. I could see that he felt it just as much as I did when I said it. “I mean, I’ll miss you. I always do.”

			“You do?” he asked. 

			“Of course I do.” My heart leaped into my throat.  

			He acted like he was right on the verge of saying something. Something I may want to hear. I adjusted on the couch, and so did he. The moment lingered between us. His grip tightened on my hand. None of this was going in the direction that I should hope for, but I had no strength to stop it. I think if he had leaned in I would have gladly closed my eyes and allowed him to kiss me. One taste of his lips and I would be lost. I knew it. It terrified me.  

			I pressed my thumb against my bottom lip. His eyes lowered to my mouth, and we sat there in a strange silence until Midnight came bouncing back in with a bag of potato chips in her hand. She swung it around. “The great cookie crisis has been handled.” We both flinched and moved away from each other in an instant. She skidded to a stop when she saw us. He tucked his hands, and I drew my legs further into my side.  

			I couldn’t deny that there was tension between us. I hated it as much as I loved it. There was just something about Asher that held me in place no matter how hard I tried to break free. 

			It wasn’t because I grew up with him. 

			It was just him.

			And it made my stomach twist in knots and my palms sweaty.  

			“I heard that!” Aunt Luna shouted and Midnight grimaced. Luna leaned in the doorway and pointed a finger. I noticed she had painted them red. It was out of character for her to use such a bright color. Then I noticed her dress. It was black. 

			Black. 

			She was usually all about pink. 

			“Asher, come with me to the festival and help me unload the car.”

			Midnight laughed, and Luna glanced at her. “You, too.” 

			The sinister grin grew on his face, and it worried me. 

			He chimed in. “Aren’t you worried about the beavers?” I rolled my eyes. Was he seriously going to go there? 

			“The what?” Luna asked in confusion. 

			Well, of course, he was, and I guess I should be glad because Midnight was busy staring at the two of us. 

			Midnight tilted her head. “What about beavers?” she asked as her perfectly shaped eyebrow shot up. 

			He waved a hand. “From what I hear, Port Royal has an exploding beaver population.”

			I stared down into my lap and held back the laughter. I still couldn’t believe that I had claimed something so ridiculous only to disrupt his date with Tailor. 

			She shuddered. “Eww, you mean those furry little rodents with yellow fangs?” She shook her shoulders in disgust.  

			Asher sighed while pushing himself up from the couch. Midnight was so like me in some ways, and then in others, we seemed to be worlds apart. 

			“Yes, that’s exactly what I’m talking about.” He wiggled his fingers in her direction, trying to freak her out.

			Aunt Luna had cocked her hip and was now cross-armed and annoyed. I looked at her shoes. She was wearing heels. I pointed at them. “You may want to do a boot out there with the snow and all,” I said with a reassuring nod. 

			She looked down at her feet and waved a hand. “I can handle myself.”

			I huffed. “Thanks, and since when did you start wearing heels like that?” 

			The look on her face told me I shouldn’t have asked. “Do I need to check with you now when picking out what clothes I want to wear?”

			Her words seemed harsh, but I guess I asked for it. 

			I looked down. “No, you don’t.” 

			“Well, thank you. Besides, it’s good to switch it up from time to time, right?” 

			I couldn’t argue. I guess it was a good thing. Plus, she looked good in black.   

			Midnight moved toward the window. She was still pondering what Asher had said. She touched the glass and shivered. “What’s the deal with those things?”

			I leaned forward and placed my chin in my hands. I couldn’t watch her suffer although Asher was clearly enjoying himself. “He’s joking.” I said. 

			She turned back to face him with a quick hand to her hip. “Not funny, Ash.”

			Aunt Luna spoke up, and the laughter stopped. “It isn’t beavers; it’s wolves.”

			“What?” I asked as we all looked at her. 

			“Yes. Wolves. There have been two attacks on hikers in The Pine so far this season.” She held up her hand and gave us the peace sign. 

			“I haven’t heard anything about that.” I said while adjusting on the couch. Suddenly things weren’t so funny. 

			She stared out the window. “They weren’t from here, and it was only in the paper.” She eyed me. “I know you don’t read it.” She was right; I didn’t read the Port Royal Review. I guess I should start. It’s usually jam-packed with crossword puzzles, things for sale, and announcements on who’s getting married or who died. Which means it’s about five pages long. 

			I rubbed the sides of my arms. 

			“Well, it just came out this morning. I read it while drinking my coffee.” 

			 She scanned the room. My mood began to plummet. The beavers had been a silly distraction, but this, this wasn’t funny. 

			“How do they know it’s wolves?” I asked. Midnight looked like she may get sick and Asher had turned the movie down and dropped the remote on the coffee table. He was just as interested as I was. Port Royal isn’t a place where things happen. In fact, I would dub it the place where nothing happens on a regular basis. 

			She cocked her head and met my stare. “The markings on the bones.”

			“Oh, my God. Well, that’s it. I’m staying home.” Midnight spoke as if she was in charge.

			Asher quickly followed. “Me, too and you should stay home, Mom.” 

			She laughed with the wave of her hand. “Don’t be silly.”

			He leaned up. “I’m not. Wolves are no joke.”

			Luna reached up and fingered at the base of her neck until her skin started to turn red. At least I know where that habit came from. “I’m going.” She said. 

			“Well, I’m not.” He spoke without hesitation. Midnight nodded. “I agree!”

			 Bad move. 

			“Shame on both of you! You’d allow me to go alone?” Luna raised a hand. 

			“Let’s go.” She added with authority. “Get your coats on.” 

			Midnight’s shoulders slumped. “I can’t believe they’re even having it with wild animals mauling people!”

			“Midnight, they stay in the woods; they’ve never ventured into town, not once, the entire time we’ve lived here. Those hikers may have become lost.”

			My sister narrowed her eyes. “Wait, you said they found bones.” 

			Luna winked at me. I think she may have been embellishing the story. 

			“Okay, fine. No bones have been found, but the assumption is wolves.”

			Midnight shook her head. “I think we should stay right here because I don’t want to be eaten.”

			Luna laughed. “Midnight, I doubt very seriously, that wolves would be able to stomach you.”

			My sister’s eyes widened, and I covered my mouth. Asher chuckled under his breath. 

			My sister cocked her hip. “Oh, thanks!” 

			Luna stepped up to her while she was still laughing. “I was only teasing, now come along.” She looked over at Asher who was trying to stay as far away from the conversation as he possibly could. Maybe he hoped that she would forget about him. 

			No such luck. 

			“Maybe they like cookies and pie,” Midnight added with a whine. 

			Both Ash and I laughed, Luna didn’t, so we quickly stopped. 

			Aunt Luna gave her a stern look, and I could see the disappointment sag through her. “Fine, but can I change really quick?” she asked. 

			Aunt Luna grinned and gave her a nod. “Yes, but don’t dilly dally.” 

			“Fine.” Midnight turned to me and sighed. “I leave everything to you if they get us.”

			“Midnight!” Aunt Luna shouted.

			My sister’s hands flew up. “I’m going.”

			I watched her leave the room and Asher followed. He glanced back at me, and I tried to swallow that feeling. It still lingered like a ghost. His hair fell into his eyes, and he had to reach up and brush it aside. For a moment we said nothing. It was so calm and peaceful. I wanted it to stay this way. If only I could freeze time and eliminate the humiliation that burned deep inside. 

			Would he ever look at me like he did before I stepped over the line and tried to kiss him? Had I ruined what we had for good? 

			I could only hope that time would heal these things and that this desire that I felt would fade. 

			It had to, or I would lose him forever. 
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			I sat alone in the house and tried to focus on the movie, but it was useless. I love living here, but it could be creepy when you’re alone. Winter brought out the creaking and moaning of the old wood. I heard a sound to my left, then to my right. I adjusted on the couch. My imagination is playing tricks on me.

			I inhaled and released it. Suddenly the image of the boy in the cemetery popped up in my mind. His sea-blue eyes, his lips. 

			The way he looked at me. 

			His scent. 

			Sandalwood. 

			My favorite. 

			Another odd noise rang out in the house like it was settling on its foundation. I jumped and then had to laugh it off.  

			I’m ridiculous. This isn’t one of my books. I need to calm down. 

			I think what Aunt Luna had shared with us was festering in my mind. 

			Wolves. Missing hikers. Gnawed on bones. 

			It could be anything. 

			Those hikers could be long gone by now, hiding away on a secret retreat to avoid the world. Who knows? The Pine stretched for miles. You could get lost in it if you weren’t careful. We had always been told to stay out of it. There was no reason to explore. We had access to the ocean. It was the greatest adventure anyone could go on, and many had. Some never returned, like our parents. It had claimed them as it had so many before them. But that’s the price you pay for exploration. Not everyone comes home, and there isn’t always a happy ending. 

			I sighed and glanced over at the window. Something black rushed past it in a blur, or so I thought. I sat up straight as my heart pounded in my chest. Then I heard a loud thud against the outside of the house, then another one.

			Okay, was that real?

			I had been prescribed pain killers for my tooth. I only took two a day, but were they making me hallucinate? I had read about people who had become addicted to them over time. I decided right then and there that I wouldn’t be taking any more of them. I already have an active imagination. I don’t need anything stimulating it. 

			Another bang rang out and my heart jumped into my throat. I grabbed the pillow and hugged it like it could help shield me from whatever was trying to assault the house. I scanned the room for my phone, which I rarely use, but in this case, I desperately needed it. 

			That’s it, I’m calling Asher. He’s tall and relatively strong. Well, kinda. But I’m sure he could fight better than I can. I’m not big at all, and the best I could probably do is accidentally fall on top of someone and render them useless for a few seconds while they battled to get me off of them. But wolves? I couldn’t fight off a wolf. It would have me eaten in no time. I doubt very seriously that my clumsy nature would amuse it, allowing me to get away. 

			Okay, I need to stop. I’m sure it was my mind playing tricks on me. I didn’t see any…

			Something rushed past the window in a blur, and I stood up, dropping the pillow on the couch. The girl on the TV let out a blood-curdling scream. Her theatrics weren’t helping. I reached for the controller, ready to shut it off but another loud bang made me tuck my arms into my sides with a gasp. 

			I backed out of the room while keeping my eyes on the window. When I reached the doorway, I hit the ground running and ran into the kitchen. I skidded to a stop on my thick socks and had to regain my balance. I quickly scanned the room for anything I could use to defend myself. 

			I spotted the dolls. She must have a hundred of them jammed into cabinets along the walls now. My aunt’s collection is just getting out of hand. One doll is enough, if that. Their eyes followed me as I swayed from side to side. I grimaced. If any of them move, I’ll burn the house down.

			Well, maybe not the whole house, but definitely the kitchen!  

			I heard another loud thud and a yelp escaped me. I slapped my hand over my mouth. I narrowed my eyes and gawked at one of the cabinets. Was a doll missing? I approached it with caution, lowering my hand as I leaned in to inspect the shelf. There were three dolls, but it looked like there was a spot for a fourth. I don’t know why it intrigued me so much, but it did. 

			A chill rushed through the house, and I rubbed my arms. It wasn’t strange for it to happen. It’s an old home, but it didn’t help with the situation at hand. 

			Chills, unexplained sounds, and creepy gothic dolls can be a dangerous cocktail.

			I took a slow breath and let it out. I’m sure it was just a dog, or maybe a hawk that had gone by the window. 

			Everything can be explained. 

			Everything. 

			That was Midnight’s motto in life, and I need to adopt it. 

			I leaned in closer and stared at the doll. It was good that I had something to focus on. 

			The one in the center was wearing a purple dress with black roses woven into the fabric. The skirt stood up like a ballerina, with purple tulle. She had on purple fishnet thigh highs and black shoes. My eyes lingered on her. The doll also had on fingerless fishnet gloves that were pulled up past her elbows.

			Cute dress. I wish I owned it, or the shoes. 

			Her hair lay in tightly wound blue curls that was parted down the middle and cradled her pale face. She had a button nose and pouty lips. The doll to her left had the same hair, only hers was blonde, and she had on a black dress similar to the first doll with black hose on that ended above the knee in what appeared to be topped with cat eyes and large ears. She also had on thick black heels buckled up the front, and black lace gloves that went up to her elbow. Her eyes were open. Large and blue. Her makeup appeared smeared as if she had been crying. The last doll was a little smaller with ink-black hair balled up on the sides of her head with large red bows. She had a black and white striped shirt on. The sleeves ended at her wrists. Her skirt landed at the knee, more fifties style than anything, and sat high on her waist. It had two white buttons that lay against her stomach. She also had heels on. Her skin was pale, but her large eyes were closed. I leaned in closer to the glass and studied her face. She had full red lips, and a red circle painted on each cheek to simulate blush. I heard another bang, and the dolls eyes opened up. I jumped back. It nearly gave me a heart attack.

			Nope!

			Okay, whatever it was is still out there and I may have to gather these dolls up and toss them in the fireplace. But for now, one mission at a time. 

			I spotted the block of knives on the counter and ran over to it. I pulled one out, and it was tiny. I grimaced while shoving it back into the slit in the block of wood. Then I heard another bang and another. I yelped and pulled out my second choice. It was long and cut to a fine point. I held it up not so unlike Norman Bates did in Psycho. I eyed the dolls in the case and gripped the knife firmly in my hand. I lifted it and pointed it in the dolls direction. 

			“Don’t make me come over there because I will,” I whispered. The dolls didn’t move. Lucky for them. I nodded like it mattered. I heard what sounded like growling. It was coming from outside the house. 

			This was a nightmare. 

			Creepy dolls to my left, growling to my right, and here I was stuck in the middle with a knife. But it can’t be that hard, right? Just stab and hope for the best.  

			I turned with the weapon in my hand and slowly made my way out of the kitchen and into the entryway. I looked over at the staircase and shivered. If anything was in the house, it might come crawling down the stairs like that possessed girl in that horror movie my sister made me watch with the priest and bouncing bed. 

			I closed my eyes and began to chant to myself. 

			“The power of Christ compels you.” I would laugh, but if I was ever going to believe in anything, then this was probably the time to embrace it. 

			My eyes shot open again when I heard a loud bang on the porch.

			Whatever it was had found the front door and was about to come crashing in. The knife shook in my hand.  

			“Stab first, ask questions later,” I muttered to myself. 

			I tried to swallow the fear as I took one step then another, hoping I wouldn’t find the loud board that always gave us away when we were trying to sneak outside. My foot hit it, and I froze as it creaked beneath me. I lifted my foot and tried to balance. It wasn’t the best plan. Especially since I had a large knife hovering dangerously close to my face. If I fell now, I would surely stab myself and do whatever was outside, a huge favor.

			But maybe not. Maybe it was looking for a meal. 

			I should stay inside but what if someone comes home and it’s waiting to attack them?

			No, I have to do this.  

			I slowly lowered my foot and then it sounded like something fell against the side of the house. I heard a groan. Someone is outside and possibly being eaten right now!  

			I ran to the door and jerked it open while lifting the knife above my head. I swung it downward as I yelled like a banshee. Everything was a blur. I swung it around wildly, hoping to make contact with anything or at least scare it off. 

			Something rammed into me from behind, and I fell off the side of the porch and hit the hard snow. I had lost the knife in the fall. I wanted to find it, but then I froze when I heard growling. I slowly turned over onto my stomach, hoping that whatever was hunting me wouldn’t hear me breathing. Then I spotted something strange under the porch—a small black bottle with a white label on it. I narrowed my eyes, trying to read the inscription, but was interrupted when a hard tug had me on my feet in an instant. An arm wrapped around me and pulled me in. I struggled, but it was no use. 

			This was it. 

			I’m a goner for sure. 

			I started to think about all the things I should have said. 

			You know, the normal list of crap that probably goes through someone’s mind as they face death.  

			I felt lips graze along the top of my ear. A male spoke to me in a hushed whisper. “Please, calm down.” I sucked in my breath and could smell it. 

			Sandalwood.

			I spoke with false confidence. “I—I know karate.”

			Really? I know karate? 

			I don’t, but my abductor didn’t need to know that. 

			He took it about as seriously as he should. The laughter was short lived when I began to scream. He covered my mouth and pulled me in closer. I could feel his chest against my back, but something was missing. 

			That hum of a heartbeat. 

			The chill rushed through my shoulder blades.

			But it couldn’t be true. 

			“I can’t feel your heart,” I whispered. 

			He let me go, and I spun around to see the boy from the cemetery. 

			Thorn Vega. 

			The look on his face was one of confusion. 

			He shifted his stance. “I’m wearing a really thick coat.” He whispered and I could see his teeth. Straight and white, standing out against his full crimson lips. His skin glowed pale in the dim light. I couldn’t help but stare. He was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen as he stood there against a backdrop of white. The snow was still falling. Large flakes lingered between us. I watched one land on his cheek, and it just sat there without melting. My heart fluttered in my chest.

			I collected myself, and my eyes shifted. I spotted the knife in the snow. I lunged at it, and so did he. He reached it first, and I stayed on my knees as he held it in his hand. He lifted it up, and I swallowed hard. The blade slid between us, momentarily masking his sea-blue eyes. I could see my reflection in the steel. I blinked, and he threw the knife right by my ear. Something groaned behind me. I tried to turn, but Thorn grabbed my chin. His face hovered just above mine along with those kissable lips.

			“Don’t look.” He said.

			I complied, even though I really wanted to see what he had done. 

			I heard claws scrape against the wood and whimpering. 

			Thorn stiffened. “Fi plecat bestie fault.” He hissed with a look of hatred in his eyes.

			I could hear shuffling and then silence. He suddenly relaxed. His eyes locked back on mine. 

			His scent engulfed me. Sandalwood with a hint of something else…

			“Myrrh,” I said before I could filter myself.  

			The edge of his lip curled.

			“What?” he asked.

			I tripped over my words. “Y—you smell l—like myrrh. It comes from small thorny trees called Commiphora. They harvest it by wounding the tree. It essentially bleeds out the resin, and they use it for incense.”

			A smile tugged at his lips. “I know what it is.” 

			“Of course you do, I mean, you have too, since you smell like it, and sandalwood.”

			“So that’s what you like?” he asked me.

			I nodded. There was no reason to hide it.   

			I tucked my hair behind my ear. He licked his bottom lip, then released it. 

			“Are you not going to ask me what was behind you?” 

			I cleared my throat. “I’m assuming it was mean and now it’s dead.” 

			His eyes brightened with amusement. “No, I only wounded it.” 

			I glanced behind me and could see blood in the snow, leading away from the house. The snow continued to fall and slowly masked the blood. Soon it would be gone as if it never even happened which is probably best. The last thing I needed was for Aunt Luna to come home and see a blood trail leading away from the house. 

			I turned back, and he grabbed my shoulders and helped me up to my feet. I couldn’t move away from him. It was like I was caught in his gravity. But he did me a favor and stepped back, releasing me. 

			I cleared my throat. “Okay, I’ll bite.” 

			He tilted his head. “Oh, will you?” 

			His flirtatious nature forced me to fidget with my hands. He noticed and took one step toward me. I stood my ground as my hazel eyes lifted and took in the full length of him. 

			“I—well.” I grinned while rubbing the side of my neck. “Okay, what was it?”

			“A wolf.” He said. 

			My eyes widened. “A wolf?” I repeated. 

			He offered a nod. “I’d been tracking it for two days now.” He thumbed behind him. “Through The Pine.” 

			“So, you hunt dangerous things?” I asked, innocently enough. 

			His hesitation and the way he stared at me forced my pulse to quicken. 

			“Mostly.” He replied, jarring me. Every word he said felt as if it had more meaning behind it. My feet began to burn as the snow penetrated my socks. I didn’t care.   

			His teeth grazed his lip as he scanned the porch behind me. The stench of iron lingered in the air. The muscles in his jaw flexed and then relaxed.

			I shifted my weight from one foot to the other. “Mostly?” I asked.  

			He decided to look at me again. His sea-blue eyes were otherworldly. I wondered if he wore contacts. He must. No one’s eyes were that beautiful. “Dangerous things intrigue me.” He spoke with a grin. 

			Me, too, but I wasn’t going to admit it. 

			The cold weather helped hide the heat that crept up my neck and into my face. I have no idea why he made me feel so vulnerable, but he did. I can’t say that I hate it, which should frighten me more than anything. I must have appeared uncomfortable to him as I shifted my stance in the snow and rubbed the sides of my arms.  

			He cleared his throat and offered some rational information. “I’m a hunter, like my Father. He taught me how to do it, but I don’t hunt for sport. I hunt to protect.”

			“Protect what?” I asked.

			He looked me over. “Well, you, today.”

			I was speechless. Protect me? I had never been saved by anyone. It was an odd feeling that carried a weight that I wasn’t sure how to shed or repay. 

			“Why did you start tracking it, to begin with?”

			His gaze unlocked from mine and he scanned the side of the house. He had effectively been carrying on a conversation with me while he was making sure the wolf was gone. Or so it seemed. The fact that he was, made me feel safe even though his presence carried a sense of danger. 

			“We have Stallions, and we’ve lost two. I didn’t know what was attacking them at first, but then I picked up on its trail, and the rest led me to you.”

			I wasn’t unhappy that it had led him to me, regardless of how scared I felt while it was happening. In fact, the thrill lingered. It could become an addiction, which unsettled me. 

			“You’re the girl from the cemetery.” He said.

			“Yes, the one who fell off the steps. I do that a lot. Fall, I mean. Not that you need to know that, but anyway…” I began to ramble; it wasn’t a good sign. 

			My teeth chattered, and my body trembled. Then my inability to appear cool kicked into high gear. “Horses are nice.” It felt just as stupid coming out as it sounded. 

			He shifted his stance and shoved his hands into his pockets. 

			“I should get going.” He started to turn. I didn’t blame him. But something churned inside of me. It forced me to do something I would never do. 

			I stepped forward. “Would you like to come in?” 

			I was just as shocked as he was when he looked back at me. His eyes lit over the front door.

			“In there?” he asked. I found his question oddly intriguing. 

			I laughed. “Well, yeah. It’s the only house I have.” 

			He shook his head and his brow furrowed. I took another step toward him. “Honestly, it’s okay, besides, I can make some coffee. You like coffee, don’t you? If not I’m sure I have other stuff. I mean, please let me give you something as a thank you for saving me.” 

			His eyes narrowed. “I didn’t save you.” 

			I glanced behind me and then back to him. “Well, you flung a knife at a wolf and ran it off. I call that saving me.” He didn’t say anything. “Before I freeze to death?” I added in jest. 

			His shoulders relaxed and so did mine.

			“Honestly, I should be—”

			I cut him off. “Please?” I asked. 

			He stared at the house then back at me. 

			“Okay.” He said.

			My heart skipped a beat. 

			Now, what do I do?
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			I stood in the doorway and waited with baited breath. 

			“Are you inviting me inside?” he asked as the tips of his black boots sat right on the line between the porch and the entryway. I guess to most people it may have seemed odd, but not to me. I had read enough books about boys very similar to Thorn, who, for whatever reason, couldn’t do anything easy. 

			“Well, yeah.” I replied. 

			I tried to fight getting lost in his eyes, but it was futile. 

			“Say it.” He whispered. The wind picked up, and the chill rushed past him, moving his hair around. He didn’t seem to be bothered by it as much as I was. I rubbed my shoulders, but he stood fast.

			He really wanted to hear me say the words. He shifted his stance like an animal would when it was uneasy. Excitement surged through me. This entire situation felt dangerous but good at the same time. I know Midnight would be proud of me, but Aunt Luna would be flipping out.

			I should say no. But should and will are as far away from each other as they could be, now. 

			“I want you to come inside,” I said without regret. The last thing I wanted to do is make him feel uncomfortable. 

			Thorn took one step and paused, then another. I reached for the door and moved aside so I could close it. Thorn seemed so gentle in nature, from his stare to his voice, but behind that lurked a hunter—or killer. But then again, the most dangerous things are usually the best at camouflaging their true intent. I wasn’t sure what his was. All I knew is that I didn’t want him to leave. It became my single focus. Almost desperate in nature. 

			I grabbed a strand of my hair and twisted it. His gaze moved from my hand to the side of my neck. I could feel my heart speed up. I’m sure the vein in my neck was giving it away. I couldn’t possibly be that interesting, but he sure had a way of making me feel like I was the only thing in the world. 

			I let my curl drop and pointed at the door. 

			“Did you speak in Romanian out there?” I asked. 

			He tilted his head. “I’m impressed that you know the language.”

			I grinned and crossed my feet.  “It sounds so, well—” I paused. 

			“So, what?” he asked, with narrowing eyes. 

			I felt powerless to hide it from him. “Romantic.” I blurted out. I probably should have kept it to myself, but there was something about him that made me want to tell him everything. Every little secret, every fear, every desire. It terrified me. The smell of Sandalwood strengthened in the room. It didn’t help the situation. 

			He paused. Maybe he noticed how naked I felt. Who knows. He let my admission slide. “When I get excited I usually speak in my native language. I think it probably happens to most people. It was an adrenaline rush.” 

			I nodded. “No, I think it’s cool, and you’re right.” He seemed so eloquent while I was struggling to string a sentence together. This isn’t me; this is me flustered by him and nothing more. 

			“So, you know Romanian?” He asked.

			I half laughed. “Oh, me? No, not really. I just like different languages. I like to Google things.”

			Oh my God, Echo! Tell him you read books. You don’t sit online Googling things. I could die.  

			He took a step toward me with a snarky grin tugging at the corner of his mouth. 

			“Google, huh?” he asked. 

			I didn’t want to talk about it. 

			“So, what did it mean?” I asked. 

			He stopped moving. “Um, I told him to leave.”

			“Him?” I asked. His phrasing seemed odd. 

			He quickly corrected himself. “I meant to say it, not him.” 

			“No cursing?” My eyebrow cocked. 

			He rubbed the side of his neck. “No.” he chuckled. “I guess my exact words were…be gone you foul beast. Which is a bit archaic now that I think about it.” He looked around the room.

			“I think you could say anything and it would sound great.” 

			I slid my thumb against my bottom lip. His eyes moved along with my finger. I think I had effectively flirted with him, but I wasn’t sure. It may have seemed better in my mind than it was in person. 

			“Anything, huh?” he added with a glint in his eye. 

			I couldn’t hear any traces of an accent in his voice at all. 

			He winked at me. “Imi plac ciorapii.” 

			I blushed. 

			He had a very strong jawline, high cheekbones, and a chiseled chin. His nose was straight and strong, but just the right size for his face. His eyes were large, nestled in thick lashes and his dirty blonde hair lay tossed around on top of his head. It made him even cuter. In fact, I don’t think I’d ever seen a boy as pretty as he is. I kept looking for flaws, and I couldn’t find any, but there had to be something. But no. Everything about him was beautiful. It mesmerized me.

			Two more seconds and I may be in trouble. 

			I crossed my feet and toyed with my hair. “Should I be worried about what you said?”

			“Probably not.”

			I nervously cleared my throat. “Are you sure?”

			He grinned and stared down at my feet. “I said that I like your socks.” 

			I could have died. My chin lowered, and he mirrored my reaction by leaning down. “I was only joking, but not about the socks. They’re cute.” His eyes searched mine.  

			My body hummed. “See? It proves my point. You can say just about anything, and it sounds good.”

			I took a breath. I could appreciate his humor. He glanced over at the door. I hope he isn’t bored.   

			“Why don’t you go sit down, and I’ll get us some coffee, okay?” I asked. 

			He didn’t move. I laughed. “Oh! This way, I’m sorry. Like you know your way around here.”

			“It feels…” he paused.

			“What?” I asked. 

			“Familiar.” He said as his chin tilted upward. Thorn studied the chandelier that rested high above us. “This house is as old as ours.” He added. “It must be one of the first that was built in Port Royal, right?”  His sea-blue eyes sparkled under the light. I tilted my head.

			“Uh huh,” I said, but it didn’t register. I was too busy staring at him. He’s so pretty, which may be an odd word when referring to a boy, but he is. 

			I walked backward until he noticed I was staring at him again. I nearly fell, and he reached in without much effort at all and grabbed my wrist. One tug forward and I was upright. 

			I laughed. “Listen, I’m not graceful at all. I tried to warn you.”

			“Well, it would be unfair to have it and beauty.” 

			I sucked the edge of my bottom lip inside my mouth and grazed it with my teeth. 

			Did he just call me beautiful? He must be joking. But by the look on his face, I don’t think that he was. I backed away from him until I felt the wall against my shoulders. He stepped up, way too close to me. I’d never known a boy like him, or anyone like him, for that matter, and yet he felt so familiar as I gazed into his eyes.  

			He leaned in. “You smell like strawberries.” 

			I picked up a strand of my hair and sniffed it before I thought about how odd it may seem. I let it go and smiled. “It’s just my conditioner.”

			“Well, I like it, Echo.” I watched his mouth move. Bad idea. It made me so nervous. I slid to the left and pointed toward the kitchen. “I’m just, I’m gonna—you know.” I swallowed hard. 

			He turned to look at me as I backed away from him. “Get some coffee?” he asked.  

			I thumbed behind me. “Yeah, that.”

			I waved at the living room. “Just make yourself at home. I have a movie on, but if you don’t like it we can always change it or whatever, you know, just, well. There’s a whole shelf of them in there, and I don’t know what you like.” I talked with my hands. “Movie-wise that is, but feel free to look and I’ll do whatever you want, I mean, we can watch whatever you want.” My hand hit my thigh, and I rubbed it. “I don’t really care what it is, as long as it’s not horror or action.” I waved my hand not so unlike Aunt Luna does. “You know what? Just pick what you like to, well, you know…” My words trailed off. I needed to go, like now. I had nothing more to offer that could possibly sound intelligent. 

			He had me completely unhinged. 

			I felt a sense of relief when I entered the kitchen. My cheeks felt hot. I placed my hands on them and sighed. Yep, I could feel the heat. Heck, my whole body was hot. He had my heart racing.  

			“Don’t know what you like movie wise?” I muttered with the roll of my eyes. Seriously, he must think I’m ridiculous. I babble like an idiot when I’m nervous. It’s just as bad as blushing. 

			“Hey.” I jumped when he spoke up behind me. I didn’t even hear him walk across the creaky floorboard. He must have been the first person in the history of this house to successfully avoid it. I stared at the floor, and he glanced behind him. 

			“What?” he asked. 

			I shook my head. “I didn’t hear you coming.”

			He grinned. “Maybe I’m a ninja.” 

			I laughed. “I, listen, I don’t really know karate.” I pointed toward the door. 

			“I know.” He replied.

			I tongued at the corner of my mouth, and again he watched my every move. He seemed to enjoy making me squirm. Then he offered some relief. “I just wanted to thank you for inviting me in, but I should probably go.” 

			My voice went up a full octave. “Why?” I tried to reel it back in, but it was too late. I had already shown him that I cared. 

			“Well, I have this thing.”

			Thing. 

			 I assumed it was codeword for a date with some girl. Asher uses the same terminology. Can’t these boys just say what they mean? It’s so annoying.  

			My energy shifted. “Oh, I see. Yeah, no, it’s fine.” The words sounded bitter, and they shouldn’t have, but he was in control of this entire situation and if he wants to go be with some girl then so be it. I know I’m not exceptional, but I would love to at least feel that way just once in my life. 

			Instead, I get this. 

			Pity. 

			I had seen the same look on Asher’s face when I tried to kiss him. Thorn felt bad for me, and I wanted to scream. Of course, he didn’t want to be here. 

			I asked him in. Practically begging him. This was all me. Not him. He was out trying to hunt down the wolf that had killed two of his horses, and it wasn’t his fault that the animal led him to me.   

			His chin lowered as he tried to see my face. I gazed up at him. I couldn’t hide my feelings. I wish that I could. His grin faded into concern. 

			“What do you think I’m talking about?” he asked.  

			I shrugged my shoulder. My response was jagged. “I don’t care.”

			He paused. “No, you think I’m lying to you, don’t you?” 

			I took a short breath and released it. My tone matched my mood. Dull and lifeless. “Lying? Really, I don’t care what thing you have going on.” 

			 “Come with me.” He said, and I sucked in my breath.

			“What?” I was in shock. Here I thought that he was blowing me off for some date with a girl and the next thing I know he’s asking me out. 

			What it was is totally irrelevant. Him asking me was monumental. 

			My lips remained parted. I hadn’t said a word.    

			He leaned against the doorframe and let his eyes wander over me. He reached up and rubbed the side of his neck again. It was a cute habit. Probably much more endearing than me fidgeting with my hands. Perhaps it was his only nervous tick. 

			“So, you don’t want to come?” he asked. 

			I tried to fake a grin. “I just, could we maybe sit down and drink some coffee first?” 

			He nodded but didn’t appear happy at all. 

			“I can stay for a little while, but probably not for a whole movie or anything.” 

			“Totally fine with me,” I said, trying to salvage my earlier show of emotions. 

			He narrowed his eyes. “Are you sure your aunt is okay with you having me in here?”

			I nervously let out some laughter. “I—well, to be honest, I have no idea.”

			“Oh yeah?” 

			I let out a sigh and placed a hand on my hip. “This is my first time. I mean, the first time I’ve ever had one, or, I mean, a boy, like you, inside the house.” I messed with my hair.

			My rambling amused him, I could tell by the look on his face. 

			“Like me? So, the rest are not like me?” He was messing with me. I just knew it. 

			I laughed. “The rest? Trust me; there aren’t any.” 

			“Foolish.” He said with a grin. “Of them, I mean.” He added. I knew what he meant; it was another compliment. They were starting to pile on top of one another, and my temperature continued to rise. He seemed to enjoy it, but I have no idea how he could react to me so accurately. It was like he could see right through me, or maybe feel my mood as it changed. 

			Silly, I know. No one can do that. 

			But this boy. 

			There was something about him that drew me in like a moth to a flame. 

			I pointed behind me. “I’m gonna get us some coffee, or is that even what you want?” I asked.

			He looked me over, and I crossed my feet. “I’ll take whatever you want to give me.” 

			“Great!” My voice cracked.

			The way he made me feel was so intense, just like his stare. 

			That stare, those sea-blue eyes

			So beautiful. 

			So sad. 

			So in need of something. 

			Searching.

			Not so unlike myself.  

			He grinned and stepped away from the door, leaving me to spill the coffee grounds at least three times before my trembling hand could get the scoop over the filter.

			I called out to him. “Do you want anything in this?” 

			“Just make it sweet, like strawberries.” He called back to me. 

			I blushed. “Okay, yeah. Like strawberries.” I whispered with the shake of my head.  
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			The room was filled with the strong smell of sandalwood, and now there was a hint of vanilla. The way his cologne changed, you would think it was like a mood ring. It mingled with the scent of burning wood. 

			I held the cup against the palm of my hand until I hissed from the heat. The pain took a second to register because I was busy staring at the TV. All I could think about was how close he was sitting next to me. It was torturous.  

			 “So.” We both said at the same time. I set the cup down and wagged my hand. He noticed. 

			“Did you hurt yourself when you fell? It didn’t bite you, did it?” he sounded truly concerned and had even shifted his weight on the couch next to me to get a closer look. 

			I appreciated that. It made him even more endearing. But his close proximity wasn’t helping me calm down at all. My heartbeat sped up, and he bit his lip like he was reacting to me, again. 

			I tried to play off the nerves the best I could, but the harder I try the more awkward I feel. I didn’t regret asking him inside, but now that I had him here I was at a loss as to how to handle it, or him. 

			I stared at it for a second and rolled my eyes. “This? Oh no, this was just the same crap, different day.” 

			He cocked his head with a laugh. 

			I decided to explain. “I said I wasn’t graceful and I meant it. I’m totally accident prone. This was a burn from the oven, and this…” I lifted my pant leg and showed him a yellowing bruise. “Was from hitting the wood floor when I fell out of bed, and this.” I pointed at my mouth. “Was from an angry can of peas. Oh, and this.” I turned and pulled my shirt down over my shoulder. “This is from falling on my back in the front yard.” I glanced back at him. His fingers hovered just above my skin, and I swallowed hard. “It looks…painful.” He said. I could tell that he wanted to touch me, and I really wish that he would have, but I didn’t know how I would react. It frightened me, but in a good way.  

			Thorn clenched his fist.

			He didn’t seem to have a mark on him, anywhere. Not one scar or scratch. It made me wonder how good a hunter he must be. I’d have to guess that he was one of the best. But he was so young, or at least close to my age. 

			Oh, God. How old is he? I would just die if he was the same age as Asher, but that would be my luck. 

			“Did you say an angry can of peas? Do I even want to know what that means?” he asked. 

			I sighed while pulling my sweatshirt back over my shoulder. “Probably not, but the end result was a fake tooth.” 

			“Wow.” He exclaimed. 

			I adjusted on the couch and leaned back into the cushion. “I know, it’s impressive. I honestly don’t know how I’ve survived this long.” My hand rose and fell.

			He pressed his thumb in the center of his palm while his fingers flexed. “Well, I’m glad you did.” 

			Our eyes locked. He moved closer to me. Slow and methodical. Like he was nervous about doing it. I couldn’t move back. I was already against the large pillow and behind that was the arm of the couch. I began to tremble. I couldn’t help myself. He lifted his hand and gently placed his thumb on my bottom lip. He moved it, just a little bit, enough to force a small gasp to escape my lips. He leaned in, and I closed my eyes. 

			“It looks good.” He whispered. 

			I opened one eye then the other, and he was half grinning. 

			I could smack him, but I didn’t want him to know that I thought he was going to kiss me. 

			I wanted that. 

			I wanted him. 

			Badly.

			But I wasn’t going to let him know. 

			I had already dealt with the disastrous situation with Asher. I didn’t want to add to it by kissing a boy I didn’t know, in my house, which would be a huge problem if Aunt Luna came home and caught him here. 

			For some reason, he made all the fear just go away.

			Leaving only him and me.

			He shifted his weight, and I heard him moan. He placed his hand on his side. My eyes lowered. Maybe I had assumed that he wasn’t hurt. 

			“Are you okay?” I asked. 

			He grimaced but quickly tried to regain his composure. 

			“Let me see,” I spoke in a half whisper. 

			I nudged forward, and he seemed somewhat surprised but didn’t move. I tried to center my thoughts and forget about everything else in the world. Sound fell away, as did the movie, the room, all of it. I felt my pulse quicken. My fingertips tingled. My body hummed with an energy that begged to be expelled. 

			His lips looked so inviting. I gripped the edge of the couch and started to lean in, hoping he wouldn’t reject me. Even if he did, I could go on without regret. 

			The urge was just so overpowering.

			He opened his coat. Then he began to lift the bottom of his shirt. He had to move back as I moved closer. I nearly crawled on top of him with my fingers hovering above a blackened circle on his side. It looked painful. I was so tempted to touch it, to feel his bare skin against mine.

			His sea-blue eyes remained locked on me. Darkening as I moved in closer to inspect the bruise. 

			“Echo.” He whispered. But I ignored him. My fingers were so close now. Just one more inch and the connection would be made. His scent swirled all around me. I felt dizzy. I lost my balance and grabbed the lapels on his coat, and we fell from the side of the couch. I yelped. Thorn landed on top of me, and I moaned. The edge of his lip curled.

			I could feel his hard body pressing against me.

			“Hi.” He said as he looked deeply into my eyes. 

			“Echo…mom wanted me to...” 

			“Oh, God,” I whispered.

			He pulled me up with him. Asher was standing in the doorway to the living room. A chunk of my hair settled into my eyes. I had to move it out of the way in a hurry. It fell again and I pinned

			it behind my ear while trying to relax. I crossed my feet then uncrossed them.

			Nothing was working. I reached up and rubbed the side of my neck then squeezed it. 

			My heart leaped into my throat. 

			His expression was one of shock and dismay. It should be. He glared at Thorn who was now adjusting his shirt and buttoning up his coat. He shoved his hands back into his pockets. It couldn’t look any worse than it did right now. 

			I stood there in a panic and bumped the coffee table. The cups shook, but nothing spilled, The small ache in my knee was nothing compared to the situation at hand. My eyes widened as Asher came marching in. He stopped only three feet away from the two of us. He crossed his arms over his chest and tilted his head. I knew that look, and I also knew what was coming.  

			“What the f—” His eyebrow cocked. 

			I interrupted him. “Asher.” 

			Uh oh. He was upset. I understood why, but it wasn’t what he thought this was. 

			Thorn shifted his stance, leaving his hands tucked away in his coat pockets. 

			Then he spoke. “Maybe I should be going.”

			He walked past Asher, and their shoulders bumped. “I agree,” Asher said in passing.

			His eyes locked on me. “What’s going on?” Asher asked with a parental tone. I didn’t appreciate it. 

			Thorn paused at the door and looked back at me. “Oh, about that thing tonight. Is seven okay?” 

			I fidgeted with my hands as Asher looked back at me then at Thorn and back to me again. I thought he was going to freak out, but somehow, he held his tongue. 

			I gave him a nod. “Yeah, that’d be great but what should I wear?”

			Thorn grinned. “Whatever you want.”

			I smiled as he disappeared around the corner. 

			Asher narrowed his eyes. “Whatever you want.” He was mocking him. 

			He thumbed behind him. “Um, so what was that?” 

			I brushed my palms together. “That was Thorn Vega, and I have a date with him, tonight.”

			“Date?” his voice went up a full octave as I left him standing there in the room. 
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			He followed me into the kitchen. I tried to remain calm, but I could feel the tension coming off of him. 

			“Echo.” His tone made me turn around. It was so similar to Aunt Luna’s. Just another reminder as to why we shouldn’t, wouldn’t, and couldn’t be together. 

			Ever. 

			“Don’t walk away from me.” He added. 

			Bad choice of words. 

			I turned to face him. “Don’t talk to me like that,” I spoke as calmly as I could, but the anger was rising. 

			He took a breath and released it then reached up and messed with his hair. That was Asher’s nervous tick and as cute as it may be, it didn’t compare to Thorn’s hand to the side of his neck. My thoughts wandered, and I began to think about the clothes I had in my closet, but Ash brought me back down to earth. 

			“How’s your mouth?” he asked as nicely as he could. I know he’d rather be freaking out, but that never worked with me and he knew it. 

			Calm was the best course of action. 

			Calm and respectful.

			He didn’t want to know about my mouth, but I’d play along. 

			“I’m so glad you asked.” I reached up and touched the tooth. I lowered my hand and gave him a nod. “It’s still in there, so there’s that.”

			“So, I guess his tongue didn’t dislodge it.”

			I wanted to laugh, but I wasn’t going to take the bait. If I did then it would grow into a full-blown fight, and I didn’t want that, but I also didn’t feel like I owed him an explanation.  

			He crossed his arms and his foot tapped against the floor. He was wearing his industrial-style black boots. I stared at it, and he stopped fidgeting. 

			“Are there a ton of girls at the festival?” I asked. It was a jab at him, but I felt like he sort of deserved it for treating me like a child.  

			His stance shifted, and he straightened his shoulders. “You know what? Tons. They’re all cute, every single one of them. I had no idea that Port Royal was the cute girl capital of the world now. I guess it goes right along with that beaver problem, but wait, that was a lie, wasn’t it?” 

			His brows knitted and his eyes sparked. 

			I turned and leaned against the counter, bringing my coffee with me. 

			I nodded. “Oh yes. They all migrated here in one big herd along with the beavers.” 

			“I can see that because I was having a hard time focusing while I was there. Girls to the left, girls to the right. They were everywhere!”

			“Is that right?” I asked as he moved toward me. 

			“It is.” He said as he stepped up to face me. 

			I set my coffee down and glared at him. “You act like they were falling from the trees like spider monkeys.” 

			His chest was rising and falling. So was mine. 

			“Maybe they were!” he yelled. 

			“I bet!” I yelled right back. 

			He pointed at the doorway. “What was he doing here and why were you on the floor with him?”

			I shifted my weight from one foot to the other. “Asher, it isn’t any of your business, now is it?”

			“Echo, why was he in the house?” he spoke slow and enunciated every word. 

			I looked up at him and narrowed my eyes. “I invited him in!” 

			“You what?!” he yelled. 

			I lifted my hand. “Yes, I invited him in here, and you know what? Two more seconds and I would have been kissing him!” 

			I swallowed hard. I shouldn’t have said that. He didn’t deserve it, and it’s not how I am, but his attitude was infuriating.  

			He recoiled. Totally dramatic, but that’s how we are. “So, is this what you do now?”

			I crossed my arms. “What do you mean?” I heart beat pounded in my ears. 

			He lifted his hand and let it drop. “You just make out with everyone on the floor?”

			My sharp burst of laughter echoed in the room. “Oh, yeah, Sure, Ash. That’s exactly how I am. Ask around! Better yet, ask Tailor. I’m sure she knows everything. But wait, how would you know? I mean, you spent all your time attached to her face. But I guess that’s better than listening to her talk since she’s so smart.”

			He stepped closer to me. “I told you that I’m not seeing her.” 

			“Right.” I retorted. 

			“I’m not, Echo.”

			I rolled my eyes. “I don’t care what you…”

			He moved closer. I unfolded my arms. I could feel the counter at the base of my back. I pressed my other hand against his chest. 

			He was shaking. So was I. His eyes told a story, a different one than what I imagined. He was struggling to stop himself from doing something we both wanted. I could feel it in every fiber of my being. 

			We shouldn’t be this way, and yet I couldn’t control myself. 

			It was as if we had been here before.

			Right here, fighting this urge.

			His lips lingered near mine. I nodded, so did he.

			“I hate you,” I said. 

			“I hate you, too.” He replied. 

			He leaned in and I closed my eyes. 

			“Asher Tiberious Navarri.” 

			His full name sent a chill down my spine. The use of it was a horrible reminder that we had grown up together, in this house, like family. Or as close to being a family as we could. He moved away from me, and we both looked over to see Aunt Luna standing in the doorway to the kitchen. 

			“Oh, God, listen.” His voice trembled. 

			She lifted her hand. “No, you stay where you are.” 

			“Aunt—” Her hand went up again, and I shut my mouth. “Room, now.” She pointed at me and then upward. I wouldn’t dare defy her. The look in her eyes terrified me. I don’t think I had ever seen her this mad before. My heart raced in my chest, and I felt the blood drain from my face. 

			I gave her a nod and barely glanced up at Asher. I had no idea what had just happened between us. I tucked my stray hair behind my ear and rushed out of the kitchen. I nearly ran into Midnight, but I didn’t even stop to explain. She’d find out soon enough. 

			I was so mortified. The tears welled up in my eyes. 

			“Echo?” my sister called out behind me. I ran up the stairs while choking back the tears.
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			I sat in the window and watched as Asher shoved a suitcase in the trunk of his car. It had been two hours, which was enough time for the tears to dry and the numbness to set in. 

			I messed with the phone in my hand. 

			I wanted so badly to text him and tell him I was sorry. Sorry for everything, but what good would that do now? He had glanced up a couple of times, but his eyes were filled with regret. I understood exactly how he felt. We had stumbled across something that just couldn’t be. 

			But here we are now. 

			Caught between want and what had to be.

			My heart ached. I was mortified that Aunt Luna had walked in when she had. I didn’t know what all she had heard us say to one another, but it didn’t matter. He was pressed up against me leaning in. It was clearly an intimate moment between us. A shared desperation. It had been enough for her to put an end to this. I didn’t know if I was more sad than relieved. At least it was out of my hands now, and Asher would leave and take this terrible temptation with him. 

			But would it ever really fade? 

			Would I spend years trying to avoid him now so that I could bury these feelings that I fought to control for him? And even if I could, the haunting memory would remain. 

			The words were spoken through his trembling voice. The way his eyes were set ablaze with desire. The warmth of his body against mine. The way everything stopped. Nothing existed in the world. No sound, no fear, no pain. Just us. Asher and me. As hard as it is to understand, it felt right. Just as right as I guess it was wrong. I don’t know how to dissolve that into something viable that we could build on. My biggest fear is that what we had is gone and what we have now is hollow. 

			A ghost. 

			An echo of what could have been. 

			And who’s to blame? 

			I cleared my throat and ran my fingers across the screen. I had him right there. All I have to do is type in the words and create a bridge between us.

			Just do it, Echo. Reach out to him before it’s too late. Don’t let him leave like this. Fight. Fight for him. Fight for this. 

			Fight. Please. Don’t let him walk away like this. You need him in your life. You love him. You do. 

			I gasped, choking back the tears. I wanted to say something. Anything, but the seconds ticked by and I was frozen as if held by a spell. Something dark and evil. Holding me back. I grit my teeth, knowing it wasn’t that at all. It was me. I was making up excuses. Allowing this to end because I was too cowardly to face it. My fingers hovered over the letters. I sucked in my breath, and a light tap came to my door. I stood up and dropped my phone on the cushion when Aunt Luna stepped inside the room. She closed the door behind her then turned with a cup in her hand. I could smell the chamomile and vanilla before she took another step. It was a tea that she usually reserved for bedtime, to help her sleep, but obviously, she needed to calm her nerves after what Asher and I had put her through. 

			I wrung my hands, and she sighed. “Oh, honey.” She said. It wasn’t what I expected at all. I was just as much to blame for this as he was, if not more so. Asher didn’t start this, I did. He just acted on it after I pushed him. I can’t fault him for reacting the way that he did after seeing Thorn on top of me like that. It was innocent, but he didn’t know that. I should have been honest with him and told him that it was just my clumsy nature, which he would have believed, but I hid that away to torture him.  

			I took a slow breath and let it out. “Aunt Luna, I just want to say—” 

			She interrupted me with the shake of her head. “There’s no need, my love.”

			“But I—”

			She made her way toward me and refused to let me talk. “Asher told me everything.” 

			“Listen, I don’t know what he said but,” I glanced out the window. I really wanted him in here with us now so that I could see his face, hear his voice and watch his eyes. I know him. I do. 

			“Echo, honey, listen.” She took my hand and led me back to the window. She took a seat and pulled me down with her. I stared at him. He was standing by the car and Midnight was talking to him. Again, he looked up and then away without much of any thought at all. My sister looked up at the window, and I nearly blushed. What was he saying to her? What was she saying to him?

			It was killing me. 

			“He’s confused, upset. He had a serious relationship with a girl at school, and they broke up right before he came home. He’s emotional. It doesn’t excuse what he did, but at least he knows that it was wrong and it will never happen again. I told him that I thought it best that he leave, and perhaps Christmas should be a time for him to talk to this girl. I know that he wants to work things out. He loves her.”

			Loves her? No, he doesn’t. What girl is she talking about? 

			“A girlfriend?” I asked, trying to appear calm. He was lying. I just knew it. He was throwing himself under the bus to protect me. 

			She continued as her eyes lingered on him. “Yes. I guess they’ve been together all year and it was pretty serious, or it seemed that way to Asher. He’s always been very passionate about things. Creative. You know this. He’s not like most boys. I knew that from the moment I met him and we brought him into our home.” She paused. “This may be confusing, but I just want you to know that Asher’s feelings for you were nothing more than a reaction from what he just experienced with this girl. He doesn’t want to be with you, Echo.”

			I parted my lips. 

			He doesn’t want me. He doesn’t. I tried to swallow that, but it left a bitter taste in my mouth. So, what was I? A distraction? Or, what did she call it? A reaction? Why didn’t he tell me about this girl? He said nothing, nothing at all.   

			“Aunt Luna, I—well.” I stopped when I glanced down, and Ash was now looking at me. Midnight was running back through the gate, and then I saw it, the grin. It was quickly followed by a small wave. He walked around the side of the car and got in. I felt anger welling up inside of me. 

			He just waved at me. Waved. Like nothing happened. How could he do that? 

			She placed her hand on mine. 

			“I’m fine.” I said. It was a lie, but my pride wouldn’t allow me to scream. All the feelings I had for him, as misplaced as they were, started to sink into darkness. I wouldn’t allow them to resurface again. I couldn’t let that happen. 

			She leaned in and hugged me. I could hear her sigh. I know that I had made things better by accepting everything just as she had explained it to me. 

			He had a girlfriend. 

			A girlfriend. 

			His heart was broken, and here I come all starry-eyed and stupid and lure him into thinking he likes me because of how desperately I wanted him to be that for me. I wanted him to look at me like he looked at Tailor. 

			To hold my hand, whisper in my ear, kiss my lips. 

			And why? Because he was the most convenient option? Asher even asked me if there were any boys at school. He wanted me to like someone else.

			God! What a joke. I can’t believe I let this happen.

			I was reeling from the reality of the situation when a strange calm came over me. A beacon of light in the darkness. 

			One image materialized in my mind. 

			Sea-blue eyes. 

			The way Thorn looked at me. Like I was the only thing that mattered. 

			I could feel the butterflies in my stomach start to swirl. Hurt and rejection were slowly eaten away by euphoria and acceptance. 

			Thorn wanted me no matter what Asher said.  

			She rubbed my back and then scooted away from me. I could hear his car start up and he pulled away without a goodbye. I glanced out the window, and so did Luna. Then I turned to face her. I can’t cry. If I cry, then I’ll give too much away, or she may think that he damaged me when he didn’t. 

			I damaged myself. 

			Then my heartbeat slowed as if a veil had been lifted. The more time that passed, the better I felt. All of those confusing emotions started to fade away. Removing Asher relieved the pressure.    

			I blinked a couple of times. “I have something to ask you.” 

			Her eyebrow arched in curiosity. 

			“I’ve been asked out,” I said as my chin lowered. I kept my eyes on her and tried to study her expression. She didn’t say anything. 

			“Tonight,” I added. 

			She rubbed the top of my hand with the back of hers. It was something she used to do when I was little. It soothed me and gave me hope that she may say yes. 

			“With who?” she asked as her eyes lingered on our hands. 

			“The boy from the cemetery.” 

			She immediately locked eyes with me. “Thorn Vega?” she asked. 

			I nodded. “Yes.” 

			“When did he ask you out?” 

			I cleared my throat. “Earlier today.” 

			She narrowed her eyes. “Where?” 

			“Here.” I replied without hesitation. 

			“At the house?” she asked while adjusting on the cushion that flanked the large window. I mean, what was the use in hiding anything? We might as well get it all out in the open.  

			“Yep. Asher walked in after Thorn fell on top of me. That’s when Asher and I started fighting and you know the rest of what happened.”

			“What?” 

			I nodded to her. “You know it’s the truth. We were on the couch, and I grabbed him when I fell and wham, he was on top of me, and that’s when Asher walked into the living room.” 

			She sighed. Luna wasn’t going to fight it. She knew I wasn’t lying to her.  

			She turned my hand over and stared at the fading burn. She closed my fingers. 

			“Let’s talk about why he was here before we discuss him laying on top of you.” 

			I tongued at the back of my teeth and then jumped in with no intention of looking back.

			“A wolf,” I said. 

			 She cocked her head. 
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			Her spirits fell. “Oh, Echo. I love those knives.” She cupped the side of her cheek.

			I had just spent a very dramatic ten minutes explaining what happened earlier. I even stood up and acted some of it out for her. Swinging my arm around wildly as I had with the knife. Falling to the floor when I was shoved off the porch. Flinging the knife as Thorn did to run the beast off. I stopped after that. She sort of knew the rest. 

			I forced down a sick feeling. “I know, and I’m sorry, but you’ll need to replace the big long one.” I spread my hands. She studied the length between them. 

			Luna covered her mouth with the side of her hand and shook her head. “How?”

			“I’m sure we can find them online,” I spoke without much thought. 

			She laughed. “No. How do you survive such dangerous situations?” 

			I shrugged my shoulder. “I don’t know.” 

			She reached in to move my hair out of my eyes. “So, this boy saved your life?” 

			I nodded. 

			“A wolf?” She added in disbelief. 

			“Yes, a big one. It was right there on the porch, and if it hadn’t been for Thorn, I would probably be dead.” 

			She shuddered and then hugged me again. Luna held on tightly. I groaned, and she leaned back but held onto my shoulders. “Are you sure you’re okay?” 

			I smiled. “Oh, you mean minus the bruises on my back from falling and the fake tooth? Yes, I’m fine, and again, I owe him for that.”

			She let out a long sigh. I didn’t know if she was going to let me do anything. But then she grabbed my chin. “Okay.”  

			 I was cautiously optimistic. “Okay?” I asked.

			“Yes, but you need to be home by ten, no later. Tomorrow is your last day of holiday break. Your sister will be leaving for school on Monday, and you’ll be going back, too. I want a full day with both of you before everyone is gone again.” She glanced out the window. Asher should still be here, at least for one more day. I felt so bad about all of it. 

			But a girlfriend? Seriously? He could have told me.

			We could have talked about her and whatever happened between them. 

			If he had mentioned it before…well, I bet I would’ve never tried to kiss him.  

			“Thank you!” I said as I lunged forward and hugged her. She laughed while tapping my back. I stood up straight and let out a sigh. Luna leaned in. “What?” she asked.

			“I don’t have anything to wear.” I admitted, reluctantly. 

			“Wear to what?” 

			Both Luna and I looked toward the door. Midnight was standing there with Bela in her arms. He looked larger. I tilted my head as she dropped him and he meowed, but he decided to rub against her leg while purring. I blinked a couple of times. I could have sworn that he wasn’t that big, yet. 

			Midnight thumbed behind her. “Sucks that Asher had to leave early, huh? This storm is causing all kinds of delays. Who knows, I may even get stuck here, but what’s going on? Why do you need something to wear?” she asked.

			I parted my lips. Asher had lied to her about why he was leaving. This left me in the clear. It didn’t make me feel any better about what had happened between us.

			Aunt Luna chimed in. “Your sister’s going on a date.” She said with as much enthusiasm as she could muster up. 

			Midnight’s eyes widened. “With who?” 

			Luna looked at me and then back to her. 

			“Thorn Vega.” She said. 

			She narrowed her eyes to thin slits. “Whoa, wait. Didn’t you say he was bad?” she asked. I could smack her, I swear. It was a miracle that she had agreed to let me go out with a boy she clearly didn’t like. Well, she didn’t like his family. 

			“Perhaps I was mistaken.” She winked at me, and I tucked my hair behind my ear. 

			“Well.” Midnight bit her lip. “Maybe I should go to this thing, too.” 

			Midnight looked at me, and I sighed. Why she would invite herself along on what was supposed to be a date was beyond me. 

			“What do ya think, sis?” she asked. 

			I shook my head and glanced at Luna. “It’s a date,” I said. 

			“I know, but.” She batted her lashes like I was supposed to give in.

			Aunt Luna came to my aid. “We both appreciate your need to protect your sister, but I’m sure that Echo can handle herself just fine.” 

			I grinned at her. “Thank you.” 

			Luna stood up and walked toward the door. Midnight lingered. She stopped and looked back at me. “When will this boy be here?” 

			I stared at the clock on my dresser. It was almost six o’clock. 

			“In an hour!” I blurted out in a panic. 

			Midnight let out an audible sigh. “Let me help you.” She said. I looked at her and narrowed my eyes. I expected for her to say she was kidding and that I was on my own. 

			“Oh no?” she added, assuming I didn’t want any help. 

			I held my hand out. I really had no choice. If I tried to do this alone, then I would end up looking terrible, and I didn’t want that for my first date. “No, please. I need your help. I have no idea what to wear or how to do my hair. I don’t even think I have shoes. Oh, my God. I should cancel, shouldn’t I? This is ridiculous, or at least reschedule. That’s what I’ll do. Where’s my phone? Oh, crap. I don’t even have his number.” I rambled. 

			“This isn’t a doctor’s appointment, Echo.” Midnight chuckled. 

			“Can you handle this?” Aunt Luna asked her. 

			Midnight looked me over. “Yes, but I’d really love some hot chocolate tonight.” 

			“Deal.”

			“With the big homemade marshmallows?” Midnight added. 

			Luna laughed. “Yes.” 

			Midnight gave her a determined nod. “No worries, then. I’ve got this.” 

			Luna left the room, and Bela ran after her. His crooked tail was the last thing to disappear around the corner. I let the strange feeling in my gut fade. 

			She glanced behind her. “What Ash did was saint worthy.”  

			“He told you?!” I asked. 

			She placed a hand on her hip. “He isn’t a great liar.” 

			I walked to the door and closed it. I turned back and pressed my shoulders against the old wood. “Oh, God. I just…I feel terrible.” 

			“You should; this is entirely your fault.” 

			“Midnight!” I hunched my shoulders. I didn’t mean to yell. 

			She waved a hand. “It was! You totally went after him first.” 

			“Thanks, you’re making me feel so much better about it.” 

			She bit her lip and then reached in and started messing with my hair. She pulled me forward and then moved behind me. 

			My sister leaned into my ear. “You’re welcome.”  

			I swatted at her, and she laughed while dodging me. “I don’t know what to do now.”

			Midnight stepped in front of me. “Nothing, you do absolutely nothing.”

			“How? How do I do nothing? If it wasn’t for me, Ash would still be here.”

			Midnight bit her tongue and then her hazel eyes landed on mine. “Only for one more day and trust me, this will blow over. Aunt Luna won’t disown him or anything.”

			“He almost kissed me,” I muttered. 

			“Almost.” She said. “That’s the keyword.” 

			“Yeah,” I said as she hugged me. I wrapped my arms around her and buried my face in her shoulder. 

			She touched the back of my head. “It’ll be alright, I promise.” 

			I nodded as the tears came without warning. 
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			I grimaced. My hair was curled and makeup, done. Midnight had used up forty-five minutes of the last hour that I had left making me look, in her words, “too hot to resist.” I wasn’t looking for that, and I had my doubts that I would be able to handle the transformation. But she grabbed me by the shoulders and made me turn to face the mirror. 

			“Open your eyes, silly.” She crooned. 

			I had to trust that she didn’t make me look crazy.

			I opened my eyes and tilted my head. 

			My hair lay in long curls over each shoulder. She carefully had my bangs swooped to one side and secured with a red rose barrette. They rested against my forehead, right above my brows. Simulating a straight cut. I had never considered bangs like these, but I may in the future. 

			She had darkened my eyebrows, and yet they still looked natural, and my eyes appeared larger with a healthy dose of mascara and black eyeliner. I thought about what Asher had said about the bad witch in the movie. It gave me pause. I need to set aside my feelings and let this happen without constantly thinking about him and anything he said or did while he was home. 

			He had a girlfriend, right? 

			Yes, he did, or perhaps, does. Funny he didn’t mention it. 

			I rubbed my lips together and smiled. They were bright red like the barrette in my hair. 

			“You like?” she asked while wrapping her arms around me. Her chin rested on my shoulder, and I stared at her reflection in the mirror. 

			“I love.” I whispered. 

			She grinned. “Okay, now for something to wear.” 

			I turned to face her, and she snapped her fingers. 

			“Let’s go casual chic.”

			I didn’t know what it meant, but I had to trust her. She had done an amazing job with my hair and makeup. She rushed to her suitcase that now lay on the chair by the closet. It made me sad. She would be leaving in two days, and then I wouldn’t see her again until Christmas break. I guess it wasn’t so far off. But when she wasn’t around, it felt like forever.

			She flipped the lid open and shuffled through her clothing. She pulled a black and white striped shirt out of the pile and then a pair of skinny jeans. She turned with them in her hand and wagged them at me. 

			“You better get changed! You have ten minutes left.”

			I sucked in my breath and pulled my leggings off. I tossed them aside, then grabbed the base of my oversized sweatshirt. I started to lift it, and she rushed in while throwing the shirt and jeans on the bed. 

			“Wait, wait, wait!” she yelled. 

			Midnight grabbed the sweatshirt and guided it over my hair. She successfully removed it without messing anything up. 

			She grabbed the shirt and nudged her chin. “Arms up, please.”

			I lifted them, and she gingerly guided it over my hair without ruining anything, including my makeup. I was impressed. She turned and grabbed the jeans. I took them from her hand, and she grinned. I slid one leg in, then the other. I jumped and then squatted. I usually don’t wear these things. I buttoned, then zipped. I ran my hands over each thigh. Midnight shook her head then rushed back toward the suitcase. She leaned down and grabbed a pair of knee high flat boots. 

			My sister tossed them, and I sat down on the window cushion. I glanced back and sucked in my breath. A white car rolled up in front of the black gate. I shoved one socked foot in and then grabbed the second boot. She eyed my feet. I had two different colored socks on. One purple and one pink. I rarely match them. I don’t see the point. 

			“You may want to change those.” 

			I shook my head while zipping up the second boot. I stood up and did another squat. She rolled her finger in the air. “Listen, don’t do any of that while you’re on this date.” 

			I giggled. “I don’t plan on it, but these really get up in there, don’t they?”

			Midnight rolled her eyes. I could hear the doorbell ring and I froze in place. She walked to the chair and grabbed her white pea coat. There’s no way I could wear that. I would have it dirty before I left the room. 

			“I don’t think I should wear that,” I spoke in a panic. The doorbell rang again, and my heartbeat sped up. Was Aunt Luna ignoring him on purpose?

			Then I heard that old familiar creaking noise. She had answered. At least he wasn’t going to leave. But the way my stomach felt, he may want to. I placed my hand over it and pressed inward. Midnight set her white coat down and grabbed another one. She held it out to me. It was made a thin black pleather.

			“I’ll freeze if I wear that!” 

			“You’ll be outside to get into the car, then out again to get in the house. It won’t matter, now put it on.”

			I slid it on and turned to face the mirror. I had never looked so pretty. It was an odd feeling. Midnight smiled, and I turned to face her. She reached in and pulled a long curl back over my shoulder. I studied her expression. “Thank you, so much.” I said.

			She shrugged her shoulders. “It was nothing.” 

			“No, I mean for everything. This, not saying anything to Aunt Luna about Asher, all of it.” 

			She sighed while finishing her last-minute primping on my hair. “Well, I love you.” She said. 

			I rushed in and hugged her. She moaned. I leaned into her ear, “I love you, too.”

			She forced me back while taking my hands in hers. She held them out and looked me over.

			“Damn, I do good work.” 

			I grinned. “Yes, you do.”

			“Now go, before he leaves.” 

			I ran to the door and then paused while spinning back on one foot. I held onto the door jam.

			“Maybe you should come with me.” It was just my nerves talking.

			“Oh, my God, shut up, Echo. Go!” 

			She pushed me out and watched me run down the hallway, I glanced back a couple of times and then decided to pay attention to what I was doing. 

			If I fall now this date is not happening.

			And I wanted to go, regardless of how nervous I felt. 

			Regardless of everything. 
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			I sat in the car after he held the door for me. Then he got in. Everything from the moment I saw him in the entryway to getting here, was a complete blur. 

			Aunt Luna said things, so did he. 

			Pleasantries were exchanged, but don’t ask me what happened because I couldn’t tell you a single thing. All I know is how I felt when I saw him standing there. I just couldn’t believe it. His presence seemed to wash away every awkward thing that had happened between me and…you know who. 

			Aunt Luna stood in the doorway watching him as he walked around to his side of the car and got in. His scent engulfed me as soon as he slid into his seat. Midnight stepped up next to Luna, and I nervously waved as he started up the car. Midnight offered a thumbs up. I turned to see that he was gripping the wheel. 

			“Everything okay?” I asked, and he let go and looked at me. 

			“Have you ever felt like you’ve done something before?”

			My eyes widened. “Yeah, all the time,” I said. 

			He relaxed. “Well, at least I’m not the only one.” 

			He looked at me, and I got lost in his eyes. So dark, so blue. I could swim in them forever and a day. He turned to face the wheel. “Okay, we should go. You look beautiful, by the way.”

			I shifted in the seat as he pulled away from the house. I could see it in the rearview, but oddly enough I didn’t miss it. Not with him sitting next to me. He reached down and shifted gears. I would rather be holding his hand, but stick shifts weren’t really designed for that. 

			We headed down main street, and I spotted Tailor walking with two girls. She gawked at me as we drove by. I half grinned, and Thorn glanced over at me. He grinned, too. Something about her seeing us together nearly erased my irritation with her. Although I still wasn’t sure why I disliked her so much, other than seeing her with Ash. 

			Oh, Asher. Darn it. I promised myself that he wouldn’t be on my mind at all. 

			I really wish I hadn’t thought about him while sitting here in the car with Thorn. I adjusted in my seat, and he noticed. “Everything okay?” he asked. 

			I nodded. I had never had someone pay such close attention to me before. It was exciting and somewhat unsettling, all at the same time. If he could read minds, I would be in serious trouble. 

			We rolled by the cemetery, and I stared at the black gates and up the bricked lane. The memory of falling from the steps and Thorn catching me consumed my thoughts. Then another memory entered my mind, one that seemed to bubble up out of nowhere. 

			I could feel his lips pressed against mine, and it made me squirm in my seat. I literally gasped at the thought of it. Wishful thinking? Daydream? Perhaps, but the hum that resonated throughout my body left me embarrassed. It felt so real and yet I knew it couldn’t be. 

			I cleared my throat and messed with a curl that sat against the jacket. 

			“I like your hair this way.”

			I swallowed his compliment. “Thanks, but it was all her.”

			“Who?” he asked. 

			“Midnight. She’s the one who did all this.” I waved a hand down my body, and his eyes followed. I adjusted against the seat. 

			“She really didn’t have to do anything, Echo.” 

			His words lingered. Again, with the compliments. 

			We drove past the coffee shop, and I watched two boys walk in and then Bri, and Daniel stepped out. She lifted her hands, and he crossed his arms over his chest. It looked like they may be fighting again. That wasn’t anything I wanted to be a part of. Then I lurched forward, but Thorn had his arm across me in an instant. The chill of his touch rolled through me like a wave. I parted my lips, and he removed his hand almost as quickly as he had placed it there. His need to protect me was intoxicating. His ability to do it so quickly had my head spinning. 

			“Are you okay?” he asked. His tone was gentle and sincere.

			I nodded.

			Mattie looked up with a cellphone in her hand. Her eyes lit up. She was crossing the street without bothering to pay attention to her surroundings. She’s lucky Thorn was, otherwise this wouldn’t be a date, but another trip to the emergency room. She moved out of the way with a smile on her face when she spotted me in the car. I peered down at my hands and then back up at her. She winked at me, and we drove away. 

			“Friend?” he asked. 

			I glanced back at her. She was still staring. “She goes to school with my sister, so it’s more like a degree thing.” 

			“Degree?” he asked. 

			I tucked a curl behind my ear. Nervous habit. I should leave it alone before I mess it up. “You know, the seven degrees of Kevin Bacon sort of thing?” I asked. 

			He smiled, and his hands tightened on the wheel. He’s so pale his knuckles didn’t turn white.

			“Yeah, no, I know what that is, and hey.” He paused with a quick glance to his rearview mirror. 

			“I think I should prepare you.”

			His words sounded ominous.  

			I pressed my thumb in the center of my hand. He noticed. Big surprise. I stopped fidgeting. 

			“For what?” I asked, trying to act cool. I’m not, but the outfit, hair, and makeup seemed to be helping. 

			He looked me over and then his eyes locked onto the road. 

			“My family, they can be a bit much to handle.” 

			I laughed, and he narrowed his eyes. I waved a hand. “Your family? You should live in my house.” 

			He adjusted in his seat. I stared at the dashboard. This car was immaculate and expensive. A white Aston Martin. The light grey interior was flanked in white. I was terrified to move for fear of getting it dirty. I stared down at the floorboard, and it looked spotless. It was the complete opposite of Asher’s car. His was lived in while this one looked like a floorshow model. It made me stiffen up. It even had that new car smell. I didn’t know how that was possible with a boy, but as I glanced over at Thorn, it became clear that he wasn’t your average teenager. 

			He was perfect. 

			Neat. 

			Tidy. 

			I’m not. 

			It made me uneasy.

			“Well, I just want you to know that they have a tendency to mess with people, especially people they don’t know.” 

			My eyebrow cocked. I fingered at the window then lowered my hand before I smudged the glass. “Yeah, I’m sure there’s no way they know who I am.” 

			I was taken by surprise when he parked the car. He turned to face me, and I stared straight ahead. I wasn’t sure what was going to happen next.  

			“Echo.” 

			I glanced over at him. “Please look at me.”

			He was so dramatic in such an addictive way. My mouth formed a straight line.

			He was completely unpredictable. 

			But I swear, I’d rather have one day of madness with him than a whole lifetime of mediocre.

			The thought scared me.   

			I turned. His expression was soft, not unlike it had been at the house. I found myself staring at his lips again. It was ridiculous. The thought of kissing him was so intense. I cleared my throat. 

			“They have too much money, and they like to remind everyone.” He said dryly. 

			I shifted in my seat and suddenly felt underdressed. Then I noticed his jeans and the black and white chucks that he was sporting. It helped to relax me. Ironically, I didn’t even notice what he was wearing when he picked me up. I was still in shock that he had shown up at all.

			I guess I shouldn’t feel that way, but I am sitting next to a boy who is so extraordinary. I’m much more than underdressed. 

			“Echo.” He spoke softly. I must have looked like I drifted off. I regained my composure and lied the best that I could. Well, it was sort of a lie. I really wasn’t concerned with his parents, or much of anything else at the moment. All I could think about was him. 

			“Well, I don’t care about that,” I said with a steady tone. 

			He tilted his head. “You don’t?” 

			God, he’s so close to me now. All I can think about is kissing those lips. The thought of him lying on top of me made my body shudder. 

			“Are you cold?” he asked while reaching for the dial that controlled the heat in the car. It was blazing hot, and I reached up and tugged on my collar. 

			“No—it’s actually pretty warm in here.” 

			Some of it was the heater on full blast, and the rest was all him. 

			He shut it off. “I’m sorry, I’m always cold.”

			I knew this to be true. He was chilled to the bone, more so than even I was. 

			“Me, too. It’s okay if you want to leave it on.” 

			His tense stare eased up. 

			I shrugged my shoulder. “And about your parents and money. Well, we have money too, but we don’t talk about it, and I would never bring it up to show off or make someone feel uncomfortable. Besides, it’s a trust fund that my grandparents left behind. I don’t even know how much is in there and I really don’t care.”

			He grinned, and I could see his teeth. His canine looked a bit sharp. I think he caught me staring and closed his mouth and lifted the side of his hand. I wasn’t sure why he felt like he had to hide his teeth, even if his canines looked sharper than most do. It didn’t bother me at all, in fact, I liked it. It reminded me of a vampire. I took a short breath and released it. 

			If only he was! Oh, I would be in so much trouble. He lowered his hand and spoke without looking at me. “That’s because you’re not a snob.” 

			I laughed. “Well, I hope not.”

			He faced the wheel, and I felt compelled to reach over. My hand rested on his arm. He had his black pea coat on again. It was thick, but I could still feel the chill coming off of him.

			His eyes lowered to my hand, and he allowed it to stay there. I was glad. 

			“Echo, you’re not like the girls I usually go out with.” 

			The words made me lift my hand, and I adjusted in my seat. He turned to face me. “Oh, I shouldn’t have said that. I didn’t mean—”

			I interrupted him. “No, it’s fine. I’m not trying to get first place or anything.”

			His eyes narrowed. He laughed. I did too, but it wasn’t because I thought it was funny. 
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			We drove up the long lane that was flanked on either side with thick pine. There were so many of them that it was all I could smell until Thorn’s cologne took over again. There were points in time while we were in the car that he smelled sweeter, like vanilla, then it would go back to sandalwood. Either way, he smelled amazing. Like he was built to cater to my senses. 

			Everything about him drew me in. 

			His eyes. 

			His mouth. 

			His voice. 

			The way he smelled. 

			Then his touch. Cold as ice set me ablaze. 

			I tried to control my thoughts and emotions. It was nearly impossible. 

			We reached the end of the lane, and it opened up to a house that swallowed the countryside. This was old money. This house must cost millions. I started to count the windows and stopped at thirteen when we veered to the right then back around a large fountain that sat in front of the house. I glanced up at it and could see a statue of a man with long hair and a thick coat on. He looked familiar. Thorn caught me staring at it and dispelled the mystery. 

			“Vlad Dracula.” He said as he stopped the car. 

			I leaned down so I could see the statue better. 

			“Dracula, like the vampire?” I asked. 

			He shifted in his seat, and I realized I was way too close to him. I cleared my throat and sat up straight. 

			“He’s an ancestor, or so my Mother claims.”

			I swallowed hard. His Mother. 

			I was going to meet his parents. 

			I may throw up.

			I don’t know why I had been so nonchalant about this whole thing. 

			I should run. 

			I grabbed the door handle, and he got out of the car. “Wait.” He said. I watched him run around the front of the car, and he reached in and opened it up for me. Such a gentleman. Regardless of what happens, Thorn was quickly ruining it for any other boy who may come after him in my life. He was setting the bar pretty high. 

			He reached in, and I took his hand. His skin felt soft but cold. I didn’t mind. I run cold, too, but he definitely had me beat. It sent a chill up my arm, and I could feel the goosebumps rise. I have to assume it was only his cold touch that made my body react the way that it did. 

			Or maybe it’s just him. 

			I got out, and he placed his hand on the small of my back. He moved forward, and so did I. We walked up the steps leading to the oversized front door that looked like it was chiseled out of black iron. A large knocker sat in the center of it with a demon head. Its mouth lay open. I shifted from one foot to the other. 

			How could you possibly find anything or anyone in a house this size? Then again, maybe that wasn’t such a bad thing. I guess it depends on who you live with. 

			The door opened and I felt a cold chill sweep over me. There before me, I saw a woman who was almost as tall as Thorn was. She had milky white skin and large eyes. Her pupils were so dark they appeared black. She stepped forward, and her long red hair slid across her shoulder. It sat against a white dress that shimmered in the dull light. It hugged every curve of her body. She grinned while looking me over and then she stepped up to Thorn and reached in to move his hair. He didn’t like it. I could tell by the look on his face.  

			She sighed and took a step back and then her attention landed on me. 

			“So, you must be the date.” She wasn’t asking me. She was just making a statement. Her tone annoyed me. To be honest, everything about her did. 

			“Please don’t,” Thorn said. Her eyes shifted to him in an instant. 

			“What’s this one’s name?” she asked. 

			This one. I could die. She didn’t just call me that, did she? 

			I knew that Thorn dated, but to be referred to as this one was rude. I guess he wasn’t lying when he said that his family could be a bit much. She was just as unpleasant as she was beautiful. She had a small dent in her bottom lip. It reminded me of Angelina Jolie. She was so pretty it hurt your feelings, Angelina, I mean. 

			This woman had those same physical qualities, but something dark lurked behind her eyes. It made me uneasy. 

			I stepped up and extended my hand to her. She stared at it as it lingered between us. It was a nervous reaction to the situation and nothing more. I wished that I could retract it, but it was too late. I decided to kill her with kindness. 

			“I’m Echo, and you have a beautiful house.” 

			She wouldn’t touch me, but she did give me a nod. I guess the compliment sat well with her. 

			“Echo lives in town,” Thorn said. I wasn’t sure why he had to clarify that about me, but he had. Maybe he was nervous, who knows. She eyed me without saying a word. I lowered my hand and tucked it behind my back with the other one. 

			“The fountain was nice,” I added. I desperately wanted to small talk my way through this introduction with as little drama as possible. 

			She smirked. “Oh, are you a big fan of vampires?” she asked. 

			I looked over at Thorn. He was glaring at her. “I—well, I read books. Paranormal romances, mostly.” I spat my lame explanation out before I could think of anything better. The truth was I had a serious infatuation with vampires. I mean, who wouldn’t? They live forever, or until someone lucks out and kills one or they decide to check out themselves.

			She stood there with one eyebrow cocked. I had given her plenty of ammunition.  

			Thorn’s thumb moved against my back and reminded me that he was there. It soothed me to a certain degree. 

			She let out an annoying bit of laughter, and it echoed in the gigantic entryway. 

			 “How quaint.” She said. I must be boring her if not, she was just naturally bored which isn’t a good thing. I didn’t want to be the only thing she focused on this evening. 

			“Echo has a library in her house,” Thorn said.

			I narrowed my eyes. How did he know that? 

			“Oh?” she asked. At least something sparked her interest. 

			“Yeah, it’s a decent size.” He added. 

			She cocked her hip and placed her pale hand on it. Her nails were painted black. 

			“What’s decent?” she asked. 

			I turned back to face her. “I think we may have a thousand books now.”

			She gave me a once-over. “Well, isn’t that nice.” Her eyes lingered on me. I couldn’t win with her. I just knew it. She felt like she was better than me and there was no bridging that gap. I couldn’t possibly relate to someone like her, and quite honestly, I didn’t want to. The only thing that was stopping me from leaving was Thorn. I wanted to be here because of him and him alone. 

			It was somewhat unsettling to know that I would probably endure almost anything for him. Even this woman who was now stepping to the side and sizing me up. She moved with such grace and complete silence, not unlike Thorn did. She had heels on, and I couldn’t even hear the familiar click on the marble floor. I felt antsy, so I shifted my weight and reached up to cup the side of my neck. Her eyes followed my hand and lingered there.  

			I picked at my nail. Something about her made me feel like she was the predator and I was the prey. 

			Thorn spoke up before I was tempted to run. “I’d like to give her a tour of the house before dinner.” 

			She froze where she stood, and her icy stare landed back on him. “Oh, I bet you do.” She looked back at me. “We have a library too; it’s on the second floor. It’s one of many.” She placed emphasis on the word like I would be bothered by it. Instead, I felt my heart speed up. 

			My eyes widened. “Wait, one of many?” I asked. 

			She grinned. “Yes, we own four libraries.” She held her pale hand up and spread her fingers out.  

			I parted my lips, and Thorn stepped in closer to my side.

			“Father,” Thorn spoke with a respectful tone. 

			 A man came walking down the center of the stairs, and the woman stepped aside and left me and Thorn there to meet him. 

			He had dark hair, nearly black. It was cut shorter on the sides and longer on the top. He had it slicked back, so not a single hair was out of place. His skin was pale, lips slightly red. His eyes were just as mesmerizing as Thorn’s were only his were nearly black in color, like the woman’s. I glanced over at Thorn and then back to his father. He looked younger than I expected. Again, he was flawless. Not one scar or bruise that I could see. He had the same strong nose and cheekbones. Same chiseled jawline. The more I studied his features, the more I could see where Thorn got his good looks. 

			He stepped up and took my hand, then he flipped it over and stared at the red mark on my skin. He leaned in while turning it back over. “Did you burn yourself, child?” his Romanian accent was thick and romantic. 

			This must be where Thorn had also inherited his unearthly charm. It certainly wasn’t from the woman who answered the door. All she needed was an army of flying monkey’s. I grinned. The thought amused me. 

			The man kissed the top of my hand, and my skin hummed. A different hum than when Thorn touched me, but humming just the same. 

			The men in this family were dangerous. 

			He stood up and cupped my hand. 

			He lowered his chin and gazed at me. “So, this is Echo Navarri.” He said. 

			My name rolled right off his tongue like poetry. 

			“Yes,” Thorn replied. I blinked and looked over at him and then back to his father. 

			“You can call me Eyota.” He added. I was grateful that he had taken the edge off of everything.  

			I gave him a nod as Thorn placed his hand on my back again. 

			His dad stepped aside. “Give this lovely creature a tour of the house.” 

			We took a few steps and found ourselves at the foot of the stairs. 

			“Please, stay out of your room.” The woman said. 

			Thorn turned, and so did I. 

			“I’m not, Persephone.” 

			Persephone? What an odd name, but then again his father’s name is Eyota. 

			He took my hand, and my heart fluttered in my chest. The thought of seeing where he slept intrigued me, but she was right. We had no business going in there. Wait…had he taken other girls to his room? The thought of it really bothered me. 

			We took a few steps, and she called out behind us. 

			“Hawthorn.” He stopped dead. I could see the muscles in his jaw tighten then relax. 

			He glanced back at her. 

			“You know I prefer to be called Mother.”

			“Yes, Mother.” He said. 

			I grit my teeth. 

			Oh, perfect. That’s his mom. 
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			He stepped up to a door and paused, then he turned around to face me while pressing his shoulders against the wood. His head tilted down. I wanted to wait him out, but I wasn’t sure if I could. Finally, he did me a favor and spoke up. 

			“I’m sorry.” He sounded so remorseful. 

			My brow furrowed. “For what?”

			He eyed the hallway. I glanced to my right and then back to him. I thumbed in that direction.

			“Oh, that? That was nothing.” 

			He tilted his head. “So, you don’t want to run?”

			I smiled. The thought had crossed my mind, but I fought through it for him. “Listen, if you had been with me the last two weeks then you would know that this was the least amount of drama that’s happened in my life.” 

			He perked up. I pressed my thumb in the center of my hand. He reached out and grabbed it, forcing me to stop. He pulled me forward, and my heart jumped into my throat. I had no idea what was going to happen next or what was behind that door. 

			Was it his bedroom? Oh, God. I hope not. I have no idea what would happen if I ended up alone with him and a bed. My breath hitched. 

			“I know that the wolf scared you, do you want to talk about it?” 

			His offer to listen was incredibly seductive. 

			“Oh! Oh, no. No.” I guess my reaction was kind of odd so I tried to explain, but the thought of what lay behind the door was slowly eating away at me. “The wolf was just the icing on the crap cake for me.”

			His eyes searched mine. “I meant it when I said that I wouldn’t allow anything to happen to you.” He seemed so serious about it. The butterflies gathered in the pit of my stomach. 

			“If you want to help then you could start by getting that knife back. You know, the one that you threw at the wolf? Aunt Luna was upset about it. I guess it’s her favorite set.”

			He laughed while scanning the hallway. 

			“What?” I asked.

			His sea-blue eyes landed back on me.

			“You’re almost eaten by a wolf and your main concern is getting the knife back.”

			I grinned while moving one foot behind the other. “She really liked it.”

			He leaned forward. “I bet she likes you more.”

			The silence sat between us like an invisible barrier. I got lost in his eyes, again. This had only been my third time with him and yet it felt like we had known each other forever. Well, the first one didn’t count. Anyone could have caught me in the cemetery. That was all timing. But the wolf wasn’t. He didn’t control where it ended up and then to save me like he had, well. That just isn’t something that happens every day. 

			He broke the silence. “I want to show you something.” 

			My eyes lit up. “Yeah?” I wish I could hide how he makes me feel, but it was impossible. The more I fight it, the more intense it becomes. 

			He leaned into my face, bringing his incredible smell right along with him. His lips lingered only a couple of inches from mine. My eyes lowered. I could only imagine what his kiss must feel like. 

			Soft and tender. 

			Sweet and charming. 

			Just as gentle as his touch has been. 

			Okay, yeah. This is NOT working. I need to go back to fighting it. At least when I’m doing that, I don’t want to lunge at him and fall into a kiss that I may never be able to get out of.

			He stared at my mouth.

			“You s—said you wanted to show m—me something?” I tripped over my words with him again. 

			“What?” he asked, as if he couldn’t focus either. 

			I swallowed hard. “You wanted to show me something.” I repeated. 

			“Oh, yeah. Yeah. I’m sorry.” He straightened up. I was sort of glad that I wasn’t the only one who seemed to be suffering. My only concern was how long could it go on? He knew I was attracted to him, and everything he did and said told me that he might feel the same way about me. 

			I held my breath, waiting. He licked his lip then bit into it. He made a small noise in the back of his throat.

			“What?” I asked. 

			He looked me over. “Come.” He said, and I was more than willing to do whatever he asked me to do.

			The door swung open behind him. He backed up, pulling me inside. 

			The smell of books hit me before I could fully appreciate the magnitude of the situation. Then I scanned the room. All I could see were rows and rows of books on all sides. Such a vast collection. It was impossible to count or even guess as to how many there were. Long ladders were attached to each section, making it easy to climb up and collect a book, or books, of your choice. 

			I noticed he was staring at me and I tried to act cool. I know I probably didn’t appear that way, but honestly, I couldn’t help it now.

			Classical music droned in the background. I spotted the vintage record player along the wall. It should soothe me, but it wasn’t. Being here, in such a beautiful place, alone with someone like him had my mind racing. 

			I tried to calm down by counting. It helped in the past, so maybe I could utilize it now. 

			I counted ten rows and then gave up. 

			Okay, Echo, focus on the darn room! Seriously. Stop being so…so, well, you know. 

			Crazy.

			I tried to focus on the rest of my surroundings as Thorn moved beside me. He was really the only thing I cared about, which says a lot since this place should be leveling me. 

			I cleared my throat and stared at the huge black table that sat in the middle the room. Three red lamps ran down the center of it. Tall and silver, with sleek lampshades. Red as blood. They matched my lipstick.

			Black leather chairs were placed here and there with crimson pillows, one on each. The fabric shimmered in the dull light of the room. A couch faced the oversized fireplace along the outer wall. The flames crackled and popped, spewing sparks up the chimney. The fireplace was big enough for me to step into, yet not quite large enough for both of us, but I wouldn’t mind trying.

			Two large paintings sat above it. One young girl, with a white dress on and a red ribbon in her hair. She was sitting sideways and seemed to be staring at the picture to the right with such adoration. The other was of a young boy who had on a white shirt, ruffled at the neck and loose tan pants that narrowed at the ankles. White socks and dressy shoes completed his outfit. He was sitting with his arm around a white rabbit. I stared into his eyes, so soft and compassionate. I tilted my head; he had the same eyes as Thorn. Same mouth, same nose, same pale skin. But it couldn’t be. I recognized both.

			He stepped up next to me while looking at the paintings. 

			He cleared his throat. “More family.” He said.

			I pointed. “These were painted by Sir Henry Raeburn in 1814. So, you’re related to him?” I asked. 

			He grinned. I don’t think that he knew I loved art. I’m familiar with a few pieces, especially these. I always found them intriguing. 

			“I’m impressed, and yes.” He stared at the painting. 

			I tried to steady myself. I wasn’t used to discussing anything like this with anyone. 

			“He submitted a portrait of himself to the royal academy of art in 1816, but they rejected it, so he gave them this.” I studied the painting. “Boy and Rabbit is what he called it. It was a replacement, but I think it’s...” I paused. 

			“What?” he asked. 

			“Perfect,” I whispered. 

			“I guess this was his stepdaughter’s son and that was his pet.” 

			“Yes, that’s the connection to my family.” He added with a nod like he needed to clarify. 

			I stepped forward. “I can see a lot of you in him.” 

			He didn’t respond as I hoped he would. Maybe I was boring him. I hope not.      

			I glanced down. The floor was checkered black and white. I tilted my chin upward and my eyes skirted along the rows of books. So many. I cleared my throat and switched subjects. “Do you know how many books are in here?” I asked with unbridled curiosity. 

			“Thirteen thousand, on this floor.” 

			I looked at him. “On this floor?” My voice cracked. 

			The corner of his lip curled. The light from the flame danced across his sea-blue eyes. My body hummed, my soul ached. The feelings he evoked in me were nothing short of terrifying. He gripped my hand firmly in his and pulled me along with him. For being so afraid to touch me before, he certainly was making up for it now. This was the third time that he had held my hand, but every time felt like the first time. I didn’t know if that was normal or not and to be honest, I didn’t care. All I wanted was for him to keep getting closer and closer until no more space existed between us.

			None at all. 

			Now or ever. 

			We reached an ornately decorated elevator. It was encased in a muted gold cage made out of delicately designed vines and roses. He pulled the door open, and I stepped inside. He joined me without saying a word. It was only big enough for the two of us, very intimate.

			Too intimate.

			I dug my fingernails into my palm. I could feel the burn, but it was just enough to distract me. Being this close to him was torture. 

			Pure and unbridled. 

			Something about his mother had set me off. A strange feeling of anxiety welled up inside of me. I needed a release, but there was none to be had. I bit my lip harder and harder. Dug into my palm deeper and deeper. I hissed when I tasted blood. He was immediately facing me, and I felt the wall of the elevator to my back. The cold metal nearly burned through the fabric of my coat. He leaned in with a trembling hand. His fingers hovered an inch from my mouth. I sucked my bottom lip inside to conceal the wound but his nostrils flared, and his eyes darkened. Something shifted inside of him. I was both scared and attracted to it at the same time. It called out to me. I let the blood linger on my tongue. The thought of his gentle kiss mingling with it made my fingers flex. 

			I need to control myself.

			Please, Echo. Take control of this.

			Control it now before it’s too late. 

			I forced myself to speak. “I’m fine.” I lifted the side of my hand and covered my mouth. He blinked. Taking a step back as if a spell had been broken. He turned and faced the door. I felt the distance between us. I hated it. I wasn’t sure exactly what I had done, other than being careless. Surely blood didn’t bother him. Or did it? 

			He reached forward and grabbed a brushed gold lever. He jerked it down, and the metal clanged. I flinched. He was visibly irritated, but I wasn’t exactly sure why. His shoulders straightened, and he shoved his hands into his pockets. I couldn’t take my eyes off of him. This separation was torturous. I nearly begged him to speak to me. 

			The elevator jerked upward, and I reached out and grabbed his arm. He wouldn’t look at me, so I removed my hand. 

			He leaned down. “I would never let anything happen to you. I promise, Echo.” 

			I took a short breath. The words struck me somewhere between want and need. The feeling of relief washed over me. His mood swings were sudden and unpredictable. It was as if I could feel them. 

			Feel him.  

			My pulse quickened. He reached down and grabbed my hand. His thumb slid across my wrist and rested against my vein. He held it there and closed his eyes. Thorn appeared so peaceful. His eyes opened, and I looked away. Embarrassed that I had been so enthralled. 

			“Your heart is racing.” 

			I had nowhere to run and even if I could, would I? The dangerous tension grew, but I enjoyed it. “Is it because of me?” he whispered. 

			The elevator stopped with a jerk, and it broke his hold on my wrist. I laughed. I couldn’t help it. If he only knew how he made me feel. 

			Pure fire wrapped in a chilled embrace.  

			I reached out and opened the door. I couldn’t take another second this close to him, or I would do exactly as I had with Asher. 

			And then what? More awkward moments? The chance that Thorn may reject me?

			No. I couldn’t take it. I knew it now, and it knocked the wind out of me. 

			I stepped out of the elevator, and he followed. I was met with the glorious sight of four more levels of books in an oval shape. One section of the room jutted out over The Pine in the shape of a hallway. The entire thing was constructed of glass, including the floor. I couldn’t help but step up to the edge of it. 

			The temptation called out to me.

			More danger.

			I longed for it as much as I longed for him.

			I leaned forward and could see trees beneath us. It made me feel a little bit dizzy, but honestly, I couldn’t tell if it was the height or Thorn Vega who had my knees weak and my body humming. 

			“Don’t be afraid.” He said. 

			I gazed at the floor and took one step onto the glass. I grimaced. 

			He leaned in behind me, close enough that I could feel his chest against my back. 

			“You won’t fall. I won’t let you.” 

			I took another step forward, then another, and yet another. The entire room was seamless. I was surrounded by glass. I took it all in then glanced down. The tops of the trees swayed in the wind, covered in snow and ice. It was breathtaking.

			He took both of my hands and lifted them up at my sides, and I nearly wobbled. I laughed out loud. “It’s like flying.” 

			He lowered them and stepped around in front of me. I tried to ignore the feeling, but my legs felt weak. I swayed, and he caught me while pulling me forward and up into the air. He acted like I weighed nothing at all. He set me down, and my feet rested on top of his.

			“Don’t worry; I got you.” 

			I shed my fear and looked at him. We were so close now.

			I was caught in his brooding eyes. 

			“This is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.” 

			“I agree.” He said, while not taking his eyes off of me. I realized that he was talking about me.

			Then I had a strange sensation come over me with flashes of memory that couldn’t possibly be my own. 

			Circling bats, a large moon, rain. Cold against my skin. It felt so real it consumed me. My head ached, and a loud ringing rose up in my ears. Glitches, static, strange images that I couldn’t understand… more ringing in my ears. The words ‘I love you’ repeated a few times. Fangs, blood, more rain. It was as if another life was trying to break through a barrier. Begging me to listen. To understand. To force light into the darkness. 

			“Echo? Echo?” His voice sounded frantic, but it brought me back in an instant.  

			“I think I may—” I started to collapse. He scooped me up and carried me. I rested my head against his chest. I felt so safe in his arms. Tucked away from a violently unforgiving world. Even though he pushed every emotion inside of me to the brink of insanity, Thorn Vega held me fast, like an anchor. I couldn’t escape him, and to be honest, I don’t think I would even try.

			He quickly found a chair to place me in and dropped down to his knees while cupping my face with one hand and gripping the side of the chair with the other. I took a few short breaths. I felt like I was going to faint. 

			How embarrassing.

			The memory of what had just happened faded just as the dreams do. Taking with it what I felt like were answers to questions I didn’t know how to ask. I just knew that they existed.  

			“Echo, are you okay?” He sounded so compassionate.  

			I had my eyes closed, and I just couldn’t bear to look at him. I can’t believe that I almost fainted like some damsel in distress. I may believe in romance. I may read the books, watch the movies and hope to have my prince someday, but fainting when a boy called me beautiful wasn’t on the list. 

			Not at all. 

			“Yeah, I’m fine.” I felt myself tilt. His hand remained on my cheek, and the other grabbed my shoulder and held me upright. You would think that I had been drinking, which I don’t do. That was Midnight who liked to push the boundaries of what we should and shouldn’t be doing. 

			I still remember the bottle of wine she had stolen from the cabinet or was it a trunk? I think it was a trunk. Wooden, old, at the foot of a bed.

			We were thirteen.

			Thirteen.

			Thirteen…

			It was a bottle. Black. I could feel it in my hand.

			He spoke, and my thoughts snapped right back into place. “Could you open your eyes?” 

			I did what he asked only to find him out of focus. He spoke again, and then the vision of two of him merged into one. One Thorn Vega was enough. Two may kill me. 

			He leaned in and stared at my pupils. I watched his mouth. 

			“What are you doing?” My chest rose and fell. My heart pounded.

			“Checking to see if your pupils are dilated.”

			“Are you a doctor?” I asked while studying his eyes. 

			He grinned. “I will be because that’s what we do in this family. My father’s a doctor, or was. He specialized in blood.”

			“Blood?” I asked. 

			“Yes, diseases of the blood, but then he stopped and went into plastic surgery. I won’t be doing that. I’ll be helping people. Mostly trauma.”

			“Is that what you want?” I asked because I wasn’t quite convinced that he had made the decision on his own.

			His expression stiffened. “It isn’t always about what I want.” 

			It made me feel sad. “Aunt Luna said that we should do what we love.”

			He smirked. “I can’t argue with that.”

			I blushed. 

			He straightened up when we heard a voice to the right of us. 

			“Did you break her?” His mother was standing there with a glass of wine in her hand. I couldn’t tell if it was red or white because her glass was jet black. But I could smell how strong it was. The scent of fermentation filled the air. Thorn’s nostrils flared not so unlike an animal. He must smell it, too. 

			He whispered into my ear. “He’s done a lot of work on her.” 

			I giggled. His mother leaned to the side. “Hawthorn.” I studied her tight skin and full lips. I bet she was made of plastic. 

			His shoulders slumped. I could tell that the use of his full name irritated him. 

			Thorn rose up and offered his hand. “Are you alright to stand?” he asked. 

			I glanced at her and then took his hand. He helped me to my feet. I was happy that the dizzy spell had passed, but my knees still felt weak. I’m sure it was just the pain medication that the dentist had prescribed for me combined with the excitement of being in a new place with, well—him.  

			She jiggled the wine glass in her pale hand. Her petite fingers wrapped it like the legs of a spider.  “Perhaps she just needs a little of this.” I didn’t find her amusing at all. 

			“No,” Thorn responded so fast it made me blink. He adjusted his stance, placing his open hand on my stomach and nudging me behind him. His body partially shielded me from her. We stood there in silence until she began to tap the side of the glass with her nail. It chimed, one reverberating note after the other. Then she stopped with the arch of her perfectly shaped brow.  

			She winked at me. “It’s time to eat.” Her response was emotionless. 

			“I should take her home.”

			“Thorn, your father will be disappointed. You don’t want to disappoint him, do you?” she asked while throwing a look at me. Sure, blame me. It’s fine. 

			He stiffened. “No.” he seemed defeated. I really wanted to lay into her and tell her to stop being so mean, but if I did that, I’m sure that he would have to pay for it later.

			I didn’t want that. 

			I didn’t want to cause him any trouble at all.

			“Good, come along then. The rest of the guests have arrived, and it’s rude to keep them waiting.”   

			I wasn’t sure what the problem was between them, but there definitely was a tension that could be felt in the room. Maybe it was just her nasty attitude toward me. Thorn kept his hand firmly pressed against my stomach until she entered the elevator and did a dramatic turn. She closed the door and pulled the lever. Her eyes remained locked on him as she lowered into the floor. 

			His unbridled need to protect me was so mysterious. 

			Very romantic.

			It only made me lov—I mean, like him more. 

		

	
		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			26

			The shrill laughter rolled out of the room. My grip tightened on Thorn’s hand. I didn’t want to go in.  

			I peered up at him while tucking a chunk of my hair behind my ear. “I think that maybe I should just—” 

			I felt a push to my back, and I was suddenly in the room. Persephone placed her hand around my waist and jostled me. Her wine was even more pungent now. “Come in and sit down, Echo Navarri!” she half sung the words while swinging her wine glass back and forth. I was sure she would spill it. But somehow, she managed to not lose a drop. 

			I have no idea why she was acting like we were friends now. Her mood swings were worse than Thorn’s. I hate to think that he inherited that from her, but at least he didn’t treat me like I was beneath him. 

			The music swelled up in the room. Violin, cello, piano. It was low and slow. Jazz. I studied the musicians. They were all wearing white. White coats, white pants, white shoes. Even their long thin ties were white. 

			It nearly hurt my eyes to look at them.  

			Neither one of us fit in. Not at all. But maybe Thorn didn’t want to. Maybe this was his way of rebelling. I just wish he would have told me beforehand. Given me a choice. Then again, I hate wearing white.

			Eyota appeared and promptly reached out and took the glass from her without taking his eyes off me. He was wearing a white shirt and white dress pants. I could see the outline of his white suspenders that fit snug against his shirt. I peered down at his feet. His shoes were missing. He seemed to be in the same euphoric mood as his wife was now. It sent a strange feeling through me. I don’t think I like him or his wife. I hated to feel that way and would most certainly not judge Thorn by either one of their actions. But they both had cold, black eyes. Soulless. Or so it seemed.

			Oh, God. I read too many books.  

			They were just so—odd, and not in a fun Edward Scissorhands kind of way. No, this was dark and foreboding. 

			Like supervillains, or...no, they can’t be vampires. Vampires don’t exist. 

			Eyota held his arms out wide. “Ah, there you are my son. Dinner is served.” He stepped aside. A roasted boar sat in the center of the table with an apple in its mouth. There were heaping bowls of vegetables, salads, and fruits, placed all over the table. It must be set for at least fifty people. I spotted a woman sitting about midway down the table with a man feeding her one bite after the other. She was dressed in white, he was in white, too. He lifted the fork and did a circle in the air while she giggled. He put it close to her mouth, and she parted her lips. Then he would pull it back, and she would laugh again. He repeated it again, and she lunged at the fork and bit it. I grimaced. Her teeth ran along the metal, and the meat was gone, but a little bit of blood was left behind on her upper lip. She licked it then chewed while he leaned into her ear and whispered something. Her eyes landed on me, and I looked away.  

			I don’t like this place at all.  

			Persephone stepped out in front of us and turned. “Hawthorn, you know we had a theme.” 

			He said nothing.

			“Let the boy rebel. He’ll soon be going away to school and trust me; it won’t leave any time for pleasure.” Eyota’s eyes skirted over my attire. There I stood in my jeans, striped shirt, and black coat. 

			And I thought I was so pretty. 

			More people flooded into the room, all wearing white. I took a breath as they bumped into my shoulder and then crowded around the table. Everyone took a seat in pairs.

			I swallowed hard, and Thorn leaned into my ear. “Do you not feel well?” he asked.

			I narrowed my eyes. “I’m feeling—”

			“Dizzy?” he asked, while interrupting me. 

			I parted my lips. It finally hit me as to what he was doing. 

			This was a way out of here.

			“Yes, and nauseous.” I placed a hand on my stomach, and he put his arm around me.

			Eyota had taken his place at the head of the table, and Persephone lingered near the other end. 

			He lifted his glass and tapped on the side of it with an antique silver spoon. The ringing silenced the chatter. 

			Thorn held me close to his side. “Father.” He said. 

			Eyota began to speak. “I want to thank you for—”

			Thorn half yelled. “Father!”

			The music stopped.

			Eyota lowered his glass and all heads turned. I could feel their eyes all over me. 

			Thorn spoke calmly. “Echo is not feeling well.” He pulled me closer as some of their dinner guests shifted in their seats. For some reason I felt like a wounded animal that was limping behind the herd while predators closed in all around me.

			Weak and vulnerable. Ripe for the picking.   

			“Oh?” Eyota reached us in a flash. Far too quickly for me to comprehend.

			Thorn offered up a quick explanation. “She had a dizzy spell in the library, on the walkway. I had to carry her to a chair. Mother knows, she walked in when I was checking her over.” 

			Persephone didn’t appear too pleased. Eyota glanced over at her and she looked away.  

			My head ached, and stomach churned. He leaned in and placed his hand under my chin and made me look into his nearly black eyes. “Are you feverish, child?” he placed a hand on my forehead, and I flinched. He was just as cold as his son, if not colder. He reminded me of the statue that stood in front of the house. 

			Vlad Dracula.

			A vampire from Romania. 

			My mouth felt so dry. 

			“Perhaps she’s pregnant,” Persephone said, and a rumble of laughter filled the room. 

			Eyota squared his shoulders and appeared taller. He glared at Thorn. 

			“No, she isn’t,” Thorn said as discretely as he could. A couple of groans rose up behind his father. I guess these people thrive on drama. I was happy to disappoint them. 

			His father relaxed. I was blushing so hard I’m sure the entire room could see. Eyota smiled at me. “Oh, look at you. Such a beauty, so innocent and pure.” His hand lifted and his fingers lingered near my cheek. Thorn cleared his throat, well, it sounded more like a growl. Eyota retracted his hand and grinned at me. “Well, take this sweet girl home.”

			Thorn turned me away from the room full of strangers and headed for the door. 

			“Ms. Navarri?”

			I turned to see Eyota was staring at me. “Do tell Luna hello for me, won’t you?”

			Persephone stepped up beside him and closed the door before I had a chance to say anything back to him. My aunt wasn’t a fan, and neither was I. 

			I don’t think I’d be telling her anything. 

			We drove away from the house in silence. 

			But for one brief moment, I swear I could hear screams echoing behind us. Thorn sped up, and the sound faded away.
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			Thorn pulled up to my house and stopped the car. He was staring straight ahead. He hadn’t said a word on the way here. I know he was upset, I could feel it. Oddly enough I was now feeling fine. The further we got away from his house the better I felt. 

			I leaned forward with good intentions. “I have snacks.” 

			So stupid. Of all the things I could say.

			Snacks? God, Echo. You like this boy. Try harder. 

			I shut down my internal voice. Sometimes she’s the worst critic.  

			He half grinned and then opened his door and got out. He opened mine and helped me to my feet. We walked up to the black gate, and he opened it for me, and I stepped through. He didn’t follow. I paused and turned back to face him. 

			“I’m sorry I got sick.” I wrung my hands. He noticed. I stopped and shoved them in my coat.  

			“I’m sorry about everything.” He said as he looked down at the ground. 

			“Everything?” I asked. He wouldn’t even look at me.  

			I thumbed behind me, desperate to get us back on track. “The offer still stands, for snacks, that is. I’m sure we have plenty in the house since we didn’t eat. You must be hungry, I know I am.” 

			He spotted the front door and then his eyes landed back on me. “I should get back home. That dinner was for me.”

			“Oh?” I said.

			He shifted his weight and shoved his hands into his pockets. “I’ve been accepted to the medical program at Harvard.”

			“Oh, wow. Well, congratulations.” I paused. “Harvard is pretty far away from here.”

			I shouldn’t have said that. It gives way too much away.  

			He removed his hand and ran his fingers through his hair. It took the edge off his tidy look. I liked it much better; it suited him. 

			He nodded to me. “Yeah, I found out when I returned home from school.”

			“A military school, right? My sister mentioned it in the cemetery.” I knew he didn’t go to Port Royal. I would have noticed him. 

			“Yes, the Military Academy in Crow’s Landing.” He added to clarify what he meant. 

			I narrowed my eyes. “Did you get sent there because you got in trouble?”

			He adjusted his stance yet again. His mischievous grin returned. “I wasn’t always this tame.”

			I cleared my throat and crossed one foot over the other. This tame? I don’t think I could stand his dangerously addictive charm turned up any higher than it was right now. 

			“So, you knew you’d be leaving before you asked me out, huh?”  

			He looked down at his feet. “Yeah.”

			“Okay.” I turned and started to walk away. 

			He called out to me. “Echo.”

			I stopped and turned back to face him. He appeared lost and helpless. It made me want to run back to him and throw myself into his arms. But the urge came and went without me acting on it. 

			The situation we found ourselves in wasn’t sustainable. He knew it before he came inside my house or asked me out on the date. I wish he had said something then, while we sat face to face on my couch in the living room. Perhaps I would have turned him down, and we could have ended it right then and there. But no, he had to pick me up and hold me close. Staring deeply into my eyes, making me want him. 

			It was so unfair.

			First Asher and now him. 

			Maybe he was like his parents after all. 

			“Thank you for coming with me tonight.” His words floated between us like a goodbye. And I guess in a lot of ways it was. We had just stumbled across each other’s paths by accident. The fact that the wolf chose my house had nothing to do with fate. 

			It was dumb luck. 

			So indicative of my life. 

			I offered a nod, but my heart sank. There would be no future with Thorn Vega. It was useless to pursue it. He would leave and become a doctor like his dad. I’m sure he’d meet some girl while he was at Harvard and fall in love with her. She would be smart and pretty. Perfect in every way. Built to hang on his arm with the right clothes for every occasion. She’d smile and wave, saying very little while her brilliant husband commanded the room with his good looks and undeniable charm. They’d get married, have kids, probably inherit the house that he had taken me too and live there in the off seasons when they weren’t at one of their other homes on holiday. I’d graduate, probably go to school and end up right back here in Port Royal, living in the same house I grew up in and hoarding cats… 

			He spun me around as his hand wrapped my waist. My ink-black curls swung out to the side, cutting through the falling snow. He leaned in and pressed his lips against mine. 

			It was passionate, desperate, deeper than any ocean. 

			He had to hold me up because I would have surely fallen if he let me go. He moved against me, closer and closer. I moaned at his lips, and so did he. The kiss lingered in my mind and consumed me. I reached up and wound my fingers into his hair. I held on, hoping he would never let go, but then he backed away. I stood there in complete and utter shock. My hands out, fingers spread, mouth agape. 

			He backed away from me with a glossy look in his eyes. I think he was just as shocked as I was that he had given into temptation.

			He rushed to his car and sped away, leaving me there as the snow gently fell on my hair, face, and lips. I backed away and turned. Running up the steps as quickly as I could. I tried to unlock the door, but I dropped the keys three times. The fourth time I struggled even more with my hands trembling. I laughed, and my breath came out in white puffs of smoke. The porch light came on, and the door opened. 

			“Echo, it’s late.” 

			I lowered my keys and stared at Luna. 

			“I know, I’m sorry. I meant to be home by ten.”

			She half grinned. “I’m only teasing.” She glanced behind her, and the clock chimed. It was only nine-thirteen. She rolled her eyes. “Oh! I swear that thing is infuriating. It’s always sticking there, every hour, every day. We have to get it fixed. It’s really nine-thirty, so I thank you for being home before curfew. Your sister on the other hand.”

			She scanned the road, and I looked behind me. 

			“Midnight went out?” I asked.

			“Yes, to some party.” She snapped her fingers. “Briana Corintine, that’s who invited her.”

			I raised an eyebrow, and Luna leaned in. “You had a date.”

			I half laughed. I hate that she could read that it bothered me that I wasn’t invited. I mean, I would have much rather gone to a stranger’s house with kids my age, with Thorn, of course, than that mansion. “No—it’s fine, I get it.” 

			I felt my phone hum in my jacket pocket and narrowed my eyes. I didn’t remember bringing it along with me, but I guess I had.

			I pulled it out, and Aunt Luna cleared her throat. It was rude to look at your phone when you were already talking to someone. I guess I agreed. But I noticed that it was Midnight who had texted me.

			So? 

			It read. 

			It would have to wait. 

			She eyed my hand. “Is that the boy?”

			I laughed, and my teeth began to chatter. “His name is Thorn.” 

			She waved a hand, and I noticed that she was wearing something I had never seen her in before. A long kimono-style wrap that reached the floor. It was red with large yellow and white flowers painted all over it. She caught me staring. 

			“Echo, come inside. It’s freezing.”

			I stepped into the house. She closed the door behind me. Her hair was down. It was never down. It lay over her shoulder in one thick braid. She had no shoes on. I inspected the small silver chain on her left ankle. Very bohemian. 

			Who was this woman and what had she done with my aunt? 

			Luna cleared her throat, and I was forced to look at her. Her smug expression was familiar, but her outfit was not. 

			“You look nice.” I said. 

			Her eyes shrunk to thin slits. She was skeptical. I shoved my phone back into my pocket, and she lifted a hand and fidgeted with the tip of her braid. I was just about ready to check her head for abrasions when she spoke up again. 

			“I’m trying something new.” She said while her eyes darted from the door and back to me. 

			It was as simple as that. Okay, then. At least I knew that she hadn’t fallen while I was out. 

			I started to remove my coat. “I think it’s beautiful.” 

			Her tight lips relaxed, and she allowed a grin to escape. 

			“Thank you.” She straightened up. “So, how did it go?” 

			I tongued at the corner of my mouth and tried to act casual, but it didn’t fool her. 

			“Echo?” she added.

			I took a short breath. “His parents suck.” 

			She burst into laughter, and it forced me to smile. Luna wrapped her arm around my shoulder and walked me into the kitchen. I was busy thinking about the night and what had happened. I hated everything about it except for Thorn and the library. 

			But that kiss. 

			That kiss woke something up inside of me that I didn’t know existed. I so desperately wanted to blurt it out, but Luna wasn’t the right person to talk to about it. 

			My sister was. 

			My phone hummed again. I knew it was her, but she’d have to wait. 

			Aunt Luna walked over to the stove. She was making hot chocolate. There were freshly made marshmallow squares stacked neatly on a plate in the center of the table. I was tempted to rush in and grab one when something struck me as different about the room. 

			The dolls. 

			Where were they? 
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			We talked for an hour, about everything, but Ash and Thorn. 

			School. Midnight. What my plans may be after I graduated. 

			I didn’t know. I didn’t even know what I wanted to do tomorrow let alone with the rest of my life. Talking with her this way was something I would always treasure. We had never sat like this and discussed anything for any length of time. But I really hoped that this would be the first of many. 

			I took a bite of my third marshmallow and laughed. Her humor had changed along with her hair and what she was wearing. 

			“I hate that skirt we have to wear for school,” I muttered. 

			She winked at me. “You need some really long socks.” 

			“Aunt Luna!” 

			She chuckled while rolling her hand. “You inherited your chicken legs from your dad.” 

			“Thanks.” I dropped the remainder of my marshmallow square in my cup. It bobbed up and down in the sweet chocolate.   

			I glanced behind her, and she turned to look, too. She rotated on her chair and studied my expression. 

			“What happened to them?” I asked. 

			“To what?” she replied. 

			I smiled. “To all of the creepy dolls.”

			She giggled. “You know what? They were creepy, weren’t they?”

			I nodded and shook my shoulders out. 

			“Well, I put them in the attic.” 

			“I thought you loved them?” I asked while hiding a smile behind the side of my hand. 

			She took a sip of her hot chocolate and made a small noise in the back of her throat. It was her third cup. I was only on my second. She licked away the marshmallow that clung to her top lip. Luna lowered the cup to the table and held it between her hands. She stared at it like a fortune teller would at tea leaves.

			She tilted her head. “I woke up today, and I wanted a change. Do you know what I mean?” she asked. I turned the cup in my hand and took a sip. My eyebrow rose. I knew exactly what she meant. I wanted a lot of things to change, most of which, Thorn going away to school, or even back to Military school. I wanted him here, even if it was temporary. I’d take every moment I could get with him. 

			I set the cup down and fingered at my lips. She noticed.

			“What happened tonight?”

			My gaze lifted. “He—well.”

			She leaned forward and reached out to touch my hand. “Oh, no. You didn’t, did you?” she asked. 

			I immediately blushed. “You mean? No! No—oh my God, no, Aunt Luna!” 

			She sighed and retracted her hand. I was mortified. 

			“So why are you glowing like a firefly?” she asked. 

			I didn’t know that I was, but it made my stomach flip. “He kissed me.”

			Saying it made it real, whether or not she approved. Surprisingly she didn’t say a thing, so I leaned back in the chair and glared at her. 

			“What?” I asked. 

			She tapped the table with her nail, and it reminded me of when Persephone had done the same thing against the side of her wine glass. I blinked away the memory of her smug expression and the terrible feeling in my gut. 

			I hate that woman, and I wasn’t sure why. 

			But I did. 

			“I want to show you something.” 

			I tilted my head, and she sighed. 

			“It’s not in the attic, right?” I asked. 

			She rolled her eyes. “Stop hating on those dolls; they’ve never done a thing to you.”

			My phone hummed again, but I wasn’t even tempted to look at it. This felt so familiar to me. Like a home, I had been away from far too long.  

			“Except try to steal my soul,” I muttered. 

			“What?” she choked out through laughter. 

			My hand rolled. “Aunt Luna, honestly. They are the creepiest things ever with those big eyes that follow you everywhere you go.” 

			She tapped the table with an open hand. “Let’s go upstairs, to the library.”

			My eyes widened. She never went in there, let alone mentioned it. I wasn’t even sure why. It was beautiful and such an oasis. But something had happened to make her avoid it.

			 

			I sat at the table in the library while my aunt walked to the oversized chest in the corner that sat on a metal base with elaborate feet that looked like the paws of a lion. She leaned down and opened the lid, reaching in with care and standing up with a wide book in her hands. She left the top open as she walked back to the table and sat down across from me. Luna placed the book down and eyed it with adoration. The strain that had held her face tight with irritation had made way for something softer…loving. I recognized the expression as much as I knew the feeling. She carefully opened it up and beckoned me to join her. I pushed my chair back and walked around the table, taking a seat next to her and accepting her invitation into something I knew she had hidden away. 

			I leaned in and could see a rose, dried and flattened on the first page, protected by plastic. She lingered on this page and then finally bit her lip, turning it and allowing it to lay open. I spotted an open card, and two swans were embossed on it, both in solid black and facing each other. I glanced at her and then back at the book. She turned the page, and I could see her standing there in a beautiful black dress that flared at her knees and had a heart-shaped bodice, quarter length sleeves and then I noticed the bottom of the skirt. It had two swans painted on the fabric along with foliage. I squinted my eyes. It felt like dejavu. 

			“I don’t understand,” I said in a half whisper. 

			Her fingers gently toyed at the corner of the page. She tilted her head. 

			She turned the page and there they were, arm in arm, Aunt Luna, and Eyota Vega. I could see Port Royal High School in the background. I narrowed my eyes and read the card off to the side of the picture. 

			Homecoming ’66.

			“Homecoming?” I asked, and she half grinned. 

			“Yes.” She paused and then leaned back in her chair. “He was so handsome and charming. I swear that my senior year was a blur and I have no idea how I graduated. I certainly couldn’t concentrate because he, well, let’s just say that my mind wandered.”

			I understood this more than I wanted to admit. Thorn did this to me. It was so intense that I swear it had happened before. I adjusted on the chair, and it creaked beneath me. 

			I blinked when she spoke up again. “I know what this feels like. What Thorn makes you feel. Trust me, I do. I just, well, I love you, and it would break my heart if…” she trailed off. 

			I sighed. “I’m sorry. I can tell that he, I mean, Mr. Vega hurt you, but Thorn is not like that. He isn’t like his parents at all.”

			She turned to look at me. Her expression wasn’t one of anger or irritation. Instead, it was filled with concern. “How do you know?” she asked me. 

			I hesitated. How could I possibly know? How could I explain to her that it was just something I felt deep inside my soul that told me that Thorn wouldn’t hurt me? Or could it be that I refused to accept the possibility? Maybe it was the possibility, the not knowing, that was the greatest attraction of all. 

			Maybe I’m addicted to dangerous things. Maybe I love the way he commanded butterflies to rise and turn into a steady hum of energy that rolled just beneath the surface of my skin. 

			He did all of this and more.

			And that kiss.

			That kiss would haunt me forever if I didn’t fight to preserve it. 

			Fight for him. 

			She moved my bangs and cupped the side of my face. I leaned into her hand and wanted to cry. I hated feeling this way and yet I couldn’t live without it. I had never been in love, and now that I found myself falling deeper and deeper in love with Thorn, I was finding it harder to ward off the paranoia and fear. It lurked there, in the shadows like a beast. A wolf. A killer. 

			It frightened me.

			“Because I can’t help myself,” I said as I opened my eyes and she let out a slow breath. 

			She removed her hand and looked back at the picture of the two of them. Then she turned the page, and my eyes ran over another picture of them laughing, then another of them holding hands, then one of them kissing. Eyota’s hand lay gently on her cheek just as Thorn does with me. It sent a cold chill through me like I was looking at the future, yet it was the past. 

			Then she took a deep breath and turned the page. 

			More pictures, one of them staring at each other, another one of them by the ocean with my aunt’s hair flying in the wind, and then she turned the page, and all I could see was a gravestone. I leaned in and read the inscription. 

			Love.  

			I shook my head and stared at her. “What is this?” I whispered. 

			She wiped a tear from her cheek. “The end of us.” She said with so much hurt and regret.

			 “You mean…you and Mr. Vega had a child?” I asked, choking on my words. 

			She stared at the book. “I buried Love in the cemetery. That’s what I named her. It seemed appropriate.” 

			My heart was breaking for her. It made my stomach sour. 

			“Echo. Eyota didn’t want her or me. He told me that I should, well, to get rid of the problem. I refused, and he acted as if nothing ever happened between us.”

			She closed the book as she took a slow and steady breath then turned to face me, taking my hands in hers and rubbing her thumbs across the tops of my hands. My body trembled from her loss. A sharp pain rushed through my temples, and I hissed.

			“Monster,” I whispered. It was so hard to keep my emotions in check. 

			My eyes became glossy. “He said to say hello to you tonight.”

			“What?” She removed her hand from my cheek. 

			“He looked right at me and said to say hello to you.”  

			She shook her head and visibly tried to collect herself. I could tell this was painful for her, just as painful as it had been so many years ago. I’m sure it would haunt her for the rest of her life. 

			She reached in and pushed my hair behind my ear. She had never been this way before. It felt so intimate like I was finally getting to see her for the first time. 

			The real her. 

			Then she spoke. “I don’t want you to see Thorn again.”

			I understood her pain as well as I could, but I immediately became defensive. She was judging him for what his father had done to her, and I just couldn’t accept that Thorn was anything like his father. 

			“Thorn isn’t like that, Aunt Luna. He would never...” 

			She interrupted me. “Do you? Do you really know what he would do?”

			Luna closed the book. The distance between us grew. 

			I shook my head, and my bangs fell into my eyes. My heart ached for her, and I understood her concern more than I wanted to, but Thorn, Thorn wasn’t like his dad; he couldn’t be.

			He was so kind and attentive to my needs. A protector. I couldn’t see Eyota ever being that way. I think that maybe my aunt only saw what she wanted to see. 

			Oh, God. I wasn’t the same way, was I? Had I been mesmerized by his ability to charm me into submission?  

			“His conquests are as extensive as his father’s. His reputation precedes him.” She said. 

			I cleared my throat. “I don’t believe it.”

			She laughed. “Why don’t you ask the girls at your school? Any of them.”

			“What?” I choked on the words. “Why would you say that?”

			She looked deeply into my eyes. “Because it’s the truth.”  

			“No, it can’t be.” I whispered. 
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			I waited until I could hear snoring coming from outside the room. Midnight still wasn’t home. I slid from the side of my bed and carefully placed my feet on the floor. I jumped when I heard a meow. Bela sat on the cushioned seat in the window. His black fur shined in the moonlight. The snow had stopped falling, and the light of the moon had lit everything up. The mounds of snow sparkled like glitter. I grabbed my jacket and slid it on while glancing over at the clock. It was 11:00 pm. Midnight must have been given a different curfew. I don’t know how that was fair. Just because she went to another school, preparing her for early admission to college, doesn’t make her any older than me. Yet it felt like it. 

			But I don’t think that was the reason. 

			Aunt Luna’s admission about Eyota weighed heavy on my heart. I couldn’t imagine what she went through, but her harsh judgment of Thorn was unwarranted. It was like looking at a criminal and then insisting that their children be sent to prison. It made little to no sense to me. 

			I understand that his father broke her heart. She lost a child. How do I talk to her about Thorn without that overshadowing everything? It was so sad, so traumatizing and yet she allowed me to go with him, to their home, hoping that I would hate him. 

			I guess she assumed that it would work.

			But it didn’t. 

			I headed for the door, and Bela meowed one more time. I glanced back and spotted a shadow against the glass and placed my finger to my lips. “Shh.”  

			I opened my door and peeked out into the hallway. I could hear her snoring a bit louder. She must have left her door open. I took a breath and then jumped when I heard a tap on my window, behind me. I turned, and my hair flew out to my side. My brow furrowed. Bela hissed and jumped down from the cushioned seat. 

			There he was, sitting on the ledge on the other side of the glass. 

			Thorn Vega.

			My heart raced in my chest. How did he get there? Why had he come? And what did he want?  

			He pressed his palm against the window. I carefully approached the window while staring at his hand. There was no fog on the glass from his body heat. He removed it when I reached for the latch on one of the large windows and pushed it outward. A gust of cold air lifted my hair for a moment and then allowed it to settle back down around my shoulders. He was motionless. 

			“What are you doing here?” I whispered while gripping the latch firmly in my hand. 

			“I’m not sure.” He replied. I couldn’t fault him for his honesty. 

			I leaned out and stared down at the ground. “And how the heck did you get up here?” The side of the house wasn’t built for climbers. It had large sections that were flattened out. A window here and there made it a challenge, and the ledges were narrow. I glanced at his feet. He was still wearing his tennis shoes. He was balancing himself on his toes. It made me anxious. 

			“I can climb almost anything.” He paused. “My father likes to climb mountains, he’s been taking me since I was little.”  

			He shifted on the ledge. A chunk of ice and snow plunged toward the ground and hit with a thud. I gasped. The last thing I needed was for aunt Luna to wake up and find Thorn where he was, or worse yet, on the ground. 

			My gaze landed back on him. “Well, that’s great.”

			His eyes darkened. I swallowed hard. “I should go, shouldn’t I?” he asked. 

			I should say yes. I should. But I got lost in his eyes, and then he began to turn. I reached out and grabbed the sleeve of his pea coat, and he turned back. His eyes lit up. The moonlight skirted across his pupils, and I was at his mercy. Or better yet, at the mercy of my heart.   

			“No,” I said quietly. 

			“No?” he repeated. 

			My teeth began to chatter. “Come inside.” 

			The edge of his lip curled. “Are you sure?” he asked. 

			I backed away while wringing my hands. He began to move over the threshold. 

			“But, wait.” I added. 

			He froze. 

			I glanced behind me and ran to the door. Bela was standing there. I picked him up and stared at him. “Don’t judge me,” I whispered as I sat him down in the hallway and then closed the door. I turned back, and Thorn was already standing in the room, only a few feet away from me. 

			He eyed my bed, and so did I. It was a mess.  

			“I was sleeping.” 

			He grinned and looked back at me. “I don’t sleep…much, I mean.”

			My eyebrow cocked. “Do you suffer from insomnia?” I asked. 

			“You could call it that.” He replied.

			The silence fell between us. I crossed my arms over my chest. He noticed that I was fully dressed. “Do you sleep in your shoes?” he asked while looking at my feet. 

			I looked down and sighed. My hair fell forward and tapped against my arms. 

			“I was really tired.” 

			He didn’t say anything, and I wasn’t sure if he believed me. But what did it matter? He’s leaving.  

			My phone hummed again, and I pulled it out of my pocket and gave it a quick look. 

			He pointed behind him. “I can go.” 

			I lowered the phone and tilted my head. It was Midnight again, asking me how things went. I guess my temper just got the better of me. 

			“How many girls have you been with here in town?” 

			He shook his head in confusion. “What?”

			“Girls. How many?” I asked again. I wasn’t in the mood to play any games, not after what my aunt had said to me. 

			He half grinned and rubbed the side of his neck. “I’m sorry, I don’t know what you mean.”

			I tapped my foot and re-crossed my arms. His eyebrows rose. 

			“Are you mad at me?” he asked. 

			My jaw tightened. “I heard—”

			He laughed. I eyed the door. 

			“You heard what?” he said while taking one step toward me. 

			“I heard that you, well, you don’t exactly behave.” 

			His expression never changed as he approached me, closer and closer. I backed away until I felt the door against my shoulders. I had two choices. Stand and face this or open the door and run. 

			I chose to stand my ground. 

			He paused right in front of me. 

			That feeling started to rise again. 

			The hum. The static energy. My fingertips felt charged. 

			I looked down and I swear I could see a trace of white light rushing beneath my skin. Then he whispered, and it sounded like music to my ears. “I find it difficult to do what I’m told.”

			The thought of that desperate kiss at the gate haunted me. 

			“Thorn.”

			He looked me over, and my knees weakened. “Or what I should do.” He added. 

			“So, you show up here in the middle of the night and what? What exactly did you expect?” I asked, sounding more like my aunt and less like myself. I wasn’t happy with my reaction, but it escaped me before I could filter it through something less abrasive. 

			His body stiffened. “I’ve upset you.” He sounded remorseful. It tore through my heart. I didn’t want to hurt him or really push him away, but I don’t know what this is or what he could expect it to be. 

			“You’re leaving.” 

			He said nothing. 

			“Right?” I added. 

			“I was hoping you’d give me one good reason to stay.” His words nearly wrecked me. 

			My lips parted. Yes. I wanted that so badly. I wanted him to stay right here in Port Royal with me forever.  

			I could hear the handle on the door moving so I turned in horror. I gasped. I felt a slight breeze, and in moments Thorn was gone, and the window sat wide open. 

			Midnight stepped in and immediately shivered. She eyed the window. “What are you doing in here?” she asked as she rushed over and closed it. She turned back around as I rubbed my arms. 

			“I was thinking about coming after you,” I said. It was true, but I had been interrupted. I chose not to mention Thorn.

			She glanced at the window. “What? Like a jailbreak?” 

			I nodded, and she laughed while removing her coat and dropping it on the cushion. I couldn’t believe that Thorn had been standing in this room just minutes ago. She would flip out if she knew he had climbed up here and I let him in. 

			“So, how was the party?” I asked hoping to get her talking. 

			It totally worked. 

			She lifted her hand. “Girl.” She added a shake of her head.

			Midnight told me about the fight she witnessed between Bri and Daniel and the cute boy that she met and nearly made out with. I couldn’t judge her for trying to hook up with someone that she had no intention of seeing again. 

			I had practically done the same thing. The only difference was I wanted him to stay. I wanted to give him that reason he asked for.

			“So anyway, how was your date?” she asked. 

			I swallowed hard. How was it? So many words came to mind. 

			Terrifying.

			Exhilarating. 

			Intriguing. 

			Any of them would do.

			Then something washed over me. Selfishness, I would guess. For the first time in my life, I didn’t want to share something with my sister. I wanted to hide Thorn away from her and the rest of world and keep him all to myself.

			“Interesting,” I said, hoping that she wouldn’t see right through me. 

			“Is that all?” she added. 

			I shrugged a shoulder. “He has a huge house with big things in it and odd parents.” 

			She laughed while giving me a once-over. “That’s it? That’s all you have to say about your first date with a boy?”

			I licked my lips because my throat felt dry. I really hope I can see this through, but the urge to protect him outweighed her prodding.

			“He also has a nice car.” 

			She narrowed her eyes. I held firm. 

			“His car was nice.” She spoke with such skepticism. 

			I waved a hand. “Really, we didn’t talk much at all.”

			Her eyebrow cocked, and a smirk twisted her lip. I leaned in. “No, whatever you’re thinking is wrong.” 

			She sighed and placed a hand on her hip. “No kiss?” she asked. 

			The memory fought to consume me, but I shook my head before I spoke. “Nope.” 

			“Huh.”

			I walked over the bed and slipped my shoes off. I removed my coat and tossed it near hers in front of the window. I climbed in and buried myself under the comforter. She climbed in and faced me as I lay on the pillow opposite her own.   

			I reached in and moved my hair out of my eyes. I yawned. She did too. My eyes felt heavy. She reached in and held my hand. It was something she used to do when we were little.

			“Seriously, no kiss?” she asked again. 

			I fought back a grin. If I waver now, then I’ll lose it. 

			“No. I guess I’m just not his type.” 

			She grumbled. “You’re too good for him anyway.” 

			I studied her eyes. She seemed upset, but she shouldn’t be. 

			“Don’t be mean,” I whispered.

			“I’m not, but he isn’t, and neither is Asher,” she whispered back to me.

			“Stop.” 

			She leaned in. “Well, it’s true. Port Royal is nothing compared to the world.”

			“I like it here,” I spoke with sincerity. 

			“You just feel safe here, that’s all. You’ll see.” She retorted. 

			Finally, she turned over, and I rolled onto my back. 

			It may seem like that to her, but Port Royal was everything to me.

			Especially the people in it. 

			I blinked a few times. Sleep came, but so did the dreams…

			I found myself in The Pine. It was snowing, but I couldn’t feel the cold chill. I held my hand out, and a snowflake landed in my palm. It didn’t melt so I studied the pattern. Then I felt a presence behind me. I turned, and Asher was standing there, staring at both of his hands in wonder. 

			“Ash? What are you doing?” My voice bounced off the trees. 

			He lifted his head, and his skin was ghostly white with thin black lines running up his throat and over his jawline. It set me back to see him this way.  

			“Gyere velem.” He whispered in a voice that was almost foreign to my ears.

			I understood the words, although I didn’t know why.

			“Come with you?” I asked.  

			His eyes shot open, and they were jet black. 

			Terror rolled through me. I couldn’t breathe. He was lost to me. Dead, stolen away by something I couldn’t comprehend. His hands lifted and I could see the light building. It seeped from his skin and swirled into a ball that hovered in front of his chest.

			I backed away from him while shaking my head. “Please don’t make me do this,” I whispered. 

			The orb began to spin and his fingers spread. 

			“Ash, please, please hear me!” I yelled, but he opened his mouth, and a horn blew. 

			I looked down at my hands, and my fingertips began to glow white. I shook my head as a second horn blew. 

			“Asher!” I cried into the wind as it swirled around me and lifted my hair. 

			He gritted his teeth and flung his hands out toward me. The orb raced in my direction, and I lifted my arms to protect myself. I was nearly blinded by a bright flash of light, and I could hear him whisper on the wind. 

			 “Remember me.” 

			I sat straight up in my bed and cried out. I was covered in sweat. Midnight rolled over and hit me in the leg with her hand. I jumped and did a masterful dive from the side of the bed. Surprisingly, I hit the floor with grace. I was too shaken up to really absorb it. I grabbed the edge of the comforter and peeked over it, staring at her. If I had a stick, I would have poked at her to make sure she was real. 

			The lingering vision of how Asher looked at me with soulless eyes sent a shudder through me. Everything about him was different. From the way he looked, to the sound of his voice. And what language was he speaking in and why the hell did I know what it was? 

			It felt so real. I stared at my fingertips and rubbed them together. The lingering surge of energy was gone, but the feeling remained. 

			One of dread. 

			Her eyes fluttered. “What are you doing?” she muttered. 

			I tried to control my breathing, but it was nearly impossible. 

			“Midnight?” I whispered. 

			“Who else would I be?” she sulked while rolling over.

			 I let out a sigh of relief. She was real. I was only dreaming. But this time the memory of the dream didn’t fade. I remembered every little detail. Fear splintered my heart.

			“Oh, God. Asher.” My neck felt stiff, and my shoulders ached. 

			I stood up and rushed over to my jacket. I pulled out my phone and found him in a hurry. My fingers furiously typed in the words.

			“Are you okay?” 

			I waited. No reply. 

			“Asher? Did you make it to school okay?” 

			I hit send and waited. Still no reply. 

			“Asher, please let me know that everything is okay.” 

			I hit send and waited. Midnight adjusted on the bed and mumbled something that was complete gibberish. She likes to talk in her sleep. “Come with me.” She blurted out. 

			I took a step toward her. “What?” I asked in disbelief. I must have heard her wrong.   

			My phone hummed in my hand, and he was calling me. 

			Oh crap! I wasn’t prepared to talk to him. I just wanted to text. Hearing his voice on the phone would be awkward. What do I say? 

			The phone hummed again, then again. I have to answer it, right? 

			I rushed across the room and slid into our bathroom. I closed the door and ran over to the sink. My hand trembled when the phone hummed again. His face was staring back at me. Finally, I hit the button and placed it to my ear. I swallowed hard. 

			“Ash?”

			“Who the hell is this?” 

			I blinked. The female voice on the other end on the line forced me to stand up straight. I scanned the bathroom and parted my lips. What do I say to that? 

			Your name, Echo. Tell her your name. 

			“Echo. It’s Echo.” I said, glad that I didn’t stutter. 

			“Well, Echo. Why are you texting my boyfriend?” her emphasis on my name was filled with disgust.

			Boyfriend?

			Oh, God. Seriously? He’s been back all of TWO DAYS, tops! Wait, was she his girlfriend before he came home? I narrowed my eyes. I was so mad I wanted to scream. 

			“So stupid.” I hissed. Of course. This was the girl he told Aunt Luna about. The girl he loved or whatever. 

			She piped back up. “Could you stop breathing in the phone like some creeper?” 

			I blinked. I was breathing hard. Oh man, this was going from bad to worse far quicker than I could control it. I couldn’t tell her that I had a dream about him, now could I? 

			This was such a bad idea. 

			Then I did the worst thing I could possibly do. 

			I hung up and shut my phone off.

			I can’t believe I let some stupid dream get to me.  

			I tapped it against my leg and then tossed it on the sink. I walked out of the room knowing that he would have to deal with that mess and I didn’t care.

			Here I thought he was saving me when in all honesty, he was just as messed up as I am.

			Great.   
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			We spent our last day together in pajama’s, watching movies, and eating rocky road ice cream. I left my phone off, and Asher never called the house, not once. Good thing he didn’t. I wouldn’t have talked to him anyway. The anger was still bubbling up. If I talked to him now, then I’d say horrible things to him that couldn’t be taken back. 

			But did he deserve it?

			Maybe. 

			I had to keep repeating what my sister had said to me. 

			I went after him first. 

			I did, and I so wished that I could turn back time. 

			I don’t think anything would ever be the same between us now. 

			My fault and his. 

			The fifth movie of the day ended and Midnight waved a hand at the screen. “Honestly, how could she not know he was a vampire?”

			I bit the edge of my thumbnail. It was a valid question, but I loved the movies just the same. 

			Awkward girl. Rainy town. Mysterious boy. 

			I grinned. I may be caught up in my own melodrama. 

			Aunt Luna laughed while she watched the credits roll. “I like the wolf pack.” 

			I shook my head. “So, team wolf for you then?” I asked. 

			“Well, the older ones. The younger ones make me feel like a cougar.” 

			She winked at me while Midnight grumbled. She hates this stuff, but she was outnumbered. Aunt Luna may not believe in supernatural things, but she loved movies like this as much as I did. 

			“Both of you are ridiculous.” Midnight said, and I hugged the pillow and smiled.

			Luna sniffed the air. “I think dinner is ready.” 

			I perked up. She had made my favorite. Turkey pot pies and mashed potatoes.    

			We all sat at the table, and no one had said a word for about ten minutes. The reality had begun to settle in. Tomorrow, Midnight would leave again, and I would be going back to Port Royal High School. There had been no more talk about switching schools and to be honest, I really didn’t want to. I knew that I would miss her, as I always did, but every time the thought crossed my mind that maybe I should consider it, well, there he was. Thorn Vega. 

			Silly I know. 

			He’ll be leaving, too. 

			But something held me in place. Like I had to stay. Like if I left something would change that could never be fixed again.

			I know it’s weird, and it’s impossible to explain, but I just have to stay here with Aunt Luna. 

			In this house. In this town. In my school. 

			Midnight lowered her fork and traced the outline of her now broken crust. All of the goodness from the inside of the pot pie had oozed out onto her plate and was mingling with her mound of mashed potatoes. A pad of butter had oozed over the side sprinkled with black pepper.  

			She was okay with her food mixing. 

			I was not. 

			I carefully picked away at the center of it so that nothing would be out of place. 

			I stared at the opening and spotted three carrots and five peas. I silently counted them along with the chunks of chicken. 

			My attention was brought back to her when she spoke up and ended the silence. 

			“I don’t want to leave without you.” She blurted out. 

			Her words struck me. I nearly choked on them. The emotion behind them tugged at my heart and made me want to give her what she wanted, even though it wasn’t what I wanted at all. 

			But that’s what love is about, isn’t it? 

			Sacrifice? 

			I cleared my throat and adjusted on the chair. A part of me wanted to make her happy by saying yes. Instead I lowered my gaze and she sighed. 

			“I’m sorry. I can’t.” I hated saying it, and I couldn’t even look at her face. I knew what I would see. Hurt and disappointment. I couldn’t handle either when it came to her. 

			“Is it that boy?” she asked. Her fork clinked against her plate. She was aggravated, but I couldn’t help that. All I could do is try to reassure her that I loved her and it changed nothing between us. 

			“No—no,” I said. I probably could have said it once, the second time made it sound like it may be a lie. It probably was, but I hadn’t accepted how hopelessly I had fallen for him, yet.

			“You know he’s a man whore, right?” she asked. 

			Aunt Luna chimed in almost immediately. “Midnight, please, stop.” 

			She glanced at her and then back to me. “I just don’t get it. I’m your sister; he’s nobody.” 

			I reacted before I had a chance to control the emotion behind it. “He isn’t a nobody!” 

			She fell silent, and so did Aunt Luna. 

			The truth had found its way through the cracks in my armor. 

			“Great.” She muttered while picking up her fork. She stabbed her pot pie and then dropped it again. “Don’t come running to me when you end up preggers.” 

			I choked on my food and had to tap my chest a few times. I grabbed my glass of lemon water and took a few swigs. I set it down while Aunt Luna glared at her. Midnight finally looked over at her. “What? You know it’s true. Thorn Vega has had every girl in this town!”

			I narrowed my eyes. “Even you?” I asked. Knowing he hadn’t.  

			She snapped her head. Her eyes locked on me. “You don’t want me to go there.”

			“What?” my voice rose. She was lying, and I knew it. 

			“Girls.” Aunt Luna said, but it was too late. 

			I pushed my plate aside and crossed my arms over my chest. “Actually, I do. I want you to go there. You tell me what happened before I find out on my own.” 

			She pushed her plate forward and nearly knocked her glass over. Her dramatics had no effect on me. We were evenly matched. 

			“You want to know about Thorn Vega, Echo?” 

			“Did I stutter?” I asked. 

			The muscles in her jaw flexed. “He’s amazing, at first. So sweet and charming. Saying things like I’ll never let anything happen to you, I’ll protect you, or my absolute favorite…I’ve never been with anyone like you before. Any of that sound familiar?” she asked. 

			I had to fight the bile from rising in the back of my throat. He had said all of that to me and more. I felt sick to my stomach, but my pride wouldn’t let me give into her. 

			“Oh yeah—well, he hasn’t said any of that to me.” I lied, but I had no choice. Her smug attitude infuriated me. 

			Her eyebrow cocked. “Seriously? I know that you’re lying.” 

			My leg shook under the table. “No, I’m not. He took me to meet his parents, and that’s all.” 

			She laughed, and Aunt Luna reached in. Midnight moved so she couldn’t touch her arm. She glanced at her. “No, she needs to know about him. I mean, everyone knows about him.”

			“Midnight, please. Maybe you should leave the room. Cool down.” 

			She wasn’t having it. Her hazel eyes landed back on me. They appeared glossy. She was hurt and angry. Maybe it was a mixture of whatever she felt for Thorn and the fact that she knew that I was choosing him over her. 

			“Do you think you’re special?” she asked. 

			I swallowed hard. She had never spoken to me this way. The venom in her words felt like poison seeping into my veins. She went on. 

			“You’re not, not to him. Not now, or ever. He lies. They all lie!” she bit her lip. I felt nauseous.

			Aunt Luna stood up. “What did he do?” she asked. But Midnight refused to clarify. 

			She shoved herself back from the table, and the chair screeched against the wood. I wanted to throw up. But I sat frozen in place. 

			She stood up and slammed her palms on the table. Everything shook. 

			“He’ll never love you. Ever, Echo. He’ll use you up and toss you aside like garbage, and if you let him do that, then you deserve it.” 

			She stormed out, and I sat there with a tear streaming down my face. I wiped it with the side of my hand. My aunt tried to say something, but I slid out of my chair and ran. Midnight had tried to destroy me. They both had. Midnight with the horrible things she said about him and Aunt Luna with her terrible secret about Eyota. They wanted to destroy the thing that I loved. 

			Yes, love. 

			I can’t fight it. I know that I love him. I know it may be fast and foolish. 

			But it belongs to me. 

			It’s mine. My mistake to make, not theirs. 

			My decision. Not theirs. 

			My heart. Not theirs.  

			I wanted to hate my sister for it, but I couldn’t. I love Midnight, now and forever. But was Thorn Vega worth breaking that bond with her? And had anything she said been true? 

			God, please, don’t let it be. 
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			I slept alone that night. Midnight refused to stay in the bedroom with me. In fact, she hadn’t said a word to me since dinner. 

			It took me three hours to fall asleep and even then, I kept waking up every hour, sweaty and chilled to the bone. Dreams came and went, but nothing stuck with me. It was a jumbled mess of memories from our childhood. 

			Birthdays.

			Hugs. 

			Tender moments.

			Places we had never been.

			Nothing made any sense.   

			It would haunt me if this became the one thing that we couldn’t get past. But as hard as I tried, I couldn’t stop caring about him or wanting him. 

			I wished that I could. 

			She placed her suitcase in the trunk of the cab. She closed it and barely looked at me. Aunt Luna had the door open and was waiting for the two of us to get inside. Midnight walked past me without saying a word, and I turned with a sigh. She had never been this mad, even when she left for school for the first time. This was different. I knew that she was hurt. I wanted to fix it so badly but what could I do outside of leaving with her that would fix it? 

			Nothing. And I knew it. 

			We drove out of town, and Aunt Luna made small talk with the cab driver. I think she only did it because she was nervous. Midnight sat on the other side of her and stared out the window. I glanced over at her a couple of times, but I didn’t know what to say. It was the first time in our lives that I really felt separated from her. 

			It was awful. I hated it. Almost enough to give in, but I just couldn’t. He wouldn’t let me. 

			The cab pulled into the station, and the train was on time. Midnight got out in a hurry and ran to the back of the car. I watched her tap the trunk lid. The cab driver stepped out as the lid lifted up. She jerked her suitcase out and was walking away just as Luna exited the car. Luna stared at her and then at me. She held her hand out as if to say go talk to her before she leaves but Midnight is as stubborn as I am. If she doesn’t want to talk, then it wouldn’t matter what I said or did. 

			I shoved my hands into my red coat and ran after her, carefully dodging the slick spots on the concrete leading to the platform. The last thing I needed to do was hurt myself again, especially now. 

			She rushed up the steps and toward the train. I had to call out to her from behind. 

			“Midnight, wait!” 

			She stopped without turning to face me. I rushed up behind her and cleared my throat. My lips, nose, and mouth were freezing. The temperature had dropped, and winter was really taking hold. My teeth chattered, and I shifted my stance a couple of times trying to get some blood flowing in my legs. 

			“Don’t leave without saying goodbye,” I said. 

			Her shoulders hunched. I couldn’t tell if she was angry or if I had struck a chord with her. I really hoped it was the latter of the two. 

			She turned back, and her eyes were glossy and red. She was crying. I stepped forward, and she let out a sigh. Her breath was white like smoke and floated in the air between us. 

			“Goodbye.” She said. 

			My eyes remained locked on hers. “Midnight, don’t leave like this. Please.” I whispered. 

			Aunt Luna rushed up in a flurry. She took a few breaths and scanned the platform. 

			“Okay, I need to start working out.” We both glanced over at her as she stood there with her hands on her knees. She had on a snug fitting black coat that ended mid-thigh. Large white buttons ran down the front of it in horizontal rows of two. Four sets. I counted them. 

			She stood up and placed a hand on her back. “I think I pulled something.” 

			I hid a grin, but Midnight didn’t react at all. I studied her expression. She dropped her suitcase, and I sucked in my breath. 

			Was she going to hug me or hit me? Either way, I wouldn’t be upset. At least it was something. 

			She walked past me and into Luna’s embrace. She wrapped her arms around her waist and buried herself in her chest. Luna reached up and rubbed her back. She kissed the top of her head while staring at me. 

			Midnight stepped back, and Aunt Luna placed her hands on her cheeks. “We’ll miss you so much, but Christmas break will be coming soon.” 

			Midnight took another step back from her. “I won’t be coming home for Christmas this year.” 

			She turned around and rushed past me. Luna called out to her. “Midnight, please.” 

			She grabbed her red suitcase and boarded the train. I wanted to rush after her, but something kept me frozen in place on that platform. I caught sight of her walking inside the car through the long rectangular windows that ran along the side of it. She kept going, and I took a step forward but felt a hand on my arm. I looked up to see Aunt Luna was now standing next to me. She wrapped her arm around my shoulder as Midnight took a seat by the window and stared down into her lap. 

			“Look at me, please,” I whispered while my leg shook. 

			“Midnight, please,” I added. 

			Luna held me closer, but Midnight never looked up, not once. The train began to move, and I fought the urge to run alongside it. Something in my gut made me feel like this was the end. 

			The last time I’d see her like this. 

			Desperation rushed through me. I broke free of Luna and began to run alongside her on the platform. 

			I tried to watch where I was going as I yelled up at her. 

			“Midnight! Midnight!” I waved a hand.  

			Finally, she looked at me right before I had to stop at the edge of the platform. Her eyes were filled with sadness and betrayal. I could feel my heart breaking. I waved my arms and regained my balance as I teetered on the edge. 

			“I love you,” I said, and I meant it.  
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			I sat in the car and said nothing. It was idling in front of Port Royal High School. I couldn’t get the vision of Midnight’s sad expression out of my mind. 

			I understood that she wanted to protect me, but I found it impossible to leave, even hearing the horrible things she had to say about Thorn. 

			I swallowed hard when Luna rolled down her window, and a man came running toward us. It was James Jenny. The same teacher who Midnight had crushed on. 

			I blinked when his hand landed on the ledge. He was half out of breath. His hair was nice and tidy, and his black-rimmed glasses rested on his face like they belonged there. Some people just can’t pull off glasses, but he could. 

			Mr. Jenny no longer taught any classes. He was now the guidance counselor for the school. Luna adjusted in her seat. Her expression softened, and her eyes lit up when he grinned at her. 

			“Luna.” He said with a nod. 

			She released the wheel with her white-gloved hands. She pulled them into her lap and fidgeted. I noticed because I do it all the time. She acted like she was nervous. 

			Oh no. She still likes him! 

			I just can’t deal with this today. Not after everything that happened with Asher, then Thorn and now Midnight. Not to mention the multiple accidents I had while on such a short break from school. It’s a miracle I survived it at all. My stomach tightened. We only had a little over three weeks until we’d be out again for Christmas break. Maybe I should invest in some bubble wrap. 

			Mr. Jenny spoke up, and I was pulled out of my thoughts. 

			“Echo, I have a favor to ask of you.” 

			My eyebrow cocked. What favor could he possibly want?

			“You’re a model student here at PRHS.” His abbreviation amused me. 

			“I am?” I asked. 

			He smiled as the tip of his nose began to redden from the cold temperatures. 

			He laughed. “4.0 GPA, never had detention, volunteer librarian. Yes, you are.” 

			I took a short breath and scanned the front of the school. People were starting to show up, and the bell for homeroom would be ringing soon. I didn’t want to be late, so I opened my door, and Luna leaned over and gave me a kiss on the cheek. She rubbed off the bit of lipstick she left behind.

			Red. Since when did she wear red so much? 

			I caught my reflection in the mirror. I looked ghostly white, and faint dark circles had begun to form under my eyes. I blame it on the dreams interrupting my sleep. I reached up and touched my right cheek. It looked like I had on blush. She reached over. “Here.” She rubbed my other cheek with the same fingers, and now they were both slightly rosy. 

			I stepped out, and James stood up and rushed around to my side of the car. He leaned down and half waved to Luna while hanging onto the door. She did the same and then adjusted the bun on the side of her head. I couldn’t believe how they both acted around each other. The attraction was obvious, and he’s a married man. 

			I don’t want ANYTHING to do with it. 

			Nothing at all. 

			Nope.

			I have enough drama of my own.  

			My aunt pulled away, and I was left there with Mr. Jenny. He turned to face me with a look of cautious optimism on his face. I adjusted my backpack that was slung over my shoulder. I glanced at a group of girls as they walked by. Hushed whispers rose up between them. My brow furrowed. I’m one of those people who stays under the radar here at school. I don’t talk much and when I do it’s short and sweet. I enjoy my classes, I do my homework, and I look forward to the time I spend in the library every day before school lets out. It’s the perfect place to hide away. 

			He looked me over. “So how was your break?” 

			I laughed. He tilted his head. I decided to play it off. “Oh, it was—uneventful.” 

			I wasn’t going to tell him the about the craziness that had occurred while I was away from school. I didn’t plan on telling anyone. I spotted Daniel and Bri. They walked next to each other, but they weren’t holding hands. I think the fight between them may still be raging on. 

			That was another thing I didn’t want to be any part of. 

			Mr. Jenny spoke up again. “Well, good. I’m glad you had a great Thanksgiving. I wish I could say the same. I ruined the turkey, so I’m in the doghouse.” He had leaned in. Again, I didn’t want to know about his vacation, or about him, or his life. I know it sounds callous, but I’m just not that person. He’s a teacher or was, and Midnight had crushed on him. I thought about Aunt Luna. She was too, or had, or whatever. 

			I heard the first bell, so I began to walk toward the steps. It was a five-minute warning before we needed to be in homeroom for roll call. I had never been late, not once. James strolled alongside me. His gate was wide, he had long legs, but he adjusted it to match mine. Students stared at the two of us. I really wish he wouldn’t bring so much attention to me. It’s the last thing I wanted. He reached in and opened the door, so I slid inside, happy to get away from prying eyes and the winter chill that lingered in the air. The door began to close, and I noticed that it had started to snow again. Big flakes were falling so gently from the sky. 

			Peaceful.

			But the moment didn’t last.  

			I flinched when I was immediately met by Tailor. She held a book up and wagged it. 

			“How can this book be required reading, Mr. Jenny?” she asked. 

			We both stared at it. It was Flowers in the Attic. I cringed. Not because it’s a bad book, it isn’t.  I just knew what she was doing, and why.

			She turned it in her hand. Mr. Jenny narrowed his eyes. “I’m not familiar with it.”

			Is he serious? Great, give her a reason to talk about it. Then she did exactly what I expected her to do. 

			“Well, it’s a story about a brother and sister who end up together. Personally, I blame it on the girl.” Her eyes locked on mine. I was mortified. 

			Asher and I are NOT siblings. Yes, we grew up in the same house. Yes, our aunt adopted him, and yes—oh crap. 

			“What?” he asked while reaching out for it. She handed it over with a smirk on her face. I thought she was quiet and nice?

			 I liked that Tailor. 

			That Tailor was sweet. 

			Not this one. 

			This Tailor was malicious. I could see it on her face. She had two girls with her. One with light blonde hair and the other had auburn hair. They didn’t say anything; I guess they didn’t have to. They were just back up. 

			“Yeah, can you believe that? I mean, who would be attracted to their brother, let alone want to sleep with him?” she asked. 

			I wanted to dig a hole and hide in it. Then the bookworm inside of me spoke up when she should have stayed quiet. 

			“Actually, this book deals with abuse. The grandmother is the villain, not the children.”

			She placed a hand on her hip. “So, you think what they do is okay?”

			I tugged on the bottom of my skirt. “I understand it.”

			One of the girls that had shown up with Tailor stepped up to Mr. Jenny and began to distract him with questions about the paper in her hand. He took it and pointed down the hall. “You’ll need to go that way for first period.”

			“Are you sure?” she asked while fidgeting with her hair.  

			Tailor laughed. “Well, of course you do, since you want to sleep with your own brother.”

			Those words lingered all around me while other students stared at us. Tailor glared at me. 

			“That’s not what happened.” I half whispered. 

			“Not yet.” She retorted.

			I gritted my teeth. “Asher isn’t my brother.” 

			She rolled her eyes as students began to clear. The second bell would be going off soon. 

			Mr. Jenny lowered the book to his side. “Tailor, you should get to class.” 

			She looked at Mr. Jenny. “Well, I hope you can do something about this because I don’t want to tell my mother. She’s on the board here, and she’ll freak out.”

			He gave her a reassuring nod. “I promise, I’ll handle it.”

			She sighed, and I nearly dropped my backpack. She glared at me and then walked away, taking her posse with her.

			I cleared my throat, and Mr. Jenny turned to face me. “Some people are very judgmental.” I parted my lips, but I didn’t want to tell him what her true intentions were. 

			He clutched the book to his chest. “Well, about that favor.” 

			I stared up at him, wondering what he wanted. His eyes held a glint. “I need for you to give someone a tour this morning. A new student.” 

			I shook my head. It was the last thing I needed, and then I heard the voice and was forced to turn. 

			Thorn Vega stood there in a new Port Royal jacket with the white and black patch on his lapel. The skull and crossbones stuck out against the jacket pocket. His black pants were pressed and hugged his legs. I blinked, and the edge of his lip curled. 

			“Echo, this is Hawthorn Vega. He’s going to be finishing up his last year here at PRHS, and I have a pressing meeting with the board about a fundraiser, and I guess now this.” He glanced at the book in his hand. 

			I stood there in shock and the second bell went off over our heads. I flinched and turned to look at Mr. Jenny. “I’m late!”

			Thorn grinned as he leaned in toward me. “For a very important date.” 

			I refused to take the bait although I love Alice in Wonderland. 

			“You will not be marked as tardy. I’ve already seen to that.”

			Mr. Jenny was usually the person who took all new students through the school and showed them where everything was on their first day. I couldn’t believe that he wanted me to do this with Thorn. My heart fluttered in my chest. Then I remembered the look in Midnight’s eyes and what she had said. I felt the anger rising in me again. My fist balled at my side and Thorn noticed. 

			His smile faded and his sea-blue eyes landed back on Mr. Jenny. 

			“I’m sure I can find my way around here.” 

			I hoped that he would accept Thorn’s offer, but it was a fleeting dream. 

			“Echo is a model student here. I trust she can show you around.” 

			Thorn looked at me and grinned. I hated it. 

			Mr. Jenny continued. “I’ll leave you in her capable hands.” 

			Thorn gave him a nod, and Mr. Jenny began to walk away. 

			I lifted my hand, but he was gone. 

			I turned to face Thorn, and he ran his fingers through the top of his hair. Two thick strands fell into his eyes. It made him even cuter. 

			Jerk. 

			“So.” He said. 

			I turned and walked away from him, and he was forced to follow. 
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			I shoved my things into my locker as he leaned against the one next to mine. I refused to look at him, but that smell lingered in the air. 

			Sandalwood and vanilla. 

			I tried to ignore it. 

			I slammed my locker door shut and faced him. “What are you doing here?” I asked as directly as I could. 

			He stood up straight and rubbed the side of his neck. “I decided that I wanted to finish my last year here at home.” 

			“You go to a military school.” I said. 

			His face hovered right in front of mine. “Are you always so factual?” 

			I straightened up and crossed my arms over my chest. He scanned the hallway. 

			“I want the full tour, so I don’t get lost.” He said. 

			I narrowed my eyes, and he tilted his head. “Are you mad at me?” he asked. 

			I sighed and walked past him. He caught up with me. I knew he was staring. I could feel it, but I wasn’t going to look. He could take those full lips and beautiful smile and shove them up his mother’s butt. 

			I stopped by two large doors. I held my hand up with as little enthusiasm as I could. 

			“Gym.”

			He reached for the door, and I turned and kept walking. 

			He called out from behind me. “Are we not going in?”

			I turned back and glared at him. “It’s a square room with seats.” 

			He released the handle and started to walk toward me. I turned and kept walking straight ahead. I stopped again and held my hand out. “Cafeteria.”

			He didn’t say anything. I crossed my arms over my chest. “Are you sure you don’t want to see it?”

			“Not really.” He said. 

			“Well, it has food and tables. We eat there.” 

			“Good to know.” He said while hiding a grin. 

			I turned and kept walking. He followed. I veered to the right and then had to open a door. I waited for him and then let it shut in his face. He opened it up and then stepped in. I stood in the library. It was dimly lit. A decent size by my standards, but I’m sure Thorn found it quaint, which is a term his mother uses. 

			I turned, and he smiled at me. “Library?” he asked. 

			I sighed. “We have—”

			He interrupted me. “Books here. I get it. I can read them.” 

			I stepped forward, and he blocked my way. I moved back, and he looked me over. 

			“So, are we going to talk about this, or what?” His voice sounded soft and inviting. 

			No, Echo! Your aunt warned you. Your sister warned you. What more do you need?  

			I shrugged my shoulders. “I don’t know what you mean.” 

			He stepped back, and I could hear the click of the lock. I straightened up. Had he just locked us in here together? “You shouldn’t do that, Mrs. Smith will be here any minute.”

			He took one step toward me, and I took one back. He paused, but then did it again. He seemed to be enjoying it. 

			“Talk to me, Echo.” 

			I stared down at my feet and pressed my thumb in the center of my palm. I pressed as hard as I could. The burn still remained, and I hissed. He immediately took my hands and made me stop. I looked up at him, and he studied my expression. 

			“Why did you act like you didn’t know my sister in the cemetery?” I asked. 

			He let my hands go. “What did she tell you about me?”

			“Why? Why did you both act like you had never seen each other before?” 

			He shoved his hands into his pockets and looked down. “I like that skirt on you.” 

			I rolled my eyes. “Oh, my God. Seriously, let me out of here.” 

			I moved past him, and he placed his hand on my waist. He had me up against the door before I could take another breath. I pressed my hands against his chest. He lingered there like a threat of all the things I desperately wanted. 

			“She told me everything.” 

			“And what would that be?” he whispered. 

			My heart jumped into my throat. His fingers gently moved across the small patch of exposed skin at the base of my neck. I trembled. 

			My gaze lifted. I was nearly in tears. “Did you do something with her?” I asked. 

			He looked as if I hit him in the gut. He licked his lip. “No.” 

			I tilted my head. “She’s never lied to me, not once, not ever.”

			His eyes darkened. “So, you’ve judged me already?”

			“I—it’s just, she doesn’t lie, and she was really upset.”   

			“Well, I’m not lying to you now. I didn’t do anything with your sister, but I have—”

			He paused. 

			“Have what?” I asked. 

			He cleared his throat. Then he abandoned whatever he was going to tell me and continued to talk about Midnight. 

			“We hung out once, but nothing happened. Nothing at all. She was, well, hard to handle.” 

			I narrowed my eyes. “What do you mean?”

			He took a step back from me. “She wanted more. I didn’t. I’ve never wanted that until…” he paused. 

			Until what? Until me? He can’t be serious. Is he?  

			I stared down at my feet. 

			My chin lifted with the help of his fingertips. He leaned in. “I promise you; nothing happened between us. Nothing at all.”

			“Then why did you act like you didn’t know her?” I asked again because the question bothered me. 

			“Because I really don’t. Like I said, we hung out once, and it wasn’t even a date, Echo.”

			I breathed a sigh of relief. There was just something about him that made me believe he was telling the truth. I parted my lips, ready to tell him about his father and my aunt, but the door handle jiggled. I covered my mouth. I didn’t want to get caught alone in the library with Thorn. It may cost me my position. I coveted it. The handle moved again, and Thorn took my hand and pulled me along with him. We weaved through the tall shelves until we were deep in the historical section. He pulled me in front of him, and my back lay against the shelving. He placed a hand to either side of my head and stared at me then he placed a finger to his mouth. 

			“Shhh.” He said. 

			My chest rose and fell. Being this close to him was sheer torture and knowing that Mrs. Smith was here made it even worse. My fingers tingled at my side. I shifted my body. A book fell to the floor, and Mrs. Smith spoke up. “Is someone there?” she asked. I was tempted to answer her.

			Thorn grinned at me while his lips lingered right above mine. It would be so easy to kiss him right now. The thought of letting her know I was here came and went as the smell of sandalwood engulfed me.  

			I could hear footsteps. “Hello?” she asked.

			Thorn held me in place as the footsteps got closer and closer. My heart was racing, then he took my hand at the last minute and pulled us around the corner right before she stepped in the aisle we were just in. 

			I could die! How he had timed it so perfectly was a mystery, but I was too terrified to think about it.  

			He leaned in behind me and held me by the waist. A small moan escaped my lips, and he covered my mouth. We froze in place. I felt his tone body against mine. His hand pressed against my stomach. His fingers moved, and I squirmed. He relished it as his lips grazed the top of my ear. Worry snaked through me. I don’t know what was more exciting. Him holding me so tightly, or the thought of her catching us. She started to walk again, and he pulled us back to where we were. Her footsteps stopped, and she lingered in the next aisle over from us. He removed his hand from my mouth and let it slide over my throat. I nearly gasped. My thighs ached, and knees wobbled. He drew me in closer and whispered in my ear. “Lana frumoasă.” 

			His use of Romanian nearly buckled me. The words lingered in my mind. So familiar and yet I couldn’t understand what they meant. My breath hitched. 

			I spotted the exit at the back of the library. Thorn let me go, and we rushed to it, hand in hand. I pushed on the door while biting my lip. I hoped it wouldn’t make any noise. Luckily it was silent, and I slipped through with Thorn right behind me. He shut the door, and I pressed my shoulders up against the concrete wall.  My chest rose and fell. The excitement was overwhelming, both from hiding from her and being so close to him. 

			We were now in a stairwell.

			He had a sinister grin on his face. The danger excited him. It did me too, but I wasn’t going to admit it. I swatted at him, and he laughed. I placed a finger to my lips, and he stared down at my skirt. 

			“Stop,” I said. “What did you say to me in there?”  He walked in front of me and reached in, toying with the fabric. His fingers brushed against my thigh. I pressed my open palms against the wall behind me. I didn’t know how long I could control myself around him and I wasn’t even sure if I wanted to. 

			Thorn was more than I could handle. I thought about what he had said about my sister. That Midnight was a bit much. She could be, and I knew that. She was very intense about things that she liked. Her liking Thorn was understandable. He was mysterious and dangerous. Neither of which I ever thought I’d be attracted to. 

			Perhaps I’m more like her than I care to admit.

			“What did you say?” I repeated. 

			His desire seemed to flicker to life. “Beautiful swan.” He whispered. 

			“Oh.” Was the only word I could conjure up. He paralyzed me. The moment lingered, and I thought he would lean in and steal another kiss. I wouldn’t fight him over it, or anything, really. I just longed to be near him. It was an ache that grew deep inside of me. If he only knew how much I wanted him, then he’d ruin me. 

			Nothing would or could ever compare to him or how I felt at this moment.    

			“W—we should finish the tour,” I whispered through staggered breath.

			He suppressed a growl. I could barely breathe.  

			His eyes lifted. “Yeah, I’d like that.” 

			Thorn stepped away without pushing me any further. The fabric of my skirt hit the top of my thigh. He had been gently toying with it since he approached me. 

			He looked so good in his coat and tie. I wanted to reach out and grab it, pulling him in and tasting his sweet lips again, but I need to control myself. I have to. 

			Someone does. 
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			The tour ended in front of Mrs. Hull’s door. She teaches biology. I really like her class. In fact, I had considered going into horticulture after her lessons on plants and their medicinal qualities. 

			Being with vegetation would be nice and easy. No conversations or awkward moments. Just peace and quiet. Like when I’m reading my books, so I really think it’s something I may end up doing after graduation. 

			I toyed with the long braid that lay over my shoulder. His sea-blue eyes lit over it then my lightly glossed lips. I don’t know why he has to look at me that way. It doesn’t help anything.

			Anything at all. 

			I scanned the hallway. “I guess the tour stops here.”

			He looked disappointed. I was too. After the incident in the library, I really wanted to spend the rest of the day with him, but everything was interrupted when I heard heels clicking down the hallway to our right. 

			“Hawthorn Vladimir Vega.”

			Vladimir. 

			Like Dracula.

			My body hummed.  

			I straightened my shoulders. 

			Persephone reached us. Her hair was pulled back in a tight bun, and she had a black hat on that shielded her face and cast a dark shadow over her porcelain skin. Her black dress ended at her knees and sat snuggly against her thighs. She wore a black coat that ended at her waist and was just as tight as the dress. Her nails were bright red, and they matched her hair and lipstick. She even had on sunglasses, large ones, like the movie stars wear. 

			She gave him a once-over. “Come along.”

			She turned, and he didn’t move. She paused and glanced back at him. “Hawthorn, now.” 

			His jaw set and his fist balled at his side. She noticed and did a slow dramatic turn while lowering her glasses. She pulled them off and bit the tip. Then she wagged it at him. 

			“They called me to let me know that you hadn’t signed in at school.” 

			His hand relaxed. “I told you that I wasn’t going back there. I want to finish my last year here, at home.” 

			She glanced over at me and snickered. It made me uneasy. Surely, she would blame me for this, and maybe I was to blame. If so then it made me want to be around him even more.

			“Port Royal is subpar.” 

			It annoyed me. This school wasn’t subpar at all.  

			“We were voted one of the top three high schools in the country.” I blurted out my information as if I was tossing a knife at a wolf.  

			Her icy gaze landed on me. I should have kept quiet. She took a step toward me and waved her glasses in the air between us. “I don’t know what you’ve done, but Thorn is going to Harvard. He isn’t going to stick around here with the locals.”

			Her words stung. Locals. She might as well say, peasants. 

			I really hate this woman. 

			“Port Royal is a nice town with nice people in it.” I really don’t know what came over me, but I felt like I needed to defend it. 

			She reared back like I had offended her. “Nice? Oh, okay. Sure, it’s lovely. It rains, it smells like fish, and it’s filled with people who need serious help with their clothing.”

			I stepped up to Thorn’s side. I felt braver. I wasn’t sure if it was him, or her, or what. It really didn’t matter. 

			“People who are kind and care about each other. People who grow up here, go to school—” I glanced over at Thorn and then back to her. “Buy a house, get married, you know. Local things.” 

			She chuckled. Well, more like cackled. It echoed down the hallway. “Please. Is that what you think is happening here? Do you honestly believe that he is going to settle down here with you? Or marry you?” her eyes ran the length of me in disgust. 

			“No, I wasn’t saying that.” I refused to look at him, but I could feel him staring at me. The blood rushed to my cheeks.  

			“I just know why people love it here. It’s home.” 

			She rolled her eyes. “Thorn, let’s go. Now.” 

			He shifted his weight. “No.”

			His mother narrowed her eyes. “No?” she asked.

			He nodded once. “No.” 

			She reached in and grabbed his wrist when we heard another voice. His father came walking up behind her, and she let Thorn go and stepped back. 

			“Hawthorn. Could I have a word with you?” he asked. 

			Thorn glared at his mother. She had changed her attitude since Eyota had decided to step in. I didn’t know if he was going to do the same thing, or not, but Thorn didn’t fight him. He turned to me and took my hand. “Thank you for showing me around today. I really appreciate it.”

			I took a short breath and released it. Eyota reached in and placed his hand on his shoulder. I watched him turn, and they all three walked down the hallway together. The doors opened, and they were gone. 

			I let out my breath as the bell rang and kids flooded the hallways. 

			I missed him already. 
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			I nibbled on the end of a carrot. Then I dipped it back in ranch dressing and shoved the remainder of it in my mouth. My gaze lifted when I heard Bri’s voice. 

			“Nope!” 

			I had found a quiet corner in the cafeteria, and I was really trying to get lost in Holly Black’s The Coldest Girl in Coldtown. I’ve read it twice before, but I love it, so I was reading it again.  

			  I lifted the book and pretended to focus on the pages, and then she spotted me. She came marching toward me, and I shifted on the seat. If she still thought I wanted Daniel—well, she’s delusional. I don’t. Not at all. 

			“Echo, right?” she asked. I peeked over my book, and she stood there with two pigtails that swung back and forth. They finally settled down. She eyed the assortment of veggies I had in a clear container. 

			“Are you a vegetarian?” 

			I shrugged. “Part-time.” 

			Bri narrowed her eyes. “What does that even mean?” she waved a hand without giving me a chance to answer her question. “You know what? It doesn’t matter. Can I join you?”

			She took a seat before I answered. Bri was like one of those energizer bunnies with an endless supply of energy. I can’t imagine how exhausted Daniel must be. Speaking of Daniel. I scanned the cafeteria and could see him sitting across the room like he was in a timeout. She noticed and turned to glare at him. She faced me again. “I’m gonna give you some advice. Don’t get involved with boys. They suck.” 

			I grabbed another carrot and bit into it. I wasn’t going to argue. They can suck, did suck, and probably would always suck. But it didn’t change anything. 

			She leaned in and looked me over. “So, tell me about your brother.” 

			I choked on the carrot and then had to collect myself. Was she only coming over here to grind it in? I started to gather my things, and she reached out and touched my hand. I was forced to look at her. “Holy crap, I’m only kidding. I swear.” She said.

			My gaze swept the room. I felt like everyone was watching us. They weren’t, but that’s how it is when you become embarrassed. I could feel the heat spread from my neck and into my cheeks. 

			“Listen, Tailor Ravenswood? She’s a real bee-to-the-otch,” she added a wink. 

			I laughed as I stared down into my lap. I never talked that way, but she wasn’t wrong. Tailor was horrible. Unfortunately, I had given her plenty of ammunition to use against me.  

			I leaned forward. “The thing with Asher, well, it’s complicated.” 

			She placed her hands on the table and intertwined her fingers. “What isn’t?” 

			“I just, well, I had a crush on him, and technically I shouldn’t have.” 

			Bri tapped the table with the side of her fist. “Crush? Is that it?”

			I lowered my voice to a whisper. “I tried to kiss him, and she caught us.” 

			She sat up straight. “Well, that’s a hot mess and what do you mean by tried? Did you go in for one and miss his face or what?” 

			I laughed. “Sort of. He stopped me, which is a good thing.”  

			She tapped the table with an open palm. “Shiatzu happens in piles.” 

			I grinned. I had never heard anyone say it that way. I liked it. 

			“Yeah, big ones, and I always seem to step right in them,” I added.  

			She laughed. So did I. I liked her. She may be a firecracker, but she was straightforward, and I appreciated that. I had seen her around school, but we’d never spoken before. It made me happy that we ran into each other at the grocery. 

			She pointed at her teeth. “So, how’s the fake tooth doing?”

			I smiled, and she leaned in. “Damn, my mom is good, isn’t she? You can’t even tell that it’s not real.” 

			I fingered at it for a second. It didn’t hurt anymore, but I could feel where it was at all times. Like it wasn’t really a part of me. I wondered if it would ever change. I guess eventually I’d come to accept it like we do most things, and it would just be there.

			Like Port Royal and everything else in my life. 

			Well, except for Thorn. 

			My mind wandered, and she spoke up. “So, I was wondering if you’d like to hang out sometime.” 

			I blinked. No one ever asked me to do anything. 

			“Hang out?” I asked. 

			She smiled. “Yeah, you know. Just chill.” 

			I shook my leg under the table. 

			“I mean, if you don’t want to, it’s totally fine. Zero pressure.” She added.  

			I adjusted on the hard plastic. “No, I mean yes, I want to hang out. That would be nice.” 

			She smiled, tight-lipped. “Good. Here.” She grabbed my phone before I could and had her number entered in an instant. She set it down. “My number, so you know it’s me when I text you.” 

			I glanced at my phone. “Yeah, cool. Okay.” 

			She stood up and walked away. I was sort of stunned. I had never been asked to just hang out with someone before. I picked up my book and grabbed another carrot. I bit into it and started to chew while diving back into a world of vampires. 

			My favorite. 
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			I finished reading the book by the end of lunch. I was already almost to the end anyway, and as I closed it, I had the same feeling as the first time I read it. 

			Euphoria and a massive book hangover.  

			I shoved it into my bag and noticed my copy of Morganville Vampires. I always have at least two books with me at all times. For some reason, I was on a hardcore vampire trip. Rachel Caine would keep me occupied as I manned the library at the end of the day. 

			I stood up, and Thorn came strolling into the cafeteria. I nearly dropped my bag but got everything under control as his piercing eyes locked onto me. The girls in the cafeteria turned and watched him as he walked by. You could hear a pin drop. 

			He stepped up to my table and smiled. Oh, my God, that smile. If he only knew what it does to me. Well, he probably does know. I can’t imagine someone like him not knowing how he could suck the air right out of the room. 

			I reached for my tray and nearly dropped it. He calmly placed his hand under it and stopped it from hitting the table. He noticed the assortment of vegetables on it. 

			“Do you not eat meat?” he asked. 

			My chin lifted. I blinked a couple of times. “I eat it; I just go through phases where I don’t want it.” 

			“Huh.”

			“What?” I asked. 

			He balanced the tray on one hand. “Self-control. I admire that.”

			I stepped around the side of the table, and my braid bounced against my chest. I toyed with the end of it. He makes me nervous. But it’s a good nervous, not bad. Everything he says to me sounds like he’s flirting and I like it. I had never had a boy do it before, so I guess it made me feel special. 

			“Yeah, well it isn’t always about what you want.” I had thrown his words right back at him from the conversation we had had at his house. 

			He popped the tray up onto his fingertips and spun it for a second. Nothing fell off. It was impressive. I glanced behind him, and every girl looked away, and the sound of all of them shifting in their seats happened in unison. It was almost comical. 

			He would be impossible to keep to myself. I’m sure they would be throwing themselves at him, one by one, as soon as I turned my back. 

			“Thorn?” Tailor asked while batting her eyes. She had her hands pressed against the front of her skirt. Her long legs looked much better in hers than my short pale ones did in mine. She had removed her ponytail, and her hair was laying on her shoulders. It framed her pretty face. 

			Why are the gorgeous ones always so nasty? Or, at least in my experience they were. 

			She was about as mean to me as Persephone was. 

			He glanced over at her. She grinned. “It is you! Remember me? I’m Tailor Ravenswood. My family’s been over to your house a few times. I mean, it was a few years ago, but I remember how beautiful your house was. And your mother! Oh, my God, she’s gorgeous.”

			Thorn’s eyebrow cocked. I wasn’t sure if he was flattered or annoyed. Then he spoke and let me know. “My mother is the bane of my existence.” 

			I hid a smile behind the side of my hand. 

			She cleared her throat. It bothered her that he wasn’t buying into her compliments. 

			“Well, she’s still beautiful, and your dad. He’s just—” 

			He interrupted her. “Are you into older men because I don’t think he likes girls in high school.” 

			The light in her eyes waned. “No, I—I just wanted to say hi.” 

			He looked back at me. “Hi.” 

			I smiled. “Hi,” I said right back to him. 

			She walked away, but not before giving me a nasty look. 

			I stared down at my feet, and he leaned in. “I haven’t been with her either.” 

			My lips pursed then relaxed. “I’m sorry, about earlier. I don’t know what to say. My sister has never been like that. But she was really upset, and I believed her.” 

			“Then why did you stay here?” he asked. 

			I knew why. I’m sure he did too. 

			I stayed because of him. 
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			Every time the door to the library opened my heart would jump into my throat. Thorn was in the building, but I didn’t know where. I know it sounds silly, but I could feel him. I just knew he was here. It had me on edge but in a good way. Well, except for the fact that my two classes after lunch were a mixture of staring at the clock, then the door, and bits and pieces of whatever my teachers were saying. If there was a pop quiz of any kind coming up, then I would surely fail. 

			For the first time in my life, I can honestly say that I didn’t care if I did. 

			I cleared my throat as two girls walked in with library books in their hands. I was sitting behind the desk and manning my station as I did every single day. They stepped up to the desk and handed the books over to me. I turned to the computer and typed in the first number, then the second. My eyes lingered on one of them; it was Flowers in the Attic. I pulled the cards out of the books and stamped them with the return dates, then slid them back in. They both stared at me. I couldn’t be that interesting. 

			“All done,” I said. 

			The girl to the left, with the long auburn hair, leaned in toward me. “Can I ask you a question?” 

			My eyebrow cocked. Oh, God. Had Tailor sent them in here to harass me about Asher? I glanced over at the door, and it was still closed. I scanned the room, and it was still just me and the boy who was knee deep in The Hobbit. My hats off to him for tackling Tolkien. The girl next to her lifted her hand and inspected her nails. She wasn’t nearly as curious about me as the other one was. I noticed the red bow in her hair. Then the cheerleading outfit that was peeking through the slit on her light gray hoodie. 

			Great. Why were cheerleaders asking me anything? 

			I just wish I could get back under the radar again. I hate being noticed. 

			I adjusted on the squeaky chair and then pushed the books aside, next to a small pile that was starting to accumulate. I normally save them for closer to the end of the period, so it gives me something to do. I enjoy putting books away. It’s like meditation. 

			“Sure,” I said. I really had no choice. If I refuse, then I look like a jerk. 

			She half grinned. “Are you dating him?” 

			The wrinkle on my forehead deepened. “Dating who?”

			“The hot boy with the blonde hair. You know, the one that you were talking to in the cafeteria.” 

			What exactly do I say to that? If I answer yes and it gets back to Thorn then what would he think? But if I say no, this girl and every other girl are going to go after him like he’s the last slice of dutch apple pie. 

			I hooked my feet around the chair leg. I can’t take too long to answer this, or she’ll just take it as a no, and then the game is on. 

			“Are you?” she repeated while eyeing the book she had handed to me. Screw you, Tailor. This girl was messing with me. I just knew that the book was meant to be in reference to me and Asher, but it couldn’t be any further from the truth or a worse analogy. Some people are just naturally mean and incapable of understanding anything. 

			I parted my lips, and then he saved me the trouble. “Yes.” 

			Thorn was standing right there behind them. I blinked and looked over at the door. I didn’t hear it open, and I didn’t notice him walking in. How he got in here is a mystery. 

			They both turned and looked at him. The giggling followed. They didn’t even talk to him. They just rushed out of the library whispering to each other. I adjusted in the chair, and it squeaked again. He placed his hands in his pockets. His expression remained calm. I wasn’t sure if much of anything rattled him, except for his mother. I know she gets under his skin. 

			“When did you get in here?” I asked while checking the window. He stepped up and produced a book. It was Interview with a Vampire, and I smiled.

			 “Anne Rice, huh?”

			He turned the book in his hand and then laid it down on the table. He slid it toward me. “I’ve read it a lot, but I think that a good book can be read over and over again, don’t you?” 

			He was right. I half grinned as I pulled it up on the screen and typed in the date. I opened it and pulled out the card and stamped it, then slid it back in. I handed it over, and he took it, allowing his cold fingers to touch mine. I blinked. Every time he touched me it felt like something that had happened before. 

			Like an echo.

			Ironically enough. 

			He held the book to his chest, and I tilted my head out of curiosity. 

			“You have thousands of books at your house.” 

			He leaned forward and winked at me. “But I don’t have you there.” 

			He stood up straight and backed away from the counter. I placed a hand on my neck and rubbed it. He made his way to the door and left me alone in the room. Well, practically alone. The boy with The Hobbit was oblivious to anything around him. 

			“It’s almost time for me to lock the door,” I said.  

			He didn’t say anything. I cleared my throat, and he looked up at me. 

			“It’s time for me to lock the door,” I repeated. 

			“Oh, sorry.” He rushed up to the counter, and I typed in his book and dated it. I stamped the card and handed it over to him. His light green eyes rested above freckled cheeks. “He was cute.” The boy said with a sheepish grin curling the edge of his thin lip. 

			I tilted my head as he walked out of the room. “I know,” I whispered. 

			Once he was gone, I gathered my things and shut the computer off. I stepped up to the door and took one last look around. “I’m locking the doors!” I called out. No one replied. I started to open the door, and I felt a cold wind rush through the room. Then whispers and the shuffling of paper. I turned, and the window was open. I narrowed my eyes and set my bag down. I cautiously approached it. I reached out and then I yelped when a large crow landed on the windowsill and cawed at me. I slammed the window shut. The bird remained there, tilting its head from side to side while staring at me. I leaned in so close that my breath began to leave a circle of fog on the glass. It felt so familiar. I studied its face until I could see my reflection in its eyes. 

			I got lost for a moment as all sound drifted away. My body felt lighter like I may be rising into the air. 

			I jumped when it spread its large black wings. It flew away, but the strange feeling remained. I stared down into the parking lot. Thorn was getting into his car. He paused and looked up at me for a moment. I backed away from the window and pressed my thumb into the center of my palm. I didn’t even notice the pain. Then I snapped out of the trance and hissed. 

			Daniel said that Bri was into alternative things. Maybe I’d text her and ask what I could do to speed up the healing. I wasn’t sure if whatever she did would work, but it’d be nice if I could have one day without an ache or pain of some sort. I can’t imagine how bad it’ll be when I get to be my aunt’s age. If I last that long. 
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			Aunt Luna was waiting for me in front of the school. I let the large door slam behind me. I glanced up and could see a name inscribed over the door. Just one. 

			VEGA.

			Funny how I had never noticed it before. I guess it just wasn’t that important until now. His name would forever be etched into my mind regardless of how things unfolded between us. 

			Aunt Luna honked the horn like I couldn’t see her. I hid a smile behind my books. My backpack tapped against my shoulders as I hopped down the steps. I was shocked when I reached the last one without tripping. 

			Maybe being preoccupied with him was a good thing. 

			I opened the back door and tossed my bag onto the seat. It rolled off and hit the floorboard. I didn’t even bother to pick it up. I slid into the front seat. I still had the books in my hand. She was staring at me. 

			“Oh, man. Do I have something on my face?” I asked while brushing my cheek with the side of my hand. 

			She sighed. “I saw him, and I also saw how you came running down those steps. You don’t run.” 

			I looked down into my lap. Maybe if I ignore it, then she’ll just pull away, and we can avoid any more talk about Thorn Vega. 

			“I don’t know who—”

			She laughed through her words. “Echo Midnight Navarri. Don’t play dumb with me. I know you as well as I know myself.” 

			I had to look at her. She rarely used our full names. “Okay, fine. Thorn is enrolled here now. It’s his last year, and he wanted to finish it at home. I had nothing to do with that.” 

			“Mmm.” She said. I know what it meant. I’m not dumb. His excuse was pretty flimsy. Obviously, he had a reason that he wanted to spend his last year at Port Royal High School and not at the very prestigious military academy that his parents were probably paying thousands for him to attend each year. But he didn’t care. I could tell every time he looked at me.

			“That’s what he said,” I added. Letting her know that we had spoken to each other. 

			“So how much time did you spend with him today?”

			I adjusted on the seat. “Well, all of first period because Mr. Jenny asked me to give him the tour of the school. You know, the one that he would normally do himself.”

			Her voice went up a full octave. “Why on earth would he have you do that?”

			I played with my braid. She was really agitated. “He had a meeting with the board about a fundraiser.” 

			She gripped the wheel, and I could see that her fingers were turning white. “Aunt Luna, do I have to remind you that Thorn saved me from being eaten by a wolf?”

			She relaxed a little bit. I hated to pull that card out on her, but I felt like I had too. She was seconds away from stroking out on me. I understood that she had a history with Eyota. A bad one. I felt for her, but I couldn’t look at Thorn and blame him for what his father had done to her or to anyone. It was unfair. 

			“Cheap move.” She muttered. 

			I leaned forward while she stared out the front windshield. Her eyes glazed over. “Aunt Luna?”

			She blinked and looked back over at me. “Please don’t be mad. I like him. I can’t help it.”

			“Like?” she asked. I peered out the window and fought back the blushing, but it was useless.

			She started up the car and pulled away from the curb. 

			I can’t say it, not yet. Not to her, not to him or to anyone. 

			But love lingered all around me. Seeping into every crack, crevasse, and weak moment that I had. Which was becoming one of many every time Thorn looked my way. 
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			I stared at the empty china cabinets in the kitchen. I hated the dolls, but it was weird not seeing them in here. Aunt Luna loved her collection almost as much as she loved the three of us. She had collected them for years. Ordering online, trading old ones for new ones, taking trips to hunt them down at flea markets and off the map antique stores. 

			But now the cabinets sat barren. I wanted to ask her why and if she was going to replace the space left behind by anything else, but I guess we all have our reasons for everything we do.

			Or at least I hope so.  

			“James, I understand that. But having her do your job was inappropriate. Echo has studying to do. She’s a very bright girl.” Luna glanced over at me with the phone in her hand. She turned away, and I acted like I was reading my book. I tried to focus on Morganville, but what was unfolding in Port Royal was much more interesting. 

			The vegetable stew was bubbling on top of the stove, and the sweet smell of tomatoes filled the room along with potatoes and beef. Her stew was so good that I would skip boycotting meat for it. 

			She lowered her voice. “She doesn’t need distractions.”

			“I’m not a child,” I muttered.

			 By distractions, she meant Thorn, or maybe boys in general. But many girls have graduated with good grades and boyfriends, I think. I’ll have to google the national average on that one. 

			My phone hummed on the table, and I picked it up. She was on hers, so I wasn’t worried about her rules when it came to phones and eating at the table. Technically, we weren’t eating yet anyway. I just had a fresh oatmeal cookie in front of me. An appetizer, as she called it. I guess the oatmeal in it was supposed to make it nutritional or something. 

			I stared at my phone, and it was Bri. I was kind of shocked that she had contacted me so soon.

			The text popped up and I read it. 

			“What ya doin’ tonight?” 

			I fingered at the screen. “Nothing much.” 

			I waited for a reply. Then it came as Aunt Luna continued to talk to Mr. Jenny. My aunt giggled. Yes giggled. I caught myself staring at her, and she noticed. She straightened up and cleared her throat. “Again, tours of the school are your job.” She was trying to sound stern but failing miserably. 

			My phone hummed again. “I have movies and edible chocolate chip cookie dough.” 

			I grinned. “That’s all that Pennywise would need to get me down in the sewer, and maybe Edward Cullen, but definitely the other stuff.” 

			 I waited. It started to make me nervous. I thought maybe my references were weird.

			 “LOL OMG AGREED. HOTTIE vampire alert.” Popped up on the screen. 

			I sighed. She got it. Good. I didn’t want to be that girl. You know the one who references things, and nobody laughs or has a clue as to what they’re talking about. 

			My phone lit up again. “My house or yours?”

			I looked out the window. The snow was falling, and the stew smelled amazing. I really didn’t want to go anywhere. I had put my favorite charcoal gray sweatshirt on, black leggings, and thick socks. 

			Nope, I’m embedded. 

			I looked at Aunt Luna, who was busy talking to Mr. Jenny. I don’t think she’d care if I had a friend over, and if she did, she wouldn’t be rude by asking them to leave. It just isn’t how she does things.  

			I typed the words as fast as I thought about them. 

			“How about you come here? You’re welcome to have dinner with us.”

			Again, I waited. Then it hummed. “Sounds awesome!” 

			I typed in the address, and it hummed again. “Thanks, I’ll be there in about ten minutes. K?”

			I nodded like I could hear her and then typed on the screen. “Cool.” 

			I grinned. That was the first full conversation I’d had in texting with another girl outside of Midnight. It was oddly liberating. 

			I set my phone down just as Luna set hers down on the counter next to the stove. She shook her head. “You know that man infuriates me. Showing kids around that school is his job.” 

			I fingered at the cookie and broke off a piece of it. I popped it into my mouth. I had a feeling that her anger was misdirected, but I wasn’t going to say a word. She obviously has her own demons that she’s battling with when it comes to Mr. Jenny. It was none of my business, and I’m not one for drama, ironic, I know, after everything that’s happened in such a short span of time.

			But honestly, I’m not.   

			“Hey, I sort of invited a friend over for dinner. I hope that’s okay.” I figured I’d just blurt it out while she was busy mulling over how much James Jenny annoyed her, although I think we can replace the word annoyed with flustered. 

			I could relate. 

			She turned with the large wooden spoon in her hand. She had changed into a long black and white kimono with one big red rose at the bottom of it. It looked awesome on her, but it wasn’t something she’d normally wear. I didn’t mind; it was actually refreshing to see her so relaxed.

			“Who?” she asked. 

			I swallowed the bite of cookie and quickly answered, putting any concerns she had to rest. 

			“Bri. She’s a girl from school. She actually dates Daniel Fitzpatrick, Mattie’s cousin.” 

			“The boy from the grocery store?”

			I perked up. “Yeah, that one.”  

			She wagged the spoon. “She has very good taste. He’s a nice boy.”

			I slumped back down. Her jab about him being nice was understood. She didn’t like Thorn, regardless of what he had done, now, or ever, for me. Eyota had ruined his chances with her years ago and now Midnight had sealed his fate with her lie. 

			“Listen, Aunt Luna. I know that you don’t like him, but I have to tell you something.”

			She turned back and began to stir. She lifted the spoon up and blew on a chunk of potato. The steam rose, and she carefully bit into the edge of it. Then she chewed and nodded. 

			“Oh, this is delicious.” 

			I sighed. She was ignoring me. It was fine, I guess. I can’t force her to talk to me about him, or anything, really. Bela meowed and jumped up on the kitchen table. He immediately batted the cookie out of my hand, and it hit the floor with a thud. 

			“Hey!” I yelled. 

			She turned and grinned at him. “He appreciates a good cookie.” 

			I glared at him. I don’t care what he likes. That cookie was mine, not his. I nearly laughed when he turned with it in his mouth. Bela looked ridiculous but cute. I tilted my head. His one green eye and one blue remained locked onto me. He tried to meow, but it was distorted by the cookie. So, it sounded more like “meofff.”

			“Fine, take it.” He trotted off with the flick of his crooked tail. 

			Aunt Luna opened the oven and pulled out fresh bread. The smell of yeast filled the kitchen. She set the tray down and tossed the oven mitt aside. I stared at it. It was the same one that Asher had used to grab the tray when I burned myself. 

			I missed him. Everything about him, from the smell of cedarwood, which was his preferred choice of cologne, to the way he laughed at my jokes. I even missed the banter between him and my sister. It could sometimes be the highlight of a dreary day. 

			She reached for the block of knives and then had to make another choice when the one she wanted was missing. That right there should remind her of what Thorn had really done for me. He had saved my life from a vicious wolf. It still astounded me. But she hadn’t mentioned it again. 

			I cleared my throat as she cut into the top of one of the round loaves. She was making bread bowls for the stew. My favorite. 

			“Aunt Luna. Midnight told a lie.” 

			She paused and held the knife firmly in her hand. Then she turned to look at me. “About what?” she asked. 

			I adjusted on the chair, and the wood moaned beneath me. “Well, what she said about Thorn.” 

			She set the knife down and crossed her arms over her chest. It wasn’t exactly the reaction I was hoping for. I reached for a second cookie. “One is enough.” Her short response made me jerk my hand back and place it in my lap. I hadn’t eaten a whole cookie thanks to that cat, but I wasn’t going to argue. 

			“So, what did this boy tell you?” She didn’t bat an eye. 

			 “He said that they went out and nothing happened.” 

			Her sharp laugh made me flinch. She wasn’t buying it. “Oh, Echo. Please.” 

			She turned back to face the bread. Her hands gripped the sides of the counter. 

			“I thought by letting you go to that house and experience those people that you would have the good sense to know that you don’t belong there, or with him.”

			I narrowed my eyes. “You wanted me to hate him?”

			She turned back around and lifted a hand. She was about to toss in some theatrics. I knew because I’m just like her in that way. “I wanted you to prove how smart you really are!”

			My lips pursed. “I am smart.” 

			She leaned forward, and her kimono lit along the floor. “Not about this.” 

			My temper began to flare. “I get that you hate his dad.” 

			She laughed and turned her back to me.  

			“Unbelievable.” She muttered. 

			“He isn’t his dad!” I yelled. It was the first time I had ever yelled at her, and hopefully, it would be the last because it left a terrible feeling in the pit of my stomach. 

			“I love you, and I don’t want to see you upset about me or anything else. But I can’t help how I feel about him. I can’t! Just like you can’t help that you’re an amazing cook!” Flattery, it was cheap, but I was desperate. 

			Besides, it wasn’t a lie. 

			Her shoulders slumped, and she turned back to face me. “Echo, honey. Listen. I love you more than anything in this world, and my job is to protect you at all cost. I was foolish for letting you go to his house, but I can’t be foolish now.” She paused and then the inevitable happened. “I forbid you from seeing him.” 

			My lips parted, and a knock came to the door. I wanted to scream, but I couldn’t. She had never forbidden me from doing anything, ever. I was stunned. The knock came again and her gaze shifted. “Are you going to answer it?” she asked. 

			I pushed the chair back in a huff and marched out of the room. I couldn’t believe that she had gone as far as to tell me who I could or couldn’t date. I know it’s her house and I know she claims that she only wants to protect me, but honestly, I think she may be reliving what happened between her and Eyota. It was completely unfair of her to do that and dump it off on me. 

			I stepped up to the door and swung it open. Bri stood there in her oversized winter coat trimmed in white fur. The hood framed her heart-shaped face. Her grin soon faded as she studied my expression. “Oh, girl. You look P.I.S.S.E.D.” she spelled it out like I would be offended if she said it. I didn’t care. 

			I took a breath and tried to shake it off. “I’m fine.” 

			She stepped inside, and I closed the door. I reached out as she removed her coat. I took it and placed it on the coatrack. She bit her lip, and I sighed. “I had an argument with my aunt,” I whispered so Luna wouldn’t hear me. 

			Aunt Luna called out from the kitchen. “Dinners ready!” 

			She reached out and touched my arm. “We can vent when we watch the movie.” I nodded. I needed to vent about a lot of things, and Bri seemed like the perfect outlet. She was neutral territory. 

			Aunt Luna stepped into the doorway to the kitchen. “Hello.” Her tone was cheerful and calm. How could she be that way? I was boiling over inside, but she was acting like everything was fine. Maybe her telling me that I couldn’t see him had settled down the turmoil that had been building inside of her. 

			I’m so glad someone’s happy. 
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			I ate in silence as Aunt Luna chatted with Bri. Questions about Thanksgiving, school, plans after graduation, Daniel, and how nice he is, you know nice, not like Thorn. He’s Satan’s minion.

			I tore off a small piece of the side of my bread bowl and dipped it in the stew. I placed it on my tongue and chewed. I wanted it to be overly salty, or flavorless, but no. 

			It tasted amazing.

			Awesome. I couldn’t even complain about that.

			Bri chimed in. “This is incredible Mrs. Navarri.” 

			Aunt Luna smiled. “I’m not married. You can just call me Luna.” 

			Bri took another bite and nodded to her. 

			Great, Luna. Just toss your charm and amazing food around so that when I vent about you, I sound like the crazy Joker to your Batman.

			So, infuriating.

			I took my last bite with aggression. This conversation wasn’t over. The longer her words I forbid you lingered in my mind, the more I wanted him. 

			Bri joined her by the sink and offered to help with the dishes. Luna waved a hand. “No, you’re a guest. Go enjoy your evening with Echo.” 

			She sounded so normal and calm. I wasn’t. I shoved my chair back from the table, and it made a terrible sound against the wood. Luna cringed. I didn’t care. I walked out and found my way to the living room. The fire crackled and popped in the fireplace, but there was still a chill in the room. I dropped down on the couch and pulled my legs up to my side and then I placed the pillow on my lap. I hugged it like an old teddy bear. Bri sat down next to me. 

			“Movie?” she asked. 

			I nodded into the pillow. 

			She got up and put the movie in. She returned with the remote in her hand. The large 65’ inch television took up very little space in the room. I sighed when the movie began. 

			It was Fallen. I had read the books a few times, and I loved the first movie. 

			She settled back into the overstuffed cushion. “I also brought The Covenant, just in case.” 

			I grinned. “I love both. Thank you.” 

			She offered a nod and tapped the remote against the palm of her hand. 

			“I guess you want to know—”

			She interrupted me with unbridled enthusiasm. “Oh, my God, yes!” she hunched her shoulders and glanced at the doorway then back to me. She lowered her voice. “What is going on?” 

			I swallowed hard. I could hear footsteps. Luna appeared while holding onto the doorframe.

			“I’m going to go to bed and read.” 

			Bri perked up. “Oh yeah? What book?” she asked. 

			Luna looked at me like she wanted to make things right, but I turned my head to face the screen. I wasn’t paying attention to the movie. I was too mad to care.

			She cleared her throat. I could tell by her initial expression that she may be regretting her stiff stance on what I could or couldn’t do with Thorn, but until she offered a retraction, I would be cold and unresponsive. 

			Pouting, I guess.  

			I side eyed her. She pointed at the TV. “This book. Echo loves it, so I thought that I would give it a try.” 

			The silence grew and then I looked at her for a quick second. “Great.” Was all I could manage to say. She hesitated and then tapped the doorframe. “Okay, well, goodnight.” 

			Bri lifted her hand and offered a timid wave. I think it may have been the first time in our lives that I didn’t say goodnight to her or receive a kiss on the top of my head. 

			This is totally her fault, not mine. 

			Bri turned to face me. “Girl you could cut the tension with a knife.”

			I crushed the pillow on my lap. 

			“She told me that I couldn’t see Thorn. In fact, her exact words were, I forbid it.” 

			Bri’s eyebrows shot up. She pulled her legs up to mimic me. She was obviously invested in the drama, and I needed an outlet, so it was a fair trade.

			“Well, that makes it super sexy.” 

			I could feel the wrinkle on my forehead. “Sexy?” I asked. 

			A sinister grin twisted her lip. She reached up and bit on the tip of her thumbnail. “Yeah, I mean what’s hotter than sneaking around and seeing someone you’re not supposed to be with? It’s so Romeo and Juliet.” 

			I sighed. I loved that story regardless of the tragedy. In fact, it was the tragedy that made it great. The way they committed to each other. The desperation. When one died, the other one had no choice but to follow. So romantic, but it was also foolish. 

			The thought of it made my hands tingle. 

			Oh, man. I can’t be in the wrong, can I? No. 

			“She had no right to tell me that just because she—” I paused. Bri leaned in. She was sold hook, line, and sinker. 

			“She what?” Bri asked. She suddenly shot up and held her hands out. “Wait, let me grab the cookie dough.” 

			She ran out of the room, and I sat there with the side of my head resting on my hand. The girl stepped into the school on the screen and looked around. I blinked a couple of times. Strange visions flashed through my mind. I could see a gate before me and rain. I touched my cheek; I could feel the cold sting against my skin. I looked up expecting to see a leak in the ceiling. 

			Bri came bouncing back into the room and the waking dream dissipated. I took a breath. I didn’t know why I kept seeing strange things that felt familiar and yet I had no idea when or where they had happened. I fingered at the small patch of skin at the base of my neck. 

			She sat down and handed me a small container with a spoon. I know I looked confused. She nudged me with her elbow. “It’s safe, trust me. They make it without eggs so you won’t get sick.” 

			I wish my blank expression was due to skepticism, but it wasn’t. I was starting to wonder if I needed to see someone. 

			You know, someone who you can talk to when you think that you may be losing it. 

			“Seriously,” Bri added. 

			I shoved my spoon into the container and pulled out a small amount of cookie dough. I placed it in my mouth and then offered a nod so she would know that I liked it. 

			“She what?” Bri asked. I blinked. She hadn’t missed a beat in our conversation. 

			I played with the dough. Twisting my spoon. She watched me. 

			Finally, I offered something to curb her appetite for gossip. 

			“My aunt dated his dad.” 

			She nodded while holding the spoon in her mouth. She removed it and chewed. Bri tapped the spoon in the air as she spoke. “Guilt by association. That sucks.” 

			I lowered the container. “Yes, it does.” I was relieved that she understood why I was upset. At least it helped me not feel like such a jerk. I love Luna; I hate fighting with her. But she was wrong. 

			“Well, I think you should take advantage of this situation.”

			I leaned back with a confused look on my face. “I don’t know what you mean.”

			She lowered the container and jabbed her spoon into it. I watched as it slowly began to tilt. 

			“Secret love affair.” She cooed.  

			My cheeks felt flush. The words love affair was a pretty serious term for whatever Thorn and I had going on. 

			“I don’t, I mean, I can’t just run around…” I glanced upward, knowing she was in bed. 

			Bri leaned forward. “You most certainly can, and let me tell you something, sneaking around will make it that much better.” 

			I rubbed the side of my neck. The heat kept rising in my chest and creeping into my face. The thought of hiding him was enticing.

			She leaned in and whispered. “The question is, is he worth it?”

			I took another bite and tried to hide a smile.

			Yes, he was.  

			This was something Midnight would do, not me. 

			But maybe it was time. 
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			We settled into the movie, laughing occasionally when she poked fun at Port Royal.

			 I didn’t have many complaints about this town, other than the few individuals who liked to say it sucked. But that’s how it should be. You defend what you love regardless of what you’re up against. Right? 

			I placed the spoon back into my second container of cookie dough. 

			I fingered at my palm and decided to breach a subject with her. I figured at this point I could. She seemed open-minded, and she loves paranormal movies, so maybe this wouldn’t be overstepping my boundaries. At least I hope not. I like Bri. There’s something about her that borderlines dangerous, not so unlike Thorn. So being with her kind of curbed my appetite in his absence. 

			“Can I ask you a question?”

			She scooped up the last bit of her cookie dough and gobbled it down. The spoon rested between her two full lips. She waited, and I suddenly felt nervous, but I couldn’t turn back now. 

			“Daniel said that you dabble in things. Different things.” 

			She narrowed her eyes. “Define different.”

			I felt the word catch in the back of my throat and then she laughed and leaned in closer to me. 

			“I’m kidding. You wanna see something?”

			I was really getting tired of being asked that. The last time I heard those words, it was followed up by me basically passing out in a library. But my curiosity won over rationality. 

			“Yes,” I whispered. 

			She rushed out and came back in with her bag in hand. She placed it on the floor and then waved me over. I knelt down beside her, and she pulled out a thin wooden box. It had a silver latch on the front of it adorned with two metal roses. She lifted the lid. It was held in place by what looked to be two black ribbons on the inside, so the lid stood at attention. It was separated into compartments that house stones. I could see rose quartz, amethyst, and black tourmaline. 

			The thought of asking her to help with the burn on my palm drifted away. 

			 She picked up the rose quartz and let it rest in the palm of her hand. She held it out to me. 

			“Do you know what this does?”

			I had no idea, so she was quick to tell me. “It helps push away bad energy.” 

			I focused on the beautiful pink coloring. “You mean that new age stuff?” I asked. 

			She sighed and closed her hand. She placed it back in the box and began to close the lid. I reached in and stopped her. “If I’m wrong then tell me. I promise, I really want to know.” 

			She opened it back up and stared at it. Then she picked up the black stone. Bri held it up.

			“Tourmaline,” I said.

			Her attitude shifted. “I’m impressed that you know what this is called.” She said. 

			I shrugged a shoulder. “I like stones and everything outside. Plants and stuff.” 

			She laughed. “Plants and stuff. Is that a course that you can take in college?” 

			I rolled my eyes. “No, the technical term is horticulture,” I said through laughter. 

			She placed it back in the box. “You didn’t say what that one did.”

			She bit her lip and then pulled the whole section up out of the box, and more things sat tucked away beneath it. Candles, both black, and white, and incense with a small circular disc that had a pentagram etched into it. 

			She noticed I was looking at the disc. 

			“Protection.” She said.

			My gaze lifted to meet hers. “What do you mean?”

			Bri grinned. “The tourmaline. You asked what it was for. It’s used to protect someone when bad energy is being directed at them.”

			I lowered my voice to a whisper. “You mean a spell? Like magic?” 

			We both stared at the fireplace when the flames flickered higher. We sat in complete silence until a loud pop shifted the wood. We both jumped and then giggled. Such drama. 

			She reached in and grabbed a black candle. She held it up, and I stared at it. 

			“So, do you practice black magic or something?”

			Bri lowered it and grabbed a white candle and wagged it at me. “No, I’m a white witch, or Wiccan, as I prefer to call it.” 

			“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to offend you I just don’t know any, well, you know.”

			She leaned in and winked at me. “Witches?” she asked. 

			“Yeah. Don’t get me wrong, I read about them in books.”

			She smirked. 

			“What?” I asked. 

			“They never get it right. Not really.” 

			I cleared my throat when she pulled out the small disc with the pentagram on it. She set it down and shoved a short stick of incense into one of four holes that were drilled into the surface. Then she grabbed another incense stick, then another, until she had them full. I could smell it. Sandalwood. I sat up and smiled. 

			“I love that smell.” 

			She nodded at me. “Well, you should. It’s a very powerful scent. It’s used for a lot of things.”

			“Like what?” I asked. 

			She grinned. I think she was happy someone cared about what she believed in. 

			“Well, good luck for one.” She held her hand up and started to tap a finger as if she was counting. “Divination, meditation, protection, success and then there are the vibrations of energy that it sets off.”

			“Vibrations?” I asked while glancing at my hands. I understood vibrations, or what I refer to as a hum. It happens every time I’m with Thorn. Sometimes when I’m just thinking about him.  

			She took my hand and opened it up so that my palm was facing upward. She placed the tips of her fingers to the surface of my skin and began to move them ever so slowly. It tickled at first, and then it started to feel like a hum, just beneath the surface. The firelight played off of her large eyes. 

			“Spiritual energy. We all have it inside of our bodies, in fact, I guess it’s sort of based on science. It’s the electricity. If you burn sandalwood in the moonlight, it’s supposed to send out these waves of energy which will make your body hum all over.”

			The wood shifted in the fireplace again, and a large chunk rolled out and onto the stone right in front of it. I rushed to my feet and grabbed a poker. I jabbed at it until it was back in flames. I turned, and Bri was lighting the first stick of incense with a wooden match. Then the second and so on. 

			I sat back down, and she blew it out and placed it in her box. She grabbed a candle, first white then she changed her mind and grabbed a black one. She set it in the center of the small disc and stared at it. 

			“What are we doing?” I asked. 

			She winked at me. “I think it’s time for a spell.” 

			“A spell? Oh no, I don’t need anything.”

			She laughed. “Not for you, for me.” 

			“Oh. Okay.”

			She drew another match and then struck it along the side of a small black box. She leaned in and lit the wick of the candle like it was a precious commodity. I could appreciate her dedication and belief in something. Even if I wasn’t a believer myself, but I will admit that magic intrigued me. I think it always had, or at least I feel that way. 

			“First of all, you must always clear your mind and be pure of heart when you cast.”

			I nodded to her. It wasn’t like I would ever be doing anything like this, but I won’t lie and say that I didn’t want to see a real witch do it. I had read about them for so long that I felt like they were common, when in fact, they aren’t.

			She placed her hands together and then held them up. 

			“What if the phone rings when you’re doing it?” I asked. 

			She lowered her hands, and her eyes narrowed to thin slits. “Seriously? Is that what you think I meant?”

			I smiled as she swatted at me. I was only kidding, but I couldn’t help myself.

			It was so nice to talk with someone without emotions getting in the way. 

			“I’m going to cast a spell to influence someone. Someone that I like.” She said.

			I touched her hand right before she began again. She sighed, “What?” Bri’s smile broke through the word. 

			“Is it fair?” I asked. 

			Her chin lowered, but her eyes remained locked on me. “Is what fair?”

			I adjusted on the floor and ran my nails up the side of my arm. “To do things like this to people.”

			She let her hands lower to her lap. “I’m casting to adjust things. That’s all.” 

			My body tensed. “What do you mean?”

			She started to wave her hand over the incense. The smoke swirled. It glowed red and orange through the light of the fire. “Well, I don’t focus on a person, I focus on what I want to happen with that person. It’s two totally different things.”

			“But you’re changing what they do.”

			She paused and bit her lip. “Yeah, but it isn’t harmful. It’s not like I wish them anything bad, nothing at all! I just want to see if I can get them to do something different than what they’re doing now. It’s like rearranging the furniture in a room. I’m just giving them another way to walk around in the same space.” 

			I swallowed hard. Nothing about what she wanted to do sat well with me. I wasn’t sure why. Maybe it was the idea that if it worked then someone would do something they wouldn’t normally do just because she wanted it to happen. I felt like it took their choice away from them. My chest felt heavy for a moment.

			I knew that Bri wasn’t going to stop no matter what I said. 

			“So, who is this person?” I asked. 

			She sighed and then leaned in closer to me. “A girl.”

			“What girl?”

			Then I remembered what Daniel had said about Mattie, but was that who she was targeting? I don’t know why I cared, honestly, it wasn’t like I actually believed she could do it. 

			“Just someone.” She added with the twist of her neck. I heard a popping sound. “Now can I get back to casting this spell or is there anything you want to know? Like what I had for breakfast, or maybe what color of underwear I have on?”

			I blushed. She probably knew it would embarrass me. I offered a nod, and Bri lifted her hands and began to whisper to herself. I wasn’t sure what I should do so I mimicked her by lifting my hands. She closed her eyes, and I did the same thing. Her words swirled around in my mind, and suddenly I could see Mattie plain as day, with a big smile on her face. She was wearing a Port Royal patch on her new school uniform and walking right toward me. I jumped when Bri touched my hand. 

			I opened my eyes, and the candle was out, and so was the incense, but it felt like it had only been a few seconds. 

			She began to laugh, and so did I. 

			“What now?” I asked. 

			“Now we wait,” Bri said with a wink. 
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			I kept walking up to Luna’s door and lifting my fist to knock on it, but then I would turn around. 

			I hated how I felt and how she had gone to bed. I know that she loves me and I’m trying to stay level-headed about it against the tide of my seventeen-year-old hormones overriding everything in my brain.

			I know that I’m not always rational when I make my decisions. If I could just get my brain and heart to work together that would be awesome. 

			I turned back around and rushed to the door and lifted my clenched fist. I thought maybe I’d ambush myself and do it before I could think it through. The door opened, and now I was caught with a hand fully throttled to knock. There was no denying it, but I did jerk it down and behind my back. 

			She looked me over and sniffed the air. 

			“Is that sandalwood?” she asked.

			I looked down the hallway and then back to her. “Yeah.” I scratched my head. “Bri brought some incense with her; I hope that was okay.”

			She sighed. “It’s your house, too.”

			It was nice to hear it, but it didn’t change what had happened between us. I really didn’t want to hide Thorn, but I also knew that it would be impossible for me to ignore him. Plus, I didn’t want too. So, we needed to work something out before it became this thing between us that could possibly resemble what Thorn had with his mother. 

			Mother. Wow. 

			I guess Luna sort of is my mom. I don’t remember anyone but her, and it never occurred to me until this very moment. I wonder if she was ever hurt by the fact that we don’t call her mom, but Asher does? 

			Oh, God. Asher. Another issue I need to handle. It was beginning to pile up. 

			I took a breath. 

			One thing at a time, Echo.

			One thing at a time. 

			Handle this, and then you can just work your way down the crap pile you’ve created.  

			“Well, she dabbles in stuff,” I spoke before I could reel in my honesty. See? If I tried to sneak around with Thorn, it would be a complete disaster. I’m sorry, but Bri’s assumption that it would make anything better, or hot, was not true. At least not for me. I’m already dealing with a mess of a situation with Asher. I don’t need two of them. 

			Luna cocked her head. I had her attention now, so there was no going back. 

			“She, well. She’s Wiccan.” I added. 

			Luna didn’t say anything. It made me nervous. I was afraid that she had some hidden hatred stored away for witches, and that I was about to be banned from hanging out with her, too. If that happened, then I might as well just pack a bag and join Midnight. 

			But Luna smiled. “Oh, that’s lovely.” She said. 

			I was stunned. 

			“Really? I mean, you don’t care?”

			She shrugged her shoulder and walked back into her room. She left the door open, so I took it as an invitation to come inside. 

			I won’t lie and say that part of me wasn’t nervous that this was a trap. But she climbed back into her bed and adjusted the pillow. Then she grabbed the other one and fluffed it. She placed it against the wooden headboard that had been carved out of pine and stained black. Most things in Port Royal are made from pine. No reason not to. We’re surrounded by it. 

			She slid her feet under the thick down feather comforter and tapped the bed. I made my way over and climbed in as she placed the book on her nightstand. She was reading Fallen. She caught me looking at it and grinned. 

			Luna tapped the top of the book. “I like the girl in this book. She has spirit, and things are messy. That’s how life really is. It’s all a hot mess. Every bit of it and nobody is perfect, including me, although there are people out there who think they are and try to judge everyone around them.”

			I knew what she was saying, and I hoped that she could parallel it to my life. I had made a mess of things as of late, I knew it, but ruining the bond between us would not be one of them. 

			I slid my feet under the comforter to escape the chill. She had a small fire going in the fireplace. I sort of wished that we had a fireplace in our room but she had been very responsible by making sure that we slept in a room without one. With my luck, I would have accidentally fallen into it or burnt the house down. 

			“I’ve decided that I really don’t like fighting with you.” She said. 

			I was relieved that she said it, but did that mean she also wanted to retract her ban on Thorn? I hoped so. If not, then I was prepared to change her mind as calmly as I could. 

			I placed my hands on my lap and ran them across the comforter. I love this thing. She’s had it for years. I also love the patchwork quilt that lays across the foot of her bed. I found myself in here a few times when the storms would wake me up, and I was sure that a monster was in the room, hidden in the shadows. 

			Luna was a safe place and the only person I ever thought could save me when I was little. I don’t know if Midnight felt the same way. But Luna was and is home to me. Perhaps I stayed behind because of her, too. 

			No, I did. 

			She was a big part of why I stayed behind when Midnight had gone to that new school. I guess the thought of her being alone in this house really bothered me. 

			I slumped back and let out a huge sigh. Luna slumped down too, and we both stared at the small TV that sat on top of her dresser. Some woman was doing some funky yoga. She did a difficult move, and both Luna and I tilted our heads as we tried to understand how her back could do that. We noticed that we were mimicking each other at the same time and stopped. 

			“I don’t mind that your friend is a witch.”

			“Wiccan,” I said. 

			She smiled. “Okay, Wiccan.” 

			I moved my legs back and forth. “I like her.”

			Luna tapped the top of the comforter. “Me, too.”

			I looked at her. “Yeah?”

			Her soft brown eyes took me in. “Yeah, I do. I think she may be a little much to handle, but so was I when I was younger, and I think I turned out okay.”

			“Aunt Luna, I have to tell you something.”

			She raised a hand. “I already know.” 

			I narrowed my eyes. “You do?” 

			She let out a sigh and put her glasses on. She reached over and picked up a paper along with the book. She placed them on her lap and produced a pen, quickly pressing the end of it against the paper. I had no idea what she had or what it had to do with me. 

			She grinned at me, but it was sad, like a goodbye. 

			I was so confused. 

			She signed it and then handed it to me. I took it, but still, I had no idea what it was. 

			I lifted it and started to read it. 

			Oh, crap. No.

			It was an admission to the school that Midnight went to. It was completely filled out. I shook my head and lowered it into my lap. 

			She set the pen and her glasses back onto her nightstand and adjusted against the pillow. 

			I tilted my head back and tried to quell my anger. 

			“I didn’t do this,” I said as calmly as I could. Then I looked over at her. 

			She appeared confused. “What do you mean?”

			I licked my lip and then bit it. My hand flopped onto the application, and it bent in the middle. “This! I didn’t fill this out.” 

			“It came back in the mail this way, just this morning.” 

			It only took her a few seconds to understand what had happened. 

			We both spoke at the same time. “Midnight.” 
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			I took a picture of the application with my phone and then sent it without any text. I knew that when Midnight saw it, she would understand and talk to me. I know she misses me. I miss her, too. But she has to understand that we won’t always be together every single day, although I would like to have her closer, it isn’t realistic to think that we’ll end up together in the same house. I want her to understand that the separation wears on me too, but I’m only a call away. 

			It isn’t like I’m dead. 

			But she isn’t one to make an effort. She never was, and yet here I am dealing with her passive aggressive message with this fully filled out application to another school. 

			I don’t know what she thought I’d do? 

			I can’t leave. I just can’t. 

			I didn’t even get the opportunity to talk to Luna about Thorn at all. In fact, I had effectively put that conversation on hold. 

			But I have to handle this first. 

			I took another breath while I held my phone. I had decided to sit on the porch with one of the patchwork quilts around my shoulders. It was getting late, so maybe she was asleep already. 

			I heard a creaking noise and looked up, and there she was standing inside the gate. A cab sat idling in front of the house. I stood up and set my phone down on the swing. It wiggled back and forth. I took two steps forward, and so did she, and finally, she broke into a jog and was up the steps and hugging me hard before I had the chance to meet her halfway. I wrapped the quilt around her shoulders, and she trembled. I could tell that she was crying. We had had our differences over the years, but it was never serious. This, on the other hand, was. 

			She stood up straight and leaned her forehead against mine. 

			“I lied.”

			I let out a sigh. “I know.”

			She rocked her head back and forth while choking back the tears. 

			“Then I filled out that application and sent it here like you’d have no choice.”

			I swallowed hard. She needed to vent and get it all out now so we could move on. 

			“I mean, I must be crazy, right?” she asked. 

			I kept the quilt from falling off of her. “Why don’t we go inside?” I asked. 

			She glanced back at the cab. I stared at it, and the man in the front seat sat up straight in a hurry so we wouldn’t think he was watching us, but he was. 

			“Listen, go in. I’ll tell him to go. Did you pay?”

			She nodded. “Okay, go in. I got this.” I said. 

			She listened to me. That was new. She really was upset. 

			Midnight stepped up to the door and paused. She turned back with a red nose and chattering teeth. “I love you.”

			“I know,” I said with a grin. She went inside, and I ran down to tell the cab driver that there was no need to wait. Midnight would be staying here. I leaned into the window, and he lowered it. I tilted my head. He looked familiar and the smell that was rolling out of the cab reminded me of rain. He leaned down to see me. 

			“Hey, listen. My sister is going to stay here tonight, so you can go.”

			“Have we met before?” he asked with a half grin. 

			I thumbed behind me. “Twins.” 

			He waved a hand and chuckled. “No—no, it’s not that. It’s just, dejavu, I guess.”

			I bit my lip and stared at the magazines on his front seat. They all had to do with traveling the world. One of them had a couple on the cover, standing on the small white steps of a plane. The headline stuck out in bold black letters.

			Digging up the past to predict the future.

			I narrowed my eyes.

			He spoke again, and I blinked. He looked familiar, but I didn’t want to stay out in the cold. I really just wanted to go inside and work this thing out with my sister. 

			The way she left had been weighing on me, just like the fight I had with Luna. For some reason, everything seemed to be falling apart, and I wasn’t sure why I was at the center of it.

			“The bill has been sorted.” He said, and I shook my head. The words felt so familiar. Maybe we had met before. 

			“I’m sorry?” I asked. 

			“The bill, it’s sorted.” He snapped his fingers. “Taken care of.” He added while remembering the phrase. 

			“Serbian?” I asked. He grinned. “Oh, you are good with accents, no? Most cannot guess where I’m from. My English.” He lifted his hand and tilted it back and forth. 

			I smiled. “I think your English is great.” 

			“Well, it’s time I return to sunlight.”

			I tilted my head. He offered clarification. “Crow’s Landing. It’s sunny most of the year; it’s where I live.” 

			“Oh,” I spoke with the shake of my head. “Yeah, we aren’t known for sunlight here. It rains most of the year, and the winters can be bad. This one isn’t so crazy though.”

			He pointed at the house. “You take care of that one. I mean, I don’t want to pry into your business, but she cried, right there, in the backseat. I tried to tell jokes, but she wasn’t interested. Nothing cheered her up so maybe you can.” 

			I tapped the windowsill. He was friendly enough, but I’m not big on sharing personal things with people. “Drive safe,” I said. 

			He nodded to me and put his car into gear. “Enjoy the journey little one.”

			He pulled away, and I waved a hand. “Wait, what?” I called out, but he was gone.

			I shook my head and then rubbed my outer arms. I had a thick coat on, but the temperature had continued to drop, and I was freezing. 

			I stared up at the moon and watched it until the cloud swallowed it up whole and stole what little light we had shining down on Port Royal. 

			I paused when I grabbed the gate. I could hear a deep howl off in the distance. Then more. 

			Wolves. 

			I wish everything didn’t remind me of Thorn Vega. 

			But then again…

			I started to approach the steps and the clouds parted. I stopped dead when I noticed something under the porch. I stepped to the side and knelt down. I reached under the porch until I wrapped my fingers around something that was so cold it burned my skin like fire. I hissed and pulled it out by a thin chain. I held it up as it swung back and forth in front of my face. 

			It was a little black bottle with a white label. 

			“Echo?”

			I shoved it into my coat pocket and stood up. Midnight was in the doorway. 

			I lifted my hand. “I’m coming.”

			“What are you doing down there?”

			“I thought I saw something, a rabbit, I think.” 

			“I made some hot chocolate.” She said. 

			“Okay.”

			She stepped back in, and I fingered at the bottle in my pocket. I wasn’t sure where it came from, but I wanted to know. I pulled it back out, and it rolled in the palm of my hand with the small label facing up at me. 

			“Echo?” my sister called out to me again.

			I shoved it back in my pocket and rushed up the steps. 

			It would have to wait. 
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			We sat in the music room. Midnight fingered at her cup and blew on it. She was using it to delay the inevitable, so I spoke up. 

			“How’s school?” I asked. She didn’t laugh at first, but then she did. I hid a grin behind the side of my hand. I was so glad to see her smile. She had definitely been crying. Her eyes were swollen and red. 

			She looked up and then around the room. “Why didn’t we spend more time in here?” she asked.

			I scanned the space. It was nice. It had the most comfortable furniture in the house. Two couches, facing each other with a nice big coffee table between them. A piano sat in the corner. I could still remember when Asher would play it. He loved cello, but piano was his way of working through his occasional bouts with depression. 

			He only played it when he was upset.

			We all knew that Asher had a traumatic past, but he didn’t talk about it. His parents had been in a car accident, and he was in the backseat. They died on impact. I’m sure he suffered from survivor’s guilt. He wore his dad’s wedding band on a necklace. It’s all he had from his parents when he came to live with us. 

			Her eyes glossed over. “I still remember when Ash would play in here. You remember that, sis?” she asked. I nodded when she turned to face me. 

			“Is Luna still up?” She peered upward. 

			“Yes, I am.” We both turned when Aunt Luna came strolling into the room with her own cup of hot cocoa. The sweet scent of chocolate filled the air. She took a seat next to Midnight, and we all three sat there and sipped our chocolate at the same time. 

			She lowered hers and placed it on the coffee table. Midnight did the same, but I held onto mine hoping it would help warm my hands up. The bottle had left a lingering chill behind that I couldn’t shake. 

			“I miss the music in this house,” Luna said as Midnight glanced over at me and then back to her cup.

			Both Midnight and I spoke at the same time. “Me, too.”

			Luna laughed. “And I miss that, too. There was a time when you were each other’s shadows but life changes, and we grow up, but never truly a part.”

			Midnight wiped a tear. I reached over and took her hand. Luna reached over and took her other one. 

			“People are never really gone. Not as long as you remember. You have to hang onto those memories and protect them at all cost. That’s the only way to cheat death.” She sighed. “Like your dad. He’s always been here. I can see him every time I look at either one of you, and your mother, too. Their memories live on in both of you, and I don’t want to lose that, just like I’m sure that neither one of you want to lose it either.”

			I wiped a tear. Luna never talked about our parents. Not like this. Something about her tone and this house made me feel peaceful about their deaths like they really weren’t gone at all. But Midnight, I could feel her slipping away, and it broke my heart. 

			“Well. I think I’m going to bed.” Luna added.

			Midnight lunged at her and hugged her around the neck. She wouldn’t let go. I could feel her desperation, but I didn’t want to spoil the moment between the two of them.

			Midnight muttered into her shoulder. “It won’t ever be like this again.”  

			She finally let her go, and Luna placed her hands on her face and leaned in, kissing her on the top of the head. “I love you.” She whispered. 

			Midnight nodded, and Luna stood up and left us alone in the room. 

			She looked at me. “I’m really tired.” 

			“We can go to bed.”

			My sister looked around the room. “Can we just sleep here like we did sometimes when we were little?” 

			I stretched out, and she crawled up behind me. She wrapped her arm around my shoulder, and her warmth soothed me. I closed my eyes, and she buried her face in my back. 

			We laid there in silence. I watched the snow falling outside the window. 

			So peaceful. 

			So calm.

			So pure.

			I gripped her hand in mine and closed my eyes. 

			I couldn’t help feeling like after tonight; nothing would ever be the same again.

			I woke with sunlight on my face. I reached up and wiped my eye with a balled fist, and a yawn followed. I rolled onto my back and stared at the tin lined ceiling. It only took a few seconds before reality hit me. 

			She was gone. 

			I sat up and scanned the room. “Midnight?” I called out, but there was no reply. 

			I gingerly placed my feet on the floor and rushed across the frozen wood. It creaked beneath each step. The house was a landmine for noises, making it nearly impossible to navigate without being heard. I peered into the entryway and up the stairs. I called out again. “Midnight?” 

			My attention was drawn to the kitchen when Luna spoke. “Coffee?” she asked. 

			I made my way into the room and over to the kitchen table. Aunt Luna was sitting there with the sunlight to her back which formed a halo around her head. She was wearing a thick white robe that reminded me of the ones you would get in a hotel room. 

			She tapped her nails against the side of her cup. “It’s freshly brewed.”

			I offered a grateful nod and poured myself a cup. I slid the carafe back onto the hot plate. The coffee maker was old, but it made the best drinks in the world, plus Luna grinds the beans fresh daily. She gets them from The Red Rose.

			The steam curled above the cup and lifted into the air. I decided to forgo the sugar and creamer and drink it black. 

			I had a feeling that I needed it. 

			I sat down across from her, and she pushed a note toward me. It was a small piece of paper, folded in half. I stared at it but refused to pick it up. 

			“When did she leave?” I asked. Knowing she was gone. 

			“Around three.” 

			The clock chimed in the entryway. Six hits later and I knew the time.

			“Is she coming home for Christmas?”

			Aunt Luna sighed and took another sip. I don’t know why I asked; I guess I was just hoping for a different answer than the one I already knew in my heart.

			She lowered the coffee cup, and I read the inscription through her flayed fingers. 

			‘COFFEE. WRITE. READ. REPEAT.’ Was etched into the white porcelain in bold black ink.  

			I didn’t remember the cup, and yet I felt like I had seen it before. 

			I blinked when she spoke again. “She left that for you.” 

			I didn’t want to touch the note. Aunt Luna made her way over to the coffee machine; she refilled her cup as the dark brew sloshed around in the frosted glass. She slid it back in and turned with the cup between her palms. 

			“Did you read it?” I asked. 

			Her soft brown eyes lowered. “I didn’t have to.” 

			She stepped around the table and kissed me on top of the head. She left the room and took her sweet scent of lavender with her. 

			I tapped the paper like I was checking for a trip wire. Then I picked it up and opened it to reveal what I feared the most. 

			“Goodbye.” 

			 I placed it to my lips and took a short breath. “Midnight.” 
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			I searched the house after I got ready for school. Then I heard humming and made my way toward a place that we long since abandoned. 

			The atrium. 

			It had slowly been overrun by weeds. Luna had tasked the three of us to tend to it, but we were preoccupied with going outside or, in my case, reading. I guess she thought that it would become something we could share together as a family, but we failed in that way. 

			I pushed on the door and peered in to see her on her knees and pulling dead vegetation from the dirt. She tossed withered roses aside and then hissed when a stray thorn cut the side of her wrist. She lifted it, and a could see the blood. Everything slowed down to a crawl. My heartbeat, my breathing, even the air seemed frozen. One drip of her blood made its way to the stone floor, and I snapped out of it as I stumbled forward and dropped my backpack. Two books flew out of it. She rose up with a grin and reached the furthest book while I collected the other. She lifted it up and smiled. 

			“Romeo and Juliet, huh?”

			I shifted my weight and held my bag in front of me. 

			“Aunt Luna, I need to talk to you.”

			She flipped through the book and then began to read out loud. “For never was a story of more woe than this of Juliet and her Romeo.”

			She closed it while I held my breath. Then she held it out to me. 

			I shoved it in my bag, and she lingered like she wanted to say more. 

			“Thorn…” his name rolled off my lips like a song, but she decided to chime back in before I could plead my case. 

			“I think we should plant roses in here. We used to have so many when I was young. They were everywhere, and it smelled divine.”

			She had never talked much about her past. The most I knew was the little bits and pieces she had shared about Eyota, and now this. 

			“Roses would be nice.” 

			She looked up at the skylight. Snow had collected in the corners and ice crystalized the view. Sunlight rained down in patches throughout the room. 

			“I love you.” She removed her white gloves. They were stained with streaks of dirt that resembled blood.  

			“I love you, too,” I replied without hesitation.  

			She stepped up to me and brought with her that lovely scent of lavender. It mixed with the smell of old dirt. 

			Earthy. Comforting. 

			I really don’t know why I haven’t spent more time in here. 

			“What I did was unfair to you, and I apologize.” She said. 

			I glanced in my bag, so did she. “I judged him for things he didn’t do. For things his father did, and to be honest, I projected that old pain on you, and this boy.” 

			“Thorn,” I said, and she took a long breath and released it. 

			“Yes, Thorn. I will make an effort to not refer to him as the boy from now on.” 

			“Well, if it helps, I really don’t like his mom at all.” 

			She laughed, and it echoed in the room. I heard shuffling, so I leaned just as a black swan stepped out of the thick vegetation, followed by a second one. My eyes widened. 

			“Oh, my gosh. They’re beautiful.” 

			Aunt Luna waved a hand. “They seem to have moved in at some point and made themselves right at home.” She winked at me. “I may charge them rent.” 

			I took a step, and she placed her hand on my bag. “They have a nest so it would probably be best if you don’t approach them.”

			I sighed. They both looked at me. I was so intrigued. I had seen black swans online, and in books, but never in person. They were bigger than I expected, but they looked like paintings until they moved. The little bit of light slid along their jet-black feathers, shimmering as if they were wet. 

			She removed her hand, and I decided to take her advice. If anyone could be beaten down by a swan, it was probably me, and I didn’t need any more injuries. 

			 I moved, and the note fell onto the floor. Aunt Luna picked it up before I did. She ran her fingers along the crease. 

			I tucked my hair behind my ear. “You can read it.” 

			Her eyebrow cocked. She opened it. It took all of two seconds for her to read the shortest letter in the history of the world. Ironically enough, I think it was the first time that Midnight had successfully edited herself down to the point. 

			She folded it and handed it back to me. “She’s taken an internship overseas.” 

			“What?” My voice cracked. 

			Luna grabbed two of her fingers and squeezed. My throat felt dry. Here I thought she was overly dramatic, but no, the goodbye was literal. 

			“When does she leave?” I asked. 

			“She left this morning.” 

			My lips parted. I didn’t know if I should be mad or hurt. I guess I was a little of both. 

			“I don’t understand, how…where? Why didn’t she wake me up?” 

			Aunt Luna stepped closer to me. “She knew you wouldn’t go with her.”

			My shoulders slumped. She was right. I couldn’t go so Midnight had set me free without having to deal with the guilt. 

			I pulled my phone out and furiously typed on the screen. Luna placed her hand on it, and I stopped and peered up at her with glossy eyes. “She won’t get it for at least twelve hours. She’s on an international flight.”

			“To where?” I asked. 

			She blinked a couple of times. “Brazil.” 
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			“If you can dream - and not make dreams your master; 

			If you can think - and not make thoughts your aim, 

			If you can meet with Triumph and Disaster 

			And treat those two impostors just the same.” 

			Thorn was looking at the book in my hand as he spoke. I closed it and placed it on my lap.

			“Rudyard Kipling. I’m impressed.” He added. 

			I grinned. “Well, I’m impressed that you have it memorized.” 

			He took a seat next to me and recited the last bit of the poem. 

			“If you can talk with crowds and keep your virtue, 

			Or walk with Kings - nor lose the common touch, 

			If neither foes nor loving friends can hurt you, 

			If all men count with you, but none too much: 

			If you can fill the unforgiving minute 

			With sixty seconds’ worth of distance run, 

			Yours is the Earth and everything that’s in it, 

			And - which is more - you’ll be a Man, my son.”

			He looked at me, and I remembered to breathe. Hearing him recite poetry was like listening to Asher play his music. You could feel the emotion behind every note, or in this case, every word. 

			“My father. He used to read this to me. I guess he thought that I needed to understand the world around me and my place in it.” 

			“That’s not such a bad thing.” 

			The edge of his lip curled. “I agree.”

			“Listen, my sister.” 

			He adjusted on the chair, and I noticed that a few girls were watching us. I leaned in, and he seemed to enjoy it. “She apologized for everything.”

			He offered a nod. “You know, I really appreciate the fact that you believed me.”

			My eyes lowered to his lips. “Was I not supposed to?” 

			He grinned, and I stared at his perfect teeth. His lips tightened so that I couldn’t see them. I don’t know why it would bother him. If I had teeth like that, I’d be smiling every day. 

			“Echo, I’ve dated a lot of girls.” 

			“I know,” I said as I stared down at the book in my hand. He reached in and placed his hand on mine, and it forced me to look up at him. “But I don’t think that’s what this is.”

			“Oh,” I said. My heart sank. Of course, it wasn’t. I don’t know how I could have been so foolish to believe that he wanted to commit to me. He’s going to Harvard, and I’ll be here, probably for the rest of my life, lingering in a dream. Waiting for something I can never have because no one could ever compare to him. 

			He stood up, and I felt sick to my stomach. He reached down and took my hand, forcing me to my feet. He stepped up onto the table and guided me onto the chair and then I found myself standing close to him as he reached in and placed his hand on the side of my cheek. 

			“It’s more.” His words resonated through me like an ocean wave crashing against the rocky shore. 

			He leaned in and pressed his lips against mine. His other hand slid to the base of my back and pulled me in so that no space remained between us. His mouth moved, and my lips parted. His tongue felt cold and sweet against mine. I could hear hushed whispers rise up in the room. He had made it perfectly clear to the entire school. Nothing about this could be misconstrued in any way. 

			He was mine, and I was his. 

			I could only hope that it would be forever. 

			Fifth period was a foggy haze. I felt something hit me from behind, and I turned to see Bri wagging her eyebrows and pointing at the floor. I looked down, and a small folded piece of paper lay by my foot. I reached for it as Mrs. Hull turned to face the blackboard. I had no idea what she was talking about because all that I could think about was him. I knew that eventually this feeling would become something I could handle, but for now, I wanted to savor the feverish insanity that love brings. 

			I pulled the note to my lap and unfolded it. 

			“Was lunch good?” 

			I blushed. Of course, she had heard about it. I folded the note, and Mrs. Hull spoke up. 

			“Echo?” 

			I froze. Bri cleared her throat and adjusted in her seat. 

			She walked up to my desk with her hand extended. I relunctantly handed the note to her. 

			She unfolded it and read it aloud. “Was lunch good?”

			Laughter broke out in the room. She cocked her hip and balanced on her high black heel. She had on a black pencil skirt and a white button-down blouse that was tucked into the high waist of the skirt. Her thick black framed glasses clung to her small nose. “I guess I’m not privy to the inside joke.” She added. 

			I shrunk down in my seat. She set the note down and tapped on the desk. Mrs. Hull lowered her voice so that no one but me and Bri could hear her. 

			“Could you both see me after class?” she asked. 

			I gave a quick nod. I had never been in trouble before. I figured it would nearly kill me, but instead, I had a rush of adrenaline. Maybe this is why Midnight was so rebellious. I could see where danger could become an addiction. 

			“Of course,” I said. She offered a nod to me and then to Bri. 

			I tried to focus on the rest of the class, but it was still hard. That kiss and his words wrecked me. 

			“This is more,” I whispered with a grin while tapping my pencil on the desk. 

			“More,” I repeated.    
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			I sat next to Bri as Mrs. Hull leafed through her book. She snapped it shut, and we both blinked. She had always been a pleasant teacher, but she seemed agitated. I know that passing notes in class was rude, but it wasn’t like we had trashed the room and caused a revolt. 

			“I would like for both of you to team up and write an essay about energy.” 

			I narrowed my eyes. “What type?” 

			“The subject of today’s lesson.” 

			I adjusted on the seat. I had no idea what it was. I think she knew that. Bri’s hand shot up, and Mrs. Hull sighed. “You don’t have to raise your hand.” 

			Bri lowered it. “Nuclear bombs.” She pulled her hands apart and made a noise that mimicked an explosion. I stared at her in disbelief. 

			Mrs. Hull hid her amusement by clearing her throat. “No, although your theatrics would make for a very interesting presentation.” 

			I leaned forward. “Presentation?”

			“Yes.” 

			“You said essay,” I added. 

			“Well, yes, and I’d like for both of you to present it to the class.” 

			“Great,” I said as I faked a smile. I hate speaking in front of people. It makes my hands tremble, and my muscles ache. Bri, on the other hand, seemed totally fine with the idea. 

			I swallowed hard while pressing my thumb in the center of my palm. For the first time, it didn’t ache. I wish that it would have. That pain was a great distraction from things when I felt overwhelmed. I pulled out a rubber band and placed it on my wrist. I snapped it and the anxiety started to ease up as the pain lingered.

			“So, what energy?” Bri asked. I think she was just ready to go and I was, too. 

			“Anything in the air. Outside stimulation. You choose.”

			I stood up, and Bri bounced to her feet. “Will do.” She saluted her, and I rolled my eyes. Mrs. Hull looked her over. “It’ll count toward your final grade.” 

			I took a deep breath and let it out. Great. 

			Bri smiled. “We got this.” 

			She wound her arm into mine and pulled me toward the door. I glanced back. “When is this due?” I asked. 

			“After Christmas break.” 

			I sighed. At least we had time. 

			I stood at my locker and fought with the combination. I tried it three times and was almost ready to give up when I finally heard the click. I lifted the metal handle. It was a relief. So was the fact that we had been assigned something and not been given detention. Now that Luna had retracted her ban on Thorn I really wanted to keep things as calm as I could. 

			Bri was leaning next to me and then she pushed off the lockers, and her lips parted. Her expression was one of shock. I shoved my things into the small space and battled to keep them from falling back out. “What?” I asked, but she said nothing. I decided to turn and find out what she was staring at. 

			The students parted like the red sea as Mattie came walking toward us. Her blonde ponytail swung from side to side, and her bright blue eyes glanced at the students who were gawking at her. She was very pretty, like a doll. Her skin was flawless, and her smile was contagious. 

			She stopped right in front of us and did a twirl to show off the infamous Port Royal uniform complete with plaid skirt, white shirt, black coat, and tie. She had on black socks that landed right above her knees. She touched the patch on her jacket and stared down at it. 

			“This little skull and crossbones thing is cute, don’t you think.” She asked. 

			I blinked, and Bri stood there stunned into silence. 

			I looked her over. “What are you doing here?”

			She tilted her head. “Midnight and I were close friends.”  

			Bri was still in a stupor. 

			“Oh,” I said. 

			She leaned in. “She asked me if I’d consider coming here too, well, you know, look after you.” 

			I shook my head. “You didn’t need to do that. I’m fine.” 

			She winked at me. “Listen, it was sort of a win-win for me. I hated going there anyway, and it cost way too much for what it was. My parents were relieved when I said I wanted to finish out school here at Port Royal.” She looked down the hallway. “It’s not so bad, is it?” 

			Bri stepped up to her with her hands folded behind her back. She appeared nervous, which was odd considering she was usually so aggressive. “I’d be happy to show you around if you like.” 

			Mattie gave her a quick nod and then grabbed her hand. 

			“Oh, wait!” she turned and ran away from us. 

			Bri stared at her in disbelief. 

			“Did you see that?” Bri asked. 

			I laughed. “What?”

			“She’s here. I mean, she’s in the school.”

			I shook my head, and my hair fell in my face. I had to push it back behind my ear. I think it was definitely time to consider wearing it in a messy bun or getting it cut. “And?” I said, not knowing where she was going with it.  

			Bri faced me while ringing her hands. “That was the spell.” 

			My eyebrows shot up. I thumbed behind me. “Her?” I asked. 

			Bri rubbed the side of her neck. “I wanted her to come here.” She whispered. 

			“Oh,” I whispered right as Mattie returned with a paper in her hand. “Permission slip from the parents. I have to drop it off at the office.” Her bright blue eyes locked onto Bri. “Can you show me?” she asked. 

			I shuffled my feet, and my eyebrows rose. Bri nodded while Mattie grabbed her hand and they walked off together. I took a step toward them ready to ask Bri when we’d be working on this energy essay thing, but another voice interrupted me. This time it was the nice boy from the grocery store. Mattie’s cousin. Daniel. 

			Oh crap. I glanced down the hallway just as Mattie and Bri disappeared around the corner.

			“Did you hear?” he asked. 

			I acted clueless. “Hear what?” 

			“My cousin, Mattie. She’s coming to this school.” 

			I glanced down the hallway and blew my cheeks out. “Oh—oh yeah! I, you know what? I just saw her.” 

			“Oh, which way did she go?” he asked. 

			I pointed up and then grimaced. His chin lifted. “She flew?” 

			“No, no, of course not.” I half laughed. “She’s going to the office.”

			He narrowed his eyes. “Sweet.”

			Then we had an awkward pause. I cleared my throat. I didn’t want to tell him that she had walked off hand in hand with his girlfriend. 

			“Well, I’ll see ya later.” He added.  

			He walked away in the opposite direction. I backed up and leaned my shoulders against the lockers. This wasn’t going to end well for him. 

			Or for anyone.

			I could just feel it.  
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			I hadn’t seen Thorn since lunch. I heard that his mother had pulled him out of school for something. I stared at my phone, hoping he would text me, but nothing had come. I didn’t want to be that girl. 

			The one who was always waiting and hoping. 

			I’m sure we would find a rhythm that suited both of us, but for now, I was stuck wondering what his words really meant. 

			Oh, God. I have to stop. 

			I looked up from the desk in the library when the door opened. My heartbeat sped up, but then calmed down when I watched Bri stroll in with Mattie by her side. Oddly enough they seemed to fit together. I just didn’t know what any of this meant for Daniel. 

			Bri tapped her hand on the wood, and I placed my elbows on the counter and interlocked my fingers. My chin rested on them. 

			“Mattie had a great idea.” 

			I narrowed my eyes. “About what?” I asked. 

			“Two birds with one stone.” She replied. 

			I straightened up. “I don’t follow.” 

			Mattie moved in closer and grinned at me. “Bri told me about this essay thing and that you could choose anything.” 

			“Yeah?” I asked, hoping this wasn’t some crazy idea they had conjured up. 

			She leaned in toward me, and she smelled like bubblegum. I think it was her lip gloss. Her blonde ponytail slid over her shoulder and bounced against her breast. In this lighting, her hair almost looked white. “Music and coffee.” She whispered. 

			I perked up. “I love both.” 

			Bri gave me a nod. “Me, too and I think we should take a road trip.”

			“Where?” 

			They both smiled, and I leaned back in the chair. 

			I had a bad feeling about this. 

			“Stop.” Mattie laughed while she swatted at Bri’s hand. She was trying to change the radio station in the car. We had been driving for nearly an hour. 

			I looked out the window and watched the pine trees go by. Bri and Mattie had convinced my aunt that we were going to do homework together. Work on that essay that Mrs. Hull had assigned to us. I believed them and now here I was on a road trip, which I had taken as a metaphor, and not literal when Bri had mentioned it. I should have known better.

			“Where are we going?” I asked. 

			Mattie stared at me in her rearview mirror. “I promise this will be cool and you’ll be able to use it for that essay.” She rolled her hand in the air. “Plus, don’t you like surprises?” she added. 

			I shook my head. I don’t, not really. 

			Bri turned up the music and started singing along with some pop song. Mattie joined her. I leaned back into the cushioned seat and stared at my phone. Still no word from Thorn. You’d think he would have text me by now. It had been a few hours since he had drug me up on top of the cafeteria table and turned me into this. The girl who did nothing but analyze everything he had done and said. I glanced at Mattie and Bri. I wish I could be that happy and just go with the flow. 

			We finally pulled into a parking lot, and I looked up to see a sign that said YoJo. Mattie hopped out of the car and Bri wasn’t far behind her. I lingered. Then I noticed kids walking toward the entrance. They were checking ID’s and taking money at the door. 

			My heart jumped into my throat. Mattie opened my car door and leaned down so she could see me. “Are you okay?” She tapped the side of the car along with the faint beat that was coming from the building. 

			I nodded to her. “Do I need to coax you out of there with chocolate or something?” she added as I sat frozen in the back seat. 

			I laughed. “No. But, are we going to be able to get in there?” I glanced back at the entrance. More kids were piling in, none of which I recognized. 

			She waved a hand. “Oh, yeah. It’s a student ID thing, not an age thing. They don’t serve alcohol, only coffee, any way you like it.” 

			“Oh.” My nerves settled down as I slid out of the car and fidgeted with my skirt. She tapped the patch on her jacket. “This is our ID.” Mattie said with a smile. 

			Now I understood why she insisted we come here in our school uniforms. 

			We walked toward the entrance, and the line grew longer. I was curious as to why so many kids were rushing in and then I heard the music. Low at first and then it got louder as we moved in line. I could hear a stand-up bass, drums, and piano. I looked at Bri, and she winked at me. 

			“Energy.” She said. 

			I nodded. Music was energy. It not only carried a vibration in the air, but it also had a way of rearranging every molecule in your body, if it was good. The closer I got the more excited I was to see who was playing. A song ended and cheering followed. I hoped we hadn’t missed it.

			I pulled out my phone and hurriedly typed in a few words.

			Hi. I’m with Mattie and Bri at some coffee shop called YoJo. It’s about 35-40 minutes from Port Royal. If you’re not doing anything…

			I quickly sent the text to Thorn before I could chicken out. I really wanted to see him, and this seemed like the perfect opportunity outside of school or anything else. I shoved my phone back into my pocket and shifted my stance. It made me nervous, but I loved it. 

			We got a nice little YoJo stamp on the top of our hands and then we stepped inside just as the crowd quieted down, and all I could hear was a piano playing slow and steady. One note, then the next. Heartfelt, but simplistic. The bass player ran his bow across his double bass and then the drummer came in with a gentle beat. 

			I walked through the crowd and finally found a small space of my own where I could see the band. 

			And there he was. 

			Asher, sitting behind the piano. 

			Mattie stepped up next to me and leaned into my ear. “Isn’t that your brother?” she asked. 

			“No—no. He’s, well.” I didn’t know what to say. All I knew is how I felt as I watched him play his piano and I listened to the song along with everyone else. A girl was texting on her phone next to me and then rolled her eyes. “God, he gets so emotional.” She said to her friend with disgust.

			Her friend bumped me when she spoke back to her. “Asher?” she asked. 

			The girl looked annoyed. “Yes, all he does is play piano now. It’s boring me to death.” She glanced up at him while he played the most beautiful piece of music that I had ever heard.  

			She walked away, and I was left there wondering if she was the nasty girl who had answered his phone. I would have to guess that she was. 

			The girl who had broken his heart. How dare she do that or talk about his music like it was nothing or that it annoyed her. Asher is an amazing musician. He always had been. He only chose to go to culinary school because it was rational and something he liked to do, but his real passion was music. 

			I watched his hands move along the keys. 

			She was right, though. He did play when he was upset. I looked at him as he sat there hunched over the piano, playing his heart out and the music rushed right through me. My eyes glossed over, the song went to a fevered pitch, every player was moving in unison. So much power for three people to be able to create. But at the heart of it sat Asher and his emotions laid out for all to see. 

			I know him better than most. He was in pain. I could feel it sailing through me like a wave of energy. I felt the anguish with each droning note that escaped him. Like small cuts to my skin. He was crying out, but not many could understand this language like I did. 

			I could feel him.

			Every note. 

			Every small part of his soul that he chose to share.   

			He glanced over and spotted me. His fingers locked and he stopped playing. I could see the tears in his eyes. The other boys kept going. The bass player busted into an amazing solo, and the crowd’s attention was drawn to him. Asher stood up and walked off the stage. He passed by me without saying a word. It nearly broke my heart.  

			I turned, and he disappeared in a sea of people. I fought my way back through them and came out the other side only to be met by Mattie and Bri. They both had drinks in their hands. Mattie’s looked like a vanilla Frappuccino, and Bri had an espresso. 

			Both drinks fit their personalities. 

			Mine? Well, Scotch would be great right about now, and I’m not even a drinker. 

			I just know that it would probably burn going down and I deserved it. 
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			I ran out into the parking lot after pushing through a few more people. I finally broke free and spotted Asher standing by a car. I rushed toward him, bumping into a girl and quickly apologizing. 

			“Asher,” I said as I stepped up and there she was. The girl from the club, standing across from him. I wouldn’t have said anything if I had seen her. She cocked her hip and lowered her phone. She looked me over and then glared at him. 

			“Is this her?” she asked with the same tone she had in the club. 

			He didn’t speak up quick enough for her. She smacked him across the face. I flinched. I had no idea how I had become the center of this drama between the two of them, but I hoped that she wasn’t going to turn her aggression on me. She stepped up in my face. “You know what? You can have him.” She walked away, and Asher stood there in silence. He had his hand on his cheek. 

			“Asher, I…” I began to say. 

			He turned to face me, and his eyes were dead. Dark circles lay beneath each one. There was no emotion behind them. 

			He gave me a once-over and sighed. “Go home, Echo.” 

			He started to walk, and I followed him. I probably should have respected his unwillingness to talk to me, but I couldn’t leave without fixing this thing between us. He stepped out into the road and began to walk down the center. I rushed up behind him and walked the line. A car horn blew and rushed past us. Someone yelled out the window, but it was inaudible. He didn’t care; he just kept walking. 

			“Asher, get off the road,” I said. 

			He shook his head and kept going. Another car blew by us, and my fear subsided. Talking to him meant more than my safety. 

			“Asher, you’re selfish,” I yelled. 

			He stopped. At least I got his attention. 

			“Me?” he asked. 

			I wrung my hands as he turned to face me in the middle of the road. Another car rushed by us, and the horn blew. He didn’t even blink. I had no idea why he was this upset. 

			“Yes! You could die here.” 

			“And?” he asked. 

			I tilted my head. “Asher. Please, stop.”

			He pointed at me and acted like he was going to speak, but then he decided against it and began to walk away from me again.

			 I called out to him. “Help me understand.”

			“How could you?” he spoke through laughter, but his voice was cracking. 

			“I know I can if you just talk to me.” 

			He turned to face me again and then looked me over. I stood my ground. 

			“I tried.” He said as he stared at his hands. They trembled. I stepped toward him, and he stepped back. 

			“You have no idea what it’s like.” He said. 

			I shook my head. Asher had suffered from depression before, but never like this. I decided that reasoning with him may be the best course of action. He needed help and if I could do that for him then maybe it would make up for the mess that I had caused when he came home. 

			“I’ll explain to Luna what really happened and then you can come home again, and everything will be back to normal.” 

			He started to laugh. Low at first and then it rolled out of him. Suddenly he stopped. 

			“You don’t get it do you?” he asked. 

			I parted my lips. He reached up and pressed his hands against the sides of his head. He yelled into the sky, and I flinched. 

			“Asher, please. Come back home with me, and we can do this together.”

			He started to walk toward me. He stopped and shook his head. “I’ve tried everything. Everything.” 

			I held my hands up toward him. Everything about this was scaring me. “You’ve tried what?” I asked. 

			He took a breath and released it. “Nothing will ever be the same. Nothing.” 

			“What have you tried, Asher?!”

			He rushed in and grabbed me around the waist. He spun me to the side, staring deeply into my eyes.  

			“To forget you.” He pressed his lips against mine, and I moaned. I heard the tires against the rubber, and I pushed back from him as the lights blinded us. I held my hand up and then a shadow took form. 

			Thorn stood by his car. 

			He glared at Asher with a balled fist and didn’t even bother to look at me. We both stood there stunned as Thorn got back in his car. He backed up, and it spun sideways, then he jammed it into gear and took off away from us. 

			I looked at Asher in disbelief. 

			“Echo.” He said quietly, and I walked away. 

			I could hear him behind me. “Echo, please. Don’t go!” 

			But I refused to turn around, now or ever. 
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			Days passed, then it was a week, then two. 

			Christmas break was approaching, and this year the house would be empty, well, except for me and Aunt Luna. Midnight was overseas, happily enjoying her new adventures, and Thorn, well, he never called, text, or came back to school. 

			It was like he never existed.

			And it broke my heart. 

			I’m sure that he had been filled in with the rest of the story by people like Tailor. She probably told him that Asher and I had been together all along, or at least it felt that way. No one talked to me at school or even looked my way except for Mattie and Bri. They had become inseparable, and that had left Daniel behind much like I had been. 

			I approached him with my tray of food, and he didn’t say anything as I took a seat across from him. I looked behind me, and Mattie and Bri were laughing. I sighed as I sat down. He wasn’t looking at them, but he didn’t have to. 

			“I know.” He said as he twisted the stem out of his apple and dropped it on the tray. 

			“Okay,” I said. 

			His eyes lifted and he shrugged his shoulder. “I just wish she would say it.” 

			I glanced at the two of them, and then I got angry. I don’t know if it was the painful kiss in the center of the road between me and Asher, or Thorn disappearing on me. It didn’t matter. 

			I stood up with my fist balled at my side and marched across the cafeteria. I glared at the two of them until Mattie turned to face me and Bri’s laughter died down. 

			“Hey, you.” She said. 

			I crossed my arms over my chest. “You need to tell him.” 

			Bri looked past me and then popped a carrot into her mouth. She chewed.  

			“I’m serious. You’re both being huge jerks.” 

			Mattie blinked. “Jerks?” 

			“Yes!” my voice was a little too loud, so I reeled it in and cleared my throat. “Yes.” 

			She looked at Bri and then back to me. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			“Oh, yeah? Right.” I pointed behind me. “That’s Daniel. That is Bri’s boyfriend. She spends zero time with him now because she’s busy following you around like a lost little puppy.” 

			Bri chimed in. “Hey!” 

			I shot an angry look at her. “Shame on you, Briana.” 

			She looked down and muttered. “It’s Bri.”

			I shook my head. “No one cares! Now if you two want to show off this massive girl crush then have at it! But don’t string Daniel along and make him look like a fool. He doesn’t deserve that. He’s a nice guy.”

			The room was silent. I rushed back to the table. I grabbed my bag and ran out of the room. 

			My outburst wasn’t really about them, or Daniel, although I did feel bad for him. 

			It was about me and Thorn. 

			It was about me and Asher. 

			Me and my sister. 

			Because everything was wrong.

			Everything felt broken.     

			I sat in front of my parents resting place and stared at the inscription over the door. It’s so weird seeing your name on a tombstone of any sort. After my outburst in the cafeteria, I had ditched school, and came here. I didn’t know why. It wasn’t like I could ask them to help me. 

			I wish I could remember.

			Something. Anything! 

			Just one memory about my parents would do. 

			But I could remember nothing.   

			The wind picked up and blew around a bit of the snow that had collected here and there. It was freezing so I shoved my hands into my pockets and then I felt it. 

			A small bottle. 

			I fingered at it and pulled it out. Funny how I had nearly forgotten about it and yet it was on me, and had been, since I had found it under the porch. 

			I let it roll in the palm of my hand and leaned in. I had to squint my eyes to read the label. 

			“Viata mea,” I whispered. 

			The wind swirled around me, and I was forced to stand up. I clutched the bottle in the palm of my hand and shielded my face with the side of my arm. Snow spun around me like I was caught in a small vortex not so unlike how piles of leaves behave in the Fall. 

			I stood my ground and then it passed as most things do but it left behind a weird feeling in the pit of my stomach. I decided to go home.
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			I approached the house, and it was dark. Usually, Aunt Luna has a candle burning in each window. The wind picked up again and swung the gate open. I had to grab it while shielding my face. I didn’t know a storm was coming, but it seemed to be closing in on Port Royal with a vengeance.

			The bottle felt cold in my hand. So cold, it burnt my skin. I hissed and lifted it back up. I could hear whispers on the wind as it dangled in front of my face. It called out to me, and I didn’t know why.  

			I jumped when lightning lit up the house. 

			Lightning during a snowstorm. 

			I had never witnessed it but it happened again and then a third time. I shoved the bottle back into my pocket and headed toward the porch. I fought my way up the steps as snow and wind battled against me. Finally, I slammed my shoulder against the front door. I fumbled with my key, dropping it a couple of times and then I finally got it in. I pushed my way inside and paused. There were no lights on. I reached over and flipped the switch and nothing happened. The power must be out. 

			I called out into the dimly lit room. “Aunt Luna?” I was met by an eerie silence. 

			I started to remove my coat and then I heard something in the kitchen. I slipped the bottle over my head. I pulled on the front of my button-down shirt and let it fall inside and rest against my heart. I slowly made my way toward the kitchen. I froze, covering my mouth when I heard another noise. It fell silent, so I crept across the floor until my foot hit the loose floorboards, forcing it to creak. I stopped, hoping that whatever was in the house didn’t hear me. 

			I gathered my courage and peeked into the kitchen then out again in a flash. I did it too fast to see anything. I held my breath then scanned the room. I felt a sickness crawling up the back of my throat. 

			Something was wrong. 

			Very wrong. 

			I heard another bang, and then I rushed over to the block of knives, and it was empty. I stared at it in horror. Another bang and I yelped. I slowly opened the drawer and reached in, trying to find anything that may serve as a decent weapon, but all I could find was a meat tenderizer. I lifted it up and glared at it. It would have to do. I gave it a swing, and the weighted end of it made it more formidable than I expected it to be. It helped to calm me just a tad bit. 

			I held it in my shaking hands and rushed around the side of the table just as the lightning lit up the whole room. No one was there, but the cabinets were all broken. I stepped forward, and the glass crunched beneath my feet. I heard someone running upstairs. It was followed by what sounded like children’s laughter. 

			“Oh, hell no,” I whispered. 

			I had seen enough horror movies to know that when you hear children laughing and the pitter patter of little feet above you that it’s time to go. 

			I pulled out my phone and stared at it. I had no signal. I backed up and reached behind me until I found the phone on the wall. I placed it to my ear, and it was dead. I heard more running above me, and a door slammed shut. I dropped the phone. It bounced on the floor.

			I shuddered. “It’s not the dolls,” I whispered to myself. “Nope. Just calm down. The dolls did not come to life, Echo.”   

			I guess the best course of action would be to run to the door and get out of here, but I didn’t know where Luna was and there was no way I was leaving her behind. 

			My decision was easy. 

			I’d have to find her. 

			I shook my shoulders out and then rushed out of the kitchen with the meat tenderizer leading the way. I swung it through the air, but it didn’t connect with anything. 

			Sweat beaded my forehead. More giggling echoed above me. I tried to control my breathing but I could feel my pulse racing. 

			I swallowed hard and made my way to the end of the stairs. I looked up and dreaded that turn to the right. Lightning lit it up, and I gasped, expecting to see those freaky twins from The Shining standing there, but there was nothing. I glanced at the door. This is my last chance to run, but I stood fast with that meat tenderizer in my hand. 

			I can’t leave. I just can’t.

			I took my first step, then the second and before I could chicken out I ran up the rest, only pausing to swing my weapon around the corner. It hit the wall and got stuck. I jerked on it while hoping that whatever was on the second floor wasn’t looking at this as the perfect opportunity to strike. But I pulled it out with a grunt. 

			Another door slammed, and I lifted the meat tenderizer. It shook so I gripped it with both hands and it stopped.  

			I swallowed hard. Only a few more steps to go and then I’d be on the second floor. 

			I can do this. 

			I can. 

			I took one step, then another, and yet another. I forced myself to keep going. The bottle tapped against my chest and seemed to grow colder. I reached up and pressed my hand against it and felt an odd vibration. I pulled it out, and the black lettering began to glow white. My eyes widened as the foreign words changed to English and I could read it.

			My Life.

			Then the letters scrambled. I stood there in shock as they formed two new words. 

			Drink me.

			“What?” I whispered. I couldn’t believe what I had witnessed. 

			It was magic.

			Magic. 

			“It’s real,” I muttered. “All of it is real.”   

			Then I caught a flash of red eyes as I was knocked back down the stairs. The meat tenderizer flew from my hand. I screamed. The back of my head hit the wall. My vision blurred and I tried to focus on something moving toward me.

			Curly hair. Blue.  

			Everything faded to black. 
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			I woke to the smell of dirt and pine. I coughed, and it echoed in my ears. My temples throbbed. I tried to sit up, and my forehead hit against something hard. I was forced to lay back down. 

			“Ouch,” I grumbled while reaching up and fingering right above my eyebrows. Then the lingering pain welled up at the back of my head. I fought through matted hair, and it felt moist. I pulled my fingers to my nose, and I could smell the iron. I felt a vibration against my chest, and something lit up behind the material of my shirt. 

			A small light in the darkness. 

			I pressed my hand against it and quickly pulled the bottle out. It lit up, and I could see wood above me. My eyes widened, and then I moved the bottle. It lit up my feet. I could see more wood. Then I turned my head from side to side. I was in a box. 

			“No, no, no.” I pressed my hands against the cold surface. I pushed, and nothing happened. I banged my fist until it ached and still it didn’t move. 

			I’m in a coffin. Oh, my God. Am I buried below ground? How much air do I have?

			My chest rose and fell as panic set in. I knew that I needed to calm down before I used up what precious oxygen I had left. 

			“Help!” I yelled, hoping beyond hope that someone would hear my pleas. 

			I closed my eyes and tried to focus on anything that could soothe me. 

			My aunt.

			Asher. 

			Thorn.

			My sister. 

			Everyone parading past my mind’s eye and still my heart raced and my breath hitched in the back of my throat. 

			I yelled again and again, but no one could hear me. This would be my fate. The worst possible scenario. Buried alive and alone. Searching my mind for hope when there wasn’t any to be found. 

			I could feel the tears welling up in my eyes. I began to sob. It was nearly uncontrollable. I didn’t know who had attacked me in the house, or why. I didn’t know how I ended up here and I didn’t know how long I had before I’d be gasping for my last breath. 

			An ending far too horrific to imagine. 

			I placed my fingers against the wood and stared at it. Then I felt it, a small vibration, then another and movement. 

			“I’m here!” Right, here! Help me! Please, please, help me!” I yelled through the tears. 

			I heard a loud bang against the lid, then another. The wood creaked and moaned, and finally, the lid was pried off and slid over to the side. I covered my face as snow rained down on me, but I was grateful for that first fresh rush of air that I took into my lungs. I had been in the box longer than I had imagined. I could tell from the sudden rush of adrenaline that surged through me. 

			I sat up coughing then spun around, but saw no one. I crawled out and fell into the snow. 

			I rolled over onto my back and could see that the tall pine trees were swaying far above me from the storm. I tried to sit up, and I hissed. I reached behind my head and pulled my fingers back. They glistened with blood. I felt light-headed, but it was nothing compared to being buried alive. I swallowed, and my throat felt dry. It ached. A horn blew, and I scrambled to my feet, struggling to regain my balance. My whole body ached.

			Then I saw it, and my heart nearly stopped. I was surrounded by a circle of coffins not so unlike my own. Six of them. One was open; the rest appeared to be secured as mine had been.

			“Echo! Echo!” My sister’s voice rang out in the distance. 

			I turned in a half circle and caught a glimpse of someone running through the pine. 

			“Echo?”

			I narrowed my eyes. “Midnight? Is that you?” I asked. 

			“Please, help me.” She said. I couldn’t imagine how she got here or how she felt after waking up as I had in a coffin. She was probably hurt and scared. 

			I spotted a crowbar in the snow. I picked it up just as I heard banging from the inside of one of the coffins. I rushed over to it and fell to my knees. I jammed the crowbar into the wood and cried out as I pushed down on it. I had to stand and place all of my weight on it until finally, it moved. I dropped the crowbar and jerked on the lid until it opened. Daniel placed his hand over his eyes and gasped. 

			“Are you okay?” I asked. 

			He sat up. The blood was drained from his face. He stared at the other coffins in horror. I picked up the crowbar and pressed it against his chest. 

			“What’s happening?” he asked. I wish I could explain, but I didn’t know. 

			“Open the rest of them, okay?” I asked. 

			“Echo, what—where am I?”

			“Daniel, listen to me. I don’t know why we’re here and I don’t know who else is in the coffins, but please, please open them for me. Okay?” I asked as I gave him a nod. He noticed the blood on my fingers, and he leaned forward. 

			“Are you okay?” 

			I looked down at my hands. They were covered in blood. My blood. I took a much-needed breath and steadied myself. The gash to the back of my head ached. 

			My sister cried out in the distance. “Echo!” 

			I spun around as Daniel crawled from the coffin and struggled to stand. He had gashes to his face and a decent cut to his lip. Just as I noticed it, he reached up and fingered at his mouth, letting out a small moan. 

			A horn blew, and we both felt the vibration in the air. The earth nearly moved beneath our feet. 

			“Echo, please, help me!” Midnight’s voice cracked. She must be terrified. 

			I sucked in my breath and turned back to face him. “Help them.”

			I started to run, and he called out behind me. “Where are you going?” 

			I held my hand out as I backed away from him. “Help them, okay!? I have to find my sister.” 

			I rushed into the thick pine as the darkness swallowed me whole. 

			But she needed me, and I couldn’t fail her. Not again. 
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			Her ink black hair floated out behind her, whipping around in the wind, wild and free, set against a gray sky filled with rolling thunder. Flashes of light skirted along the edge of a bulging cloud, illuminating the outline. The loud snap of electricity made me shudder. White-hot tendrils rushed across the sky, releasing a surge of energy into the air. The hairs on my arm stood up. My fingertips hummed. My pupils dilated. Adrenaline surged through my limbs and quickened my pace. I fought through thickening branches that seemed to come alive infused with a darkening spirit bent on consuming me whole. Each step became harder than the last. The whistling howl surrounded me, but I pushed on. I had too. 

			If not me, then who?

			If not now, then when?  

			Panic loomed, but those words gave me strength. Clarity. Definition.  

			The sky darkened, clouds gathered, and the truth lay out before me. 

			The storm wasn’t coming.

			It was already here.

			It had been here all along.

			“Midnight! Wait!” I yelled into a forceful wind that swallowed my words.

			She rushed toward the edge of the cliff that overlooked the churning sea. I watched her shadow sway against the skyline. She paused, then lifted her arms as if to summon the wind. It obeyed her call and swirled around her, lifting her hair and then her body. Her feet hovered above the ground.

			The rough needles mercilessly jabbed at me, leaving behind a sting that only intensified with the mixture of salt and sweat on the surface of my skin. 

			Finally, I broke through the tree line with a howling wind mourning my exit from The Pine. 

			I stumbled forward and yelped, trying to maintain my balance at the edge of the sharp descent. Midnight reached over and grabbed my hand, which steadied me. I glanced over at her, and she was staring out across the sea. 

			She looked so peaceful. 

			Like an angel.

			I began to rise. 

			We floated side by side as the sea rolled and boiled. The temperature dropped, and icy rain turned to snow. She faced me as we floated right above the edge. I peered down and could see jagged rocks below us.   

			“Come with me.” She said. “Please.” 

			My attention was drawn back to her. 

			I tilted my head. “Where would we go?” 

			We lowered to the ground and stood there facing each other. 

			She moved closer and placed her forehead against mine. “Away from all of this death.” She whispered.  

			The Pine began to moan as the storm intensified. Then another horn blew. It echoed through the darkness, sending a shivering wave down my spine. I covered my ears as the sound penetrated my thoughts and forced me to grit my teeth. The pain lingered, and the horn began to fade. My eyes ached and my temples throbbed. I touched my nostril and could see blood glistening on my fingertip. 

			It brought back a memory. One of sea-blue eyes and soft lips. A gentle touch. 

			“I can’t,” I said with such sorrow.

			Then I felt a sharp pain. I stumbled back and stared down in horror. A knife was buried in my stomach. My trembling hands reached for it. I looked up at Midnight as she shook out her hair and it turned from black to blue. She waved her hand over the front of her, and her clothing changed. She was now wearing a purple dress with black roses woven into the fabric. The same one the doll was wearing in the cabinet. 

			I lowered to one knee as the pain intensified and she leaned forward. 

			“I found the knife.” She said with little to no emotion attached to it. 

			I shook my head as she placed her hands on her hips and stared at me. “I gave you every opportunity to come with me. I practically begged you and yet you said no, even now you say no and I know why. It’s him; it’s always been him.” 

			I coughed, and a trickle of blood rolled over my bottom lip. 

			“I don’t under—I don’t—understand, Midnight.” I choked out. 

			She lowered to her knees. “I prefer my real name, which is death.” She said with a wink. 

			Midnight reached in and tapped the handle of the knife. I gasped as she stood up and started to pace back and forth in front of me while she talked. 

			“Do you have any idea how hard it was to lay in that bed with you and not want to drain you dry? I mean, honestly, I should be given an award, not only for that, but for this.” She waved a hand over herself. 

			“Where’s my sister?” I asked. 

			She bit her lip, and a stream of blood rolled over her chin. “Right here! I mean, technically this is your sister’s body, and she’s in here.” She tapped the side of her head, and I had to place a hand on the ground as I continued to bleed out. “And trust me, she never shuts up.”  

			“No—no, no!” I said while trying to hold myself up. 

			She rushed in and grabbed my chin, forcing me to look up at her. The tears rolled down my face. 

			“You’re the God of Death, and you killed her,” I choked out through bloodied teeth. 

			She rolled her eyes and let me go. “She isn’t dead silly, she’s in here, just like I said. I’m just using this meat suit so I can get around easier. You see, I’ve been around for a very long time, and luckily I have those who still serve me even if they think they can do things better than I can.”

			She snapped her fingers and Persephone dropped to the ground. She cried out and then pushed herself up onto her knees. She looked like she had been drug through the pine. Her hair was a mess, and she had cuts to her face. Midnight walked over to her and placed a hand on her cheek. Persephone began to cry tears of blood and Midnight removed her hand and wiped the blood on the front of her dress. 

			“Please,” Persephone begged. 

			Midnight lifted her hand and waved a finger back and forth while clicking her teeth with her tongue. “You’ve been a very naughty witch, haven’t you? I mean, your brother granted a spell to this creature.” She waved a hand in my direction. “And you decided to tinker with it, didn’t you?” 

			Persephone bent forward and placed her hands on the ground. “I’m so sorry, my lord. I just wanted him so badly.” 

			Midnight reached up and messed with one of her blue curls. She pulled on it until she tore it out. I grimaced as she tossed the piece of hair and it hit the ground in front of me. “Listen, I’m not going to judge you about your brother, but I bet he’s going to want to tear you limb from limb when he finds out what you’ve done here. It’s one thing to hate humans, but you deceived your family, your brother, tricking him into thinking you’re his wife? Even I wouldn’t do that and I’ve done almost everything.”

			Persephone sobbed. 

			Midnight sighed. “Stop, you pathetic thing. You’re just lucky that I was able to show up when I did! I tried to get her to come with me, but no! Echo wanted to stay right here and play around with your bastard of a nephew. The one who has both vampire and human blood running through his veins. You must know that can’t be. It’s unnatural.”

			“Please forgive me, my lord.” Persephone begged.   

			I hissed from the pain. “What is it that you want?” I asked as my hand hit the ground again. I could barely stay upright.  

			Midnight laughed and walked over to the edge of the cliff. She gazed out across the sea. She lifted her arms and stood frozen as the wind caught her hair and started to unravel the curls. The blue faded to black, and she turned back to face me. 

			“What does every God desire?” she asked.  

			I said nothing. 

			She turned her back to me and lifted her arms into the air. “A sacrifice!” She called out across the ocean.

			Daniel stumbled into the clearing along with Bri and Mattie. Luna was close behind. Then I saw Asher step out and his eyes landed on me.

			“Echo!” Asher called out to me as he took a step forward. 

			Midnight lifted her hand without turning back around to face us. 

			“One more step and she dies now.” 

			My lips trembled as I glanced over at Luna. Her face was bruised, and she stood there with blood trickling down the side of her head. Midnight began to chant into the wind, and the temperature dropped. The wind beat against my skin and theirs. They huddled together, but I feared that they would all soon be dead. Then I leaned forward and coughed up more blood. It landed in the snow. I could feel my heart slowing down. I was dying. Then a faint hum began to rise in my chest, and the bottle slipped forward. I watched it swing back and forth. I glanced over as one by one they began to drop to their knees in the freezing cold. I grabbed the bottle and jerked on it, breaking the thin chain. I lifted it to my lips and could smell the iron. I tilted my head back and drank the contents without hesitation.   

			I cried out as the blood rushed down my throat like fire. It reached my stomach, and I threw my arms out to my sides as the power surged through me. I growled as everything came back into focus. My strength returned and I pulled the knife out and dropped it in the snow as the gaping wound closed up behind it. Reality shifted and swallowed my waking dream. 

			The truth flooded back in like a crashing wave. 

			Watching my sister fall away from me. 

			Her funeral. 

			Standing in front of the gates to my home here in Port Royal. 

			Sea-blue eyes.

			The words I love you. 

			Standing in the cemetery and begging Eyota to take it all away.

			To cast a memory spell so that I wouldn’t have to suffer.

			But what had I done? 

			I stole their lives. Their personalities. Their reality and for what? 

			So that I could mend a broken heart?  

			Midnight turned around and rushed toward everyone that I loved just as Eyota and Thorn emerged from The Pine. She lifted her hands and closed her fists. Each one of them rose off of the ground. Their body’s contorted. I could hear bones cracking and muscles tearing. The sound of their suffering tore through me as they hovered in the air. 

			She swung her hands toward the ground and they all hit with a terrible force. Then she lifted them up again and they all hovered above her. 

			Another horn blew. She laughed. It angered me and my fist balled at my side. 

			I turned, and The Pine had grown larger, darker, and more fearful than anything I had ever encountered before. I now had yards between me and the treeline where once it had only been a few feet. 

			Midnight had them all suspended in the air. She was ready to cast the final blow and kill them all. I could hear their hearts beating, smelled the blood, felt their terror. 

			But something changed inside of me. 

			I felt stronger, calmer. 

			More like her. More like me. 

			I gathered my strength and bundled it up, shielding myself from the onslaught of insecurity. 

			I flexed my hand and took one step forward, then another, and finally, I broke into a jog. I felt a strange sensation in the pit of my stomach. It radiated out through my chest and into my arms, and finally, into my hands. 

			I gritted my teeth as white trails of light leaked from my palms. The light turned into sparks, then a blinding light that illuminated everything around me.

			I had to narrow my eyes, but I pushed onward.

			She turned at the last moment and stared at me with those eyes. 

			My sister’s eyes. 

			“You won’t do this to her.” The God of Death hissed at me. 

			“Set her free!” I cried out as I threw my hands before me, casting light where only darkness had seemed to rule for a thousand years. I dug my heels into the ground and steadied myself, releasing retribution. My hair flew forward and settled on the wind as the blast of light continued to rush out of me, taking with it the fear and pain along with the lie that held me fast. 

			She screamed as my light passed through her body and took the darkness along with it. 

			The trees bent backward as my essence rushed over them, bringing life and devouring death.

			Midnight dropped to the ground with her eyes wide open.

			Wood creaked and moaned, and then it all began to return to me with a rush of darkness pursued by light. My eyes widened, and I was forced to run toward the edge of the cliff. I jumped just as the first wave of darkness was expelled above me. 

			Peace came over me.  

			I knew that I had done the only thing that I could.

			I would die so that others could live. 

			This was a sacrifice I was willing to make. 

			I felt something warm wrap itself around me.

			I looked up, and Asher was falling toward me. His hands were glowing, and a purple light wrapped itself around my body and jerked me upward. 

			Everything slowed down as he passed me by. He turned over in the air as I twisted to face him. He grabbed my hand and placed something in it. I held onto him with such desperation. I remember losing my sister. I didn’t want to lose him, too. 

			My arm ached. My muscles strained.

			“Echo.” He said. 

			I blinked in horror. 

			“Remember me.” He whispered.

			Our hands separated. My arm remained outstretched toward him, fingers spread.  

			“NO!” I cried out in vain as the light pulled me to safety and he hit the jagged rocks below. 

			I landed in the snow and clawed my way back to the edge. I stared down on him, unable to speak or breathe. His ring lay in my trembling hand. I felt an arm wrap around me.

			A large wave crashed over his body and then retreated.

			Leaving behind the image of two wings in white.

			The end…for now. 
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