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			Dark spells can be broken, as well as the heart. 

			Echo Midnight Navarri has been taught a hard lesson in life. 

			You can’t bury the past or change the future by casting spells.

			Wishing for the impossible, she begged a powerful warlock to help her. A vampire with his own agenda, his own needs, his own pain. 

			She wanted nothing more than to abolish the suffering she could no longer bear.

			He agreed, casting a spell so dark and devious it would alter space and time. 

			A spell that left a damaging scar on every soul it touched. 

			Including her own.  

			 

			It stripped her friends and family of their true identities.

			It interrupted a timeline without fear of consequences.  

			It allowed for a darkness to creep into their lives leaving a trail of destruction behind.

			She wanted to be the hero of her story. 

			Instead, she became the villain. 
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			Character Glossary

			The Navarri Family: NAH-VAR-EE

			Echo Navarri

			Midnight Navarri

			Peter Navarri

			Alice Navarri 

			Luna Navarri

			The Vega Family: VEY-GAH

			Eyota Vega (E-OH-TAH)
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			Translation

			“Lăsați-o să fie sau acceptați mânia mea.” (Romanian for “Leave her be or accept my wrath.”

			“Contrôle toi petite sœur.” (French for “Control yourself, little sister.)  
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			The Craft
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			Transformers

			Chicka-Boom popcorn
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			M.A.C. Retro Red lipstick
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			Quotes

			The Sound of the Sea

			The sea awoke at midnight from its sleep,

			And round the pebbly beaches far and wide

			I heard the first wave of the rising tide

			Rush onward with uninterrupted sweep;

			A voice out of the silence of the deep,

			A sound mysteriously multiplied

			As of a cataract from the mountain’s side,

			Or roar of winds upon a wooded steep.

			So comes to us at times, from the unknown

			And inaccessible solitudes of being,

			The rushing of the sea-tides of the soul;

			And inspirations, that we deem our own,

			Are some divine foreshadowing and foreseeing

			Of things beyond our reason or control.

			~Henry Wadsworth Longfellow 

			“With great power comes great responsibility.” 

			~Stan Lee
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			A personal thank you.

			To my editor, Neil M. Schwartz, for helping me become a better writer. 

			To my publicist, Gladys Gonzales Atwell, for listening.

			To Bex for making these books look so amazing on the inside. 
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			xoxo, Rue  

		

	
		
			A Note from the Author

			Thank you for continuing your journey with Echo Navarri.

			This book won’t be easy. I suggest you grab a box of tissues and some ice cream. It was the hardest book for me to write. 

			My heart ached. 

			I cried. I yelled. I screamed and shook my head, but this is the book that had to be written.

			It took me a year to get back to this story for a reason. As you all know, book three ended very badly. It was rough, but it was exactly the way it needed to be for the story to move forward. 

			Echo is young. Keep this in mind. Think about how you felt when you were her age. Now add in magic. If you had the power to change things, to alter reality, would you? If you had the ability to protect the people you love, would you?

			I think you would. So would I. This is where the problems begin.  

			So now what? 

			Echo is desperately trying to accept the consequences of her actions that ended in tragedy. Her guilt begins to manifest itself in the form of visions. It naturally overwhelms her. She longs to reawaken her hidden power through the use of blood, but she refuses to give into temptation.   

			It is also preventing her from moving forward with her life or any relationships. 

			But not everything was lost. 

			Let’s hope she can see that before it’s too late.

			Again, we pick up right where we left off in book three.

		

	
		
			Love is a beautiful mess.  
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			Prologue

			When I was little, I believed in magic. 

			What a fool I was. 

			I hit the ground with a yelp, inhaling a deep breath rattling my lungs. A sharp rock sliced through my palm without resistance. I glared at my hand with such unbridled disdain. Displaced anger is an art I’m learning to master, so I effectively blame it when I should be blaming myself. 

			Panic swirled in my chest. The pain short-circuited my brain. 

			I would have to remember that — the pain. 

			I leaned back on my heels; the earth felt soft, forgiving. It cradled me. I miss feeling small, insignificant, innocent. Unbroken. 

			But now I damage so easily. So often. From the inside out.   

			It’s a cheap consultation prize. I get this, this weakness, while my sister, Midnight, gets everything else. Looks, charm, talent. You name it; she’s got it. I guess I should be jealous, and honestly, some days I am, but not today. Today we’re even. 

			That’s the way it used to be when she slept next to me at night, holding my hand or curled up behind me. We felt like one person, one thought — one life. 

			I miss that. I miss her. I’ve tried to tell her so many times, but she’s really good at making me feel awkward. Over emotional. Lame.

			It used to be different. There was a time when I couldn’t open my phone without a message from her, even if she was sitting right next to me. But her interest in me is fading. I can feel it.

			Time is brutal, bringing with it changes we can’t predict or alter. How dangerous would it be if we could rearrange everything with the snap of our fingers, or a simple thought? 

			Who could resist that? 

			No one.    

			I let my head hang low. The gathering tears dripped from my rounded chin. I still have baby fat, but it’s deceptive because I’m twelve going on forty, as my mom likes to say. 

			Although forty isn’t old. 

			Old is counted in centuries. Like a vampire. 

			An idea cut through my panic.

			If I could become immortal, like them, I would, I think. Wouldn’t you?

			 I could be invincible, but with great power comes great responsibility. Ben Parker said that, or better yet, one of my favorite writers, Stan Lee. He’s right, ya know?  

			That type of power would give you so many chances to say the right thing at the right time to the right person. To forgive, which is something I wish my parents would and could do. But forgiveness is a stranger now, to me, to them, to all of us.

			We’ve been here once before, when Midnight and I were nine, but somehow this time seems worse, more severe—like an ending to a book you saw coming, but you kept going back to the middle or the beginning, searching for something to kill the sick feeling in the pit of your stomach. An Easter egg, as they call it. The loop-hole to make it better. A small sliver of hope. 

			Hope. My lip quivered uncontrollably. 

			Our parents talk in code around us like we don’t know something is going on. The one thing I do know, is my mom asked, or implied, that they should be able to stay together and date other people. 

			I overheard that. 

			I don’t know how this works. I don’t know if I want to know. My dad freaked out and my mom was quick to remind him how he was the one who decided to have a girlfriend on the side, but it was old pain talking. That terrible situation nearly destroyed our family when my sister and I were just nine-years-old. He cheated on her, on us. 

			But those words she used…on the side. 

			Like a side dish? Like mashed potatoes, corn, beans, or bread? How does that work and why does she think it could? 

			My stomach growled. It was already swirling with anxiety and hunger. I had run from dusk till dawn. Almost dawn. The sun was threatening the horizon with streaks of orange and red. It would take time for it to penetrate the thick vegetation. The more I cried, the harder it rained. 

			I reached up and pressed my hand against the low rumble of hunger. My fingers contracted, gathering a wad of moist fabric. 

			I love my parents, I do, but maybe we should go live with my aunt in Port Royal. Me and Midnight, but I’d have to convince her it was for the best. That’s where my family’s from. It’s this rainy little town along the eastern seaboard of the United States. Small and quiet. I remember the feeling of safety. We had been there once before when we were only five. We stayed with Aunt Luna. She’s my dad’s only sister. She’s eccentric, with big doe eyes, a soft smile, full lips, and she smells like oils. You know, the ones you get at those holistic stores to calm your nerves. I remember sitting in her lap and leaning my head against her chest while she read to us. She loves books; there’s a library there. It could be home; I guess if it had to be. 

			I’m just planning ahead. 

			You never know. 

			I’m trying to be smart. 

			I feel a change coming, and it isn’t a good one. It makes me nervous, uneasy. I can’t sleep or focus on my books. I read and read and read, and the words just run into each other, making little to no sense at all. It’s never been like that for me, so I knew something was wrong and has been for quite a while. 

			All because of them. The adults. The ones who should be making us feel safe, wanted…secure. But I don’t feel any of those things. 

			I feel lost and alone.

			I could hear the drumming of my heartbeat in my ears. My throat ached as if I swallowed a flame. It didn’t help that I dug the not-so-secret bottle out of my parent’s tent. Scattering bits of clothing and discarded papers into the air until I found it resting at the bottom of the old trunk. It was the same bottle Midnight would grab from time to time, trying to get me to take shots with her. It held a strong liquor with a bitter aftertaste. I swear I only wanted to take a few sips, to calm my nerves, but I ended up gulping it down until I nearly spat it back up.

			I rubbed my throat. I wasn’t sure if that feeling would ever fade.  

			I don’t understand why she drinks it. I don’t like how it makes me feel. She says it relaxes her and makes her forget. It did the complete opposite for me. But why should I be shocked? My sister and I are about as different as we can be now. The only time I’m reminded we’re twins is when I look in the mirror. 

			Only then can I see her staring back at me, with that mischievous grin.

			Again, my thoughts sharpened with a brief flare of pain.

			I feel so let down. So scared. What if they want to split us up? What if they flip a coin and one of them takes me, and the other one takes Midnight? What then? Do we get together twice a year to eat turkey or unwrap a present?

			Do we slowly forget each other?

			I leaned forward, digging my hands into the dirt. I may throw up. My stomach knotted. Agony tore through me. Sobs fought their way out.  

			I can’t imagine being without her. Without Midnight. But I already felt alone. She was abandoning me just like our parents want to do now. All of them scattering to the wind.  

			I began scouting an escape. 

			I want to hate them. Hate them both for being so selfish. I even want to hate her, my sister, for changing and casting me aside. You don’t abandon people you love. You never ever do that.  

			My hands began to hum, and for a split second, I swear I could see a dim light beneath my palms.  

			I shifted my weight, lifting one hand, but was promptly interrupted when I heard rustling in the thick vegetation. It’s probably some small thing, smaller than me. I doubt I look good enough to eat. I barely weigh anything at all. 

			“There’s no meat on these bones!” I yelled into the darkness like it would effectively detour a predator. The words seemed ironic. Not only was I fighting hunger, but I was fighting the feeling of being emotionally starved. It can be just as devastating.  

			I settled back on my dirty knees and inspected the cut to my hand. The rain washed away the mud leaving it free to bleed out. The blood pooled, staining the creases. Crisscrossing this way and that.  I may need stitches, again. Oh well. It was worth it. All of it. The drinking, the running away, the abandoning. 

			Sometimes you just have to leave them before they leave you. 

			I nodded. It seemed fair and rational, but I clearly wasn’t either.  

			I flinched when my salt-laced fingertip slid across the wound, fogging my thoughts. I quickly rubbed my fingers together. Sticky and sweet. I could smell the iron. It was so familiar to me after all of the times I’ve bled. You would think I wanted vampires to find me. But they aren’t real. I know that now. Neither are any of the other foolish things I once believed in.

			I began to chuckle uncontrollably.

			Ghosts, ghouls, vampires, witches, magic. 

			It’s all nonsense. 

			Words. 

			Nothing but words on a page! 

			Tall tales told by writers who enticed me into thinking I was special. Magical. Different.

			I’m not. 

			There’s nothing special about me at all.

			I’m extraordinarily ordinary. 

			I lifted a finger and twisted it in the air. “But the worst word of them all is love because it isn’t real. Nobody loves anybody! Including me.”

			I felt my shoulders slump as I began to collapse like a dying star. That was a lie. Love wasn’t the worst word. It was a beautiful word I wanted to protect at all cost. 

			Like the love I have for my sister. 

			She’s incredibly gifted. She is exactly what my parents hoped for — a prodigy.

			Me? I’m just an afterthought.

			Born thirteen minutes after her.

			A mirror to reflect her beauty. 

			An echo.

			More rustling behind me. Maybe something is following me. 

			I shook my hand out at my side and gritted my teeth. 

			I struggled to stand. My legs ached and now my hand. I narrowed my eyes and searched the ground. Finally, I spotted a small black book with a crescent moon on the cover. Well, it’s not embossed, it’s just a sticker, but still, it looks cool. At least it did to me. The rain was forcing the edges to peel back. It slid off the cover into the mud and sank.  

			I reached down with my good hand and picked the book up, cradling it against my chest. A laugh drifted out of me.

			Magic. Spells. What stupid things to believe in. It angered me that I allowed all of these books to influence how I viewed the world. They only blinded me to the truth. A truth I continued to ignore. How foolish I was to believe in this or anyone. 

			I pushed on, pressing that book as close to my heart as I could. I took a deep breath and could hear it. Rushing water. 

			I can always find it no matter where we end up in this world. I can find any lake, pond, pool, or stream. Another gift that probably won’t help me later on in life, unless I find myself dying in a desert. But even then, it would only be a mirage, which is honestly what I think most of life is. It’s all an illusion, every bit of it. Especially words like I love you and I promise to never leave. 

			I blinked back the tears. “Liars!” I screamed. But no one was listening. I’m not sure if anyone ever had. 

			I hissed with a feral grimace. My hand was really starting to hurt, and the cut was deep. 

			More rustling. Maybe it’s a big cat, following the scent of my blood. 

			I hurried my pace, shoving through thick brush and rough branches. They left a gash here and there on my arms and face. The sting nearly blinded me. My foot slid over a slippery edge, and I fell back. The small book flew from my hands. I scrambled onto my knees and watched as it landed in the dark water. It began to float along with the current, and I crept along the edge, extending my bloodied hand. It forced me to groan as the cut widened on my palm, releasing drops of my precious blood into the water, but I didn’t care. I peered behind me when I heard more rustling, then a growl. What once seemed comical was now unsettling. Something was following me, maybe it had always been there, right out of sight, in the shadows. 

			Waiting, watching.

			Guilt began to torment me. I shouldn’t be here. I’m selfish, so immature. We traveled since I was a baby. I grew up in dangerous places. I knew better than this, and now I may be killed and my parents, along with my sister, would have to bury me. 

			Where would that be, if anything was even left of me? 

			I would assume back home, where my parents are from. In Port Royal. 

			I closed my eyes, and I could see a funeral in the rain. 

			I remember the look on my mother’s face when the casket moved by us. Then the men who were carrying it lost their footing in the rain, and they fell. The edge of the box hit the ground, and it opened, but nothing spilled out. It was empty.

			I gasped, out of breath. 

			My gaze fixed on the book. A white light lit up my face. It appeared to be reflecting off the water. My mouth sat agape in wonder then I regained my senses. The muscles in my arm ached. My pale fingertips tapped at the outer edge of the book. I grunted, biting on my tongue while struggling to retrieve it, but instead of triumph, my efforts failed as I fell into the cold water. I pinched my nose and bobbed above the surface. The book was now right in front of me, so I grinned while snatching it up. I was so excited to have it back that I didn’t notice the current was moving me along the shoreline at a pretty rapid pace. 

			I flailed my arms and tried to make it back to shore, but it was no use. The water was much stronger than my twelve-year-old frame. The swirling mass turned me backward, then forward as my head went under only to pop back up again. I coughed, spewing moss flavored liquid from my lips. Some of it lingered in my lungs, threatening to choke me. I fought to breathe. I’m a professional at drowning. Honestly, I am. My dad says I should avoid puddles and he’s right. If I fell the right way, one could surely kill me. 

			I should listen to him. I never do. This is what I get. I should have talked to both of them. Told them how I feel. This is what happens when you hide things. It turns sour, rotten.   

			Panic set in, which is the absolute worst thing that could happen. 

			Wait! Think about the class your parents forced you to take, Echo. What did that woman with the big mole on her cheek and frizzy red hair say? 

			Float. Yes. Float like a piece of deadwood. Odd choice of words, but whatever.  

			I leaned back while still clutching the stupid book to my chest. 

			A book of spells. My book. Page after page filled with silly things.  

			I know it’s stupid and now I’m probably going to die because of it. 

			I will never ever believe in magic again. Not ever. Not today, not tomorrow, not when I’m on my deathbed. Not for any reason ever. 

			Magic isn’t real, and it can’t fix a thing. 

			I began to sob as I floated along on my back. The water stung my skin, but it didn’t matter. Nothing matters now. I heard what they said. They hate each other, and I swear I tried. I did everything I could to make them get along and love each other again, because they had to love each other at some point, right? They loved each other enough to have my sister and me. They loved each other enough to spend twelve years traveling the world with us in tow while taking job after job to unearth ancient treasures. They loved each other enough to leave Port Royal, which is where they grew up together.

			I pulled the book up and stared at it. It was soaked through. Even if I wanted to save it, which I don’t, the pages are ruined now. All that wishful thinking written down in vain. All those silly spells I thought I was casting to protect us. All those nights I poured hope into it only to have it be the last thing I would see. 

			This book. What a waste of time. 

			Midnight said I was silly for believing in such things. 

			She was right. She’s always right. 

			Now I know why she was chosen to carry on our family’s legacy and not me. 

			What am I if not a burden? 

			A silly little girl who… 

			The noise pulled me out of my pity party. It grew louder and louder. It only meant one thing. 

			Waterfall. 

			I closed my eyes, and the images of my family flickered through my mind like an old black and white film. All those memories trapped inside of me. Things I clung to much more fiercely than I imagined until this moment came. 

			My last moment. 

			I could see Mom in her khaki shirt and pants, dusting off bones and rubbing the back of her hand across her forehead, leaving a smudge of dirt behind. I could see Dad, leaning down and kissing her on the top of her head. And Midnight, sweet Midnight…she’s smiling as she shields her eyes from the sun. I could feel the hugs. Hear the laughter. But it would all be lost now. All of it. 

			I closed my eyes. I was ready to accept my fate. So scared. So lonely. So foolish. 

			I should have let it go, the book that is. It could have easily floated away. But no. I had to try to hang on, didn’t I? Magic would be the death of me. It would be the death of everything.

			I yelped as a hand grabbed my arm and stopped me dead in the water. The shock of it made every muscle in my body tense up. Suddenly my senses allowed the pain to seep in. I must have been in shock. Everything hurt. 

			“Echo! Hang onto me!” My dad yelled above the sound of raging water. He pulled me behind him, and I wrapped my small arms around his neck. He began to inch his way back to shore. I noticed the rope and the two people on the other end of the line. 

			My mom and my sister. 

			My dad groaned. His fingers were turning white as he gripped the line with such desperation. My mom nearly fell into the water. I watched my sister wrap her arms around her waist, and somehow my mom regained her balance and twisted the rope around her arm. She gritted her teeth and cried out as she moved back, one embattled step at a time. I caught a flash of my sister’s wide eyes, filled with fear. I could see her love for me. 

			“Don’t let go!” my dad yelled. I buried my chin into the side of his neck. 

			My legs ached, and my body shook. The temperature of the water was far too cold. My teeth chattered and my grip loosened around his neck. He reached up and held onto my wrist, but each second that ticked by brought me closer to letting go. Maybe if I do, they’ll stay together out of grief. It could possibly save them. 

			Maybe I should. Maybe I should just float away and give them something to focus on. 

			Maybe if I… 

			“Fight!” 

			The one word broke through the confusion.

			“Fight!” My dad repeated. 

			He was talking to me. He wants me. He loves me. 

			“Echo, we can do this together!” he added. 

			I parted my lips and offered a triumphant nod, but a brutal wave of water hit my face. It stole my breath and filled my lungs. My eyes fluttered, and finally, I began to lose consciousness. My dad rushed forward with what little energy he had left. He pushed me out in front of his body, and I was lifted out of the water, but the book slid from my hand and floated away. 

			Leaving me as most things do. 

			My mouth moved, but no sound could escape my blue lips. 

			I collapsed on the ground as a face leaned into my view. 

			Midnight. 

			She appeared so frightened. I had never seen her this way. 

			She was the brave one. The strong one. The one who could do anything. 

			“Echo…Echo? Don’t you leave me. You can never leave me. Ever! You hear me?” 

			Her voice faded, leaving behind such a deafening silence. 

			It’s what I expected death to be like. 

			So quiet. 

			So peaceful.

			Boy, was I wrong. 

			 

			The Earth tilted on its axis. The moon faded into mist, replaced by an angry sea and dark rolling clouds. Snow, cold and cruel, beat against my face. The sting brought me back to a harsh reality. 

			I blinked away the memory of that night by the river Nile. I’m not even sure why it consumed me, but it had. Perhaps it was loss, or the fear of loss, which spurred it on. That was the first time in my life I felt helpless. As if the world was conspiring against us. Threatening to tear our family apart. I was ready then to make the ultimate sacrifice, just as I was now. 

			But no. Asher wouldn’t let me. Would he? 

			I howled like a wounded animal. My fingers dug into the cold snow at the edge of the cliff. My vision blurred. My chest ached. Caving in with the immeasurable weight of guilt and loss. 

			“No!” I cried out. A hand moved around my waist and began to lift me up. I kicked and screamed. Defiant as always. I didn’t want to leave him to the sea. The cold could consume me. Freezing me in time. Lonely. Aching. Confused. Hurt. 

			All of these emotions and more poured through me, replacing the magic that pulsated from my hands, rushing across an ocean of pine and beating back Death. 

			But had I won? No. I lost so much more than I expected to give. 

			I dug at the pale hands that held me fast. Twisting my body until exhaustion overwhelmed me. I fell limp, but the tears continued to fall as heavily as snow. 

			“Echo, please,” Thorn whispered in my ear. “I’m here. I love you.” 

			“For how long?” I asked without remorse. My bitterness is a poison. It would continue to ebb through me, through us, until nothing remained but a shell of what could be. I understood this now. I understood why I needed to let him go. It wasn’t only for his survival. It was also for my own. 

			The more I love, the more the rushing water threatens to take it away from me. Choking me. Filling my lungs with the sting of reality. 

			I’m cursed. I have to be. 

			I felt my feet touch the ground. He released me as he should. I stood, unwavering in my anger. The rational side of me knew the words he spoke should be treasured, but the irrational side tossed them aside like garbage. 

			A love that once consumed me now set me ablaze with regret. This love pushed me.

			I should have never begged Eyota to cast a memory spell, changing everything and everyone’s lives. I could have easily allowed Thorn to go away and focused all of my attention on Asher. Protecting him from this horrible fate. But no, I had to beg Eyota to take the pain away. The pain of losing Thorn Vega was far too great, and I made a terrible choice. One which cost me everything. I bit my lip until a trail of blood rushed over my porcelain skin. It pooled on my chin. I reached up and wiped it away, lifting my fingers and staring at them. I turned, in anger, and held them up to Thorn. He winced as I took a step toward him. 

			“This is what you need, isn’t it? So, what will you do? Feed on me, use me, like Eyota used my aunt?”

			“Echo, I would nev—” 

			I narrowed my eyes and lifted my hand out to him. “No? Never, huh? Then why are your eyes darkening and your teeth growing inside your mouth? It’s the blood you really want and not me. It’s the blood you crave, you beast. The blood you desire. Not me! Never me. Be honest, Thorn. Don’t lie to me or yourself anymore. I’m mortal. I’m dying every single day. You can sense it, smell it, can’t you? I’m nothing more than food to you.” 

			“Echo, why? Why would you say such things?”

			I laughed as I rubbed my fingertips across my lips, leaving a crimson trail behind. He growled. How could he not? Here I was tempting him to do what he was designed to do. He’s a killing machine. A demon. An enemy to me and all of humanity.

			And I’m clearly suicidal. 

			“Do it, vampire. Feed on me and end this once and for all. Stop toying with me, like a cat with a mouse. Using me for amusement.”

			He reached out. I slapped his pale hand away, glancing behind me. He could see why I was so hateful. Why I chose to lash out at him. It was Asher. The loss of him had me spiraling out of control. 

			“You don’t mean it.” He muttered. 

			I leaned in. It forced him to take a step back. My lips ripe with the very thing he longed for. I could tell how badly he wanted it. Wanted me. Not for love or anything close to it, but for survival. He was the shadow that had always been following me. I knew it now. 

			“Listen to my heart,” I replied.

			His sea-blue eyes lifted and locked onto mine. 

			“What does it tell you?” I blinked back the tears.

			His eyes lowered, and he searched the ground in a panic. “You love me. I know you do.” 

			“No,” I whispered. 

			My words sliced through him. He was visibly shaken. As soon as I said those words, I realized how awful it was and how he didn’t deserve this. How he was taking the brunt of the storm because there was nothing and no one else to attack for what happened.

			I pointed behind me. “Why did you let him die? To spite me?” 

			Thorn adjusted his stance. He pressed against his side. Blood rushed over his fingers and dripped to the ground. He was injured.

			My eyes widened.  

			“I’m weak. I tried.”

			I shook my head. The need to set him free was stronger than anything else. Setting him free would also set my heart free. I needed it more than anything now.

			“Did you really?” I hissed. 

			His hair fell into his eyes. It was probably best. The expression on his face tugged at my heartstrings, threatening to end my assault. “Echo, I never wanted this.” 

			“Wanted what, him dead?” I yelled. 

			“I never wanted to be what I am.” He spoke with such remorse. 

			I laughed. It echoed in the storm. Snow and ice swirled around us. I swear it was responding to my emotions.

			“Oh, of course. It has nothing to do with Ash, does it?” I yelled again, unable to control how I felt. 

			“Echo! I gave you my blood. My life. No vampire does this unless—” 

			“Unless what?” I yelled through tears. “Unless they want to own something?”

			He shook his head, and his eyes narrowed. 

			I pressed my hands against the sides of my head as Asher falling above me consumed my thoughts. It was unbearable. I turned and began to toss the ring over the edge, and Thorn stopped me as I collapsed against him and sobbed. He pressed his hand against mine and made me hold onto the ring. 

			“He gave you that for a reason,” Thorn whispered to me. 

			“I don’t want it, or you.” My breath hitched.  

			He let me go and backed away. His mouth sat tight, and his bloody fist clenched at his side. 

			“You loved him?” He muttered on the wind. 

			I lowered my head, and I opened my fingers up so I could look at the ring. 

			“Memories mean nothing. And this thing? This thing is just a reminder.”

			“Answer me.” His voice cracked as he spoke.  

			A body rolled toward us, and Thorn had me out of the way before I could blink.  

			Eyota groaned and then pushed himself up and onto his feet. A shadow emerged from the thickening swirl of snow. My aunt stood there with one hand out in front of her and one flexed at her side. Small traces of light lingered on the surface of her skin. My eyes widened. Was this her true power? Had it returned to her when the spell was broken? 

			My aunt yelled at Eyota Vega with such venomous disdain. Her smooth forehead wrinkled with worry. Her eyes glossed over with a terrible truth. A truth I knew could destroy her.  

			“How could you?!” she screamed. Her voice echoed through us, through everything, forcing me to flinch. 

			I spotted the uncorked bottle in the snow. It once held his life, his blood. It was a gift to me, meant to offer salvation and yet I felt like it destroyed everything. 

			Thorn Vega and I are not meant to be. Together we are destruction. 

			I am destruction — the end of everything.

			Persephone was right. 

			My fingers twitched by my side. I stared down at my hand, and the light was gone. I could feel its absence, but I longed for it. I knew the only way I could awaken that power again was to drink his blood, and I would never allow it. 

			My aunt rushed in, smacking Eyota across the face. She stumbled away from him, nearly falling in the snow. I reached out. Her mournful wailing would forever haunt me. She could barely stand. He took one step toward her and Luna cried out like a wounded animal. He froze. 

			“My love,” Eyota whispered. 

			The words tore through me as if I was watching my future play out before me. And why shouldn’t I feel this way? Thorn was his father’s son. A vampire just like him. He offered his goodbyes and I accepted. Eyota was right. Thorn wouldn’t survive me. I could barely survive myself, since Asher died trying to save me. I knew what Thorn and I had may be gone forever, but it was probably best. 

			“My love?” she spit out the words with such hatred. “How dare you.” Her auburn hair floated up on the wind and cradled her heart-shaped face. Her foot twisted in the snow and she straightened her shoulders. Proud. Dignified. A true master of her craft.

			A Witch.  

			Eyota stepped up to her. Very brave. She may be smaller in stature, but her fiery attitude made up for the difference in the height between them. They stood face to face. Her chin elevated, his lowered. Eyota’s expression was soft; hers was hardened. 

			She shifted her weight and the crusted snow cracked beneath her foot. “I should kill you where you stand. You filthy beast,” Luna spoke through gritted teeth with a white-knuckled fist clenched at her side. Her fingers flexed as if searching for an imaginary gun. I could see sparks between her index and middle finger, running the length between the two like a science experiment gone mad.

			“Luna, please,” Eyota begged. His voice sounded tender. It was a shock to see him this way. He was a stoic figure in life, and now he seemed to be reduced to rubble as Luna stood before him with such unbridled anger. She knew everything. I could tell by the way her eyes searched his for a reason as to why he tricked her into believing she lost a child and pretended that he didn’t care. But hadn’t I done the same to avoid feeling the pain of losing Thorn?

			I’m no better than Eyota Vega now. 

			Luna chimed in. “Please? Are you begging me? What did you say? You promised, Eyota. You promised me you would never leave. You said you loved me more than anything. More than life. More than your hunger.” 

			“I do.” He spoke honestly and with good intention, although it would inevitably fall on deaf ears.  

			He let her see his exposed fangs. Her eyes widened, and she took three steps back and raised her hands. 

			“You did it. You changed after you promised to live out your days with me, Eyota. With me!” 

			The same light I released now sparked in her palms. She would kill him without mercy. She raised her hands, and the light lit up her face. For a split second, I could see the love she had for him. The light sparked in her eyes, and she tilted her head. But the decision was made long ago. He broke her as thoroughly as anyone could. Her lips trembled and Eyota closed his eyes and lifted his arms, ready to accept his fate and pay the price for everything he had done.  

			Suddenly Thorn rushed in between them, and something snapped inside of me. I lifted my hands, and without thinking, I cried out one word. 

			“Stop!” 

			Everything froze in place, including the snow falling from the sky. 

			I took a short breath, and it echoed in my ears. The world stopped at my command. How I did this was a mystery, but the effect was real. I took a step, then another and finally I reached my aunt who stood there without blinking. I touched her arm, and she felt hard as stone. I gasped and stumbled back when I heard a voice. 

			“What a creature you are.” 

			I swallowed hard as Eyota took a few steps toward me. I continued to back away. I don’t know why I felt intimidated, but I did. Obviously, I wielded more power than I ever imagined, or maybe the effects of Thorn’s blood still lingered inside of me. Either way, I froze time out of desperation. It made me wonder what else I could do if I tried. But I hadn’t tried, it was easy, like breathing. Like it had always been a part of me.  

			Eyota took another step and reached up, pushing snow out of the way. It floated for a split second and then froze in place, again. So surreal. 

			He paused, letting his dark eyes run the length of my body. He had my hands in his before I could escape. His cold skin nearly burned, but his grip was firm and unyielding. He leaned in and smelled me while staring into my eyes. The line between my brows deepened like a growing fissure. 

			“What?” I asked. I know it wasn’t the best response, but I had no idea what else to say. 

			“Mmm.”

			“Mmm, what?” I repeated. My eyes darted to the left then to the right. I gawked at my aunt and Thorn, who remained frozen. 

			He straightened his shoulders and let my hands fall away from his. I shifted my weight and nearly fell from the edge of the cliff, but he calmly reached out and grabbed my coat, pulling me forward.

			“Could you at least try to survive?” he asked. 

			Eyota’s pupils dilated. I pointed at both Thorn and my aunt. 

			“Why are they frozen and you aren’t?” 

			The edge of his lip curled, and he pushed one sleeve up. A pentagram lay etched into his skin in jet-black ink.

			“I am protected from spells of most kind.” 

			“Spells?” I asked. Clearly, something happened.

			He glanced behind him and then back to me. “What do you think you did, little one? Is this not magic?” he asked. 

			“No, this is his blood. I drank it and then things happened.” 

			He leaned in. “Such wonderful things.” 

			I shook my head while struggling to break free. “No! Nothing is wonderful now. Nothing.”

			He narrowed his eyes. “But you saved those you loved and me. I will be in your debt.” 

			I bit my lip and shifted my stance. The cold was starting to creep into my bones. 

			I cut him off. “Midnight.” I blurted out as I spotted her body along the treeline. I took a step, and Eyota grabbed my arm and spun me around, forcing me to face him. 

			“What are you doing?” I asked in confusion. 

			His eyes darkened as he glanced behind him and then back to me. “I urge you to stay with me. Nothing waits for you there, but sorrow.”  

			“No—no, no!” I chocked out as my body began to collapse against him. “She can’t be gone. She just can’t be. It isn’t true, no. It can’t be this way. Midnight!” I sobbed as he blocked my view and then wrapped his arms around me. I pushed away and peered up at him in desperation. 

			“I take it all back, every bit of it,” I spoke as my chest rose and fell. The panic tore through me. My breath came out in quick bursts of white. The temperature continued to drop. I didn’t care. I would gladly lay down next to my sister now and drift off into whatever awaits us on the other side if he didn’t listen to me. 

			My eyes locked onto his. “You said you owed me. You are in my debt.” 

			“This I did.” He added while I searched my mind for more words. I was willing to do anything to convince him. 

			He tilted his head. “You want to change things back to how they were?” he asked. 

			I nodded. I wasn’t quite sure if he could even grant me this wish. But I had to try. My eyes lit over Midnight’s body, and my heart ached. He stood there looking me over. I rushed up to him and grabbed onto the lapel of his coat. I jerked on it, but he didn’t move. 

			“Please…please, I’ll do anything.” I begged. It was all I had left. 

			He shook his head, and I wiped the tears from my eyes and sniffled. 

			He reached up and grabbed a snowflake suspended in mid-air. He stared at it while it rested between his fingers. 

			“Please. Eyota. Undo this spell; I don’t care what the cost is. I’ll pay it; no questions asked.” I added with complete sincerity. I jerked on the collar of my coat and pulled it away from my throat, exposing my skin. His lips parted, and I turned my head. 

			“Anything,” I added. Offering my life. My blood. He could have it all. Feast on me for an eternity. I didn’t care. I just wanted things to go back to the way they were before. Right before I made this terrible decision to ask for a memory spell. 

			“There is only one price.” He said as he snapped his fingers and the snowflake burst into glitter. It rained down all around us until I found myself standing in the cemetery facing him as I had the day I asked for the spell to be cast. I took a deep breath and released it while he stood before me with his cane in hand. 

			“So here we are again at a crossroads, Echo Navarri.” 

			I nodded to him as I pressed my thumb into the center of my palm. 

			“I’ll pay any price,” I whispered to him. 

			The corner of his lip turned down. Seeing him frown wasn’t what I expected. He’s usually so coy about everything. He must enjoy playing chess. I don’t. Not anymore. The game is too dangerous, even for me.

			I took one step toward him. He ran his sharped nail along his palm and cut into the pale flesh. Thick blood pooled in the center of his hand and he held it out to me like a cup. I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to do. 

			“You will need to drink, Echo. A spell of this sort cannot be cast alone. You’ll need to help me.” 

			I nodded. If drinking his blood would help undo all of the damage I did then so be it. 

			I stepped up to him with such trepidation. He towered over me, looming like a bad dream, but I couldn’t blame him for this. I asked for everything and received exactly as promised. I just couldn’t predict the outcome. If I knew, then I would have never asked. 

			He lowered his hand, and I took it, parting my lips. 

			He made me pause when he spoke. “The price is death.” He added. 

			“I’ll gladly die so they can—”

			He shook his head. “Not your life.” He added. 

			My eyebrows rose. “What do you mean?” 

			He scanned the cemetery, and his gaze fell on our family’s mausoleum. 

			“You will have to choose.” 

			I turned and stared at it in horror. My eyes filled with tears.

			“What? Choose?” I asked. 

			He touched my chin and made me look at him. 

			“Two souls linger, only one can be saved.” He spoke as if I could make such a choice.  

			“No, no.” I choked out.

			He took my shoulders. “Echo, we can do this together but we have to hurry before my son’s blood fades within you. You will need to choose. Death must have a sacrifice, and it cannot be you. You asked for the spell, and you will be needed to undo it. You must choose. The boy or your sister.”

			I tried to catch my breath.

			“Wait, wait. Do you think we’ll ever be able to save her?”

			“Perhaps.” 

			I sobbed. Knowing this sealed Asher’s fate.   

			His facial expression changed. “I understand this turmoil and pain. Love does this.” 

			“I hate love,” I spoke through an ocean of tears. 

			He lifted his hand, and I could see the blood. 

			“A fierce desperation accompanies an unsustainable love. It makes it twice as intense as any other love and impossible to forget. I don’t blame you for loving that boy. I myself have loved and still love with the same foolish intent.” 

			My eyes locked onto his. “How did you survive it?” 

			He chuckled under his breath, and I could see his sharpened fangs just beyond his crimson lips. 

			“I didn’t. I chose death.”

			“No. I—I just…”

			His grip tightened on me. “Time waits for no mortal, you have to choose, or you lose both.” 

			He moved behind me and wrapped his arms around me, pulling me against his chest. Oddly, it comforted me. I never imagined I would understand Eyota Vega as much as I do right now. 

			He leaned into my ear and whispered to me. “Choose.” 

			His hand hovered in front of my mouth. I drank without hesitation. The sweet taste of his blood coated my tongue and rushed down my throat meeting up with the one thing I promised I’d never believe in again. 

			Magic. 
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			I ran home so fast my legs gave out. I hit the pavement with my shoulder and groaned. I pushed myself back onto my feet and peered upward. The sky churned along with my stomach. Clouds twisted and rolled in a wash of gray. No snow had fallen just yet. But I could smell it on the wind. Winter was here, ready to cast an icy shadow over Port Royal, but it would never be as cold as my heart. 

			It was breaking.  

			I stared up at the name. Navarri stood out against the gray sky. My name. This is who I am. I accept everything I’ve done because it was out of love and nothing more. 

			I swung the gate open and ran up the walkway, navigating the crooked stones and admiring the unkempt shrubbery. I slid on ice and regained my balance. I paused for a moment to feel my heartbeat. It pounded in my chest. 

			I could only hope what we did had worked. That it gave back what was taken. 

			Well, almost everything. 

			I hit the steps just as the door swung open and Luna stood there in her long kimono covered in red roses and thorny green vines. She was shoeless, even now as winter approached. A silver chain wrapped her left ankle and ran down the top of her pale foot, disappearing between her toes. Her hair was swept up on the top of her head in a messy bun that toppled to one side just as I wrapped my arms around her neck and knocked her back into the house. She yelped while placing her hands on my back and returning the affection. 

			She was stunned, but I held on for dear life. Hoping it was real. She was real. That the spell was altered. 

			Luna leaned back and placed her hands on my face. I began to cry. I couldn’t help it. I wish I could tell her everything, but I can’t. I never can. This secret would die with me and live in Eyota’s memory for an eternity.   

			I would take this secret with me to the grave.

			I parted my lips as she narrowed her eyes. “What’s wrong, my love?” 

			I took a deep breath just as the phone rang. 

			My heart leaped into my throat. Eyota held true to his word. 

			Time reversed, taking with it the truth about what happened. But I knew.

			I would always know. 

			“Everything,” I whispered, collapsing into her. 

			I fingered at the white bracelet. I tugged, I pulled, it didn’t matter. It was a part of me. I think it always had been. I adjusted in the chair. 

			It’s so hard. Such cold plastic. Fake and unyielding.

			It was uncomfortable, but what isn’t? Everything can be annoying, even the sound of your voice if you give it enough time. 

			The door opened behind me. The clicking of heels against tile echoed out in the medium-sized room. My eyes wandered over the wall in front of me. I stared at three posters placed in a straight line. Each one framed in black and housing one word apiece spelled out in bold black letters dug into white.

			YOU ARE LOVED.

			I laughed. Well, it was more like a yelp that escaped my lips and bounced back at me without fear of rejection. I’ve become accustomed to self-loathing. This place gives me ample time to perfect it.  

			“Why?” I muttered as a shadow moved by me and took a seat. My foot began to shake. She noticed as she adjusted against the hard plastic. Her expression was as to be expected. The chairs sucked. At least neither one of us would be comfortable. 

			Balance is good. Balance is needed. 

			She crossed her pale hands over her knee-length black pencil skirt, tucking her fingers. She also wore a black shirt with quarter-length sleeves, buttoned up to her neck. High and tight. A thick black ribbon formed a loose bow which allowed the edges to flow over her small chest. She’s petite, like me. Non-threatening, or so it seems. My gaze lowered as her legs crossed, bringing one overpriced black heel into view before my eyes locked onto her fishnet hose. I studied the intricate pattern — Roses, with thick vines and thorns. 

			Thorns.  

			Thorn.

			I gasped. His name is like poison yet I long to drink it.  

			I closed my eyes. Those beautifully sharpened fangs haunt me now. Daily, during waking hours and not. Consuming me as nothing ever had before. 

			Engulfing me. Enticing me. Calling out to me.

			But it may not be the boy as much as the monster lurking beneath, no, it’s more. So much more now. A calling of the wild. A hurricane in motion with nothing to slow it down. 

			I long for blood. 

			I shouldn’t, but I do. 

			The rational part of me understands that blood serves one purpose, to course through my veins, giving me life. But the irrational side, the one insisting I come here, is convinced I need to drink it every single day.

			That side is mostly in charge now. Plowing through old memories, like a bulldozer, and dismantling me. Should I be grateful? I don’t know. At least the pain is gone…for now. 

			It’s a ridiculous struggle. Made up, or so it seems. But here we are. 

			“Why what, Echo?” A gentle voice broke through the static.

			Her question was met with a hiss as I bit the inside of my lip and a small amount of blood escaped. I quickly tried to hide what I did, but she moved from her chair to one knee. Placing herself before me as if I was the only thing that mattered, and I guess right now, in this moment, I am. 

			She’s been tasked with fixing me. Good luck.

			I sucked on my finger, cleaning up the blood before I realized how it might look. The sweet taste of iron set my senses on fire, dilating my pupils, making my eyes appear more black than green. Again, the ache rose up from the depths of something dark inside of me — a longing to lunge forward in search of nourishment to bite into flesh, drinking long and deep. 

			Is this what I have truly become? Perhaps I earned it. 

			My eyes wandered the room. It’s so barren, but I suppose it should be. The topic of discussion is me. Always me. My gaze landed back on her. My head lowered, yet my eyes remained locked on this woman like some predatory animal. The old ringing rose up in my ears, but it was accompanied by the steady drum of my heartbeat, or hers. I couldn’t be certain. 

			Thump. Thump. Thump.

			My mouth watered with excitement. 

			It didn’t seem to faze her. I suppose she’s seen worse. Maybe. Who knows? I’m not about to enter some ‘who the hell is crazier in this asylum’ contest, although I’m sure I’d be in the top five. Maybe top two, if I’m being completely honest.   

			She tilted her head. Her gentle stare reminded me of Aunt Luna. The way she cautiously took me in. All of me. If I was her, I would run, but she won’t. She never does. Day after day, week after week, she meets with me bringing with her a foolish attitude draped in hope and sunshine. It’s sickening. She smiles far too often. Can anyone be that happy, ever? I suspect she may be on some sort of drug. A happy pill of sorts. Maybe a mild version of what I down on a daily basis here. 

			Which reminds me. I have to play nice to get the drug. 

			Keep it together Echo. Play along. 

			I cleared my throat when her hand landed on my knee. Funny how her touch had yet to register, but now it had, and it made me uncomfortable. She lifted it, reacting to my shift in mood. Her full lips stained in red, standing out so aggressively against pale skin. Pale as a vampire. I took a short breath; it may have appeared staggered, so she rose up and returned to her chair, settling in once again. Allowing me to regain my sense of personal space. 

			Space is important. Space is good.

			We discussed space in the beginning. Well, she discussed it. I listened while trying to choke back the tears. I don’t cry as often now, and I feel guilty about it. I should be crying every day, all day, but things begin to change over time. Grief morphs into other things like phobias and odd ticks. I certainly excel at both. 

			Her perfume wafted over me. A sweet blend of honeysuckle and rose. I think it’s a combination of her shampoo, perfume, and lotion. She must use lotion, the best, I would assume. Her skin is soft and supple. Not a wrinkle in sight and I know she isn’t in her twenties; in fact, she is probably closer to forty. Not that it matters much. Age is but a number. 

			I fidgeted with my hands.

			She’s very brave to be this close to me. 

			If she only knew what I was, what I’m becoming…. well, she wouldn’t be so damn flippant, but she’s easy. Different than Molly. Different than most. Like I said, she reminds me of Luna, but she isn’t. 

			This isn’t Port Royal. This isn’t home. 

			I lifted my hand and pointed at the posters behind her. She turned to face them and then twisted in her chair with a slight grin that tugged at the corner of her bright red lip. 

			“You are.” She whispered while leaning forward. I guess she doesn’t feel the danger like I do. I am dangerous, so dangerous. I shouldn’t be allowed to mingle with people of any kind — especially people who get attached to me. I’ll only cause them harm. I’m incapable of stopping it. 

			She grinned, it annoyed me.

			Maybe I should try harder. Maybe I should tell her how I fantasize about drinking her blood, or maybe I should just be honest. Honesty would secure a spot for me in this hospital forever.

			I could talk about a pale boy on my windowsill or selfish spells that ripped everything apart, or maybe I could talk about zombies, vampires, and my new thirst for blood after drinking it twice. 

			Maybe I could mention the God of Death and how I ran that demon off with a brilliant white light shooting from my palms, or how I was able to stop time and helped reverse a spell I begged to make happen? 

			Or maybe I could mention how my sister is now trapped again, somewhere, out there, lingering between life and death as she’s used like a puppet because I was forced to make a choice. 

			Or I could just say one word — one name. 

			Ash…I paused, wiping a tear from my cheek. I hadn’t noticed it. 

			“I am ruin,” just as Persephone predicted.   

			She leaned forward. “Ruin?” Her eyes searched mine. 

			Sometimes I mutter when I should remain tightlipped. 

			She shifted in her chair, and it creaked. “Are you referring to yourself?” I flinched. Sound, light, all external stimulation irritates me now. I only meet with her so I can get the meds afterward. The meds help me focus on less. 

			Less is more. 

			I stiffened, so she sat straight up again, mirroring me, even to the point of crossing her feet and pulling them under the chair. I remember when Molly would do this. It’s some sort of psychological trick. They try to appear non-threatening, compliant. The same. But she isn’t the same as me. I’m not like anything that’s ever been.  

			I rubbed the side of my arm, digging my nails along soft flesh and leaving a long red line behind. Her eyes followed it, but she said nothing. I dug harder, expecting a gasp, a blink, a word of encouragement, but instead she remained calm.  

			 “You don’t believe that, do you?” she asked innocently, although I knew it wasn’t. Everything she does is planned or taught, I should say. She is a doctor, a psychiatrist assigned to me.

			“I want to believe.” I am a fan of The X-Files. She smirked. Obviously, she caught the reference. 

			A piece of her blonde hair slid from behind her ear, and she was forced to tuck it away. I noticed a ring on her left hand. It was new, I think. A small diamond captured the light in the room and nearly pained me. That sort of happiness was beyond my comprehension at this point, but how selfish of me to ignore it. My misery shouldn’t become hers, or anyone else’s.  

			“You have a reason to believe.” 

			It looked like an engagement ring. She dropped her hand into her lap and wrapped it with her fingers, hiding it away from me. Why, I wouldn’t know. A diamond ring is a cause for celebration. At least she found normality. I mean, that is normal isn’t it? You’re born, you grow, you meet someone special, and then you team up and eventually make your team bigger. Seems easier than it actually is, but I hope it happens for her. She seems nice, from what I can tell, other than when I want to taste her blood. 

			Yeah, despite that.   

			She took a short breath and released it. 

			She’s very prim and proper. Everything about her is tidy in a most soothing way. I guess she chose the right profession.

			“Why did you have a reaction to the words?” she asked. 

			“Why are you refusing to talk about your ring?” My question nearly drowned out hers. 

			She smiled while lifting her hand and turning it over, staring at it so lovingly. 

			Her eyes sparked with memory. “It belonged to my mother.” 

			“Belonged,” I repeated, pointing out her use of past tense.  

			She adjusted in her chair and relaxed her hands. Placing them on her knees so I could see the ring. The bridge had been built. I was willingly meeting her halfway after months of being here and saying nothing.  

			“She died.” 

			The muscles in my jaw and stomach tightened. I felt a bit nauseous, but it passed. I didn’t know if I should be happy or sad that my physical reaction was so lackluster. 

			“I’m sorry.” 

			“Don’t apologize.” She added. 

			My tongue rushed along the back of my front teeth, and then I crossed my arms. This type of intimacy wasn’t sitting well with me. She is just a she, a her, a woman in heels who sometimes wears thick black rimmed glasses and sometimes not. She sits with me, wants to listen, never pushes me, and now things changed. I felt uncomfortable, like the walls and ceiling may be closing in. My foot began to shake, and she noticed, of course. She notices everything. It’s her job. 

			“Death is a natural—” 

			I stood up so fast my chair flew out behind me. It screeched across the floor. She blinked but didn’t move. I know I seem agitated, because I am. Maybe I should scream and pull my hair, producing a chunk of it to convince her I should go back to my room with the lock on the door. At least it’s quiet there. I can stare out the window and watch the trees sway against the breeze. Back and forth. Back and forth. Soothing me.

			It’s so much easier than feelings or words. 

			All the words. All the damn words! They swirl around in my head. Things like love and forever.

			Every single one of them chips away at my walls letting things in that I can’t and don’t want to accept. Things about my true nature. Things I didn’t know existed, but here they are, pushing me, begging me—leading me into temptation. 

			I rushed to the wall, spreading my fingers before pressing my hands against it. It was hard and cold. Things I could and wanted to understand. I don’t want the soft things, the hurtful things—the human things. I want hard and uncaring. I deserve that. I earned it. 

			“Echo.” She spoke softly. My raven black hair fell over my shoulders and tapped against my stomach. It was getting so long; I need a haircut. 

			I hissed again as a flash of my father’s smiling face slid through my mind like a razorblade, then my mom followed right behind him. 

			“No, no, no.” I chanted while pressing my hands against the sides of my head. 

			I knew what would follow. She was there, always there…lurking in my mind. My guilt manifested itself in the form of her. A mirrored image. So infallibly humorous. 

			“Echo, please, look at me.” She begged. 

			A ringing began to rise in my ears, getting louder and louder. I gritted my teeth. 

			I could feel her hand on my shoulder but when I turned it wasn’t her. 

			Closed eyes and a pale face lingered so close I could smell her shampoo. Strawberries.

			My lip quivered. My heart ached. 

			It’s her, always her. She’s a constant reminder.

			“Midnight.” I choked through breathless sobbing. 

			I reached out with a trembling hand and touched her hair. Wrapping one thick curl around my finger. It was so soft; it felt so real. All of this seemed real, but once again my mind wrapped its tendrils around me, regurgitating emotions I would rather bury like the dead. 

			I leaned in, studying her face. She was so doll-like and still. She was as perfect, as I remembered her. 

			My sister, my soul mate. My twin. 

			Then her eyes shot open, black as night. She grinned, exposing blood stained teeth. The sound escaping her lips was beyond animal, beyond torturous — pure evil. 

			Terror ripped through me.  

			I sat straight up in my bed, crying out in fear. My heart raced, and I was covered in sweat. I reached up and started to tug and pull on all of the wires leading off of my head and mercilessly tossed them to the floor. I grimaced while tucking my soaked hair behind my ears. A shiver tore through me, and I gave my arms a rub. Stroking them back to warmth the best I could.

			They love to study my sleep patterns, like I’m a rat in a cage. I don’t know why it matters. I never explain what happened to make their needles spike, and I doubt I ever will. 

			A static noise preempted a voice across a small black speaker in the upper right corner of the room. “Dreaming again?”

			I pressed my hand against my chest and offered a nod. That’s all they get from me, day after day, night after night.

			Nods, blinks, a wave of my hand. 

			My SOS.
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			“Thank you for letting me see you.” Aunt Luna spoke with sincerity while I stared out the bedroom window. Well, it’s technically a room, but I call it my bedroom. It does house a bed, one side table, a TV that plays two channels behind mesh wire, and this chair. It has bare walls, and no electrical plugs except for one in a clear box with a lock dangling from the side. I assume it’s for life-saving equipment if needed, but I don’t know how I could possibly off myself in this room. They’ve made it as sterile as possible. I do love my chair, though. It allows me to settle in with a blanket. I keep it tight around my shoulders, like a makeshift shelter. It makes me feel safe when needed and is a constant reminder of where I am and why I’m here, locked away as needed. 

			I didn’t look at her, although I wanted too. I miss her so much. I could smell her. She wore patchouli this time. It filled the room.  

			“Well, I brought you something.” Her nervous laughter was upsetting. She didn’t sound like herself, but why would she in this place of all places? 

			I glanced over as she set a smooth-edged plastic bowl on the side table. We aren’t allowed to have anything sharp here, not in a psychiatric hospital. I could see the contents inside. It was her chunky chicken noodle soup. My stomach growled, she grinned. Our eyes locked for a quick second and then I broke it off. I can’t; it hurts too much. She should stop caring so much about me. I don’t want to hurt her any more than I already have. Even though she doesn’t know, I do, and it eats away at me day and night.   

			She stood up, appearing rigid, and cleared her throat. I know how much this must be hurting her. She wanted to be my protector, but what she didn’t understand is no one could be protected from me. The power I wielded was too much for her or anyone. I was a danger to everything I loved and anything that loved me. I proved this continuously without question. 

			I no longer trusted myself. I have this thing growing inside of me. Often, I wake up and uncurl my fingers to expose tiny sparks of light racing just beneath my skin. I always draw it in, pressing my hand against my chest to kill it. But can I destroy it now without destroying myself?

			She interrupted my thoughts, seemingly desperate to talk to me. “They gave me this.” 

			She pulled out a thing resembling a tongue depressor, only made in white. She wagged it in front of her face and scowled. “What the hell is this thing?” she asked. 

			I smiled, she noticed. It lit her up more than it probably should. 

			“Spoon.” My voice cracked. It had been months since I said anything. 

			She dropped to her knees in front of me and drew me in, wrapping me up in her arms. Her body shook as she fought to control her emotions, but I could hear it in her voice. The tremor was undeniable.

			“Spoon, yes. That’s what they told me, but how ridiculous, right? How the hell are you supposed to eat this damned soup with a stick? Totally preposterous. Is this what they give you here? Flat pieces of plastic to eat with? I can’t imagine how you manage.” 

			I sighed. Her ability to carry on about anything was soothing. 

			Her voice. The way she sounded so passionate. I missed all of that. I missed the house, even Bela, although I assume the cat doesn’t care if I ever return. He probably knows all about me. Animals are smart. Smarter than we are. They can feel things we can’t. It makes more sense now why he hated me all along. He probably knew I was going to blow in like a terrible storm and wreck everything around me. 

			The fact anyone survived at all was a miracle. 

			I let her hug me and cry. She deserved at least that. It felt oddly satisfying to give her some relief, although I knew I wasn’t ready to leave, if ever. 

			She was breathing hard as she held me against her. Her hand lifted and gently held the back of my head, while my chin rested on her shoulder. I stared out the window, into the thick trees. We’re surrounded by them here in Crow’s Landing. Plus, there is sunlight, which is something I was sorely missing in Port Royal. 

			The sun should make me feel better, but really, I was using it as protection. No vampires could walk in it without being in danger, and I didn’t want to see a single one. 

			Not Eyota. Not Persephone. Not Thorn.

			None of them.  

			I now understood why Thorn’s mother was buried here. She probably wanted peace, and so did Eyota. Placing her here gave them some closure. It forced them to visit less often. I wanted that for him. For Thorn, I mean. I wanted him to find closure and peace without me. I needed it, too. Probably as much as he does. 

			I closed my eyes and said nothing more so my aunt leaned back and cupped my face. I moved my head, breaking contact, and what once seemed like a breakthrough moment, was now just another awkward one. She tilted her head. Over time she’ll heal and let me go. She needs this. They all do. 

			Her, Thorn, Mattie, Daniel, even Bri. 

			All of them. 

			Sometimes I like to pretend they never met me. I’m so tempted to ask for a type of spell — something to wipe the slate clean and along with it, me. But I can’t. I’m weak. I linger like rot and ruin. Far enough away to protect them all, but close enough to remind me of a life I wish I could be living. 

			But I can’t. Not yet, if ever.  

			She placed the wannabe spoon in the palm of my hand. I stared past her into the trees, always watchful, always ready. Just in case the demon returns in the form of my sister.

			“Echo, I love you so much. Please come back to me.” She whispered.

			The words struck my heart like lightning. I adjusted in the chair and pulled my blanket in tight. I buried my chin in the soft fabric, and she waited, so patiently, but she shouldn’t. I’m not worth it. I never was. I brought with me the worst of what could happen in her life. Whatever joy she experienced with me was nothing compared to the fact that I almost cost her, and all of my friends, their lives. I could never forgive myself for it or for what happened to Asher.

			I felt sick again. I covered my mouth with the side of my hand to fight back the rising bile.  

			The lock on the door clicked. She stood up and crossed her arms over her chest. The vulnerable moment had come and gone. She was so close to begging more and that would have wrecked me. 

			“I’m sorry, but it’s time for Echo’s daily activity.” He spoke with a French accent although I never mentioned it. I guess I could, but what would it matter? He just works here. I live here. It’s two different things.  

			The orderly stood there in white. His dark shaggy hair lay just above his almond-shaped eyes — chocolate brown, almost black. His skin was pale, and his shoulders somewhat broad, but he was lanky with a sharp-edged jawline. Cute, I guess. My eyes lowered to the black tag clipped to the pocket on his shirt. “Roman” was spelled out in thick white letters. I think this place only bought one font. It’s the same one they use on the tags, the posters, everything really. I pulled my blanket down and fidgeted with the white band wrapped my wrist. The name Navarri, Echo stared up at me in the same blocky font.

			At least we all match. We’re all even. 

			Balance is needed. Balance is good. 

			It’s something Molly used to say, and my new psychiatrist repeats the sentiment often. 

			I stood up and turned without protest, allowing my blanket to fall to the floor. Luna instinctively picked it up and folded it, gently placing it back on the chair. She then stepped over to the small side table and picked up the bowl. She held it out to him. “Can you make sure this doesn’t go to waste?”

			“Of course.” He said with a nod. He took it from her and held it firmly in his hand. He looks anemic. I could almost see his vein running down the side of his neck. It sat dark beneath his porcelain skin. My teeth ached, and I adjusted my stance while grinding them. I hate how thirsty I get. Blood is always on my mind when I get near anyone. That’s why I prefer to stay alone. It’s safer for them, and me. 

			His eyes shifted just as my internal dialog ended. He always looks calm and calculated. I never feel uneasy around him because he doesn’t force any conversation. I like that.

			I shivered. I felt cold. Colder than usual. I rubbed my arms, but it wouldn’t matter. More a habit, really. This place has a constant chill that lingers, or perhaps it’s just me. I feel as if I’m dying, a little more each day. My fingertips tingle, my legs ache, my heart races then slows down. My body betrays me now. I feel trapped inside something foreign.

			Funny how I once longed for immortality. Now I just long for a resolution of any kind.  

			I stepped up. He placed a small clear bag in my hand. One white pill and one red. I have no idea what they are, but every time I take them the voices in my head get quieter, and my body has fewer aches and pains.

			I placed them on my tongue. The packet dissolved right away. My aunt covered her mouth. I guess I could have waited to dose myself, but her presence sent my senses into overdrive. I could hear my heartbeat in my ears. I’d rather not. I’d rather appear quite dead, just like I feel inside. The meds help so much with that.  

			She offered one more hug, holding me tight and then released me right before she pushed past the orderly. He didn’t seem to mind her emotional outburst, and as the medication settled in, all of it…the hug, her words, even the dream with my psychiatrist, started to dull. A low and steady hum replaced sparks of light. One slow heartbeat after the other. I felt lighter, easier. 

			Peaceful.  

			The guilt began to fade and along with it, the light in my eyes. 

			He offered a hand, and I took it without question. He pulled me along behind him into the hallway. I followed without resistance, passing by room after room with people tucked away just as I am. I glanced to the right and could see a woman with her hand against the glass, staring out into the wilderness, not so unlike me. She had raven black hair, past her waist. She turned, and her eyes appeared black as night. I blinked, and she fell out of view as the orderly pulled me along behind him. Of course, it couldn’t be real. This place held only one monster.

			Me. 
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			I sat in an open garden. Birds fluttered their wings above me while the sun rained down. The orderly opened the door and ushered me inside. He never comes with me. He closed the door, locking it with ease. I didn’t mind. I should be held captive. The world is a safer place without me roaming around in it.  

			I shifted on the bench, and my bare feet brushed against the warm grass. It’s almost springtime, I can tell by the regularity of rain and the buds on the trees. 

			I opened my palm and traced the line across the center. Then I noticed the scar from so long ago. I blinked away the memory. I can’t think about her. I don’t want to think about her. It’s too painful and only serves to trigger me.

			Tracing turned into digging. I hissed, not from pain, but weakness. I would love to tear into my flesh and dig out the bad parts of myself. I know it’s there, right beneath the surface. If I scratch hard enough—long enough, it may expose it, and me. 

			I lifted my hand closer to my face and noticed a tiny spark of light. I balled my fist, snuffing it out. Then pounded it against the bench. Anger swelled. 

			How dare it still linger inside me! This power I can’t control. This thing nearly killed everyone I love. I understood it now, although I didn’t want too. The blood awakened it, like a sleeping dragon. This was truly who I was. An instrument of destruction. 

			I felt my heartbeat speeding up. It shouldn’t be. I took the meds. They always help. Always!

			My hand began to vibrate against the wood. I could feel it in my thighs, rushing down my legs, into my feet. No, no, no! How do I stop this and why is it happening?! 

			It has to be because I allowed Luna to come here. I seldom see her, once every three weeks, if that, and not one friend has been permitted inside. I refuse. I always refuse. Always! 

			I’m careful to keep to myself. I don’t talk. I don’t cause any trouble. None. 

			Yet here I am, fighting the meds. Waking up! NO! I can’t do this. I can’t. I’d destroy everything around me — all these innocent people. 

			“No!” I cried out with one last hit to the wood.

			A voice broke through the clutter. 

			“My, aren’t we dramatic?”  

			Two pale feet stepped into my view. My eyes narrowed. I noticed red toenails painted so carefully within the lines. I was never good at it, so I tend to stay away from nail polish.

			“I—what?” I asked. 

			“Dramatic.” She repeated without missing a beat. 

			The girl’s voice was so non-threatening. 

			“I’m not—usually.”

			“So, what? I caught you on a bad day?” she chuckled, mockingly. The joke, as it was, stood firm. What days were good ones in a place like this? I fought back a grin.

			I looked up and noticed the umbrella first. Large and red. I sucked in my breath as a wash of memory struck me in the chest.

			I stood before the gates of our estate watching the sky churn. Bright streaks of light lit up my last name. It seemed like so long ago. So far away. I was different then. Innocent, not like I am now. I loved my books. I wanted to hide away. Be normal. Feel normal. Act normal.

			 

			 I blinked a few times as a beautiful heart-shaped face came into view. Her hazel eyes searched mine, nestled in thick dark lashes. Her white blonde hair slid over her shoulder and dangled in front of her chest. Her full lips appeared glossed, remaining parted. I could see her bright white teeth behind them, straight as arrows. She extended a hand, and I hesitated. She began to retract it, but I found myself taking it and holding on, giving it a gentle shake. She grinned, and it curled the edge of her full lip. 

			“So, you don’t talk much?” she asked. 

			My lips remained pressed together as she took a seat beside me and held the umbrella above our heads. I stared, although I didn’t mean to. She had a button nose and pouty lips. She glanced at me, and I looked straight ahead, feeling the heat flood into my cheeks from staring so intently. She was a wonderful distraction amid the storm. 

			“I’m Lily.” She spoke softly. It eased me. I longed for this kind of effortless peace, but I feared the medication had more to do with my reaction to her than anything else.

			“Mmm. I guess I’ll just make up a name for you. Let’s see,” she tapped her chin with her pale fingers.  

			I cleared my throat. “I like that flower, the lily.” I half-whispered.

			She grinned. “You don’t like the idea of anyone speaking for you, do you?” 

			I didn’t respond. 

			She waved a hand. “Well, I bet you have a pretty name. I mean, how could you not?”  

			I adjusted next to her as I felt her leg move against mine. She wasn’t warm, no, quite the opposite. A chill resonated from her equally as appealing as her gentle nature. 

			“Thanks,” I responded before I could subdue my reaction. 

			“So, do you come here often?” she asked with a laugh.

			It made me giggle.

			“Only on the weekends,” I replied. 

			She leaned back and so did I, as we stared at the garden in full bloom. I sort of expected to wake up, so I reached down and pinched myself, which was promptly followed by a hiss. She reached over and placed her hand over mine, and we sat there in silence as her umbrella shielded the two of us from the sunlight, but I didn’t mind. 

			The chill reminded me of home.

			After a few minutes, I cleared my throat. “Why the umbrella?” I asked. 

			She looked up at it and then over at me. I couldn’t look away from her. It was both disturbing and enticing at the same time. 

			“The sun,” she said without missing a beat. 

			“The sun?” I asked. 

			She half grinned and then rolled her eyes. “It kills things, you know.” 

			“Oh,” I responded as I moved a few inches away from her.  

			“You do know where you are, right?” She asked in jest. 

			I bit my lip and then released it. “Yes, I’m well aware.” 

			“At least my phobia is steeped in scientific facts.” She added with the roll of her hand, but I noticed she was careful to keep it within the shadow cast by the large umbrella.

			I took a short breath and crossed my arms over my chest. The only things fearful of the sun were vampires. 

			I adjusted my shoulders and asked without fear of judgment. “Do you think you’re a vampire?” 

			She tilted her head and grinned at me. “Why? Is that your thing?” 

			I blushed. “Why—what, no. It isn’t my thing. I just assumed when you said stuff about the sun, you were, or are—”

			She moved closer, and I found myself held in place mainly due to the armrest of the bench digging into my side. She paused, only a few inches from my face and let her eyes lower to my lips. My heartbeat sped up with each agonizing second that went by.

			“So, you believe in them.” She whispered. 

			I laughed while rising. I turned to face her. The sun rained down over me and ate away at the chill. I can’t say I was exactly happy about it, but it was better than this discussion.

			My eyebrow cocked. “I need to go now.” 

			I began to walk, and suddenly she was by my side, sheltering me from the sunlight. An old feeling began to eat away at my gut. The annoying one that always surfaced when Thorn would toy with me. It intrigued me and angered me at the same time. I could never tell if he thought I was intelligent or an easy mark. I’m not interested in feeling that way again—ever. 

			Once—I mean, twice was enough for me. If you count Asher, and I always will. I can’t help it.

			“You didn’t answer my question.” 

			I stopped at the door and pounded on the thick glass standing between me and freedom. 

			The orderly stepped into my view, and I gave him a nod as Lily lingered behind me. 

			“Okay, vampire girl.” She scoffed. 

			“Don’t call me that,” I spoke through gritted teeth. 

			“Well, I don’t know what else—”

			I turned to face her. “Echo.” I blurted it out with an anger-laced tone. 

			She smiled. I didn’t. So annoying.

			I tilted my head as she swallowed hard and began to close the umbrella. I’m not quite sure what came over me, but I was upon her, grabbing her hand and stopping her from closing it. Her lips lingered near mine. Then she began to smile, and her eyes lit up. I let go and stepped back while rubbing the side of my arm. 

			“So interesting.” She said.

			I pushed a stray chunk of my hair behind my ear. 

			“Well, bye,” I said as the door opened and I slipped out. I glanced back, and she was staring at me with those large hazel eyes and pouty lips. She spun the umbrella above her head and winked at me. 

			She played me to get my name. 

			The heat rushed into my cheeks, and I fled. Running until I reached my door and slammed it shut behind me. I looked around the room and wished for everything to return to the normal I built. 

			The new normal. 

			The place where I didn’t think too much. 

			Feel too much, want too much. 

			But now she arrived, bringing along with her those old awkward feelings I refused to entertain. 

			Or could I?   
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			I caught myself biting at the edge of my nail. I pulled my hand back and glared at it with disgust. This was an old habit I prefered to ignore, but I felt nervous and excited, all rolled into one. 

			That girl. Something about her bothered me. I wasn’t sure if it was her words, her trickery, or the way she looked at me. Heck, it could be all three. 

			Yes, it was all three, but mostly it was her. 

			It was how she looked at me. 

			The tone of her voice. 

			The way she held the umbrella above our heads, and mostly, the way she tricked me into telling her my name. I couldn’t be mad. It was impressive. Very few people could get under my skin that way, and it usually meant —no. Couldn’t be. 

			My foot tapped the floor as my knee involuntarily rose and fell. Everything about me screamed disturbed, but not in the way you would expect in a psychiatric ward. No. This was different. I felt like I did when I first met Thorn, complete with those pesky little butterflies in the stomach.

			The door opened behind me, and those familiar heels clicked across the tile. The shadow passed by me and then sat down in a chair directly facing mine. Black skirt, black shirt, buttoned nice and high. She always wore a black bow flowing down the front. It was just a little shinier than the material of her shirt so it would stand out. Her hands relaxed on her lap and brushed against the knee length black pencil skirt. Everything mirrored my dream so far, except for the absence of the three posters proclaiming I was loved. I half grinned. It took her by surprise; I could tell as her eyebrow cocked. 

			“You look happy today.” She spoke through whitened teeth. She’s a beautiful woman. Her blonde hair is always slicked back in a tight bun on the back of her head. I often wonder how long it is. I assume it’s at least past her shoulders. Her face is perfectly shaped, symmetrical; I guess I meant to say. Chiseled. She works out. Her eyebrows are perfectly arched, natural; if she fills them in you wouldn’t be able to tell. Her makeup is minimal, but with her flawless complexion, who would need any? She likes to wear a bit of blush on her cheeks, makes them look healthy, and her mouth is plump and full. So full she appears to have a small dimple in her bottom lip sitting dead center. It’s cute, like her. Her eyes are bright blue. They remind me of the Caribbean. 

			I shrugged my shoulder while tucking my hand under my leg to stop myself from nibbling on my nail. I kept thinking about it. It was better than focusing on how much that girl agitated me and still does.  

			“Lily,” I muttered. I most certainly didn’t mean to talk, but my doctor reacted as quickly as I expected her to.

			“Lily who?” she asked. 

			I pulled my hand out so I could lean back and cross my arms over my chest. I didn’t know if it was too late to play dumb, or not, but I would guess the latter. 

			“Echo.” She grinned while leaning forward in her chair. I had a hard time ignoring her. I wanted to talk, and I feared if I opened my mouth again all of this ridiculous information would fall out. 

			“Nobody, really,” I added. The lie may hold, but I doubt it. 

			She sat up straight and grinned. I sighed. 

			“What?” I asked as if I didn’t know. 

			She glanced out the window. The clouds floated by one after the other, like cotton candy. I don’t remember a day where the sun hadn’t shined since I arrived here. It was a welcomed change. Now if I could just get myself to go outside and breathe some fresh air. 

			Baby steps. One a day, but this one felt like a leap into the unknown.  

			“One hundred and thirteen days.” She said. 

			I was confused. I’m sure she could tell.

			She turned to face me again. “It took one hundred and thirteen days to finally hear your voice.” Her beautiful blue eyes soaked me in. She looked so pleased. 

			I cleared my throat and rubbed the side of my neck. “It hasn’t been that long, has it?” I asked. It seemed a bit of an exaggeration. 

			“No. If there’s one thing I know, it’s numbers.” She leaned in and winked at me. “It’s sort of my thing.” 

			I swallowed hard. “I used to count—things, I mean, all the time. Tiles on the floor, bricks in the wall, stuff like that, so I get it.” 

			It was strange sharing something so personal with her, but I felt like some of my armor fell away when Lily held my hand in the garden. 

			She leaned back and offered a slight nod as if to acknowledge we had the same quirky obsession. I was surprised she admitted something like that plaguing her. I would assume it would be better if she never shared anything personal with her patients, or whatever she calls us. 

			“I talked to my aunt today, so I guess, technically, she was the first person to hear me again,” I added.  

			She laughed under her breath. “I’m grateful to be the second in line.”

			“Well.” I paused. “Technically, third.”

			Her brows furrowed. “Do tell.” 

			Her words made me smile; it reminded me of Luna. 

			“I had my daily activity after, well, I dosed.” I fidgeted with my hands, and her eyes lowered. It made me self-conscious, so I stopped and tucked them under my legs. 

			“In the garden?” she asked.

			I nodded. She leaned forward, uncrossing her legs and placing her heels flat on the tile. I stared at her shoes. They were so high; I have no idea how she walks in them without falling. I would surely die as soon as I took one step. 

			“Echo, what happened today?” she asked. 

			That was a loaded question. I took a breath and held it in my cheeks, pushing them out and then released it. I reached up and tucked my hair behind my ear and contemplated my next move. My gaze lifted and I half grinned. It was a day for many firsts with her. She didn’t know me this way, no one here did, but something stirred inside of me, waking me up, or begging me to wake up after a long slumber. Maybe I should change my name to Snow White.  

			“I dreamt about this.” My eyes wandered the room and then settled back on her. 

			Her nose wrinkled. “About us talking?” 

			I swallowed. “Yes, this morning, but it wasn’t like this. It was, I don’t know, uncomfortable.” My eyes wandered the wall behind her. “There were posters, on the wall with blocky black letters.” My hand lifted, and I pointed. She glanced behind her and back to me. Obviously, there had never been posters in this room before. 

			She tilted her head again while remaining calm. “Did I say something in the dream to make you feel that way and most importantly, do you feel that way now?” 

			“Yes—I mean, no. It wasn’t you.” I laughed while adjusting in the chair. “I’ve come to realize 99.9% of what happens to me is my fault.” 

			She shook her head. “Don’t blame yourself; you can’t keep doing that.” She paused. “I mean, I assume you blame yourself about what happened to—” 

			I interrupted her. “Please, don’t.” 

			I took a deep breath and released it while staring up at the ceiling. The whole room is white. I’m not sure who thought it would be a good idea. It’s somewhat annoying. I keep expecting to see a smudge here and there. 

			“I’m to blame.” 

			The words stung but the truth needed to be said. I expected for her to press further, but then she caught me off guard. 

			“Who was the second person?” she asked. 

			I bit my lip and closed my eyes for a quick second. Lily’s face materialized, and I flinched. 

			“No one special.” 

			She adjusted in her chair. “Well, how do you think that makes me feel?”  

			It immediately forced my guilt to the surface. I get what she’s doing, but I’m powerless. I hate feeling like I’m in control only to find out I’m not. First Luna, then Lily, and now my psychiatrist. 

			I parted my lips, but I wasn’t sure what I should say.

			“I’m really tired.” Came out instead of an apology.

			She stared down at her hands and offered a gentle nod. She wouldn’t argue. She’s never been overly aggressive.  

			I stood up and headed for the door; pausing when she spoke. 

			“Olivia.” 

			I turned back with a strange look on my face. She grinned.

			“That’s my name.” 

			I nodded and took the information with me to the door. It opened, and I stepped out as the orderly closed it and looked me over. 

			He reached in his pocket, and I shook my head. His hand froze. It was the first time I refused my meds. Usually, I would nearly beg, but not today. 

			He pulled them out anyway. “I have to give them to you.” 

			I understood so I took them, but didn’t pop them as I would normally do. 

			He glanced up at the camera on the wall, and I sighed. “Do I have to take them right now?” I whispered. 

			He paused and then glanced up at the camera again and back to me. “Walk.” 

			I hesitated. “Just walk.” He muttered as he placed his hand on my arm and moved me along with him. We reached my room, and he leaned in beside me as he unlocked the door for me. 

			“Just put your hand up to your mouth and pretend to swallow.” 

			I did as he said and with my empty hand and then I noticed another camera in the corner. Honestly, I never paid much attention. I mean, I understand why they keep an eye on us. This is a mental hospital. 

			He offered a nod, and I stepped in as he closed the door. I managed to mouth the words thank you before it was fully closed. He half-grinned. 

			I turned and pressed my back against the door. 

			This would be my first night without medication. 

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

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

			Today could just end anytime now. 

			“Hey.” 

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

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

			“The universe,” I muttered. 

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

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

			“Is it dead?” I asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			“There.” 

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

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

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

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

			“No.”

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

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

			“I’ve only seen pictures, but I think it’s a beautiful place,” I added. “I’d love to visit it someday.”

			He shifted his weight in the chair, and it creaked. For some reason, he seemed uncomfortable with the subject, so I dropped the subject.

			“I didn’t get your name,” I said as I adjusted on my seat. 

			He rested his chin in the palm of his hand. “I didn’t offer it.” 

			“Okay then.” My eyes lowered. He leaned forward. “I really need to tell you when I’m about to mess with you, don’t I?” 

			I said nothing. 

			He immediately offered up as much information as he could. “Ash. Well, technically it’s Asher, but I’m only telling you because I have a sneaking suspicion you won’t survive the day.” 

			I laughed. It felt good to laugh at something. 

			“You have a great smile; you should do it more often.” He tilted his chin down and kept his eyes locked on me. 

			I cleared my throat. Thorn was the only boy who ever really flirted with me. 

			“So, welcome to Port Royal,” I spoke quietly. 

			He stood up, and his dark eyes landed on my phone. I picked it up and grinned. “And thank you for literally fixing everything today.”

			He shrugged his shoulders. “Wow, everything? I guess I got my hero quota in for the day then, huh? How about some coffee? My treat.” I fidgeted with the phone in my hand a little too long.

			He tugged at his shirt collar. “Oh man, I asked too soon, right? My aunt is always telling me I have the worst timing in the world. I guess she’s right.”

			I looked up at him. “No, I mean…yes. I’d love to have coffee with you sometime, but I have to go home after school today. I have to tell my aunt about what happened in the pool.”

			He grinned and slid his hands into his pockets. “Yeah, family members tend to get mad when we try to die on them.”

			His words intrigued me. “What happened?” 

			He reached down and turned the ring on his finger. “My parents and I were in a car accident.” He lifted his bangs, and I could see a scar ran from right above his eyebrow and back into his hairline. 

			“I’m sorry, did they, I mean. Are they okay?”

			He sighed. “No. They died, and I almost died with them, but it wasn’t the first time for me. Let’s just say I wasn’t always a cheery person.” He fingered at the ring. I stared at it, and he paused. He waved it in front of him. “My dad’s wedding band. I guess I just like having it on.” 

			I didn’t know what to say.

			“Man, this got depressing real quick, didn’t it? Sorry.” He tried to smile.

			I nibbled on my bottom lip then released it. “I appreciate how honest you are. It’s nice,” I said. His expression changed from worrisome to relaxed. He thumbed behind him just as the bell went off and then lowered his hand. “Do you need someone to walk you home? I mean, company. I’m not saying a tree limb will come flying out of nowhere and crush you or anything, but—”

			I giggled while tucking my books into my bag. I remember Aunt Luna asking me to date around; she would be thrilled if some new boy showed up at the gate, but no. 

			No. 

			“I’m good.”

			“Oh, okay then.” His eyes lowered to the ground. 

			He walked away, and I swallowed hard. “Maybe soon, okay?”

			He half turned and smiled at me. “Yeah, you just let me know, Echo.” 

			He disappeared through the doorway, and I was left there with a humming phone in my hand. I sighed and reluctantly flipped it over, but it was Aunt Luna. 

			I pressed the button and placed it to my ear. 

			“Hi!” I know I sounded way to chipper. 

			“What happened?” she asked, and I closed my eyes. 

			The phone was jerked away, and I could hear my aunt on the other end calling out to me, but with each passing second, she became a distant memory. Asher stood there staring me down like some hungry animal. The civility drained from his being. The flirty first few moments were gone. What was left was primal. Needy. Demanding.

			He tossed the phone as I began to back away from him. 

			“Wh—what are you doing?” I spoke through trembling lips. I was forced to stop when I felt the table against my back. I nearly fell, but he grabbed me, jerking me forward and against him. This wasn’t the boy I met or even knew. This was something dark and evil. 

			This wasn’t real. It couldn’t be. 

			I fought to get away from him, but he wouldn’t let me move. Finally, I slapped him across the face and stumbled away, catching my foot on the chair leg and landing on the floor. My knees ached, but my heart leapt into my throat as a hard tug had me back on my feet and turned in a flash. Only now Asher was gone and what stood in his place drained the blood from my cheeks.  

			“You belong to me,” was hissed through sharpened fangs. 

			“Thorn,” I whispered in despair as he lunged toward me and sunk his teeth into my neck. 

			I yelped and rolled right off the bed, hitting the cold tile in a huff. My chest ached, as did the rest of my body. 

			“Well, that went well,” I muttered to myself as I crawled back into bed and pulled the covers up around my neck. I did reach up and felt my skin, half expecting to find puncture wounds, but of course, nothing was there. All that remained was a sickening feeling in my gut as I closed my eyes and not one, but two boys consumed my mind. 

			Both worse off for meeting me. 

			One gone forever and one who would never be the same. 
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			I played with my food while sitting at the white table in the community center, as they call it. I never utilized it before. I preferred to take my food in my room and eat alone but after the dream and odd changes over the past couple of days…well, let’s just say I felt better among people — even those who may not be all there. 

			I spotted a girl, no older than I am, with long bright red hair, facing a corner. It swung back and forth, tapping against her waist, as her hands moved in unison. She was talking to herself. I looked away when she hit the wall and then promptly tried to regain her composure. It didn’t last very long before she circled back around and was standing in the same corner again. She was chatting away, bobbing her head to and fro. I felt terrible for her, but why should I? It isn’t like we aren’t in the same predicament. 

			“No—no, why? — no.” The boy sitting across from me muttered with tear stained eyes. His skin was pale, lips crimson red. He had freckles splattered across his cheeks and button nose. He looked to be no older than fifteen. He was distraught, tired. I could tell by the black circles that rounded his eyes. He kept trying to eat his food, but he’d cry out right before he placed it in his mouth. He leaned in toward me and his lip quivered. It was moistened with saliva. “They put it in here.” His voice was sharp with alarm.

			He began to pick at his nails. My eyes lowered. I could hear the scratching of his fingernails against flesh. It made me grind my teeth. The sweat collected on my brow. The noise was nearly insufferable. 

			He twirled a finger next to his temple and followed it with a loud snap. “You know, don’t you?” he spoke as if we were friends then memory sparked. Was he the same boy from the library? The one who thought Thorn was cute? No—he couldn’t be. What are the odds he would be here, too? 

			“Don’t you?” he asked again. “I—I won’t be angry. I promise. It isn’t your fault, ya know? They do this to us, to all of us. They twist things.” He reached up and scratched his neck, digging at his skin like he was trapped inside of it.

			I let out a bitter laugh. What exactly did I know? Everything and nothing. 

			I leaned in toward him. “What do you mean?” I asked. 

			“It’s just they come at night—mostly—they always come for me, for all of us. Don’t sleep; that’s when they get you and then they put it in this.” He glared at his food. 

			“I don’t know what you mean.”   

			He tossed his tray, spraying food all over the white table and onto the floor. He jumped up on the table in front of me and spread his arms out wide. “The blood, the blood, the blood, the blood, the blood—the blood!” he chanted without taking a breath. 

			Two orderlies entered the room, each taking an arm. He was escorted out as he kicked his feet and continued to wail.

			I looked back at the spaghetti on the square box and lost my appetite. The red against white reminded me too much of blood. With that thought, my mouth watered and a hand moved across my back. I turned just as Lily took a seat next to me. She had her hair in pigtails that bounced off her shoulders in two long curls. She toyed with a lock of hair, twirling it around her finger, nice and tight. I could smell her. She always smelled like lavender. I always loved it because it was meant to soothe. Her arrival had done just that, nearly wiping the memory of that boy right out of my mind.

			She thumbed behind her. “Looks like we have another vampire groupie.” 

			I didn’t respond. I wasn’t a groupie and vampires are not my thing.   

			She cleared her throat. “So, how are you today?” she asked. 

			I noticed she didn’t have any food. “Are you not eating?” 

			She bit her lip and released it. “Spaghetti isn’t really my thing.” 

			I sighed while dropping the plastic tongue depressor in my pile of red noodles. “I can understand that. It isn’t exactly gourmet.”

			She plucked at the cuff of her shirt. “Yeah, I’m not a fan of food anyway.”

			I drummed my fingers on the table. Her hazel eyes followed each movement, even when I slowed. “So, what do you eat?” 

			Joy bubbled up inside of her. “Blood.” She spoke with a terrible accent, mimicking Dracula. She was mocking me and the boy who had been taken away. 

			“Right,” I muttered. 

			“I mean, would you like me any less if I did?”

			I shrugged a shoulder. “Probably not.” Ironically, it was true. It wasn’t like I didn’t know any vampires.

			She reached up and tugged on one of her ponytail holders and then the other, shaking out her hair. Long blond curls fell over her shoulders and framed her face. “I like you. You’re sassy.” 

			I shook my head. “Sassy isn’t an adjective that applies to me.”

			She bumped her shoulder against mine. “I disagree. I think you are like a Transformer. You know—more than meets the eye.” She snapped her fingers and pointed at me. It was odd but intriguing. 

			I smirked. This side of me was nothing compared to the profound truth lurking inside. But I’m not here to embrace that. I’m here to protect everyone outside of this building. Maybe that’s why it’s so easy to talk to her. 

			She’s foreign, disposable. 

			I know I sound terrible, but she isn’t my aunt, Mattie, Bri, or Daniel. All who I miss, but shouldn’t. They are the reason I’m here. 

			But—there’s no commitment, past, present, or future, with Lily. It just is what it is, and I could rest easy while talking to her knowing that whatever I said stayed here between us, like a diary of sorts. 

			A living diary.

			Only this one had beautiful hair, smelled like lavender, and made me smile far too often than I probably should. 

			 “Hey. Where do you go?” she asked while reaching in and toying with the collar of my shirt. She picked off a piece of white lint and flicked it aside. How she saw that sitting on the white fabric was beyond me. 

			Embarrassment stirred in me. “What?” She wasn’t supposed to notice anything that personal about me. 

			She reached up and moved my bangs. I felt her cold fingers brush against my forehead. I battled the urge to recoil. She leaned in, bringing her sweet flowery scent right along with her.

			“Just now. We were talking and boom, you’re gone.”

			I shook my head. “Just thinking.” 

			She brightened. “About what?”

			“I—nothing, it’s nothing,” I repeated like it wasn’t a lie. She knew it. I mean, who wouldn’t? 

			She disengaged, and it bothered me. I wasn’t sure why. I guess I like having her attention.

			She sighed. “You know what? It’s okay. You don’t have to tell me anything.”

			I felt a need to draw her back in. “Oh, like my name?” 

			She laughed and then clicked her tongue. My eyes lit over her mouth. “You have to admit it was pretty clever.” 

			I massaged the back of my neck. “No argument.” 

			She reached down and placed her hand on my leg. “Do you like clever girls?”

			My leg shook. She grinned. 

			“I do.”

			Those butterflies began to swirl so I cleared my throat and picked up my tongue depressor of a utensil and toyed with my food just so I could stop staring at her. There was something about her that was so appealing. I didn’t know exactly what it was but should we ruin everything by picking it apart until there’s no mystery left? I would hope not. 

			“I have movies.” She said, which sounded so awkwardly misplaced, but I took the bait. 

			“What?” I spoke through a laugh. 

			She adjusted on the bench and cleared her throat. “What I meant is—would you like to watch a movie with me?” 

			I looked at her, and before I could turn her down, I accepted the invitation. “Yes.” 

			She was pleased. “Okay, well.” Her eyes sparked. It made me feel good. 

			She leaned into my ear. “Room thirteen.”

			“Seriously?” I asked. 

			She tilted her head. “I may be batshit crazy, according to some of these so-called experts, but I do know my room number.” 

			“No—I didn’t, never mind.” I decided to abandon the explanation. 

			“Eight o’clock.” 

			“Tonight?” I spoke a little too loud. 

			She sat back down and leaned in. “Any louder and we’ll be banned from everything.” 

			I glanced around the room. “What about the cameras?” 

			“Well, the boy who watches the cameras gets a little visitor on Saturday nights.” 

			I leaned in and lowered my voice. “What do you mean?” 

			“Well, let’s just say his lips are always swollen after his boyfriend visits.” 

			I immediately blushed. Lily’s eyes widened. “From kissing. What’s wrong with you?”

			“I—I that wasn’t, I didn’t—”

			She laughed. “I’m just kidding.”

			I sighed. “So, I just sneak to your room, then?”

			“Would you rather I come and get you?” 

			I sat up straight. “No—I’m cool. I can do it.” 

			The fact something like this was even making me nervous was a bit ridiculous. I am the girl who ran the God of Death out of The Pine. 

			“Okay, good. I’ll see you at eight, then.” 

			“Fine. I’ll be there.”

			She smirked. “Okay.” 

			“I’m coming.” 

			“Mmm, good.” 

			I looked down, and Lily walked away. I found myself looking in her direction until she glanced back and I acted like I was eating.

			Why do I let her do this to me? 
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			I sat in session. A wicked grin curled the edge of my lip. I couldn’t help but be in a good mood. Nervous, but good. It was a great distraction. Lily, I mean. She successfully distracts me and makes me feel more like myself, or something as similar as I can be. 

			I’d often fantasized about what it would be like to just be a normal girl again with normal things. Boring, quiet. Like I was when I was growing up. Midnight was always the one who caused the most trouble. She always flirted with boys, capturing their attention everywhere we went. I was just there to listen to her stories and live vicariously through her adventures. 

			But then I came to Port Royal, and Thorn Vega noticed me, then Daniel, then Bri, then Asher, and now Lily. I didn’t understand it, but I can’t lie and say that being noticed wasn’t appealing. It felt good, sort of, I guess more like Midnight, less like me. 

			The door opened behind me, and I heard the familiar clicking of heels. Today would be a good day. I was ready to talk to Olivia.  

			My heart nearly stopped when a woman sat down in front of me with red hair flowing like a river of blood. 

			“Molly?” 

			“Echo.” 

			We sat motionless for a moment until I lunged forward and wrapped my arms around her neck, nearly knocking her off the chair. She laughed, holding me tight. Molly became somewhat of a surrogate to me after we lost my sister. She spent weeks, well, more like months, talking to me and chipping through a well-constructed wall. 

			I leaned back while she cupped my face in her soft hands. She looked the same. Same red hair, same hairstyle, same clothing. Even her smell was the same. It took me back to a time that was both painful and ultimately rewarding. She took all of these broken pieces and somehow fit them back together so I could at least function again. 

			For that, I would always be grateful. 

			“How?” I asked. 

			She tilted her head. “I knew you were here all along, my sweet, sweet girl, but I didn’t feel like it was good for me to come here until, well.” 

			The door opened, and I turned to see Olivia walking in. She seemed nervous until she saw the grin on my face. Then she relaxed. 

			She stepped up next to Molly as she rose up, leaving me behind. They hugged. I had no idea they knew each other. 

			“Olivia, you look well.” 

			Olivia smiled. “As do you.”

			I rose up, and they both looked at me. 

			“So, you’re friends?” I asked. 

			Olivia touched Molly’s arm, and my eyes followed her hand. She wasn’t wearing the ring. I hope she hadn’t taken it off because of me. That would make me feel terrible. 

			“More like mentor and student.” 

			Molly waved a hand at her. “You flatter me.”

			“No—Molly has always been there for me, from the moment I decided to do this.” She paused. “I mean, to help people.” 

			“To be a shrink,” I added. 

			They both laughed. “I prefer therapist.” 

			Molly grinned and looked me over. “Olivia has been in contact with me, only giving me updates because I insisted. When she told me you finally spoke, well, I knew I needed to come.”

			I didn’t say anything, so Molly sat back down, so did I. She reached out and took my hand. “Please don’t be upset, this was all me, not her. She hasn’t betrayed you. I asked nothing specific; I only wanted to make sure you were okay.”

			I remained silent. I didn’t know how I should feel. 

			Molly’s thumb moved across the top of my hand and then she let it go. I retracted it, recoiled, really. I did feel slightly betrayed, but Molly assured me they didn’t share any information, just updates, but it still bothered me. 

			“Would you please excuse us?” Molly asked as Olivia offered a quick nod and then headed for the door. Once the door closed and I knew she was gone, I parted my lips, ready to protest her approach. But she took the reins, as usual. 

			“You look well. I mean, better than expected.”

			I crossed my arms over my chest. “So, she didn’t send any pictures of me while I was sleeping?” 

			Molly’s lips pursed. “I won’t lie and say I didn’t ask.” 

			“Unbelievable,” I muttered just loud enough so she could hear. 

			“Echo—please.” 

			My eyebrow cocked. “Please what?” I left my chair and walked over to the long window. It framed the countryside like an oil painting. The fog was rising through the tree line, blurring the lines between what was real and what wasn’t. Sort of like my life now. I knew the truth, but through the use of denial and medication, I effectively buried it to the best of my ability. But it never really took away that sick feeling in the pit of my stomach.

			It was a terrible reminder. 

			I bit the inside of my lip, prepared to draw blood, but Molly interrupted me.

			“I care about you.” 

			There it was. Emotion. What an awful thing to navigate. 

			Emotions led me to Port Royal. Emotions allowed me to fall for Thorn Vega. Emotions pushed me to ask for the unthinkable. To beg for a spell to change the world around me like I could ever outrun what I am, or how I feel. 

			I turned while wiping a tear from my cheek. Molly was now standing across the room. I could rush into her arms and tell her everything right now. I could, but I can’t. The only person who knows the truth is a vampire. Eyota Vega. He harbors my secret and many of his own. Maybe that’s why he helped me. Maybe he wanted company. It is what misery demands, isn’t it?

			“Please talk to me. Yell, anything.” She added. 

			I stared at my hands and then tucked them away. 

			“I know.” I choked out. I felt like it was fair to give her something. Confirmation can sometimes be the greatest of gifts instead of letting people wander around never knowing. 

			She took a couple of steps toward me, and I moved back. I felt the cold glass against my shoulders. My reaction forced her to stop. I didn’t feel bad. I couldn’t. I trusted her, and I guess I trusted Olivia, too. Now I didn’t know what to think. 

			“Have you been reporting back to my parents, too?” 

			She crossed her arms and adjusted her stance. “I’ve spoken with them.”

			I laughed. “Great.”

			Her eyebrow cocked not unlike mine does when I’m about to let someone know how they’ve annoyed me, but what she said wasn’t fueled by aggravation, I could tell by her tone. 

			“They love you, deeply, Echo. Of course, I would let them know their only child was doing better, or the best she could in a place like this.” Her eyes wandered around the room. Mine followed and then fell back on her. “It isn’t so bad.” 

			Her nose wrinkled. She’s animated, more so now than she had been in Brazil. “It’s an asylum, Echo. It doesn’t get much worse.” 

			I lifted my chin. “I asked to be here.” Showing pride in my decision. 

			She turned and began to pace, glancing over at me and then back toward the wall. “So, everyone has told me.” Her words lingered and then it hit me. She was hurt. I hadn’t reached out to her, and I think she expected it after everything we had been through. 

			“Molly.” 

			She stopped pacing and turned to face me. 

			I cleared my throat and tapped my chest. “This had nothing to do with you.” 

			She tilted her head to the right and placed a hand on her hip. I noticed her outfit — a pantsuit. Gray in color, with a white blouse underneath, buttoned high and tight. She had heels on, half as high as Olivia’s. Black in color, matte. Her nails were manicured with french tips. White. She reminded me of an FBI agent. 

			“And why didn’t it? Why wasn’t I the first person you reached out to, Echo? Why? What was it that prevented you from asking me for help?” she pointed to herself. “Me. The one person who helped you in the darkest of times. The only person who understood you.” 

			Her words lingered in the air like daggers. I felt them, and I didn’t want too. 

			She was right. I should have called her before I placed myself here, but I couldn’t. There was nothing she could do. How could she? She isn’t a witch or a vampire. She isn’t equipped to handle anything I went through this time. What would I have said? Hey, Molly. My warlock boyfriend used his magic to lift me back over the edge of the cliff? Or maybe we could have discussed how I drank Thorn’s blood to break the spell that Eyota and I cast to change everything in Port Royal. Or better yet, how about I just rattle on about how after I drank Thorn’s blood this powerful magic blew out of my hands and rushed over The Pine and through my sister’s body, driving out The God of Death. But what did all of it matter? In the end, I was forced to choose between saving the boy I love or the sister I can’t live without. The worst choice of all, so I let Asher die in what appeared to be an accident. I allowed him to be buried and for my sister to go back into captivity with a demon older than time. 

			Yeah, all of that. 

			“I’m sorry, it wasn’t personal. This was just something I had to do on my own. After, well, when Asher died, I didn’t, I mean, I wasn’t able to process it. I couldn’t accept it. I didn’t want to. And then all of these feelings came back. The same ones I had when my sister—well, when she disappeared.” 

			“Died,” Molly said as she took a step toward me. 

			My eyes lifted. Dark and filled with sadness. “You don’t know that.”

			“Echo.” She sounded solemn, and I guess she should be. 

			“My parents are still looking,” I added, like that was the real reason. Unfortunately, I can’t tell her the truth. Ever. 

			“Honey, they’re parents. They will always look until they find proof she is truly gone. They can’t let go, and I can’t convince them otherwise. I felt I helped you, yet here we are.”

			“Here we are,” I repeated.

			“Well, hopefully, Olivia will be able to do what I couldn’t.” 

			I shook my head. “It isn’t like that. I—well, to be honest. Olivia is just another thing I do during the day. She gets me from point A to point B.”

			“Meaning?” Molly asked. 

			“I sit with her. She talks. I sort of listen. I nod, and then I get my meds.”

			Molly crossed her arms again. I could tell she wasn’t pleased. “So, you’ve been manipulating her?” 

			I narrowed my eyes. “No—not really. Well, I didn’t mean for it to sound like that. I just have to do that to get what I need.” 

			She let out a long sigh. “So, you’ve decided, in your infinite wisdom, medicating yourself is better than dealing with the problems at hand.” 

			It sounded really crappy the way she said it, but it was true. 

			“Yeah. I guess so.” 

			“Well, isn’t that wonderful?” Her arms lifted and dropped at her sides. 

			“I really would appreciate it if you don’t tell her.” 

			Molly laughed and scratched the side of her head. “You’re not as smart as you think you are.” 

			I turned and looked out the window. The fog was still rising. I’d rather just look and not touch. This could be my life, and I would be fine with it. 

			“I never claimed that I was.”

			“And you’ve changed.” 

			I closed my eyes. “Haven’t we all?” 

			I felt a hand on my shoulder, and I tried to ignore it. “Talk to me.”

			I turned and wrapped my arms around her neck. The tears came heavy and fierce, along with an avalanche of emotions. I love and hate her for this. She has this ability to say just the right things to get to the heart of everything, but I can’t let her in. Not now. Not ever. This secret would have to stay with me to the grave and beyond. Telling her, or anyone I loved, would only place them in harm’s way, and I can’t afford to lose anyone else. No. I need to hold firm and only give bits and pieces, just enough to feed her insatiable need to fix what she sees as broken. But what she doesn’t understand is I am the mold for broken things. 

			“I love him,” I whispered. 

			Her arms held me tight. “Then forgive yourself because I’m sure he would want that and so would your sister. Let it go, Echo. Just let it go.”

			I closed my eyes and cried harder. 

			If she only knew. 

			If only. 
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			I watched the clock. It was a quarter till eight. My leg shook on the side of the bed. I gripped the blanket until my knuckles turned white. I wanted to go, but I was hesitant. Molly lingered longer than I expected her too, but she eventually left, after I gave her just enough to satisfy her. I talked about my feelings before and after Asher died. How I was torn. I also mentioned the guilt I felt because of Thorn. I didn’t say much about him because it’s nearly impossible without mentioning his immortality or the spell that had been cast, both things Molly couldn’t know. Well, I guess she could. 

			I still thought maybe it was something I should do. If I shared tiny bits then maybe I could just stay here forever. I don’t know if that would be better for me, or those I loved the most. Eventually, the loss would have to fade. It’s not like I’ve died although Molly might argue I’m acting like I’m dead.

			I’m so sick of thinking about it today. 

			I need some ignorant bliss. 

			I glanced at the time. It was now five to eight. It was now or never. So, I stood up and walked to my door. I grabbed the handle and pulled on it; my heartbeat jumped into my throat when I heard voices in the hallway. I held fast, holding my breath until the voices began to fade into the distance. I opened the door and peered out, one way, then the other and straightened my shoulders, taking a deep breath and releasing it. I hoped Lily was right about the guy who watches the cameras. There was only one way to tell. I’d have to test it. 

			I stepped out and pressed my back against the wall. Like it would help hide me, but whatever. I began to work my way down the wall, feeling my way along the smooth surface. My heart pounded in my ears, but there was no ringing. In fact, I felt better about doing this. 

			Defiant. Distracted. Stronger. 

			Finally, I found my courage and pushed away from the wall. I stepped into the middle of the hallway and looked up at the camera in the corner, then waved. I waited. No alarms sounded, and no orderlies rushed into the hallway ready to snatch me up and place me back in my room. 

			“Mmm.” 

			I strolled along, cautiously at first, passing closed doors. Some locked, some not. I guess it depends on the level of distress. My recent conversation with Molly eased my security level, but I still wasn’t ready to leave The Landing. 

			I know, The Landing, it sounds like a resort. 

			In a lot of ways that’s what it’s like for me here. It’s a mental vacation from all the things that have tried their best to destroy me.

			Including myself. 

			I can admit that now. I think that’s a step in the right direction. 

			I made my way to the end of the hall and spotted the stairs. I needed to go down two levels to reach Lily’s floor. I wrapped my fingers around the railing and made my way down, veered to the right and back again until I knew I would soon be knocking on her door. 

			I walked through the hallway through light shadow and silence. Both seemed eerily reminiscent of how I felt in the past — not referring so much to a place but to how everything made me feel. 

			I paused when I spotted the number thirteen on a door. I lifted my hand, but it opened before I could knock. A hand wrapped the fabric of my shirt and jerked me inside the room. 

			She spun me around to face her, and my back pressed firm against the door. She placed her hand over my mouth as voices passed behind us. My eyes remained locked on hers, and finally, when the voices faded, she removed her hand and winked at me. That same wink she offered in the garden. The same one that gave me a strange feeling in the pit of my stomach. 

			“Hi, you.” She spoke in a hushed whisper. 

			I half-grinned. The fact I seemed to impress her made me happy. I wanted that, and I wasn’t sure why, but does it matter? I guess not. The fact I wanted anyone to pay attention to me seemed to be a good sign, regardless of the reason. 

			“Hi,” I spoke without trying to sound excited. 

			“Any trouble getting here?” she asked. 

			I shrugged my shoulder, and she dropped down on her bed and tapped it with an open hand. I eyed the empty spot for a few seconds before I decided to take the bait. 

			It was bait, I knew it. 

			I understood how she looked at me, and I also understood how it made me feel, although it was surprising. Bri once talked to me in hopes I would date her and yet I refused. 

			Lily was different. So different in so many ways.

			She feels safe and dangerous at the same time. Without consequence, if that makes sense. I hate to describe her this way, but I don’t know how much more guilt I could feel. Looking at her, here and now, I feel like she’s the same as me. We’re even. She gets what this is as much as I do. I took a calculated risk coming here. I knew whatever happened could stay in the moment, and I wouldn’t have to carry it with me. Or would I? 

			I have to be careful. I tend to lie to myself on occasion. 

			I settled on my side of the bed, careful to keep to myself, but that quickly changed when she leaned back and allowed her shoulder to rest against mine. The simple brush of her fabric against me made me antsy but in a good way. She was new. All of this was new. I cherished it like a hidden treasure about to be unearthed. 

			“Comedy or romance?” she asked. 

			“Whatever you want,” I said. 

			“Mmm, whatever I want, huh?” She rubbed her hands together. 

			I swallowed hard, and she smiled. She makes me nervous in the most wonderful way. 

			“Okay, comedy,” I said without showing much emotion, although my nerves were jumping. 

			“I’ll let you pick this time, but next time—” She paused.

			“Next time?” I asked, side-eying her. 

			She giggled. It’s addictive. “Well, yeah. Did you think this was a one-time thing or what?”

			I adjusted against the headboard and tried to focus on the television. “To be honest, I really didn’t think much about it.” Another lie, but what did it matter? 

			We’re in this place of all places. 

			She grinned while fidgeting with the remote control. “Uh huh.”  

			She had access to more than I did. Her TV wasn’t even caged like mine was. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised; she is two floors below me. I assume the higher you go, the worse off you may be which makes it much harder to escape. Lily could walk right out, since she’s on the bottom floor. I was here once when I entered the facility and surrendered.  

			Clearly, I’m an overachiever since I landed on the top level.

			I shook my head. “I didn’t.”

			She turned to look at me when the credits came on. “You don’t have to do that with me.”

			“Do what?” 

			She sighed with the roll of her hand. “Be all this.” 

			I narrowed my eyes. “All what?” 

			She looked at the television and smiled. I continued to stare her down. “I would love for you to explain.” 

			“Do you like popcorn?” 

			I blinked. “Yes, I do, but—” 

			She jumped up, bouncing on her toes. “Because my parents bring me bags of this stuff and I don’t eat it.”

			I watched her run across the room, with boundless energy. She hopped in front of a large cabinet, swung the door open wide, and it was full of food. Cans, bags, boxes. She was seriously ready for a zombie outbreak. 

			She turned with a bag in her hand. It was purple and hot pink. Huge letters spelled out Chicka-Boom. I grinned as she returned to her side of the bed, dropped down and set the bag in my lap. I stared at it and then at her. I pointed at the cabinet. 

			“Do you hoard food?” 

			Her smile faded. “Calling someone a hoarder is somewhat rude, don’t you think?” 

			My grin faded. Here I thought we could have a light conversation about the ungodly amount of food she stored away like a squirrel in wintertime. 

			I parted my lips, and she couldn’t hold the scowl that lowered her brows for long. The giggle escaped, and I laughed, too. But it still didn’t explain why she had so much food. Maybe her parents were coping with her stay here by stocking her with more food than one person could possibly need. 

			A knock came to the door, and I froze. Lily placed her pale finger to her lips and cautiously walked to the door. She cracked it open and began to whisper. I couldn’t see who was on the other side. She pulled a boy inside; he was very thin, sickly…pale. He spotted me and rubbed the side of his neck while barely making eye contact with me. Lily walked to her cabinet of goodies and opened it up, she snatched a package of Oreo cookies and returned to the boy who handed her some money. She pocketed it, and he was ushered out as quickly as he arrived. 

			She turned and pressed her back against the door while biting her lip. 

			“So, you sell this stuff,” I said. It was more of a statement than a question. Obviously, she had a side business going on. 

			She thumbed behind her. “That boy needs to eat; it’s too bad he’s a binger.” 

			“A binger?”

			“Yeah.” She made her way back to the bed and sat down, pulling one leg up and tossing a pillow on top of it. Her blonde ponytail slid over her shoulder and tapped against her chest. She has the prettiest hair. I could get lost in it, and her, but I need to stay on track. What just happened was weird at best. 

			“He eats a lot and then pukes it up. It’s his thing. You know, like mine is the sun.” 

			I cringed while holding the bag of popcorn in my hands. She eyed it. “You don’t owe me anything.” 

			I lowered it to my lap. “Thanks.” 

			She laughed while leaning in, forcing me to look at her again. “I donate all of it.” 

			“All of what?” 

			She pulled the money out and dropped it on the bed. “This.” 

			I leaned back and pulled the bag open. I reached in and grabbed a few pieces. I held them in my hand and then decided to pop them in my mouth. I chewed while she stared at me. 

			“Don’t you want to know what I donate it to?” 

			I swallowed. “Not really.” 

			She turned and stared at the TV. I knew that it bothered her. 

			“Huh.” 

			I grabbed some more and tried to hand it to her, but she refused to take it. “It’s really good.” 

			“I don’t want it.” She sounded agitated so I tried to feed some to her and she hit my hand, and the popcorn went flying across the room. I sat with my mouth agape then stood up and headed for the door. The last thing I needed was some girl with anger issues. Nope. 

			I reached the door, and she slid in front of me. I stepped back and crossed my arms over my chest. “Do you mind?” I asked. 

			She mirrored my stance. “Listen, I didn’t mean to be so weird.” 

			I eyed her with pure suspicion. “That wasn’t weird, that was mean. You smacked food out of my hand. You could have taken my eye out!” 

			She tried to keep a straight face; it only fueled my temper. “Move.” 

			I stepped forward, and she held her hands up to me. “Wait, wait. Okay. Listen. I can’t do that.” 

			My brow furrowed. “Do what?” 

			She stared at the popcorn on the floor. “Eat.” 

			I shook my head. “You can’t what?” 

			“Eat that food.” 

			“Is it gluten?” I asked.  

			She laughed, but quickly got it under control. “Yes, it’s gluten. It’s that.” She pointed at it. “If I eat it then I double over in pain, and it’s an explosive mess if you get what I mean.” 

			“Then why not say something instead of punching me?”

			She stood up straight. “I didn’t punch you.” 

			“You hit my hand.” I pushed her aside and grabbed the door handle.

			She leaned in, and I could feel her pressed against me. That old chill rolled through my body. It was something I missed. It was also at that point I realized I hadn’t once thought about blood — not one time since I saw her face. 

			Her lips lingered close to my ear. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to react so badly. Please, don’t leave. Come sit down.” 

			I turned, and she placed her hands next to my shoulders against the door behind me. I looked down and then past her. “I didn’t mean to hit your hand. It was the food. I freaked. I’m sorry.” 

			“So, what do you eat?” 

			“I drink. I can’t eat solid food. Shakes actually, special ones.”

			I glanced at her cabinet. “Why do your parents bring you food?” 

			She looked behind her. “Because they don’t believe me. They think it’s all in my head, just like my sensitivity to the sun.” 

			I sighed. It was terrible she wasn’t able to convince her parents that they were making her sick.

			“It’s a polymorphic light eruption,” I replied.

			She tilted her head. I folded my arms. “It’s an allergic reaction to sunlight. It causes a rash. Are they not able to use Google? It isn’t broken.” 

			Her expression changed from worrisome to inquisitive. “That’s right.”   

			She backed away. I understood not being believed. When Midnight fell, I was questioned over and over again about what exactly happened that night to the point where I started to doubt everything. I began to believe some of the things they were saying. Words like pushed, tripped, and asking if I was jealous of her. It’s amazing how one tiny seed of doubt can be planted into your mind, and then it sprouts all of this insecurity and destructive behavior.

			Lily stood before me with her pretty blonde hair and pouty lips. Her large hazel eyes searched mine for forgiveness, and I felt an obligation to end her suffering.

			“So, we probably need to go back to the beginning.”

			She hesitated until I shuffled my feet and stared at the screen.  

			She rushed over to the remote and stopped the movie as I took a seat on the side of the bed. I picked up the popcorn and placed it in my lap. She joined me while I chewed. 

			My words had a double meaning as they often do. It was something my sister and I perfected when were around our parents. Our own language of sorts. 

			I wanted that with Lily, too. 

			“My name is Echo,” I said without looking at her. 

			“I’m Lily.” 

			We both leaned back without saying another word for the duration of the film.

			Sometimes the best thing you can do in life is start over.

			Especially when it matters most. 
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			I woke up with a gasp. Oh, my God!

			I knew it wasn’t my room. 

			I’ve been here before. Crap—crap—crap! I was caught in a situation that looked like I did something horribly inappropriate. We hadn’t done a thing. Lily and I. We settled in to watch the movie, and at some point, I fell asleep. She must have done the same. I know she wouldn’t want me to get in trouble for being here, but what time is it? The boy assigned to my floor always came to collect us for breakfast. We had two choices, take it in our rooms or go to the common area and eat with everyone else. I usually ate alone, but my need to be away from everyone was starting to shift. I could feel it inside of me like a snake uncoiling itself. 

			Depression is like that. I lived long enough with it to recognize the changes. I was starting to feel more like myself and less hollow. 

			But along with the change came guilt, heavier than usual, because I can’t possibly forget what happened or why. 

			I nudged Lily from the side, and she mumbled under her breath. One more aggressive nudge and she shot up as shocked as I was. 

			“Oh, crap.” She muttered. 

			I nodded. “Serious crap.” 

			“Okay, don’t panic.” She added while narrowing her eyes. The curtains were open, and the light began to creep into the room. She moved next to me, closer and closer, pushing me off the edge. I nearly fell, but the look of fear on her face immobilized her. 

			“Will you close them please?” she asked while rushing to the other side of the room. She appeared to be trembling. 

			“I have to get out of here.” I huffed. 

			“Close them!” she yelled. Her voice cracked. 

			I complied. Her fear pained me. I should be compassionate, less selfish, but my biggest worry was losing this, whatever it was, between us. I didn’t want to be locked away from her. 

			“Of course,” I said as I ran to the window. The sun had begun to break the horizon, shedding light across the forest. It was a beautiful sight. It’s funny how your opinion can change due to circumstance. The sun was no longer an enemy; it became an ally. But to Lily, it was a demon, so I needed to respect that. We all have them, demons, that is. Hers shouldn’t be ignored or rationalized away. 

			I pulled the curtain across the window, dulling the light in the room. Lily’s fearful expression changed. She relaxed. I felt terrible. Obviously, she wouldn’t fall asleep with the curtains open, especially with her extreme fear of the sunlight. She fell asleep as unexpectantly as I had. 

			I parted my lips, prepared to apologize, but a knock came to the door. I hissed, dropping to the floor behind her bed. It was a fruitless attempt. The bed sat off the floor, and anyone standing in the doorway would be able to see me. My eyes rushed across the room, and I spotted the cabinet, but it was full of food. 

			Lily leaned down and waved her hand. I shook my head. 

			“Come here.” She whispered. “Hurry.” 

			I stood up, fidgeting with my hands. Her eyebrows arched. “Come on.”

			I had no other choice but to trust she could pull this off. I rushed up to her, and she pushed me back behind the door. 

			She cracked it open, placing her foot at the base of it. I looked down and noticed her painted toenails. Pink, just like her nails. She had small feet, petite, pale, delicate. I knew looks were deceiving. Lily wasn’t weak at all. 

			A male’s voice broke the silence. “Are you joining common room today?” 

			“No—I’d like my smoothie here.” 

			“How are—”

			“Strawberry.” She said, interrupting him. 

			I narrowed my eyes, but the silence fell between them. 

			“Very well.” He said, and she shut the door without saying another word. 

			The exchange between the two of them seemed awkward, but I couldn’t think much about it. I was just grateful to have escaped detection, for now at least. 

			She turned to face me. “You need to get to the common area, now.” 

			I nodded. She cracked her door open and then ushered me out. She paused, leaning against the edge of the door. The hallway was dimly lit, but soon it would be flooded with light as the other people came out for breakfast. 

			“Go.”

			I bit my lip, and she grinned, forcing the edge of her full lip to curl. Her hair was a bit disheveled, making her even cuter. She had no makeup on, but she didn’t need any. She was one of those girls. I bet I look amazing, which means I don’t. 

			“I’ll see you later on, promise. Go—Echo, before you get caught.” 

			“I had fun.” 

			She nodded at me and closed the door. I rushed away, hit the stairs and spilled out on the floor with other people. I blended in, shuffling along until I reached the common area and got in line at the buffet style counter. I wasn’t hungry but grateful. 

			I sighed while pulling a tray and gripping it firmly in my hands. The smile that came afterword was surprisingly enjoyable, as was she.

			I tapped my chest. My heartbeat rattled behind my breastbone. 

			She makes me feel alive.  
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			It’s Sunday. There’s no session; it’s peaceful. I wanted to go and see her, but I didn’t want to look needy or desperate, both of which I could do without. I hoped she would come to me, but one hour turned into seven and then we started to slip into the evening. Monday would bring with it the same old routine. I would wake up, get breakfast, go to session, take meds, have my activity, lunch, free time, then dinner. It was the same, always the same. 

			Patterns are necessary. Patterns are good.

			I loved it or used too. 

			Now I wanted more; I wanted to spend time with Lily. I wanted to talk to her about everything, well, almost everything. Obviously, I can’t tell her the truth about why I’m here, but there was something about her that made me want to tell her about Asher and Thorn. I also wanted to talk about my sister, growing up, and how I ended up in Port Royal. I even wanted to talk about Mattie, Daniel, Bri, and my aunt. 

			I think I was starting to miss my life, as terribly painful as it could be. And Lily is safe.

			She’s an island. 

			An oasis.

			I longed to see her again, hear her voice, listen to her words.

			I wanted to know more about her. The real her. 

			I wanted to know the simplest of things. 

			Favorite color.

			Favorite book.

			Where did she grow up?

			Does she have any siblings?

			But time marched on, and she never came.

			I sat there like a dog waiting for their owner to return.

			Sad and lonely, but loyal.

		

	
		
			Monday came—nothing.

			Tuesday came—nothing.

			Wednesday came—still nothing. 

			No Lily.

		

	
		
			By the time Thursday came, I was feeling awkward and numb. 

			Had I misunderstood? 

			Did I say or do something to push her away? 

			How ridiculous am I?

		

	
		
			Friday came. 

			I’m furious.

			Are you kidding me?

		

	
		
			I watched the minutes pass by. Each one longer than the last. Tormenting me.

			My mind was consumed with thoughts of her. How she smelled. How she felt. How she looked at me as if I was the only person alive.

			I’m not disposable. I matter. Does she have any idea how many people care about me?  

			How dare she float into my life, offer something so special, and then take it away!  

			I had a few conversations in my head where I told her off, or simply ignored her when she tried to talk to me. I was cold and calculating, using all the right words to make sure she would feel as abandoned as I had. 

			Yes, abandoned. 

			You don’t do this to people. Ever. 

			You don’t…oh, my God. Wait.

			Wait.

			I swallowed that sickening feeling. 

			I had done this, hadn’t I? I walked away from my life without as much as a goodbye. I left my friends and my aunt behind without an explanation or a clear plan in place. I left without saying a word. I refused to see Luna for the first few weeks, which I’m sure was agonizing for her, and my friends—well, I refused to let them see me at all. They tried, I know they did because I know them. I would have done the same, but I made it clear I didn’t want to see anyone. Anyone at all. It wasn’t exclusive; it was all-inclusive. At least I was fair in that regard. 

			I sat in the garden, staring into the mix of flowers. Red, white, plenty of deep greens and blue. It smelled so sweet. I took a deep breath, holding it in my lungs. I only expelled it when Lily stepped around from behind and slid next to me on the bench. She moved close enough so I could feel that chill coming off her body, brushing her shoulder against mine. I swallowed hard. This was it, Echo. Let her have it. Tell her how she hurt you. Tell her how rude it was for her to simply walk away. 

			Tell her everything. 

			I parted my lips, and she did something so simple and unexpected. 

			She slid her hand into mine. I should have shaken my hand and stood up, wagging a finger and telling her how she couldn’t do this. 

			But I was frozen in place. I glanced down as she tightened her hold on my hand and lay her head on my shoulder. “I’m sorry.” She whispered so close to my ear that only I could hear her. 

			I hate how she did this. I hate how she knows exactly what to say and what to do. It undermines my ability to gauge what we have or who we are, which leaves me completely confused. 

			Does she need me at all? Or am I a distraction? Ironic, isn’t it? 

			Here I was assuming she was a distraction when it might have been the other way around. 

			I cleared my throat. “You can’t do this,” I said. At least I was able to choke that out. I really didn’t want to. It terrified me that if I showed any emotion at all, then she would walk away and never talk to me again, and I knew that wasn’t what that I wanted. This past week proved that. 

			“I got scared.” She whispered. “I promise I’ll say how I feel from now on.”

			From now on. 

			I sighed. The words mattered, and honestly, I wish they didn’t.

			I wasn’t looking for a future with her or anyone. No one needed that, especially her. 

			“I shouldn’t be upset at all.” I adjusted on the bench, and she never moved, not once. She stayed there with her fingers wound into mine and her head laying lightly on my shoulder. 

			“You should be. You have every right.”

			Again, she offered just enough but never too much. I hate it. I hate how she makes me feel. 

			I finally let a little bit of anger show when I let her hand go and stood up. I rubbed the side of my arm, then my neck. I fidgeted. She straightened her shoulders and laid her hands on her knees. I noticed the dark circles under her eyes. I should ask why, but if I do that then I won’t get the chance to explain how we should just go our separate ways, yes, that’s exactly what we should do. Do it now before it becomes something more than what either one of us needs. 

			“I think we should just be friends,” I spoke through the lie.

			She lit up. I would love to say it made me happy, but it didn’t. Why couldn’t she fight me on this? Why not say—listen, I’d like more—because that’s how I felt. 

			My heart dropped. I’m a fool.

			“Of course, we’ll always be friends. Always.” She added. 

			“Okay.” I turned and walked away from her. It hurt me — all of it. I couldn’t stay, if I did, then she’d see how upset I really am. But I can’t make her like me more. It was apparent now I took everything wrong. All of it. She was looking for a friend all along. I would assume that a girl like her, as pretty and interesting as she is, would have someone special. Of course, she does. 

			“Wait.” 

			I turned back as she rushed in and cupped my face. Her lips crashed against mine. Gentle, submissive, passionate. Suddenly I didn’t feel the need for words to explain away how she felt. She showed me in those few seconds we shared. 

			She leaned back, tucking her hair behind her ear as I swayed on my feet. My head felt light, and my thoughts were completely jumbled. Just a minute beforehand I was so sure about what happened, but now everything changed. 

			She was a mystery, and I love mysteries. I always have. 

			“So.” She said. 

			“So,” I repeated. 

			She smiled, and I could do nothing but return the favor. 

			Lily began to walk backward, rubbing her hands against her thighs. She lifted one pale hand and offered a wave, and I found myself waving back before she turned, swinging her long blonde hair and running away with it bouncing off of her back. I took a short breath just as the clouds parted overhead and the sunlight rained down all over me and the garden. I hadn’t noticed how overcast it was while she was here, but now everything felt warm and inviting. 

			Different. 

			New. 

			Uh oh. 

		

	
		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			11

			I was fighting sleep. It wasn’t new. My battle with the Sandman was an old story renewed by circumstance. My insomnia began when Midnight first disappeared. 

			Molly prescribed meds that helped me rest, but I shed those when I moved to Port Royal, and now, it doesn’t matter what I do. It doesn’t matter what I take. The dreams come hard and fast in vivid color, allowing me to relive bits and pieces of my life over and over again.

			These dreams once seemed like a curse, but now I consider them retribution for the decisions I made along the way. 

			It’s payment, but never in full. 

			My eyes felt heavy, and I nodded off, but not without a price…

			 

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

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

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

			Mortality. 

			Mine.

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

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

			He was ice cold and deadly.

			Dead.

			Oh my God, he’s dead, isn’t he?  

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

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

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

			“Echo.” He whispered in my ear. 

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

			“Look at me, please.” He pleaded. 

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

			His lips grazed mine as he lifted me up and onto his feet. I could feel his teeth, hard and aching against my bottom lip. He growled then spoke through ragged breath. “So, we’re counting?” 

			“Three,” I said with hopeful exasperation. 

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

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

			Thorn Vega remained. 

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

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

			His thumb caressed my chin. “Echo?” he spoke with concern.  

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

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

			“It isn’t funny,” I muttered. 

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

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

			“Echo, I’m here. Look at me.” 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			My green eyes lingered on him, soaking in the reality standing before me. 

			“So, what’s different now?” he asked. I blinked a couple of times. The nervous laughter served as a backdrop for my internal monologue. I offered a tart smile that wasn’t returned.

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

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

			Immortality could be understood and managed. 

			But love. 

			Love was unpredictable at best, and it terrified me. 

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

			Love was the difference. 

			My love for him.

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

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

			A few gorged droplets slid into my mouth. 

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

			No, wait.  

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

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

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

			“Oh.” His eyes softened. I think he expected me to be frightened of what he was. Instead, I feared what he dared to admit. 

			He nodded. “Yes, I said that I love—”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			“I c-can’t l-lose you.” I immediately felt regret. Why had I opened the door and allowed him to walk right through? He couldn’t control me or could he? 

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

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

			Giving me more time than I was naturally allotted.

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

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

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

			Unless—

			“Talk to me, please, Echo. Say something, anything.” He spoke with such compassion. I parted my lips and wanted to spill every negative thought I harbored inside of myself, but instead, I swallowed it, and along with that, my first opportunity to mention the unmentionable. 

			I’m dying. 

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

			Truly never ending. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			He stopped me from blurting it out. 

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

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

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

			I interrupted him. “Thorn, please.” He laughed and then bit his lip. I expected to see blood, but it didn’t happen. I can’t say I wouldn’t have been tempted to kiss him just to get a taste. I couldn’t imagine what his blood would taste like. I had to assume it would be as sweet as he smelled. 

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

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

			“Well, it’s French.”

			“I can tell that. I didn’t know you knew French.” I laughed and shook my head. 

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

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

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

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

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

			“What does it mean?” I asked. 

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

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

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

			“Tell me.” I was forced to look away. His stare felt so intimate.

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

			I bit my lip and released it. 

			“Could I?” he asked. 

			My eyebrow arched. “Could you what?”

			“I’m going to kiss you now.”

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

			He sighed. “I’m doing it.” 

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

			Literally. 

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

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

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

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

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

			“Excited?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			I shook my head and adjusted my stance. My feet sank into the mud. The chilled earth moved between my toes and my teeth chattered. 

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

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

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

			He cleared his throat. “I was overwhelmed, Echo. I’ve never, well—” 

			My eyes wandered. “Overwhelmed? You were overwhelmed?” I nodded. 

			“Yes.” He added without hesitation. 

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

			“Yes, yes and no.”

			“What?” I asked.

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

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

			He seemed to want to move away from the subject, too. “Three days? That’s impressive.”

			“Huh?” I asked. 

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

			“Do you sleep?” I asked. 

			“I rest.” 

			I tilted my head. “Like nap?”

			He grinned. “No, well—sort of, it’s a form of meditation.” 

			“Meditation is cool.” I half grinned while rotating my thumb in the center of my palm. 

			“It can be.” He looked away. I jumped right to the weirdest question I could ask. 

			“So, do you have a coffin, I mean so you can meditate?” 

			He laughed and looked me over. “I have a mat.”

			“A mat?”

			He leaned in. “Yes, like the ones you use for Yoga.”  

			I rolled my eyes. “I’m sorry; I shouldn’t have assumed you lay around in a coffin.” 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			“Echo!?” 

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

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

			I felt strange, almost detached from reality. 

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

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

			He turned my hand and kissed my palm, closing his eyes and letting out a low growl. He pressed my hand to his chest with a desperate need in his eyes.  

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

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

			I watched the wrinkle in his brow deepen with the thought of what could have happened. I quickly released him from the guilt. Someone had to before it paralyzed him with fear. I recognized the look in his eyes. I had been there far too many times to count after I lost my sister. 

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

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

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

			Thorn was gone as if he never existed at all. 

			I peered into the darkness. “Aunt Luna?” I could see her shadow moving toward me. 

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

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

			Mr. Jenny’s body was gone. 

			Only the blood remained. 

			A growl began to rise in the back of my throat. My teeth ached. I pulled her hair aside and parted my lips. My canines grew, forcing me to hiss. I plunged them into flesh and bone as she screamed. 

			 

			I woke in a crouched position. At first, I was confused as people often are when they wake up from a dream, but then I peered down and spotted my bed. I dropped to the floor and rolled to the side with a yelp. 

			“Was I just floating, no—I couldn’t be.” 

			I reached up and felt my teeth. They were dull and uninviting, but when I pulled my hand away, I could see the stain of blood on my fingertips. My stomach growled, but I didn’t get the chance to think about what happened because a light knock came to the door. 

			I stood up, with my silhouette framed by moonlight. I swallowed the taste of iron and balled my fist. I thought I had this under control, but the hunger lingered like a monster under my bed. 

			A second knock came, and I blinked away the feeling of power and need. I shook my head as the third knock came. It was gone, the hunger slid back into the shadows. But now I knew it was still there and it left a terrible feeling behind.
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			Lily stood there with a timid smile in the dull light of my room. She had come right when needed, as usual, but she didn’t know it. The silence sat between us until she approached the window and stared out at the moonlight. 

			She hugged herself. It was amazing how she could come and go with such ease, and it felt the same. 

			“It’s a Super Moon.” She cooed. 

			“A what?” 

			“A Super Moon. Look.” She reached out to me, and I took her hand as I stepped up to her side. I glanced over at her. The moonlight lit up her soft features, making her appear heavenly in nature — an angel. My throat felt tight, so I fingered at it before I decided to look into the night sky. What lingered before me was a beautiful thing. I always loved the moon, the stars, all of it, but this was special. The moon dominated the night. I could see every line, every crack. She wasn’t hiding a thing from us. I could respect that. I lifted my hand and placed it against the glass, tracing one of the many scars she acquired while protecting the earth. I respected it and the power it held over the tide. 

			A calming feeling consumed me, rushing through my chest, over my stomach, and into each limb. It was magical, which was odd for me to think, and even stranger for me to accept without a fight. 

			“Come—I want to show you something,” Lily spoke as she stared up into the night sky. The moon lit up her dark eyes. I was mesmerized until she glanced at me and I was forced to look away. 

			She’s too beautiful for me. Like the moon and stars.

			Graceful yet unreachable in the most painful way.  

			She turned, pulling me alongside her. I wanted to stop, not for me, for her. My feelings for Lily were awakening something inside of me that I thought I had gotten under control. 

			Magic. 

			I could feel it swirling under my skin. Each emotion triggered it further, making it rise to the surface. I was starting to understand my ultimate strength and terrible weakness. 

			Love. 

			She paused at the door and turned to face me. “Ready?” she asked. 

			I nodded. “I am.” 

			The way I respond to her is the complete opposite of what I expected. I should push her away as I had everyone else, but I can’t. I don’t know whether I should be happy, sad, or terrified, but here we are stuck in this dance together. 

			She had come back to me, and you know what they say about that. Setting her free didn’t seem to quell her feelings any more than they had mine. It was so intensified now it made it hard to look at her without noticing her lips and the way she looks at me so innocently, but I know that she isn’t.

			It was the lure — the game. I was told this before, and I understood it, but now I felt like the predator and not the prey. 

			She opened the door and we stepped out into the hallway, making our way down one, then another, until we reached the garden. I wasn’t quite sure why she brought me here. 

			She pulled a card from her pocket and moved it across the panel. The door unlocked and my eyes brightened. 

			“Where did you get a security card?” I asked. 

			She slipped it back into her pocket and winked at me. Lily pulled on the door, and the flowery smell hit me first. It was stronger than usual. I stepped inside and peered into the large room. I lifted my chin and peered through the glass ceiling. The Super Moon poured its light down all around us.

			She kept walking backward as she coaxed me to follow. I had no choice. I’m curious, I always have been. The less information I have, the better. It only adds to the excitement. 

			Lily finally stopped next to a section of the garden near a small fountain that never worked. It sat still, cracked and blistering from the years of exposure. The bottom was filled with dark water and lily pads. I watched a frog jump from one to the other and then dive beneath the surface. 

			She approached the section of flowers and the smells engulfed me: some sweet, some savory, some deep and intriguing. I stepped up as she knelt down. She wrapped her hand under a white flower that bloomed in the moonlight. My eyes sparked with intrigue.

			“Look.” She added while waving me down to sit next to her. 

			I got on my knees and leaned in. The flower was so delicate. I had to touch it. I reached in and let my index finger slide along the long pedal from the center to the outer edge. I noticed Lily was watching me. “Beautiful,” I whispered. 

			She nodded. “Yes it is, and so are you.” 

			I took a short breath and eyed some more flowers blooming under the night sky. 

			“I’ve read about this. About flowers blooming in the moonlight, but I had never seen it. I had no idea these were here.” 

			She grinned while pushing some of my hair behind my ear. I bit my lip and continued to study the foliage. Witnessing something like this was breathtaking. 

			“I planted these here for you.” She said. 

			I looked at her. “I don’t understand.”

			“I’ve been watching you for a while, before we spoke. Does that bother you?”

			I shook my head. She seemed pleased her admission didn’t frighten me.  

			She ran her thumb across my lower lip. It sent a pleasurable wave through my body. I still wasn’t sure why I was so attracted to her, but I wasn’t going to fight it. I was beyond trying.

			“I find you so intriguing. Exciting. New.” She whispered.  

			Lily held me fast, and she knew it. All the power was hers and yet she never made it appear that way. In fact, she made it very clear I was able to come and go at will. I wasn’t sure I wanted that or if I was comfortable with it, but right now, in this moment, I was just happy to be here with her under the moon.

			I gently ran my hand over another flower, careful to not damage it. “You did this for me?” 

			“Yes, always for you.” She leaned in, and I closed my eyes, but she didn’t kiss me this time. She just placed her forehead against mine and remained there while her hand gently wrapped the back of my head. It was more intimate than anything I ever experienced and yet painfully innocent in nature. 

			I think that was the beauty of it. Pure intention. 

			She sat up and pointed to the large white flower. “This is called a moon flower.” She laughed. “Pretty self-explanatory.” 

			I nodded. “And that?” I pointed at the patch of small pink flowers. 

			“Evening Primrose. And that—” she pointed at the purple flowers. “That’s Evening Stock, and those are Angel Trumpets.” 

			I grinned. “What’s that?” I leaned in and smelled the strong savory scent of yellowish flowers. 

			She ran her hand across them and then sniffed her palm. “Night Gladiolus.” 

			I moved and then caught the scent of honey and vanilla. My stomach quivered. I took a deep breath. “And these?” I asked while letting my fingertips gently glide across the tops of them. 

			She leaned in behind me. I could feel her body against mine, and it forced me to close my eyes. “Night Phlox.” She whispered

			“Mmm,” I said. 

			She remained behind me, wrapping one hand around my waist. Her fingers moved against the bottom of my shirt, making their way under the fabric until she made contact with my skin. I gasped. Then we both stood up when we heard a voice to our left. 

			My heartbeat sped up as the figure stepped out of the shadows and into the moonlight. It was the boy who always walked me to my sessions and gave me my meds. 

			Lily didn’t seem bothered. 

			“Time’s up.” He said. 

			I swallowed hard, but Lily approached him and placed the card in his hand. It was then I realized where she got it. She leaned into his ear, and I narrowed my eyes. Her being that close to him bothered me more than it should but she turned her gaze on me, and those awkward feelings of jealousy seemed to melt away. 

			Lily reached her hand out to me. “We have to go.” 

			I nodded as I walked to her and we passed him by. I looked back as he stared at the two of us. Something about him changed in the moonlight. He didn’t look as simple and nonthreatening as usual, or maybe it was just me. 
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			The next three weeks were pure bliss. She sat with me every day while I ate, talking to me, laughing, getting closer. She held my hand as we walked down the hallways together. It didn’t even bother me when people noticed. I wanted that. I wanted people to see us like this. To know we were whatever we are. 

			No labels. No real commitment said, but I felt it growing stronger with each passing day. 

			She came to my room at night. Every night. I’m sure she had help, but I pushed it out of my mind. It was so easy to get jealous with her, and I didn’t want to scare her off. Not now, not ever, really. 

			The thought of that began to weigh on me. I felt compelled to express how I feel, but the words never came when we were together. I was terrified I would ruin it. 

			Ruin this. 

			And I treasured it, and her, above all other things. 

			She had taken away the guilt and loneliness, allowing me to start climbing back to a place where I could be happy.

			And the longer she stayed, the less I felt like I couldn’t control my power. It had all but gone away, along with the nightmares and the thirst for blood.

			She was a miracle. 

			My miracle.

			My Lily.

			 

			We sat alone in my room, staring at each other. A few minutes seemed like forever, but I cherished them. She had a small case between us. It was pale pink and sparkled in the low light. She unzipped it, folded it open, and tapped her index finger against her bottom lip. 

			“I love makeup.” She spoke with a smirk. 

			I adjusted on the bed, pushing my legs to one side. My eyes widened. “I suck at it.”

			Her doe-like eyes lifted, soaking me in with that deceptively innocent stare. I can’t imagine how many people have fallen for it—for her. She’s intriguing on every level. Lily says just enough to lure you in and then keeps you there in the hopes she’ll offer more. I understood the game, but I was powerless to stop her. 

			She was magic, when magic was something I refused to engage. 

			She was dangerous. When danger should be something I wanted to avoid. 

			Lily tilted her head while rifling through the case. “It isn’t like you need it at all. I mean look at your skin; it’s perfection.” 

			I felt the heat spread across my cheeks. “See, like that. You have color. I don’t.” 

			She touched her cheek, brushing her fingers across the right side of her face and then tucking her loose hair behind her ear. Today she hadn’t done much with it. She usually had it balled up on the top of her head, braided over her shoulders, or held tight in two ponytails that framed her face. But not today. Today she looked completely natural, even softer than usual. 

			She pulled out a curling iron with a large barrel and set it aside. I eyed it, and she noticed. 

			Lily reached over and ran her hand along the smooth metal. Her gaze ran the length of it. She coveted it more than I expected, but don’t we all love things? I do the same with my books. I often run my hand along the spine and enjoy the way it makes me feel. Maybe Lily just enjoys these things the same way. I couldn’t judge. Why would I? So many girls have large collections of beauty products. 

			She pulled a black and white tube that was tied in the middle. She unlaced it and rolled it out on my bed. It held makeup brushes of all shapes and sizes with black handles and white brush heads tipped in hot pink. She reached down and pulled out the largest of the collection, and tapped it against my nose. It tickled. I laughed. 

			Her eyes sparkled. “This one is for blush, not like you need it, of course.” 

			I looked down and then back up at her. She licked her bottom lip, sucked it inside her mouth and released it. 

			“I blush, a lot.” 

			She nodded. “It’s okay. You’re passionate about things. I can appreciate that. I’m passionate, too, about a few things. Music, the moon, stars, and this.” She ran her hand across the brushes. 

			Her hazel eyes locked onto mine. “Would it be okay if we play?” 

			I swallowed hard. I didn’t know what she meant. “Play what?” I asked. 

			“Dress up, of course. Silly.” She responded. 

			My voice cracked. “Oh, dress up? Sure, I guess.”

			Her mouth formed a straight line. I guess I needed to show more interest. “I’m totally cool with doing this.” 

			She clapped her hands with excitement, lighting up like it was her birthday. “Okay, well. I’ll do your face first, and your hair, and then—could you, I mean, would you be okay with doing mine, too?” 

			She seemed so nervous. Then it hit me. Had she never done this with anyone before? I mean all girls sit and do this, don’t they? We all do each other’s hair and makeup, sometimes with horrible results, but it’s still fun and a rite of passage.  

			“Of course, Lily. I’d love that.”  

			She clasped her hands and tucked them under her chin. I was so glad I could make her this happy. It seemed simple enough, but as I watched her gently place each thing on the bed, it started to become clear that her love for this was as intense as my love for books. 

			I could respect it. I understood it. 

			Completely. 

			She moved in closer to me, careful to not disturb what she laid out before her. She dabbed a bit of foundation on the top of her hand and then spent a minute or two deciding on what brush she wanted to use. She had doubles of everything from brushes to lipstick, gloss, and more. Mattie would love this and her. 

			Mattie. 

			I sighed. 

			I miss her so much.

			Lily lifted a brush with a wide, but narrow tip. “This one will do the job, don’t you think?”

			My eyebrow cocked. “I wish I could say yes with confidence, but I—well, this isn’t my thing. I mean, thing isn’t a good word, maybe I should say, I have no idea what I’m doing.” 

			She leaned in and winked at me. “We all have to start somewhere, right?” 

			I nodded. “Well, that brush seems great.” 

			She nodded. “I agree. It’s perfection.” 

			She gingerly dipped it in the makeup on the top of her hand, collecting just enough among the bristles to do the job. She reached out, and I stiffened up. She laughed. “It won’t hurt. I promise.” 

			“I know.” I knew it wouldn’t hurt. I guess I was just nervous.

			It was different with Mattie when she put makeup on me. She’s like my sister. Lily was far from that. The feelings I have for her could only be compared to those I have for Thorn and Asher. 

			Love is love. 

			We don’t choose it; it chooses us. My aunt told me that, and she was so right.  

			She moved the soft brush across my chin, making faces while she did it, coaxing me to tighten my lips. I mimicked her, and she moved onto my lower jaw, cheekbones, nose and then forehead. She finished on my eyes. I blinked a few times, and she tilted her head. “You didn’t need it at all.” She reached toward me, letting her fingers linger in the air. “Your skin is so pretty, like a doll. My doll.” Embarrassment seized me. This was so intimate, on a level I never experienced before. She was allowing me to see into her life, into something she loved. Including me in this meant so much.  

			I appreciated the compliment, but she was closer to doll-like than I ever would be, from her flawless skin, large hazel eyes, pouty lips, and bouncy hair. I felt so homely next to her, but she never made me feel like that, it was all in my head. 

			Next, she grabbed a small round container and twisted the top. Setting it aside. Lily glanced at her collection of brushes and picked up a thin tipped one, with bristles that sat at an angle. “I think I could do that, ya know?” 

			“Do what?” I asked. 

			“Be a doll maker. Think about it. Day to night, creating beautiful things. Doing their makeup, hair, dressing them.” 

			I watched her eyes light up. This was something she felt very strongly about. 

			“You can be whatever you want to be.” I sounded like a cheesy ad, but it was effective. Lily nodded to me as she dipped her brush into the small container, moving it from side to side, and then leaned in, bringing it above my left eye. She moved it along my eyebrow, slowly, methodically, taking great care to stay within her imaginary lines. She finished one and paused. 

			“We should get them, Echo.” 

			“Get what?”  

			“Dolls, one apiece. One for you, one for me.”

			I narrowed my eyes, and she started filling in my other eyebrow. My stomach tightened. I remember the dolls in the kitchen and how my sister looked like the doll, with blue hair and pale skin. I swallowed the nerves and tried to hide how it made me uncomfortable. It wasn’t Lily’s fault. She had nothing to do with it. 

			“That would be cool.” I tried to sound enthusiastic about it, but she set the brush down and stared at me. “I know, it’s weird. Just forget I said anything.” 

			I leaned in and placed my hand on her arm. She blinked, I didn’t. “No—I mean it. What kind of dolls are you talking about?”

			She relaxed, and the spark returned to her eyes. “The small, expensive ones that look real, they call them ball joint dolls. Have you ever seen one?” 

			I swallowed hard. I had, but again, I didn’t want to ruin her moment. “No—I mean, I’ve seen them online, never in person.”

			She adjusted on her knees, and the bed shook. “Oh, just wait. They’re gorgeous. I mean—not as pretty as you are, but gorgeous just the same.” 

			Again, I felt heat rush into my cheeks. She was really good at flirting with me or complimenting me, to be honest, they almost seem to be one and the same with her. 

			She set her brush aside and picked up the eyeliner. I grimaced. 

			She twisted it, exposing the thin crayon, and smiled. “Don’t worry; I’m an expert. Just close your eyes.”

			I did as I was told. She placed her hand on my chin, holding me still. I may have been trembling and not noticed. It happens when I feel overwhelmed or emotional. I kept as still as possible, but my eyes were closed so tight, she couldn’t do what she wanted to do. 

			“Echo.” 

			I peeked at her. “Yeah?” 

			“Relax.” 

			I nodded and closed my eyes again. I felt the soft stick move across my upper lid, then the other one. Her hand lingered. 

			“Good?” I asked. 

			“So good.” She replied. 

			I opened my eyes and blinked again. She set the eyeliner down and grabbed the mascara. I bit my lip. She stared at it and then twisted the cap and pulled out the brush. 

			“Look up, like this.” Her mouth opened and she looked silly. I giggled, so she made it more pronounced. It only made me laugh harder. 

			“Like this?” I asked as I rolled my eyes and contorted my mouth. 

			“I doubt I looked that bad.” 

			I tugged at my earlobe, and she smirked. “Okay, we all look stupid when we put mascara on.” 

			I moved closer and stared up at the ceiling. It was boring. She isn’t boring at all. I had a feeling Lily was about as complex as anyone could be. Maybe even worse than I am and that’s what drew me in and kept me there. It wasn’t the way she looked, or how she felt. It was how she made me feel uneasy. It reminded me of Thorn and how he did this to me every time I was with him.

			Uneasy but good. 

			Wanted. 

			Important. 

			Not knowing what someone will do is sometimes the most incredible thing. It’s terrifying but incredible. It keeps you guessing, like a book. I’m not one of those people who skips to the end and ruins it. I want to be surprised. I want to gasp and feel every emotion. 

			That’s Lily. She’s exactly like that, and now I knew why I liked her so much. 

			She finished one eye then the other. I blinked again and tried to get used to the feeling. I don’t wear makeup that often but I wanted to play along. 

			She rifled through an assortment of lipsticks, pausing to pick up a few and check the color on the bottom of the tubes. She stopped and gave me a nod. 

			“M.A.C Retro.” She cooed. 

			“What?” I asked like the idiot I am when it comes to makeup lingo.

			“M.A.C., it’s the brand, one of the best. In fact, this is in the top five lipsticks. It’s Retro Red. I love it. You put it on, and it’s wet, but then it dries all matte and soft. Softer than silk. You’ll see.” She said.

			I watched her twist the cap and pull out a stick covered in shiny liquid. She leaned in and began to put it on my lips. It felt so wet, and it smelled sweet. Then she leaned back and rubbed her lips together, so I mimicked her. She smiled, so did I. “You have some lipstick on your teeth.” 

			I rubbed it away and smiled again. “Good?” I asked. 

			“Better than good.” She replied.

			“Can I see?” 

			She narrowed her eyes. “Not yet, silly. I have to do your hair.” 

			We both stared at the curling iron. 

			“My hair doesn’t curl.” 

			“Mmm, well, maybe we should just braid it then. That way you can sleep with it braided and when you take them out your hair will be all wavy.”

			I nodded, then turned my back to her. She ran her fingers through my hair, gently, slowly.

			She leaned in close. Her lips grazed my ear, sending a tingling sensation to rush down my spine. “I love how you trust me.”

			I took a deep breath, then released it. “I don’t know why I wouldn’t trust you.”

			“I’m glad, and you have amazing hair. It’s so soft and pretty. Tell me how you do this.” 

			“Eggs,” I said. 

			She leaned around the side. “Eggs?” 

			“Egg whites, I—well, my sister used to do it, and I picked up the habit. It’s one of the few things I do that makes me seem like a girl.”

			Lily moved in even closer. Her bare knee sat against the side of my thigh. “You are definitely a girl from top to bottom and back again.” 

			I swallowed while fidgeting with my hands. She lingered for a few seconds and then moved back and continued working on my hair. 

			“Have you ever heard of a totem.”

			“Like a totem pole?” I asked because it was the only thing I could think of. 

			She laughed. “Close, but no. Some cultures believe you can take an item, like say—a doll, and you can bind someone to it.” 

			“You mean a voodoo doll? I’ve heard of those.”

			She finished one French braid and began to work on the other side of my head after she tied the end with a little red ribbon, pulling it tight into a pretty bow. I watched it fall against my chest. 

			“No, well, sort of, but voodoo dolls are used without the other person knowing about them. A totem is something both people know about.”

			I narrowed my eyes. “So, why would someone want someone else to have a doll that was bound to them?” 

			She finished up my braid and tied the end with another piece of red ribbon, just like the first.

			“Because they believe they can feel things.”

			“Feel what, Lily?”

			She paused, and I turned to face her. She sighed while looking at me. “Echo, you look amazing. Do you want to see?” 

			I nodded, but I was really interested in what she meant by feeling things with some doll. She picked up a mirror that was in her makeup case and held it up to me. I took it and to be honest; I was stunned. I never looked so pretty. My hair was pulled away from my face, exposing all of it, which I never do. Two wisps of hair framed my face on either side. My eyes looked bigger, my eyebrows appeared manicured, and my lips were plump and ruby red. She was right; this red was amazing. Rich, deep, beautiful. Just like her. 

			I lowered the mirror and smiled at her. “Wow.” 

			“Well, it makes all the difference when you have an incredible canvas to work on.” 

			I licked my bottom lip, and it tasted sweet, like chocolate. It was also smooth as silk, just like she said it would be. 

			“S—so, totems?” I decided to redirect the conversation. 

			“Yes, totems. Well, it’s usually between two people who care about each other. One person gets an item, let’s say a doll, and then they bind the other person to the doll.” 

			“Like bind their soul? Why, I mean, why do that?” 

			She leaned in. “So, they can always be together regardless of how far away they are or what happens.” 

			My eyebrow rose. “How does it work?” 

			She was visibly pleased that I wanted to know. “Magic.” 

			I sat up straight and moved off of my bed. I walked to the window and stared out at the forest. It was an overcast evening, which wasn’t something we dealt with that often. It was somewhat surprising since we’re so close to the ocean. The storms battered Port Royal, as they do most coastal towns, but not here. We seemed to be protected by something. Maybe it was Thorn’s mom. Maybe she cast a spell before she died. It wouldn’t surprise me. 

			Lily stepped up beside me. “Did I say something wrong?” 

			I turned to look at her, and she appeared upset. I hated it. I couldn’t tell her how I feel about magic or even the thought of it, so I did the one thing I could. Lie.

			“Magic isn’t real,” I said. The words darkened her mood. 

			“So, you don’t believe in magic at all?” 

			I shook my head; it didn’t help. Her eyes darkened even further. 

			“That’s sad.” 

			I shrugged my shoulders. “What’s sad about it? It’s magic. Now if you mean some guy with a top hat and trick of the hand, then yes, that kind of magic is real, and it’s called an illusion.” 

			She bit her lip and backed away from me. She started to collect her things. I stepped forward. “Wait, I need to do your makeup and hair.”

			She shoved the rest of her things into her bag and looked up at me, but she seemed different, everything about her did. She was closed off, maybe. Guarded. 

			She thumbed at the door. “I forgot I have a thing.” 

			“A thing?” I asked. 

			“Yeah, session. I’m going to be late, and you know how that goes.” 

			I stepped forward as she rushed to my door and opened it up. 

			“Lily, thank you. I love my hair.” I picked up a braid and twisted it. 

			“Great.” She said, and out the door, she went. 

			I was left with this hollow feeling in my gut. I knew something terrible happened, but I wasn’t sure what it was. 
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			Aunt Luna smiled at me as I lifted my chin, unable to mask a grin. She tilted her head. 

			“You look—different.” She spoke with a cautious tone. I guess I would, too. My change in mood was neither expected or guaranteed, but something shifted inside me, and I knew why. I looked past her and spotted Lily sitting by the window with her umbrella forming a shadow around her body. We hadn’t spoken in days. It troubled me. I hated how she went from being so intimate with me to cold and distant. 

			It felt like we were strangers. I wasn’t sure how it happened, but I missed her. Everything about her. She was the only normal in this awkward place — the only link I had to something outside of vampires, wolves, zombies, and…magic.

			Luna glanced behind her and back to me. 

			“So, what’s going on?” she asked. 

			It wasn’t like I could hide it from her. I could feel it radiating from within me. Lily sparked something new. Something wonderful.

			I longed for it, for her. It was unsettling and exciting. A pleasant benefit from a terrible situation. I was scared to allow myself to feel anything for her because I’m an idiot; I don’t want to burden anyone with my mess. I was trying my best to remain objective, as objective as I could be. 

			I already pushed one boy away, a boy I loved, to save him, but then I couldn’t leave it alone. No—I had to go to Eyota. I begged him to relieve me of this and what was the price?

			Asher is dead. My sister is trapped, and I’m here, hiding away like some coward. 

			This was just as bad as asking for a spell. 

			I bit my lip and then released it. I kept thinking about one word over and over again. 

			Magic.

			Oh, my God. That was it.

			Lily wanted to believe, and I dismissed it. I was mocking her.  

			I hurt her, completely disregarding her feelings. 

			I felt heavy, lethargic. Sick to my stomach.  

			Her presence helped me move past my grief and pain in a way that was so unexpected and how did I repay her? By doing this.

			Saying magic wasn’t real. 

			Me—a true witch. A girl who beat back the God of Death with a power that still hummed beneath the surface of my skin.  

			I had been so careful to bury the past I almost had myself convinced it wasn’t real, but it is, and always would be.  

			My aunt stood up and so did I. She made her way over to Lily who graciously accepted her by standing up and tilting her umbrella to the side. They spoke, and I leaned in, trying my best to read Lily’s lips, but I couldn’t. It was frustrating. Luna leaned in and touched her arm and then turned back toward me. I stared at Lily, who simply nodded to me and took a seat again by the window. My aunt returned with a smirk on her face, as I sat down and gripped the arms on the chair. Her interest made me nervous when it probably shouldn’t, but I feel protective of Lily and what we have. It was a friendship I treasured, and I didn’t want anything to ruin it, although I nearly had. 

			Luna took a seat. “She’s a very sweet girl, your friend.”

			I sucked in a breath, realizing I had, in fact, been holding it. “Yeah, she’s nice.”

			“Nice?” 

			I leaned forward and cupped my hands. “Should I use a different word?” 

			“Maybe girlfriend would be more appropriate.” 

			The color rushed into my cheeks. I reached up and fidgeted with my thick braid that lay over my left shoulder. I had been trying my best to braid my hair over and over again since Lily did done it for me. It made me feel closer to her. I twisted it until it tugged at the fine hair at the base of my scalp, but it was better than admitting Lily may be more than just a friend. Although I knew the truth, and it scared me.

			I don’t want or need that. No. The moment I make this more, then she will be in danger. 

			I lowered my tone. “Listen, I don’t know what she said to you, but we’re just friends, nothing more, and she’s mad at me anyway.” 

			Lily stood up and looked me dead in the eye. She appeared upset again, so I parted my lips, but she couldn’t have possibly heard what I said. I was careful. I whispered.

			“Echo. You can’t spend the rest of your life being afraid to get close to anyone else.”

			“I’m not.” My eyes lowered. 

			“Why is she mad at you?” My aunt asked. 

			I bit my lip and released it adding a shake of my head. 

			I cleared my throat. “It’s dumb, we’re just friends. That’s it.” 

			“Well.” Lily walked away. “She thinks you are much more than friends.”

			“Really?” My voice went up a full octave, and I had to clear my throat and settle down. I leaned back in the chair, hoping to look like I was shocked yet relaxed about the whole thing. 

			“Yes, really. Honestly, Echo. Who do you think I am?”

			I toyed with my braid as innocently as I could. 

			“Do you think I don’t see it?” she added. 

			“See what?” 

			She wagged her finger in a circle. “That glow. It’s the same one you had when—well—” She stopped. I didn’t know if she was about to mention Thorn or Asher, but did it matter? Either one would be just as upsetting as the other. 

			They’re both gone.

			“I have to go to my session,” I muttered, so she leaned forward and placed her hand on mine. 

			“Echo, you’re doing so well, please don’t do this now.”

			I looked up at her. “Do what?” 

			“Shut me out. I can’t keep doing this.” she stopped and placed her other hand to her mouth. It nearly brought me to tears. She had been so patient, so giving. I didn’t allow her to even come see me at first and then I missed her too much to continue to keep her out, but now I had my doubts again. I let her in, then Lily, what’s next? 

			“You know, your friends ask about you every single day. They stop by the house, and we sit in the living room, drinking tea, or hot chocolate, and talk about when you were there. Do you remember being home? Do you miss it, or me? Or them, at all?”

			My heart sank. I didn’t need that reminder. I missed Mattie and Bri. I even missed Daniel. But seeing them would bring back such awful memories, worse than the ones I had to swallow when my aunt started to visit me here.

			“Please.” I choked out. 

			“Do you?” she added. I know she saw a weakness in me. A moment to attack in the most civil way possible, but I couldn’t do this. I didn’t know if I ever could again. 

			She almost died because of me. They all did, and why? Because I couldn’t handle my life. Who’s to say I’ll ever be stable enough to handle anything ever again? I don’t make good decisions, and to top it all off, I now have this power inside of me that decides to show up whenever I feel vulnerable and overwhelmed. I couldn’t risk that. 

			I love them. I love her.  

			I cleared my throat, desperately searching for a way to avoid answering her questions. All valid. All too painful to tackle yet. “Have you talked to my mom or dad?” 

			She sighed as she straightened up and stared at me. “A few times and they also ask how you are, but Molly has been keeping them updated the best she can.”

			I leaned forward. “What?”

			“Molly, I know she’s been here with you. Honestly, Echo. You know your parents as well as I do. Do you think they would allow you to be gone this long without knowing how you’re doing?” 

			I adjusted in my chair. “So, she came here because they wanted to spy on me?” 

			Luna’s eyes wandered over to the window, and then back to me. She tapped the armrest. “You can be so ridiculous sometimes, I’m sure you’re aware of it, but I swear, for a girl as gifted and intelligent as you are, you tend to act clueless.”

			I pulled my legs up so my chin could rest on my knees.  

			She rubbed the side of her neck and adjusted the messy bun on the side of her head. A few strands of her hair fell and tapped against her red coat. I stared into the deep rich color, and it reminded me of the lipstick Lily put on me. My stomach tightened, and the butterflies started moving around again. I blinked when my aunt spoke.

			“So, how is it going, in session, I mean?” 

			I let my gaze wander around the room. I wished Lily hadn’t left the way she did. It was bothering me and making it hard to focus.

			She makes it hard to focus on anything.

			So hard. 

			But I wouldn’t trade it for anything.  

			“Echo?” 

			I blinked and offered a few short nods. “Good—really good. You know Molly has been sitting in with Olivia and me, and I like it better. Molly has always been great, and I get it. I do. I know mom and dad care about me.” 

			She grinned.

			“Yes, she is. She also loves you. They love you, Echo. We all do.”

			I flinched. I hated hearing that anyone loves me. I wish they wouldn’t. It would make things so much easier. 

			Safer. 

			“So—do you think you may be able to come home soon?” 

			And there it was. The worst possible thing that could happen. The thought of going home made my chest tight, and throat feel like it was closing up on itself. 

			I stood up and wrapped my hand around my braid. She mirrored me. 

			“I-I’m going to be late, for session. I don’t like to be late to anything.”

			I rushed in and hugged her without allowing her to hold onto me. I felt weak. Weaker than I had in a long time. I knew if she lingered, we would be discussing possible dates for me to come home again, and I didn’t, and couldn’t talk about it yet. 

			I knew it was coming. But I also knew what it meant for Lily and me. 

			We would end, and I wasn’t okay with it. I didn’t want an ending. I wanted more. Not forever, maybe forever. 

			I’m so confused. 

			She had become something more than what I expected her to be.

			What was supposed to be a distraction had turned into an addiction. I was addicted to the way she looked at me. I was addicted to the nights in her room watching movies that either made me laugh or tear up. 

			I was addicted to holding her hand. 

			I was addicted to her words. 

			All of them.

			The right words. The ones no one ever said to me before. 

			New words that spoke to who I really am. 

			New words only she knew. 

			I was addicted to her, and I hurt her.

			Crap. I began to run. 

			“Bye,” I muttered as Luna called out behind me. I offered a wave.

			“I love you, Echo!” 

			“Love you, too,” I yelled back as I hurried across the large common room and hit the door in a half jog. It was the first time I said the words, but I knew why now. I wanted to be ready to love. Ready and willing to let someone in again. I wanted to give Lily the opportunity to live a normal life with me. One without magic, except for how she made me feel. 

			Because with her I didn’t need magic at all. She replaced it with something far greater and more powerful than magic could ever be in my life. 

			She gave me hope, and with that, I could do anything. 

			I could overcome my guilt and pain. 

			I could look ahead and stop living in the past. I could accept my failures and learn from them, instead of allowing them to define me. 

			My heartbeat sped up with each step I took. The thought of leaving her here wasn’t supposed to bother me like this. I wasn’t supposed to like her this much. But it was time to admit my feelings for her. It was time to stop offering tiny moments and give her one big one.

			But first I needed to try to convince Molly and Olivia I was better, or getting better. 

			I can, and I will. 
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			I reached session right as both Olivia and Molly approached the room. I slowed down to a walk with a half-smile on my face. They both paused, glancing at each other and back to me. 

			Molly moved my bangs out of my eyes. “Smiling, huh?” 

			I nodded while thumbing behind me. “My aunt was here. We had a great talk.” 

			Olivia nodded to me. “That’s wonderful.” She waved a hand toward the door, and I entered before the two of them joined me. I glanced back, and they were speaking quietly to one another. For some reason, it bothered me. Something didn’t feel right. 

			I sat down, and they joined me. Molly approached first while Olivia shut the door behind her. She turned and smiled at me, but was tight-lipped and full of stress. I could tell. 

			I tilted my head as Molly took a chair and looked me over. “I like your hair that way.”

			I swallowed, trying to lose the weird feeling that had overtaken me. Olivia stepped up and sat down next to Molly. I tucked my feet under the chair and tried to remain calm. 

			“Lily braided it, well, she braided it days ago. I’ve been trying to do it like she did, but I suck at it. She’s really good at hair and makeup. In fact, she’s good at a lot of things. Not that you guys would care, but I do. I like hanging out with her, a lot. She’s—well, we’re friends, and it’s important.” I had rambled on. It felt nice to talk about Lily like I wanted to. I hadn’t opened up about her at all in session. I kept her hidden away like a secret, but now I had come to understand my feelings for her and how I wanted her to fit into my life. I wanted to talk about her too as many people as I could. 

			It felt somewhat silly, but I didn’t care. 

			I grinned and let out a small laugh as I studied my palms. I ran my thumb across the old scar, and it felt softer now. Like it may be healing. 

			Olivia looked at Molly and they both adjusted in their chairs. My eyes narrowed. 

			“What’s going on?” I asked. 

			“Echo—Lily is leaving The Landing.” 

			I blinked. “I’m sorry. What?”

			“Your friend, Lily, she’s going home on Monday.” 

			Olivia spoke in her usual soft tone. She was so gentle whereas Molly was like a knife, digging into me and finding all of the rotten parts so she could cut them out. 

			“She’s what?” My voice shook. “She can’t leave,” I added before I could reel it back in.  

			“Well, Lily checked herself in, and she was low-risk. She’s been here before, a few times, actually. I think she needs a break from her parents more than anything.” Olivia added like it was common knowledge to everyone, but me. 

			“So, what? This is like a vacation for her or something?” I know my pain was showing, but I had no control over it. 

			My anger began to spark. Here I was worried about leaving her when she had every intention of leaving me without saying as much as a goodbye.

			Olivia reached out, and I moved so she couldn’t touch me. I don’t want anyone touching me at all.

			“Echo, let’s talk about how you feel—” 

			I stiffened up. “She isn’t my friend. We just hang out sometimes, and to be honest, she annoys me. She talks way too much.” I know I sounded immature. I could feel it, but I was hurt, and all I could do was minimalize her importance in my life. 

			“I’m sorry.” Olivia turned to Molly who decided to step in. 

			“Echo, it’s okay to work through your feelings.”

			My chin lowered, and I felt a weird tingling sensation in my hands. The monster lurking beneath the surface of my skin was trying to rear its ugly head. I couldn’t let it. Not here, not now. I gritted my teeth and tried to beat back the anger. I was sure it was triggering me. Triggering it. The magic. My teeth ached. I could smell iron in the air. My mouth watered. I could tear into flesh and drink anyone dry. 

			No. NO! This isn’t me. It’s magic. I hate it so much. I don’t want it to be a part of me anymore. Lily made me forget it was even there. She helped me control it, and in turn, it made me feel normal. It gave me hope I could have a life. It tricked me into believing I could have one. I held back the tears. I fought with everything I had. 

			I fought for everyone I loved. 

			The power began to surge through me. I gritted my teeth and closed my eyes. I tried to think of anything that would or could stop this from happening. If my power was unleashed in this room, it would kill both of them. I knew it. If it escaped this room it would kill them all, and then what? What would I become? 

			My head lifted, and I spat out a lie. “I don’t feel that well. My stomach hurts.” 

			“Oh?” Olivia asked. Molly tilted her head. I know she didn’t believe me, but at least I had half of my audience convinced. 

			I balled my fists and dug my nails into my flesh. The pain distracted me just enough to gain control over the beast that lurked inside. “No—I’d like to lay down if that’s okay.” 

			“Would you like your meds?” 

			“No! I mean—I think I would just throw them back up, but later, yes, with dinner, as long as my stomach is feeling better.” My eyes shifted over to Molly, and back to Olivia. I knew she would be the one to dismiss me much easier than Molly would. Molly likes to push me, and if she wasn’t careful, I could level this place with everyone in it. “Please, I really need to lay down.” 

			The truth was, I stopped taking them weeks ago. The boy who always walked me to and from session, unless I had a visitor, didn’t seem to mind. The same boy who gave Lily the security card. Roman.  

			I stood up while pressing my hand against my stomach. Olivia reached me first, wrapping her arm around my shoulder and walking me to the door. I glanced back. Molly narrowed her eyes. I never used this tactic on her, but she could smell trickery from a mile away. I was sure of it. I lifted my hand and offered a frail wave. Molly crossed her arms over her chest, and Olivia reached in and opened the door for me. 

			“Would you like to see a nurse?” 

			I shook my head. “No—I’m sure it’s just some stomach bug.”

			She moved my braid over my shoulder and let her fingers brush against the side of my neck.

			“Well, if you need anything please don’t hesitate to go see the nurse. I can check in with you a little later on, okay?” 

			I nodded, and out the door I went, careful to walk slowly until I heard the door close behind me, then I sped up. I jogged down the hall and rushed to the right. I hit the stairs, running down them, careful not to fall. Somehow, I navigated them with more grace than I ever exhibited before. I reached Lily’s floor, and I hurried down the hallway, nearly sliding past her door. I balled my fist and knocked, which was something I normally didn’t have to do. I bit my lip and tapped my foot. I found my finger near my mouth. I was tempted to bite my nail, but I lowered it when I heard laughter to my left. Lily came around the corner and pressed her back against the wall as the orderly, who had been so nice to both of us, leaned forward and whispered something in her ear. She toyed with her long ponytail, twisting it in between her fingers. I gawked at the two of them. 

			No way was he flirting with her, and she was accepting it. 

			No way. 

			Then she reached up and moved his hair out of his eyes, the same way she would move mine. I nearly threw up. I pressed my hand against my stomach, trying to murder those pesky butterflies. They no longer brought with them feelings of trust and euphoria; no, they made me nauseous. 

			A real sickness that seems to plague me. 

			I should have known better. I never do, but here I am. Hurt again, making those same stupid mistakes. I had allowed her to trick me into thinking I was special. 

			That what we had was special, when it clearly wasn’t.

			I’m such a ridiculous fool.

			First Thorn, then with Asher, and now her. 

			I wanted to crawl into the earth, but I didn’t know if any hole would ever be deep enough for me to hide.  

			Who knows how long she had been flirting with him? 

			Heck, she could be flirting with everyone. How would I know? But the better question is why? Why did I allow myself to get here, to this vulnerable place, again? 

			I turned to run away and tripped over my foot. I fell flat on my face and yelped. My palms ached as well as my knees. 

			Everything hurt. 

			My head. My stomach. My heart. 

			I could hear hearts beating, taste blood in the air. I expected to hear laughter, as if I was back at Port Royal High, dealing with Tailor and her minions. 

			Making jokes about me. Mocking me. Pushing me.

			“Echo?”

			I heard Lily behind me, but I couldn’t bring myself to look at her. I hurt too much. If I did, then she would see the tears, and I didn’t want that. I don’t want any of this ever again. 

			I scrambled to my feet and ran away from her as she called out to me. 

			I hit the stairs and nearly fell, but I regained my balance and pulled myself up. 

			My legs felt heavy, but not as heavy as my heart. 
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			I collapsed on my bed in between sobs and gasps for air. 

			I hate her. I hate him. I hate everything. 

			I buried my face in the pillow, stifling a scream. 

			I wanted to burn down everything around me. I had been holding back for so long. My fingers ached, then sparked as I rolled onto my back, I gritted my teeth. 

			The sparks rushed between my fingers as I spread them apart. It lit up my green eyes rimmed in red. “No—no, no.” I chanted while closing my eyes and balling my fists. It didn’t matter how much I hurt; I couldn’t allow this power to escape me. That’s the whole reason I came here. But now I know, it was a mistake. 

			One of so many. 

			I can’t run from anything. I can’t hide. Not when this thing lurks inside of me.

			Who was I kidding?! I don’t deserve to be happy. I don’t deserve a love like hers. What I deserve is exactly what she did to me. 

			I earned that when Asher fell to his death.

			“Oh, God!” I gasped for more air. His loss overtook me. Memories flared. I curled my legs up into a fetal position and held them as tightly as I could.

			Suddenly my body stiffened, and I tried to speak, but no words would come. My eyes closed and my mind was consumed with vivid memories of that day, those terrible moments had brought me here. Reliving it like it was yesterday…

			 

			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 more laborious 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 the icy rain turned to snow. She faced me as we hovered 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 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 dragged 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 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 it can’t be. It’s unnatural.”

			“Please forgive me, my lord,” Persephone begged.   

			I hissed from the pain. “What do 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 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 I wouldn’t have to suffer.

			But what had I done? 

			I stole their lives. Their personalities. Their reality and for what? 

			So I could mend a broken heart?  

			Midnight turned around and rushed toward everyone 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 ever encountered before. I now had yards between me and the tree line 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 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 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 I had done the only thing I could.

			I would die so 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.

			I screamed his name as my eyes shot open. I blinked a few times and then noticed the ceiling was much closer than it should be. I gasped, and my body fell a few feet back onto the bed. I rolled off to the left and hit the floor. 

			“Oh, my God?” I muttered while clutching my chest. 

			“Oh my God indeed.”

			The voice startled me, so I peeked under the bed, but I didn’t see any feet. I quickly crawled under it and waited.  

			A head popped over the edge and I yelped while lifting my hand. A spark turned into flame, and it blew from my palm like napalm. The head disappeared, and I was left coughing as smoke rolled around me. 

			Suddenly a hand appeared, grabbed me by the arm and pulled me out. I was flipped onto my back, and my arms were pinned above my head before I could blink. My eyes struggled to adjust to the low light in the room. Moonlight poured in through the large window, and the boy sat on top of me, straddling my waist. I grunted, and he leaned in. 

			It was the orderly. The boy who so mercilessly allowed me to skip my medication. 

			“Get off of me,” I shouted. 

			He tilted his head and inspected me as closely as he could. 

			“I’m not kidding,” I warned. 

			“You are a powerful little witch.”

			I swallowed hard. “And what are you, a warlock?” 

			He grinned, and I could see his fangs. “Guess.” 

			“Ahhh!” I jerked my hands as he held me fast. 

			“Settle down; I’m not going to hurt you.” 

			I narrowed my eyes. “Right.” 

			“I promise to let you go if you behave.” 

			I gritted my teeth. He was stronger than I was, although my powers seemed to be gaining strength. Unfortunately, I can’t control them at all, which is why I came here, to begin with. 

			I sighed. “Fine, but only if you answer one question.” 

			He nodded. 

			“Did you hurt her?” 

			He half grinned. 

			“I’m serious, did you?” 

			“And what if I have?” he asked. 

			“Then I’ll kill you,” I said before I could rethink my warning. 

			He smiled. I hated him more. 

			He lifted his hand and began to write in the air. Letters formed and faded, lighting up my face in a blue light. The color expanded in thin bands and spun around the two of us. Then we disappeared while I screamed his name. 
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			Suddenly, I was in session before I could blink. A spell had been cast, jarring me. Light sparked in the room. My vision blurred, then refocused. Olivia sat there, frozen in place. Molly was nowhere in sight. 

			I leaned in and waved my hands, but she didn’t move. I had to turn in my chair when I heard a slow clap. 

			A voice murmured behind me, and I tensed. “So, you can cast, perfect.”  

			Roman passed me by and took a stance behind Olivia. He reached down without looking at her while lifting a piece of her hair. He studied it as his eyes darkened. 

			“I’ve been casting long before you, and I assume I’ll be casting well after. I’m a master of alchemy. A true believer of witchcraft, and loyal to The Court of The Veil.”

			“Don’t do that,” I spoke with disgust. He dropped her hair. It hit her shoulder and froze back in place mid-bounce. “So, that doesn’t impress you?”

			My mind absorbed the reality of the situation. Roman was a vampire, a warlock, and served The Veil or “the Court” as he called it. I assume he was sent here to kill me. 

			“I’ve read young adult books with better titles.” 

			He snickered. At least I amused him. 

			I glanced down and shook out my fingers. Small traces of light rushed beneath the surface of my skin, but nothing collected as it had when I battled the God of Death. He spoke, jerking my attention back to him.

			“You know,” He leaned in behind Olivia and rested his chin on her shoulder. “She wore it down because I suggested it looked best on her this way.” He turned his head and brushed his lips against her cheek. I gathered my hair back in a messy coil. Preparing for whatever came next. 

			“Isn’t that nice,” I said dryly. 

			He grinned. I could see his teeth had grown. It made my stomach churn. 

			“These humans, they’re so much fun, aren’t they? So eager to please and even easier to manipulate.”

			I leaned forward. “I trusted you.” I could see beads of sweat forming on Olivia’s face. 

			His eyes blazed with mischief. “That’s on you, not me.”

			“Typical.” I trembled with fury. 

			He quivered with false indignation. “We are the same.” 

			Heat curled down my spine as my hands began to hum. “No—we are not the same, at all.”

			He stood up and placed his hands on her shoulders, releasing a chuckle. I guess I should play nice, but I didn’t want too. “I don’t know why you are going through this when with one snap of your fingers, you could be home again.”

			I leaned in. “Because that’s not how you fix things.”

			Roman’s laughter echoed all around me as the room turned to dust, along with Olivia. I cried out with an outstretched hand, but she was gone. 

			I stumbled as my hand fell. I was now fully dressed in my skinny jeans and a black t-shirt. I had my faux leather coat on with a suitcase in my other hand. I closed my eyes. 

			This was day one. 

			The day I arrived at The Landing. 

			Roman had stood beside me, after walking me to my room like a pig to slaughter. I trusted him, not for anything he ever said, but for what he didn’t say. He was easy, and now I knew why. Roman was a predator. A vampire who could cast. A trickster sent to spy on me. 

			He stepped up next to me and stared inside. The bed was made. Everything was tidy. The chair, which soon became my only real friend, was still in the corner of the room, alongside the large window that framed the wooded area around The Landing. 

			I turned to him as I dropped my suitcase to the ground with a thud. “Magic isn’t meant to be used this way. It fixes nothing. Nothing at all.” I know I sounded hateful because I am. I dealt with enough of this. I begged for three spells and what had it accomplished?

			Nothing at all. It only made things worse. Bringing death and destruction. 

			Regardless of what I did the truth would always find me. It would snake its way back into my life, forcing me to deal with what I had done. Roman was just a reaction to my actions.  

			“But why do you want everything to be so hard? Have you ever really asked yourself that question? I mean here you are, with such amazing abilities, astonishing, really, and yet you squander them, even after defeating death itself.”

			Fear splintered my heart. 

			“Oh yes, I know what you did, you tricky little thing. Word travels fast amongst the undead, especially when you pissed off someone as powerful as Persephone Vega.”

			Her name also sickened me.  

			I swallowed hard and shoved my hands in my pockets. “I think you got the story wrong -- all of it. I never defeated anything; in fact, I only made things worse, and who are you to judge me?”

			He laughed while glancing at his watch. I looked down and noticed the hands moving backward, slower and slower. I glanced around me and could see everyone was moving backward, but they were slowing down, too. His spell was ending, as they all do, and what would be left? Nothing, just like they always did. 

			Temporary fixes for unfixable things. Ridiculous.

			“Let me tell you a little secret.”

			My breath shook. I used to think he was so cool, but he never had been. He was a parasite here, giving vampires a bad name if that’s even possible. 

			“What?” I asked. 

			“You can never run from who you are or what you’ve done. Not now, not ever.” 

			I closed my eyes and felt the cold wind around my face. His words dug into me and drained what last bits of strength I seemed to have left. When I opened them up I was standing in the one place I didn’t want to be, in front of a gravestone, deeply etched and frosted over with winters chilly breath. I parted my lips, and a small white puff of smoke escaped them, rising above me as I fell to my knees, reading the words. 

			BELOVED SON

			GIFTED MUSICIAN

			BRAVE HEART

			 My eyes lowered to his name. Each letter large and overbearing. Heavier than anything I could possibly carry. Yet I have to. This is my doing. Mine.  

			ASHER WESTBROOK III. 

			I choked back the tears as my trembling hand reached out to touch the stone. It was real. He was gone. 
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			I stood outside the house for what seemed like forever in the cold wind. My hair slapped against the side of my face. My cheeks felt frozen with the residue of a million tears I shed while on my knees in the cemetery. I didn’t want to visit his grave, but now that I had, it helped me understand the severity of what I had done. I couldn’t hate Roman. His cruelty was warranted. 

			He tapped his chin. I glanced over at him. He was now wearing a black shirt, black pants, and black boots. His coat was also black, trimmed and lined in blood red. It slapped against the side of his leg. His hair was no longer shaggy, unkempt, with loose curls dipping below his brow line. It was slicked back and harsh, making his jaw sharp and his cheekbones more pronounced.  “So, what date should it be?” 

			I rolled my eyes and turned to face Roman. “Why are you here?”

			“What? And miss this glorious reunion?”

			Longing snaked through me. “Was any of it real, anything at all?” 

			He appeared somewhat amused. “Most of it was, minus a time jump here and there. It was exhausting controlling that many minds, feeble as they are. But I think what you really want to ask me is if one particular girl was real, correct?”

			I shoved my hands in my pockets as the cold wind continued to howl. 

			He leaned in close, and I stood my ground. Vampires don’t scare me, not nearly as much as loving anyone does. “What if I say no, what then?” 

			I shook my head. “I would say it’s probably best.” 

			“Mmm, curious.”

			“What?” 

			He circled me like a vulture. “You—I can see why my kind is so intrigued by you.”

			“Who sent you?” I asked, tired of his games. 

			“Did you think your little stunt with the God of Death would go unnoticed? We know you had help, and we know who it is. Unfortunately, there is nothing that can be done about that, but you—” he reached in to touch my face, and I leaned away. His hand lingered before he balled his fist in frustration. “Well, I know you drank the blood, a gift that should have never been given to a witch such as you, but the power it unleashed still lurks inside of you. I know it does. I saw it at The Landing. That makes you dangerous and makes you my mission.” 

			“It’s fading.” I knew it was a lie, but I needed to take his attention off of me and this town, including everyone in it. 

			“We’ll see.” He whispered as a light broke across the walkway when the front door to the house opened up. 

			I took a deep breath and released it. 

			I strode up the path, surefooted, unlike in the past. The girl I was, echoed behind me, pushing me on. I glanced back and could see a faded image of myself standing there in the rain with that oversized red umbrella. Thunder rolled overhead, and a flash of lightning nearly tripped me up when a shadow stood before me, wrapped in what appeared to be a shawl of some sort. A face broke through shadow and fog, and I watched as Luna called out my name, her eyes dark and red-rimmed from unnecessary tears the she had shed for me. 

			I left without telling her that night. I packed my things. Called a cab. Waiting patiently as she slept and then crept off in the middle of the night to The Landing. I let two days pass before I had them contact her and tell her I was okay. 

			It was terribly mean of me to do to someone who loved me as dearly as she does. I knew it then, I know it now.

			Watching her face contorted with fear brought the worst feelings of dread. 

			 “Do you see this poor creature?” Roman asked from behind me. I spun around and glared at him. “You had no right to do this.” 

			“Do what? All I did was snap my fingers; the rest was all you.” 

			I gasped as time returned to normal, or as normal as it could be, and I stepped out of the darkness and into the pale light that sprayed across the lawn from the porch. 

			Luna spotted me, and her face lit up as she rushed in and wrapped her arms around me. She held me so tight I could barely breathe, but she could do as she wanted. She earned it and so much more. 

			 

			I sat in front of the roaring fireplace with a plaid blanket wrapped around my shoulders. I cupped the hot chocolate in my hands. My eyes were set ablaze by the flames that danced across the crackling wood. The smell alone brought me back to my first night here in this home. The warmth, too. How I ever left was a mystery. I guess sometimes you have to do what you think is best even when it isn’t. I knew that now. I knew it when I opened my eyes and had been placed before Asher’s gravestone. I knew it when I found myself in front of the gates to this house, and I especially knew it when I saw Luna’s face, so full of fear. 

			I didn’t regret it this time. I couldn’t. But I missed her. I missed Lily, real or not; she switched something on the inside of me, chasing out a darkness and allowing in the light.  

			Luna joined me in the living room with a hot cup of chocolate of her own. She held it tightly between her hands as she sat down in the chair across from mine. 

			The fire felt good. 

			The house felt good. 

			Everything felt good. 

			It wasn’t until now that I realized this was exactly where I should have been all along. I hadn’t left to heal. I left to remove myself from life. I looked at Luna as the firelight played off her skin, almond-shaped eyes and curly auburn hair. 

			“Do you know how worried I was when I woke up and you were gone?” 

			“I’m sorry,” I spoke from a place that was genuine and true, but unfortunately, I couldn’t share anything with her other than that. She could never know about the spell I wove with Eyota Vega, or how things changed. I couldn’t tell her how he loved her most of all and had done something equally as stupid as I had. I couldn’t mention Midnight or the God of Death, or even how amazing Asher was. How he saved me when I didn’t think I could be saved. 

			“Well, you’re grounded.” She said it with the roll of her hand without looking at me. 

			I nodded, so she glanced over at me. “What? No debate?” 

			I shook my head. “I think it’s fair.” 

			She leaned back and sighed. “Nothing in life is truly fair, my love.”

			I settled into the cushion. It was familiar, as was the house, the hot chocolate, and my aunt. All of it made me feel like I had been given a second chance when really, I was given so much more. 

			I took a sip of my drink and began to swallow it.

			She spoke. “Thorn called again today as always.”

			I choked, and she set her cup aside as she dropped to one knee, patting my back before I could blink. My eyes watered and she watched over me, so protective as always. I missed this most about her. The way she felt like the attentive mother I never had. “Slow breaths,” she said, lifting her hand as I sucked in air, lowering it as I released it. Once I could speak, my voice still cracked with emotion. 

			“What?” I asked as the fire looked like tiny sparks of light through my blurred vision. 

			“As you know, he’s home. He came back when, well, for the funeral. I know I mentioned this to you a few weeks ago. If you had gone to the funeral, then you would have—” she paused. 

			Of course, I didn’t go. I had buried Asher in the ocean as the waves crashed over his body, leaving behind so much sorrow.

			I nodded like I agreed with her, although it was a shock. I told him to leave. We made sure he left, Eyota and I. I broke him as I was told to do. When things reset, he should have been in Romania changing or accepting his place with The Veil as Eyota said. But now that I met Roman, I wasn’t sure if Thorn should be a part of that, or not. 

			His return meant something was wrong, altered. I feared it was something I hoped for as things shifted once again. It seems these spells are affected by my emotions. 

			She returned to her chair and stared into the fire. “He dropped out of that fancy school overseas and rushed home when he found out Asher died so unexpectantly.” Again, I nodded. Clearly, his death was an accident of some sort, or so the spell made it appear that way.

			She turned to look at me. “He cares for you, Echo. We all do, and again, as I’ve said so many times before, what he did was not your fault.” 

			“Well, he left for school because I—” 

			She tilted her head ever so slightly and gripped the arm of her chair. “I’m talking about Asher, my love. I know you feel guilty, but you shouldn’t. You couldn’t help him.” 

			I narrowed my eyes. I had no idea what she meant by that. “Well, I wanted too because what he did was—” I stopped. My aunt had a wonderful way of completing sentences, and I needed her to do it now so I could understand what type of situation I was stepping back into. 

			“Suicide is a horrible thing.” She spoke so softly, with genuine care and concern. 

			I nearly gasped, but I couldn’t make it look like I didn’t know what happened when I’m supposed to be in this narrative and not the alternate one I just escaped. 

			My heartbeat sped up in my chest. “But he didn’t do it because the two of you broke up. He was fighting things no one knew about, not even you, Echo. Depression is a terrible thing.” 

			I nodded while staring down into my hot chocolate. This couldn’t be. Asher was a hero. I would kill Roman for this, one day. I knew it. 

			 “I’m tired.”

			“Okay.” She spoke gently. 

			She took one last sip from her cup and nodded to me. “You go back to school soon. Four weeks was enough time, well, in their opinion, for you to be off.”

			I stood up and let the blanket fall back into the chair. The chill swept back in all around me. I rushed in and hugged her, she gasped. I had a hard time letting go, but eventually, I did. I wiped a tear from my cheek as I ran out of the living room, up the stairs and down the hallway I knew all too well. Finally, I was at my door and I reached out and pushed on it letting it open with a creak that echoed down the hallway. I swallowed hard, ready to take a step inside when Bela came rushing out with a hiss. I grabbed my chest and watched him run down the hallway. He didn’t even bother to say hello. I guess I don’t blame him. The poor thing had been turned into a dog, and then a kitten, and back to this, with my foolishness. I wonder if he knew? 

			I caught him glaring at me from the end of the hall. I grimaced and stepped inside, closing the door behind me. 

			Yeah, I think he does. 
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			We ate our chunky chicken noodle soup in silence minus the occasional slurping sound, when I encountered a thick noodle. Aunt Luna’s cooking was to die for. She was the best at making comfort food, and I appreciated it more than she would ever know.

			Memories swelled in my mind about Olivia, The Landing, Roman. I swallowed hard. Then Lily crept in. I quickly tried to distract myself. She was fake, probably some horrible joke that Roman wanted to play on me while he watched me suffer. I really do want to drive a sharp stake through his black heart.  

			I poked my fork into the pile of mashed potatoes she had doled onto the thin china. I began to slide it down the side, mimicking that alien movie, something about close encounters.

			My muscles tightened in my jaw.  

			Of the third kind, that’s it! 

			Anyway, I began to build, and Aunt Luna cleared her throat. 

			I looked up at her while I continued to create a mound on my plate. 

			“Please don’t play with your food. It hurts my feelings.”

			My brow furrowed. “I didn’t mean to, I promise. The food is amazing! I really—” I almost said ‘missed’ it, but that would be disastrous. My aunt could never know what happened and how I spent months, away from her. To her, and everyone else, I never left. 

			She half grinned while taking a bite of chicken. She chewed, and I sighed. Of course, she wasn’t distraught. She was just saying that to get me off track and it worked. 

			I tapped my fork against the plate, and she eyed me. “You know what? You should totally start a restaurant. I’m sure people would love to eat your food.” 

			She chewed while suspiciously eyeing me. 

			I grinned. “I’m serious! You could totally sell this stuff. All of it. The chicken and noodles, the mashed potatoes, the pies, cookies, even the hot chocolate. It’s all the best.”

			She swallowed and then grabbed her tall glass of milk. She took a few drinks and set it down next to her plate and spun the spoon in her oversized bowl. 

			I leaned forward and cocked my eyebrow. “I mean it.”

			She waved a hand. “I don’t need the money.” She paused. “God, I didn’t mean for it to sound that way. I’m not a snob, like some people in this town.” 

			I leaned back in my chair, and it creaked against the wooden floor. “I know that, but maybe do some sort of charitable thing, then. Like toward something. A memorial. We could do it here; we have plenty of room.” 

			She lifted her hands and wound her fingers together. Luna’s chin rested in her hands as her elbows sat against the table to each side of her bowl.

			“You are an amazing girl.” She cooed. 

			I swallowed hard. I wish I believed that, but I don’t. 

			“So, you like that idea?” I asked. 

			“Like it? I love it. We can set everything up in the atrium. There’s plenty of space up there.”

			“Wait, we?” I asked. 

			She offered a nod. “Yes, we. It was your idea, and I know exactly who it should be for.”

			I shook my head and dug back into my bowl. “I don’t want any credit. I just think people would love over your food is all.”

			“We should bring awareness in his memory, maybe set up a fund for other children who suffer from depression.” 

			My jaw tightened. Asher died, but not like that. I wish I could tell the world how amazing he was. How he sacrificed himself for me, but I can’t alter anything else. No more casting, ever. This life is the life I’ll be living from now on. Besides, Luna’s head would spin like the little girl in The Exorcist if she found out the truth. Any of it and she would kill Eyota, which would probably start a war between vampires and witches. 

			She tapped her spoon against her bowl, and I looked up at her. 

			“Talk to Mattie, Daniel, and Bri. I’m sure they would love to help you organize it.” 

			My face contorted. I didn’t mean for it to, but talking to them after all this time seemed awkward. For me, anyway. For them it hadn’t been so long, but as soon as I saw their faces, I was sure I would turn into a pile of mush. 

			“Aunt Luna.” 

			She shook her head. “Echo, talk to them. We can’t possibly do this alone. We’ll need to cook for over a hundred people, if not more, and most of them eat like beasts, so the amount of food will be unbelievable.” 

			“If they even want to,” I mumbled. 

			She set her spoon down and glared at me. Finally, I nodded. “Okay, fine. I’ll ask them.”

			“Good.” She said with a smile as she stood up and walked over to the large pot on the stove. She ladled another nice helping into her bowl and glanced back at me. 

			“More?” she asked. 

			I shook my head. “No, I’m good. Not that I’d love to eat more, but I’m getting full.” 

			She walked back to the table and sat down. She grinned as she shoved her spoon into it and took another decent sized bite. 

			“Oh, I forgot to bring everyone to the party.” She got back up and spooned some more mashed potatoes onto her plate. She returned with a grin on her face. Food makes her happy. I wish it could do that for me, too. Maybe it will again, someday.

			I took the last two bites from my bowl and then followed it with a nice big bite of my mashed potatoes. I couldn’t possibly finish what she had given me. The pile was as big as my face. 

			“I think you overestimated my appetite,” I said as she looked up at me. I swallowed my potatoes and grinned. 

			“Well, give them to me.” She waved a hand and held it out. I handed her my plate and narrowed my eyes. 

			“Are you okay?” I asked. 

			She took another bite and swallowed. “Of course, why?”

			I glanced at her pile of food, and she leaned back and sighed. “Okay, well. To be honest, I eat when I’m upset like some people shop.” 

			The wrinkle between my brows deepened. “Upset about what?” I asked. 

			She glanced at me and then back at her plate. “I just—I miss him.” 

			I leaned forward in my chair. “Aunt Luna. We did the only thing we could with James. He tried to eat us.” 

			She bit her lip and stared up at the ceiling and then back to me. 

			“Wait—you don’t mean him, do you?” I asked. 

			She licked her lip and dug back into her soup. I leaned in. “Aunt Luna.”

			She stopped and let her spoon drop in the bowl. “No, I don’t mean him.” 

			“Then who, that detective?” I asked. 

			She waved a hand. “You know what? He doesn’t deserve you. He just up and stopped coming over, so that’s on him. Guys suck. I swear. If I was you, I’d—”

			“Eyota.” His name stopped me dead. 

			I shook my head. “Eyota—Vega?” I repeated. 

			She snorted and rolled her eyes. “What other Eyota is there? I swear, I’ve never heard of one since him, and I doubt I ever do. Such a unique name and exotic look.” 

			She stood up taking her bowl and plate with her. I followed her to the sink as she scraped them off and ran the water before turning on the disposal. It was loud and drowned me out, so I had to raise my voice. 

			“Aunt Luna—Aunt Luna!”

			She shut it off while I was in mid-sentence and it made me feel awkward. 

			I cleared my throat as she started to towel dry the sink. I reached over and touched her hand. 

			“I totally get it.” 

			She turned to face me. “I always fantasized—well—I shouldn’t be telling you this.”

			I nearly cringed. “No, tell me, please. I mean, who else do you have to talk to? Bela?” I asked as the cat ran through and hit my leg. I flinched. I know he hates me. I probably would too. 

			 She leaned in like it was a secret. “I always wanted to date him, just once, you know? To see what he was like, but we never spoke, except in passing.”

			I bit my lip. 

			Oh crap. What had I done now? 

			“Echo?” I blinked a couple of times. 

			“No—I—you know what?” I thumbed behind me. “I need to get some sleep. Routine is important. Balance, ya know?” 

			I was slowly backing away from her as she set her tea kettle on the stove and turned on the burner. Flames jumped up beneath it, lapping at the charred metal bottom. 

			“Yeah—you should get some rest, I’m being silly. Ignore me.” 

			I rushed out of the kitchen, up the stairs and back to my room, closing the door behind me. 

			I pressed my shoulders against the door and then stepped forward. 

			I knew I’d be sneaking out tonight and where I’d be going. 
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			I waited until I could hear her snoring and then I snuck out of my room, down the steps, and didn’t encounter a single problem until I jumped at the sight of Bela sitting in front of the door.

			I tilted my head in the dim light of the entryway. “You need to move.” 

			I stepped up, and he meowed at me. “I’ll be fine. I promise.” I wasn’t sure if he cared or not, but I wanted to acknowledge him just in case. “Listen, I think you know about all of this spell business, and I’m sorry. I suck, I know I suck and I really don’t know what I’m doing.” 

			He meowed again and then stepped out of the way. 

			I’m sure he’s tired of me. 

			I opened the door and took one last look behind me. I was falling back instead of moving forward, and I knew it. I turned and sucked in my breath when a figure emerged from the shadows. 

			“What have you done?” Eyota asked.

			I placed my hand over my heart. I could feel the familiar thump resting behind my breastbone. 

			“I need your help.”

			His eyes narrowed. I raised my hand. “I know I shouldn’t ask, but I have too.”

			“You do realize my son has returned.”

			I nodded. “I know, and as much as I would love to see him, I know I shouldn’t.”

			He cocked his head. “Did you cast on your own?” 

			I swallowed hard, he noticed. I fidgeted with my hands. All tell-tale signs I was guilty, but I knew Roman had helped this time. He mentioned Eyota, vaguely. I didn’t want any more trouble for him or anyone else.

			“Listen, I want to be here now, but I want to set things right.” 

			He tilted his cane while gripping the head. I looked at the gaping mouth of the hellhound, molded out of metal. Cold and hard. He gave it a tap against the porch, and I blinked. 

			“You asked for their memories to be stripped; I did this for you. We did it together.” His Romanian accent was as strong as I remembered. 

			“I know, and that’s exactly what I still want, but I want—no, I need to come back here as I am or nothing will ever be right again.” 

			“What do you mean?” 

			I took a long breath and released it. “I want everyone to know I was at The Landing, for as long as I was. I want time to be right, and I don’t want people to think Asher—well, he would never kill himself.”

			He leaned in while placing his other hand on the top of his cane. “You want people to know you were in an asylum? Why?”

			I nodded, he shook his head. “Because it’s time for me to face things as they are.”

			“Mmm, how very grown up of you, lebădă frumoasă.”

			I tucked my arms into my sides to shield my hands from the bitter cold. “I’m not beautiful, nothing about what I’ve done is. I ran from everything. I should have stayed here, with my aunt and my friends, and protected Asher’s name, his memory. Instead, I hid away like a coward.”  

			Eyota let out a short burst of laughter. “The boy threw himself over the edge of a cliff. Technically, that is suicide.”

			“You know that isn’t what happened at all!” My voice boomed between us, laced with anger. He smirked. I hated him, but I needed him. It was the worst place to be.  

			He turned, and the top of his black coat flew out beside him like a cape. It reminded me of those old Dracula movies. He walked down the steps away from me. 

			I called after him. “And I want Thorn to forget who I am.” 

			I hated the words. It was a sacrifice I was willing to make, but it pained me. 

			Eyota stopped dead. The bait had been tossed out between us. I bit my lip, hoping he would give me what I wanted. He lingered on the walkway, tapping his cane against the stone. Slower and slower until it began to echo in my ears. I took a step toward him as night turned to day and back again. The trees moved, the birds sang backward, the clouds churned in the open sky. He was casting for me. 

			It was something powerful. Addictive. 

			Magic. 

			It would always be a part of me, and that was something I would have to accept as well, but first, I needed to step back into my life without it being glossed over. I needed to work at regaining the trust of my friends and rebuild what had been dismantled between my aunt and me. 

			I also wanted to remember Lily, as much as I would rather forget. But these spells, these jumps in time, had to end for me or I would never heal. Ever.

			I moved forward as Eyota turned and began to fade. Night to day, night to day, and then it slowed down. I felt the weight in my hand and noticed the suitcase. I gripped it tight. My back faced the door, and a cab sat idle at the curb. The cabbie tipped his hat and waved. I nodded. Then I turned to face the front door. I lifted my hand and knocked. Timid at first, then stronger. 

			I could hear the lock click from the other side. Luna was utilizing it; it made me sad. There was a time she never used it. The house would sit here, open to everyone, but everything had changed. What was once lighthearted felt heavy, but I was certain we could find our way back again to a better place honesty, well, as honest as it could be. 

			I was grateful to Eyota for setting things right. I was angry with Roman for dumping me off here and tempting me to slip back into my life without consequence, but that isn’t who I am now.

			Luna opened the door. Her hair was down around her shoulders. Her eyes seemed darker, her expression solemn, but when she saw me things began to change. Slow at first, cautious. She let the door open the rest of the way on its own. I dropped my suitcase on the porch. It landed near my foot with a light thud. I bit my lip, but she rushed in, wrapping me in the sweetest embrace. I placed my arms around her waist and held on. The tears came, but I didn’t try to hide them. I wanted to cry. I wanted to feel everything for the first time in forever. 

			No spells. No glossed over realization. Just me and her, holding on as spring rushed into Port Royal with the promise of something new.   
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			We ate. We cried. We laughed at old jokes and even made some new ones as the day wore on. Finally, I turned to her as we settled into the evening. My eyes roamed the kitchen. The high table and chairs still sat in the middle, but the dolls were gone. Every single one of them. That spell ended, but the memory remained for me and always would. 

			“Should we talk about him?” She asked as gently as she could. I nodded. I knew exactly who she meant, and I wasn’t going to avoid it any longer. If I really wanted to move forward, then I needed to start right here at home. 

			Yes, this is home. 

			Aunt Luna is home. 

			Port Royal is home.

			I took a seat at the kitchen table, and Luna sat down across from me. She interlocked her fingers and let her hands rest on the top of the smooth dark stained wood. I adjusted in my chair, careful to leave myself open. Baby steps are the hardest but the most necessary component to healing. Olivia said that early on in our sessions. I remembered it, but tucked it away, as I had so many other things.

			I could smell the chicken roasting in the oven as the noodles boiled in a pot. She was making my favorite meal, regardless of what spell had been cast. It always had some similarities because my wants and needs sat at the very heart of it. I understood that now. 

			The aroma set me at ease. Her soft gaze searched my face before she spoke. 

			“You’ve been through so much in such a short span of time.” 

			Her words rang true. I’m seventeen now, and yet I felt as if I lived for a hundred years, if not more. My fascination with vampires was slowly fading. I wouldn’t want to live that long and have to deal with so much loss. I can’t imagine how horrible it would be to lose so many around you and have to adapt over and over again knowing the truth. 

			But that’s my life now, too. 

			I know so many things — the truth. I know what really happened. 

			I tucked my hair behind my ears and ran my hands across the cold surface. My fingers feeling every bump and scar along the way. It was a subtle reminder of why I asked Eyota to do this last thing for me because I never planned on utilizing another spell for my benefit. Not now or ever. The people I care about deserve more. 

			I deserve more. 

			“I appreciate everything you’ve done for me, and I’m so sorry I’ve caused so much trouble.” Of course, the trouble I’m referring to is far more detailed than she knew, but at least we were back on track now. I left without telling her. I checked myself into The Landing. I spent months there hiding from everything. Not dealing with loss or regret and where did it get me? 

			More trouble. More pain. More mess. 

			I was done. 

			“The night you left was the worst night of my life.” 

			Those words drove a dagger right through my heart. Luna had lost a child or believed she had because of Eyota’s spell. For her to refer to me leaving as the worst thing was monumental, but I accepted it, as I should. I straightened my shoulders and nodded. “I know, and I’m so sorry. I should have talked to you first, before I left. I really don’t have any excuses except that I was selfish and immature. After—well, when Asher died I felt crushed in so many ways. I couldn’t talk to you, and that wasn’t fair. I should have sat down, right here, and said everything I had to say, but instead, I ran, as I always do and to be honest, it really fixed nothing. It just made things worse until I—” My memory sparked with Roman and Lily. I couldn’t mention a vampire, but I could say something about her. Luna already knew about her anyway, so it would make sense. 

			I bit my lip and released it. “I felt close to Lily, closer than I expected to ever feel with anyone again and it frightened me, so I did a horrible thing.” 

			Her eyes narrowed as she reached out and touched my hand. I cleared my throat. “I pushed her away, and then it hit me.”

			Luna’s eyebrow rose. “What hit you, my darling?” 

			I adjusted on the hard seat. It reminded me of therapy but I wasn’t here to be comfortable, I was here to be honest about how I felt for the first time in a long time. 

			My gaze lifted and locked onto hers. “I pushed her away; I hurt her on purpose, which seems to be a defense mechanism I have. It’s horrible, and I hate it. I did it with Thorn, I did it with Asher, and now I did it to her.”

			Luna sighed as her thumb caressed the top of my hand. I wasn’t done. I couldn’t be, so I kept talking, giving into something I feared the most. 

			Intimacy. 

			“Do you think it’s possible the perfect person for you can actually be more than one person?” 

			Luna hesitated, but then she released my hand and leaned back in her chair. She fidgeted with the frayed edges of the blood red placemat. “That’s a tricky question.”

			I sighed. “Not really, maybe I should rephrase it.” 

			She held her hand up, and I stopped everything I was doing. Her eyes lowered as she ran her thumb across her wedding finger. No ring. No partner. I felt for her as I always had. 

			“Eyota broke my heart, as you know.”

			I nodded. I wasn’t about to stop her from saying anything she needed to say. 

			“But still—”

			My brows furrowed. If he planted something in her heart when he reversed Roman’s spell, I would be livid. I lowered my hands, and I felt that old tingling feeling race under my skin. Now I knew if I had to call upon magic, ever again, in an emergency, I would just have to let my emotions overtake me. But that would only happen if it was life or death. I would never allow it to do any harm to anyone.

			She pushed her hair behind her ear and rested her chin in the palm of her hand. “Love can be a terrible burden or a beautiful gift. Unfortunately, my luck has never been very good with the men who I’ve chosen to share my heart with. Eyota Vega being the worst of them, but he was first and will always linger in the back of my mind. It’s impossible to not think about what could have been, instead of what really happened.” She sighed and looked me over. “I hate that you seem to have inherited this curse, too.”

			I pressed my thumb in the center of my hand and squeezed. The pressure helped me choke out what I needed to say. 

			“I love him.”

			Her facial expression softened. “I know you did.” 

			Her use of past tense made me continue to explain. “I mean Thorn. Thorn Vega. I love him, but I also loved Asher.” 

			She nodded to me. “It’s common—”

			I interrupted her. “But I also love, or really like, Lily.” 

			My aunt straightened up in her chair. “So, you mean that you love all of them, at the same time.” 

			I nodded. “I do. I still love Thorn. I love Asher, and Lily—well, she’s so special and different.” 

			“You mean she’s a girl.” 

			I grinned. “It doesn’t matter. She could be a boy, and I’d feel exactly the same.” 

			Luna nodded to me. “I think you’re polyamorous.” 

			“What?” 

			“Polyamorous. It means you want more than one person in your life. More than one love, so now I understand why you asked if the right person could be more than one person.”

			I nodded, then licked my lip and bit on it. It felt good saying it, but I still wasn’t sure how she was going to truly react. “I just—it’s weird. Thorn has these qualities about him that I love, and some I truly hate, but what I love outweighs anything that upsets me. Then, Asher, he was—completely different than Thorn. From the way he talked to how he looked at me. And then Lily, she’s a mystery. The most mysterious of the three but even when she kissed me—”

			Luna leaned forward. “Kissed?” 

			I smiled. “Yes, well, even when she did that, I still thought about Thorn and Asher. The same thing happened when I was with either one of them, minus Lily of course because I hadn’t met her yet.” 

			She sat perfectly still and said nothing. It made me so nervous. Then finally, she broke the silence. “Let me tell you something. There wasn’t a day that went by when I was with James where I didn’t think about Eyota and the way he used to make me feel. But I wanted to be fair to James, so I set those feelings aside, because in all honesty, Eyota deserves nothing from me, and James deserved more—well, right up until he tried to eat us.” 

			I covered my mouth with the side of my hand, and she narrowed her eyes. “It wasn’t funny.” The smirk finally twisted the edge of her lip. “Okay, it was somewhat humorous, in the most unsettling of ways, but that doesn’t mean what happened wasn’t horrible.”

			I nodded. 

			She stood up and walked over to the pot of noodles and dipped the oversized wooden spoon into the boiling mass. She gave it a few good stirs, tapped it nearly dry, and placed it on the counter. She hesitated, as if she was thinking very carefully about what she was about to say, but then she turned and faced me. “I still blame myself for what happened to him. Well—of course, I whipped up that terrible necromancer spell, which I should have never done, but it was more than that. I feel like somewhere deep inside, I didn’t really want to bring him back as he was, because if I fixed it, then it would push Eyota away forever.” 

			I could relate to this more than she would ever know. I stood up and walked over to her. I placed my hand on her arm, and she tried to smile. I know it hurts her to admit that as much as me asking Eyota to reset things. But here we were, so alike in so many ways. I hoped someday I could tell her about everything that really happened. 

			“What you did was understandable, and crazy, but no crazier than anything I would do.”

			The buzzer went off on the oven, forcing me to flinch. It seemed sounds still bothered me. She grabbed the pot holders, and I opened it up as the delicious smell of roasted chicken rolled out into the kitchen. I missed this, all of it. My life. 

			She reached in and grabbed it, gently placing it on top of the counter. The juices swirled in the bottom of the pan. She grabbed a bowl and placed it next to the chicken and promptly began to remove all of the meat, tossing it into the bowl. 

			“What a pair we are.” She muttered as I watched her remove the last bits of white meat.

			“So, am I normal?” I asked. 

			She rested her hands on the side of the countertop and then faced me with a grin. “How unfortunate that would be. Normal. What is normal, but the most boring of all things.” 

			She leaned in and kissed my forehead as I closed my eyes. 

			“I agree.” 

			“Good.” She whispered back to me.

			“Now, you need to take this over to some people who have missed you.”

			My eyes widened. “I don’t think—”

			She turned back to face the chicken, picking up the bowl and dropping the contents into the noodles as they boiled. “I know, so I am thinking for you.”  
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			I stared at the bowl in my hands. Aunt Luna had packed up enough soup for me and three guests. I only hoped my peace offering would be enough to lure them back. If not, then I would have no regrets because all I could do is try.

			I lifted my balled fist to knock on the door, and it opened, bringing with it a strong smell of cinnamon and sugar. I lowered my hand and held onto the bowl as Bri gawked at me. 

			I refused to see her, or any of them while I was at The Landing. They often asked permission to come visit, and I couldn’t allow it. Seeing any of them would have been so painful, but now I understood if I can’t accept pain, then I could never accept happiness. 

			You can’t hide forever. 

			She finally slipped back to her old self while crossing her arms over her chest and giving me a once over. I deserved it. She could verbally abuse me, and I would accept it. All of it. If she knew how her life had changed because of the spell—man, she would be so mad at me. 

			I parted my lips and choked out the words. “I have soup.” 

			Oh, my God. I have soup was about as far from an apology as I could get, but now that I’m paddling down idiot river, I might as well commit. 

			Mattie stepped up next to Bri and stared at me. Her eyes still had that sparkle in them despite everything that happened. But I need to remember no one knows what really happened except for me and Eyota. 

			All they knew is Asher and I had been together and he died in an accident. I left, unable to handle it, and that was that — no God of Death. No Midnight, no coffins in the woods. All of those horrible details had been wiped clean. Even the fact that Bri and Daniel were dating. 

			Bri would kill me if she knew. 

			“She has soup,” Bri said without much emotion. 

			Mattie tilted her head. “What kind?” she asked. 

			I let out a sigh of relief. “Chunky chicken noodle. My aunt made it, noodles and all.” 

			“Oh?” Daniel asked as he reached in and took it from my hand. “Hey, listen. I know how good this is. I’ve had it before.” He disappeared behind Mattie and Bri. Bri placed her hand around Mattie’s waist, and I held my breath. They could just step back and slam the door in my face, and that would be that. I couldn’t argue. But then the most wonderful thing happened. They both rushed in and hugged me so hard I almost fell down. I closed my eyes, and the smile that followed could probably brighten any sky, even the gray ones that plague Port Royal. 

			 

			“So, I said, you better not touch me with that frog or I will have my girlfriend turn you into one!” Mattie spoke two octaves higher than usual. Her excitement was contagious. I laughed as she finished up yet another story she felt like I needed to know.

			I smiled as Bri set a plate down in front of me. It had a large piece of chocolate cake resting in the center of it. She wagged a fork in my face, and I took it. She handed one to Mattie as Daniel came trotting in with his own. My eyes lit along the far wall. I could see all of the pictures of Bri as she was growing up. Each one was placed along the mantel above the fireplace. She didn’t always dress like she does now. All in black, looking like she could slide right onto the set of The Craft and blend in. In fact, it looked like she was still wearing pink and sporting ribbons in her hair in middle school. She caught me looking and jabbed a fork in the direction of the photographs. 

			“That was my evil twin. I killed her. She’s buried in the backyard.” 

			I stopped chewing, and everyone in the room froze. Her choice of words hadn’t been the best, but I broke the ice and laughed. I had to. Bri meant no harm at all. In fact, if anything, I should be grateful she still had a sense of humor. 

			“Liar.” I blurted out as I stood up and made my way over to the fireplace. The heat felt good on my skin. It lit up my face as I walked along and snatched the best set photographs had to offer. Bri was smiling with braces. Her pigtails stuck out on each side of her head, one a bit higher than the other. She had on a pink shirt and the ribbons matched. I turned and held it up. 

			“Exhibit A.” I crooned. Bri rushed in and grabbed the picture out of my hand. She laid it face down on the mantel and gave me the stink eye. I was glad I could still annoy her. It showed she cared. I get her now. Sometimes it takes time to understand a person and what makes them tick. She showed affection through mischief with me and I’d happily take it. 

			I leaned in as she sat back down by Mattie and grabbed her plate. She jammed her fork into the side of the cake and took a big bite. A bit of chocolate frosting lingered on her lips. Mattie reached up and wiped it off. Then shoved her finger in her mouth and hummed. 

			“Pink may be your signature color.” 

			She nearly choked, and Mattie tapped her back as she winked at me. 

			Bri set her plate down and grinned at me. Her teeth were covered in dark chocolate. They appeared rotten. 

			“Ew,” Mattie said as Bri laughed. Daniel just ate his cake without saying a word. He had gladly taken the soup, eaten some, but still hadn’t shown any signs he could forgive me. 

			I decided to sit down next to him as Mattie and Bri got up and took their plates into the kitchen. I bumped my shoulder into his as he chewed. Still, he wouldn’t look at me. 

			“I know I suck. I’m sorry.” I whispered. 

			He closed his eyes and then sighed. He set his plate down on the coffee table and interlocked his fingers. I sort of felt like some big talk was coming. He seemed very parental. It was odd for him.

			“People don’t abandon people they love. They abandon people they were using.” 

			I gasped and placed my hand on his arm. “Daniel, I never used you. Not once. Not ever.” 

			He turned and faced me. “I don’t mean you. I was talking about myself.”

			My lips tightened as well as the muscles in my jaw. “I don’t—” 

			“Listen, Echo. I should have tried harder with you, after Ash, well, you know.” 

			I nodded. He continued. “Anyway. I abandoned you because I was mad.”

			“About what?” I asked. 

			“That you liked him. Or loved, whatever. I mean, the way you withdrew from us, from everything. I couldn’t take it because, well, I thought I loved you.” 

			“Thought?” I asked. “You don’t?” 

			He smiled. “No—I mean, yes, I do love you, but not like that. Not like you love or loved him.” 

			“Daniel. I don’t know what to say, and I don’t know what you mean about using me.” 

			He swallowed hard. “I totally used you. I made you feel like I liked you more than I did. I mean, I do like you, a ton, but not like a girlfriend/boyfriend thing. More like—well—” 

			“Like siblings,” I said. 

			He nodded. “Yeah, is it weird I feel like that?” 

			I shook my head and moved his shaggy bangs out of his eyes. “No. Not at all. I feel like you would be the perfect brother.” 

			“Oh, man. Good.” He leaned in and hugged me as Bri and Mattie entered the room. 

			“Awkward alert,” Bri said as we let go and turned to face her. 

			“There is zero awkwardness going on here,” I said. 

			Mattie placed a hand on her hip. “Did you tell her?” she asked and Daniel nodded. 

			Bri turned and tilted her head in confusion. “Tell her what?” 

			Mattie grinned and wrapped her arm around Bri’s shoulder. “Daniel has placed Echo in the friend zone.” 

			“Oh, burn,” Bri said, and I laughed. 

			“No burn at all. I feel the exact same way.” 

			Bri rolled her eyes. “Okay, right. You just hide that pain, sister.” 

			I rolled my eyes as Bri dropped down on the couch and it made the cushions bounce. I leaned back, and Daniel smiled as he leaned back next to me. Mattie joined us and took Bri’s hand as Daniel took mine. Mattie took Daniel’s other hand and leaned her head on his shoulder. 

			“Just promise me it will always be like this.” She whispered. 

			Daniel and I nodded as we looked at each other and then at Mattie. 

			“Promise.” We both said in unison. Bri sighed, and Mattie shook her hand. 

			“Fine. Promise. Now can we watch a movie or something?” Bri retorted.  

			I grinned and leaned into Daniels’ arm. He squeezed my hand. 

			“Promise,” I repeated, and he leaned in and kissed my forehead as I closed my eyes.

			“So, did you escape or get released from the loony bin?” Bri asked. 

			I sat up and glared at her, and it took a moment, but everyone started to laugh. Suddenly, the elephant in the room wasn’t so much an elephant anymore, but more like a mouse.

			“Escaped,” I said as I fell back against the couch. 

			“Mad respect,” Bri said as she fist-bumped me.

			“Bri,” Mattie whispered. 

			I shook my head. “It’s totally fine. Well as fine as it can be, and I’m sorry for everything.” 

			Everyone leaned in against me, but there were no more words needed. 

			They knew. 

			I knew. 

			There was only love.  
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			I stood in line at the grocery store and noticed a dark figure walk by the window. I tapped my foot a few times and then abandoned my basket with the few items in it. I’d just have to come back later. 

			I rushed out of the building and spotted Eyota entering the coffee shop. My heart dropped. I wanted to talk to him, to thank him for setting things right, but going in there wasn’t something I was ready to do just yet. I wasn’t sure if I’d ever be able to go in there again. But fear is a prison I wasn’t going to accept. Life is too short for mortals. Isn’t that what he said to me? I needed to remember those words and push myself. 

			I took a step and then a few more. Before I knew it, I was standing in front of The Red Rose. I took a deep breath and released it. From what everyone knew, Asher died in a car accident. But I knew the truth, and a small part of me wished I could tell everyone how selfless he was. 

			How he sacrificed himself for me.

			How he gave up everything without a second thought.

			A hero. 

			I cleared my throat and looked away when the door opened and two girls came walking out, arm and arm. They giggled about something as they walked past me. The smell of their coffee lingered it the air. It made my heartbeat flutter in my chest. I tried to calm down. I knew Eyota would hear it or feel it. I looked up, and Star noticed me. I turned to walk away, but she rushed to the door and held it open, calling out behind me. I tensed up, closing my eyes. 

			“Echo?” she asked as if I could be anyone else. 

			I took a couple of short breaths, trying to calm myself down and then turned to face her. I lifted a hand and waved. Awkward, I know.  

			“Hi,” I replied. I didn’t know what else to say. 

			She pulled her thick sweater in tight and looked up at the sky. 

			“So much for Spring, huh?” I remained frozen, so she waved me in. “It’s cold, come inside. I’ll make you some coffee.” 

			I nearly passed on the offer but her eyes locked onto mine. The same color and shape as Asher’s. It didn’t hit me until this very moment, how much he favored her. I took a few steps as she held the door open for me and slipped inside. The bell went off over my head as she closed the door. It took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the low light in the room. 

			She had changed a few things. It wasn’t as bright now. But that made total sense. If I experienced her loss, I would have probably done the same thing.

			The room had a warm glow even at this time of the day. Candles were lit on each table and the entire room smelled of warm pumpkin spice like someone had just baked a pie. 

			I scanned the room, but I didn’t see Eyota. 

			Star slipped behind the counter, and I stared at the very spot where Asher and I had spoken to each other for the first time—at any length. He had flirted with me, and I had blushed. I rubbed the side of my neck as our ghosts appeared in a thin mist at the bar. The sight of him, even in memory, pained me. My heart leapt into my throat. I had to swallow pretty hard to make the emotions go away, along with the hum in my body. But it never really would. I knew it just as I knew how awkward I suddenly felt as Star approached me and the painful images faded. My cheeks felt flush again. Something he was so good at drawing out of me.

			I missed that. I missed him. 

			Somehow he made me feel balanced when I didn’t know I could be.  

			She held two cups of coffee in her hands. I assumed one for me and one for herself. The sweet smell forced a smile to curl the edge of my lip as she handed me one. She had put sweet cream in it — my favorite.

			She held her hand out, ushering me to the booth in the corner. The same one Persephone and I had taken when she explained how much better everyone would be if I allowed them to forget me. 

			For Thorn to forget me.

			That’s when my trouble began. 

			Really began. 

			I couldn’t leave things as they were. I tinkered, meddled. I thought I had the ability to control everything and instead I made them far worse. 

			I nearly turned and ran, but something kept me in place. Perhaps it’s this new resolve I have to make things right. 

			I still felt like a damaged ship at sea, tilted to one side and limping into port, but here I was. Paying my dues as I should be. I couldn’t scream, but I wanted to. 

			I took a seat, facing away from the door. I didn’t want to see anyone. Small talk would be so painful. All of the fake smiles and fake words like I’m totally fine now, would become tedious.  

			Star slid in across from me and placed her coffee down in front of her. I took a sip first and grinned. I could tell it made her happy. She took a sip of hers and hissed. 

			“Bitter.” She whispered. 

			I leaned in. “That’s why I use cream. To be honest, I’m a fan of coffee flavored cream more than anything.” 

			“Smart girl.” She said as she reached over and grabbed some creamer and tossed it in. She picked up the spoon and stirred it round and round. I watched it all like it mattered. Maybe it did. Just seeing her functioning in a normal way made me feel better. Even though I know how she feels, she’s probably faking it. I’m still faking it to a certain degree and may do so forever. 

			I took another sip, lingering at the edge of my cup longer than I should have. She eyed me and then her cup. Her finger tapped against the side of it. She leaned forward, and so did I. We spoke at the same time. 

			“I should have—” we both said. 

			We both grinned. I waved my hand, and she did too. 

			“Jinx,” I spoke through a forced laugh. 

			She laughed, too. “Ash used to say that.” She looked around the room and then back to me. “Sometimes, it felt like he was mine. My kid, you know? I mean, I didn’t have him, but we were just so alike in so many ways. I think that’s why we fought, sometimes, not all the time, of course.” She tilted her head. “He was good.” Her words lingered between us. She was struggling. 

			I nodded. “He loved you,” I said. I don’t know why I felt compelled to say it. Maybe it was the need to make her feel better; I don’t know. 

			She bit her bottom lip, sucking it inside her mouth and leaned back in the seat. The material on the cushion made a crinkling sound. 

			“Yeah.” She spoke through clouded emotions. 

			I reached in my pocket and played with the ring. I pulled it out and turned it between my fingers beneath the table. I held onto it through everything. The spells, the stay at The Landing, all of it. It had been hidden away, but never too far. I wanted the reminder. Forgetting about him was impossible. I could never. 

			“Listen, I should have come here. To say hello, or ask how you were doing. I’m so sorry I didn’t, but I had no idea what to say, and the funeral—” I stopped. I had no excuse for that. I should have been there. I know that now.  

			She offered me a nod. “I should have done the same, even when you went away.” She placed her open hand on the table top and ran it across the smooth finish. “But I guess it’s impossible to change things, to turn back time, even though I wish I could.” 

			My heart raced. If she only knew. But she can’t. No one can. The spell needs to fade along with everything that happened, minus his memory, of course. 

			But the price had to be paid. He chose to save me, not himself. Then I had to make the worst decision possible. I just hope Eyota was being honest and we could find a way to save my sister someday. 

			I lifted my hand and placed it on the table, exposing the ring. She sniffled and fingered at it before picking it up, letting the dull light race along the smooth edges. 

			“The police told me they searched for this and couldn’t find it.” 

			“He gave it to me before—well, before the accident.” My mind was consumed with the memory of him falling away from me. 

			Her eyes lifted and locked into mine. “This meant the world to him.” 

			I nodded to her. “I know it did.” 

			She reached in and grabbed my hand while flipping it over. She placed the ring in my palm and closed my fingers over it. “He loved you so much.”  She whispered. 

			It immediately made my heart ache, and my stomach tighten. I didn’t know if Ash loved me or if he just wanted me to remember him as he was. Alive and giving. Hopeful. He was the polar opposite of Thorn. So happy some days it was hard to tell if he was faking it, but now I don’t believe he was. I think he appreciated life and everything in it. I think he wanted happiness and for those around him to be happy, too. 

			Like Star. 

			Like me. 

			“I—well, I want you to have it now.” I laid it down on the table and began to stand up. Her eyes followed me as I reached for my cup and accidentally knocked it off the side. I reached down in a panic, but a pale hand caught it before I could. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. I know that smell. 

			That scent. 

			Sandalwood. 

			I looked up, and Thorn placed the cup back on the table without spilling a drop. 

			I was at a loss for words. He wasn’t supposed to be here. That wasn’t the agreement. 

			He straightened up as I pushed past him and ran out of the coffee shop. I didn’t stop running until I reached my porch. At that point, I collapsed and began to sob into the crook of my arm. 

			Seeing him meant everything, and it should have meant nothing at all. 
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			I laid in my bed and stared at the canopy. I rolled onto my side and adjusted my pillow and then turned over to the other side, doing the same thing. It had been hours, and I was finding it impossible to fall asleep. 

			His presence shook me to my core. I was so angry he was here in Port Royal. He should be gone, becoming what he needed to be. 

			The vampire he was born to be. 

			I didn’t know if I had the strength to push him away again. I didn’t want to be tested. The thought of it terrified me. 

			Then there was Lily. I closed my eyes, and my mind was filled with memories of her. 

			How she felt. 

			How she smelled. 

			How she did my makeup and hair. 

			But she wasn’t real. I knew that now. Not the Lily I knew. I’m sure she was just another pawn. Roman created her to push me, trying to draw the magic out of me. 

			My eyes lifted and I stared at the frosted glass. For a moment I thought I saw a face. I sat straight up in my bed, but there was nothing there. I should stop torturing myself, but I seem to be an expert at it. I can’t seem to love without hurting anyone, and I can’t seem to ignore love without doing the same thing. I’m trapped in this cycle of repeating the same mistakes over and over again. 

			I dropped back on my pillow and heard a tapping noise. I closed my eyes and heard it again. My imagination was starting to annoy me. I placed the pillow over my face, and the tapping got louder. I tossed my pillow across the room, and it hit the window, but when it fell, I yelped as I saw Thorn’s face on the other side of the glass. I sat up and stared at him, and he tilted his head and pointed at the latch. 

			I shouldn’t let him in. 

			Right? 

			No. I shouldn’t. 

			I bit my lip and slipped from the side of my bed. I hissed when my feet hit the cold wood floor. The winter chill settled in the house like a long-lost friend. 

			I stepped up to the window and stared at him. He narrowed his eyes as I reached up and let my hand hover over the latch. Then I pulled it back. 

			I watched his lips move. The same lips that once consumed me under bright moonlight and heavy rain. “Please.” 

			I quickly reached up and unlatched it. The window swung open, and the cold air rushed into the room. 

			“Come in,” I said even though I shouldn’t have. 

			Thorn slid inside and had it closed in one fluid motion. The chill didn’t bother him, but my teeth were chattering. I rubbed the side of my arm as he slowly turned to face me. 

			His scent reached me first, and the chill became an afterthought. I got lost in those sea-blue eyes and then his mouth. He licked his bottom lip, drawing it inside and then releasing it. My lips remained parted. It was a shock to my system to be standing this close to him again. But here we were, alone in my room, as we had been before.

			Asher is gone. 

			Lily is gone.

			There is only us, as it had been before and always seemed to be. Like two planets caught in each other’s gravitational pull. 

			Circling round and round. Never-ending. 

			His eyes moved over me. I could feel him. I didn’t want this. My emotions betray me. 

			My body ached and my mind raced to every corner of my brain, looking for a place to hide. 

			He completely dismantled me with one look. Undoing layers of protection that had been so carefully laid, brick by brick, word by word. 

			How did he do this? 

			The answer sat right before me. 

			I wanted it. I had always wanted it. 

			I wanted him.

			And how do you defend against want? 

			It’s simple. 

			You can’t.

			He took a step toward me, and I almost fell trying to get away from him. He reached in and steadied me, holding onto my wrist. His touch was gentle. As gentle as his gaze. I loved and hated it at the same time. 

			I loved and hated him. 

			I hated us. 

			He looked the same as he always had, but shouldn’t he be different now? He should be cold and unwavering. I shouldn’t matter. By the way his eyes are taking me in, it seemed as if I did. Perhaps I mattered most of all when I shouldn’t. I did my very best to push him away from me. To save him when I wasn’t able to save myself. 

			“Echo—” 

			I interrupted him. 

			“Why are you here?” I asked. 

			“I missed you so much.” 

			The answer was so simple and sweet. It was unlike him to divulge the truth so quickly. 

			“Don’t,” I added, hoping to beat back these feelings. 

			“How?” he asked. 

			I raised my hand and let it drop. “There are a million girls in the world who would love to be with you. Why me? Why, Thorn? I’m nobody, and God knows I haven’t given you any reasons to stay.” 

			“I only needed one.” He replied. 

			I shook my head. “What?” I asked. 

			“Love.” 

			I stared at the floor in disbelief. 

			Love. 

			He loves me. 

			Why? Why should I deserve such a thing? I never gave him loyalty. I gave him heartache.  

			“I loved him,” I spoke through tears. The truth needed to be said. 

			“I know.” He replied without taking his eyes off of me. 

			“Then why? Why say you love me? How could I possibly deserve that from you?” I asked, hoping he would hear me and understand he could do so much better. 

			He deserved better. 

			More. Much more than I could ever give.  

			“You deserve that and more.” He took one step, and I laughed at him. 

			“I don’t. I’m a liar.” 

			He shook his head. “I don’t believe that. I’ll never believe it, Echo.” 

			I began to sob. Emotions overtook me. “Truth tears through the soul with manic accuracy. Lies expect so much less.” 

			“Is that from one of your romance novels?”

			I shook my head. “No—but they do. Lies expect very little, and they’re so much easier to say.” 

			His sea-blue eyes flashed with concern. “Do they really? Because I feel like the lie expects so much more and the truth, although painful, can set you free.” 

			I laughed again as the tears pooled on my chin. “You’ll never be free as long as you love me.” 

			Thorn stepped closer and closer to me, bringing that thick scent of sandalwood right along with him. “I never wanted freedom; I only wanted you.” 

			I leaned in. Anger overtook me. His words, although sweet, left a bitter taste in my mouth. 

			I can’t have him. 

			This love isn’t mine. 

			“Get out,” I whispered as he was thrown from the room and out the window. I turned my back and heard nothing this time. I glanced behind me, and he was gone as if he never existed at all. But I wanted nothing more to do with him

			Not one wizard, nor vampire.

			Not one promise of love. 

			Lost or gained. 

			Just forgotten.

			I found myself breaking through the treeline, spilling me out into soft grass and warm wind. I lifted my chin and sunlight rained down on my skin. Seagulls dipped low and then back into the clouds. My attention was brought back to the edge of the cliff when I spotted a figure. The boy had his back facing me. He wore a white t-shirt and dark jeans with black and white chucks. I called out to him, but he didn’t answer.

			 I struggled to walk, then run, nearly falling a few times until I ended up behind him.

			I swayed on my feet, staring at his back. My chest nearly caved. 

			I wrapped my arms around his waist and held on with a terrible desperation weighing on my heart. I pressed my forehead against his back, taking in his sweet scent, holding it in my lungs.

			I’m selfish.

			I’m childish. 

			I shouldn’t want him and yet I can’t fight how I feel. 

			I don’t care. 

			“Please be careful; you could fall.” I choked out through unbridled emotions that threatened to overtake me. His cold hands gripped mine. It sent a chill up my arms and across my shoulders, but it couldn’t reach my heart. He made sure of that. It beat strong and steady, kindled by a fire that would forever be raging out of control. 

			“I fell long ago, Echo. The moment I met you, I knew how this would end.”

			He quickly turned, cupping my face in his trembling hands. The wind caught his shaggy dark hair, concealing his eyes. 

			Eyes I longed to see again.

			I reached up and brushed his bangs aside, only to find myself gasping for air. 

			It was him. It was true. He stood right here before me. 

			I parted my lips, wanting to whisper his name, but he grabbed my hand and slid something cold and hard into it. 

			“Don’t speak; let me love you. Please let me do this.” He begged right before his hungry lips crashed into mine.

			He consumed me like an ocean wave.

			 

			I sat straight up in my bed as the window slammed against the frame. The cold air had filled the room. I fought through ragged breath. My heart ached. My body trembled. 

			It was horrible yet wonderful. 

			Thoroughly wicked.

			But mine.

			I unfolded my fingers, and the ring sat right there. But how? I had given it to Star. 

			“Asher?”

			“I love you.” 

			I jumped from my bed as a vision of Asher lying next to me began to fade. 

			I backed away, clutching my chest. I searched the room, narrowing my eyes. He wasn’t really here. He was gone. Buried. 

			I opened my hand, and the ring was gone.

			I sat down on the cushion next to my window and practiced my breathing. Deep breath in, long breath out. I lifted my hand and watched it shake. I grabbed it, pressing my thumb in the center as hard as I could. 

			The dreams had been controllable. Thanks to the meds. I spotted the yellow bottle with the white cap by my bed. I skipped taking them the past few nights. 

			I stood up and made my way over to the nightstand. I reached out as the tremor in my hand slowed down. I grabbed the bottle and let it roll, label side up, in the palm of my hand. 

			NAVARRI, ECHO was etched out in bold black letters. Beneath it was one word. 

			CLOZAPINE.
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			“I don’t understand why he’s back.” Mattie twisted her hair in between her fingers as she laid on her back and stared up at the ceiling. 

			Bri entered the room. I spent the last few minutes talking about my encounter with Thorn at The Red Rose, but I didn’t share my dreams.  

			Bri chimed in all nonchalant. “I heard he never left.” 

			Mattie sat up and stared at her. Her button nose wrinkled. “Never left?” 

			I stared at my hand and pressed my thumb in the center of it. The tremor was still there, but ever so slightly. I doubt anyone would notice it but me. I glanced at my cellphone. It was sitting on the edge of the long coffee table. 

			“Did you hear that?” Mattie asked as Daniel returned with a tray in his hands. I could hear my aunt call out from the kitchen. “I have more marshmallows if anyone runs out!” 

			He carefully made his way over to the coffee table and sat the tray down in front of me. The sweet smell of chocolate filled the room along with the scent of burning wood. Spring was taking its sweet time here in Port Royal. We were still fighting cold days and rain, intermixed with a few nicer ones.

			I blinked when Mattie spoke up again. “Echo?” 

			I turned to face her, shoving my hands in between my knees. “I’m sorry. What?” 

			She grinned as she picked up a cup and blew the steam away. “Bri said Thorn never even left.” 

			I picked up a cup and watched the dark liquid swirl, taking with it a line of melting marshmallow. I blew on mine, too, and offered a nod. “Yeah, I heard her.” 

			Daniel flopped down next to me, and I had to steady my cup. He froze with an apologetic grin. I eyed him and finally took a sip of my drink. It was amazing, as always. Luna never disappointed me with anything she made. 

			“Well, don’t you think that’s odd?” Mattie added. 

			I shrugged my shoulders. “Not really. I mean he is a Vega.” 

			A knock came to the door, and my aunt walked past the doorway. “I’ll get it.” 

			My eyes lingered on the door as I heard chatter in the other room. My aunt was speaking to someone, but I couldn’t tell who it was. 

			Daniel laughed, and I looked over at him. “What?” I asked as both Bri and Mattie stared at me, too. I glanced at the two of them. “Seriously, what? Do I have something on my face?” I wiped at my lip and chin, but there was nothing. 

			Mattie fidgeted with her cup and turned it in her hand as she blew on the top of it again. 

			I narrowed my eyes, so she sighed and then spoke in a half-whisper. “You sound like your aunt when she talks about Eyota.” 

			I swallowed hard and set my cup down on the tray. I ran my thumb over the black lettering running along the side of the white porcelain. 

			Keep Going.

			Such a simple request for a monumental task. 

			I blinked and then leaned back into the soft cushion. I crossed my arms and offered a shrug. 

			“We aren’t dating.” 

			I heard the door close and my brow furrowed. A small chill rushed across the floor and hit my feet. I crossed them over. I had pretty thick socks on and could still feel the cold wind as it invaded our home. I quickly dismissed the visitor as the postman. My aunt orders so many things online now. She downloaded some new app, and she gets packages almost daily. It’s sort of humorous. 

			Bri eyed me. “But you did, like pretty seriously. In fact, I thought you two would end of getting mar—” 

			I turned and stared out the window while interrupting her. “How long does it take before it gets warm here?” 

			Daniel tapped my leg, and I glanced over at him. He winked at me. I guess it should help soak up some of the awkwardness in the room right now, but it wasn’t doing the trick. 

			“Sometimes it doesn’t get warm again until June.”

			“It’s March!” My voice cracked as I spoke. 

			We all turned as Roman stepped into the room. I immediately stood up, nearly knocking over the tray. Both Daniel and Mattie steadied it. Chocolate splashed over the edge of my cup and rushed down the side. Hiding the words. 

			Luna joined him, standing way to close. “Echo, you didn’t tell me you invited a new friend over to the house.” 

			I shifted my stance and tucked my arms in my sides as I muttered under my breath. “I didn’t.” 

			Roman smiled. His teeth were so straight and white. Only I knew what he really was. I was unsettled by how aggressive he had become. Coming here was a bold and stupid move. 

			My hand ached, as did the rest of my body. I felt threatened, and nothing good would come of it. I glanced around, hoping I could find a weapon of any sort. I settled on the heavy clock that rested on the table at the far end of the room. I began to rush toward it, and Roman snapped his fingers, and everyone in the room froze. 

			I reached the clock and picked it up with a moan. I held it in my hand like it may be a formidable weapon against him. I couldn’t use magic. I wouldn’t be able to control it. 

			The weight of it forced me to spread my feet apart. My socks slid on the floor, and I had to regain my balance without looking like a fool. It really wasn’t working. 

			Roman paused and held both hands up as if he was surrendering, but my gut told me otherwise. My stomach churned. I belched under my breath. 

			He pointed at my stomach. 

			“Are you ill?” he asked. It wasn’t until then I noticed the French accent.

			“Don’t you worry about it.” I spat out as I struggled to hold the clock. 

			His eyes lowered to it. He smiled. “I come in peace.” 

			I nodded. “Oh, yeah. I’ve heard that line in just about every movie where aliens land on earth and then destroy everything.” 

			He stopped walking and held his hands up higher. “I promise I would never harm you, or anyone here.”

			I narrowed my eyes and shook the clock in the direction of the door. “What do you want?”

			He started to lower his hands, and I lifted the clock, so he lifted them again with a smirk. 

			“I fear I suffer from two things. An insatiable curiosity and a flare for the dramatic.”

			“I really don’t care.” I retorted. 

			I shook the clock in my hand. “Don’t you have anyplace else to be?” I added. 

			I said as the clock began to weigh on me. He looked at it, slowly approaching me. He reached out, and I nearly dropped it, so he took it from my hand and placed it back on the table as if it weighed nothing at all. 

			“I have one question to ask, why?”  

			I gritted my teeth. “Why what?” 

			He walked across the room and then spun back around, eyeing Mattie, Bri and lingering on Daniel. I rushed in between them. He rolled his hand over as he sighed. “Old habits die very hard.” 

			“Old habits?” I asked. 

			His soft eyes ran the length of Daniel, and I cleared my throat. 

			He leaned in toward me. “I was once human, like him.” 

			“And me,” I added. 

			He looked me over and didn’t confirm my statement. “Sighing is something I often did when I saw something I liked.” 

			I glanced over at Daniel and back to him. “You like boys,” I said. Not that it mattered. 

			“This I do, but I also like girls. I find it quite silly to ignore either.”

			I couldn’t disagree with him. I remember telling Mid—I mean, Death, the same thing in this very room. I swallowed hard. “You asked why.” 

			He cleared his throat. “Yes, why don’t you use your powers?” 

			I narrowed my eyes. “Because I don’t have them. They were from the blood.” I need to convince this vampire I am not a threat or he will never go away.  

			He grinned and placed his hands in his pockets. “Oh, really?”

			“No—I don’t.” 

			“You are a witch, very powerful, I might add.”

			I snorted. “A witch? Me? No, I’m not.” Rage poisoned my veins, but I needed to keep this under control. 

			He rolled his hand almost too fast for the eye to see as a ball of light appeared and came at me. I lifted my palm without much thought at all and caught it. I gritted my teeth as the ball of light was absorbed into my flesh. I closed my fingers over it. It sank beneath my skin, and I sighed. How I did that was a mystery. Why, even more so. I seemed to react without thinking. Activating some sort of defense mechanism I didn’t know I had. 

			Roman grinned. “See?” he asked. 

			I shook my head. “Why did you come here?” 

			“To apologize, of course. I was told to make peace with the most powerful witch in Port Royal.” 

			I took a step toward him.  

			Roman raised an eyebrow. “Oh, just one moment.” 

			He rushed back to his spot by the doorway. I felt a slight bit of pressure in my eardrums and then time resumed. 

			“Hello,” Roman said as he waved to Mattie and Bri. They both grinned and looked him over. Then Roman looked at Daniel and smiled. “And hello to you.”

			Daniel lifted a hand and glanced at me. 

			I stepped in and turned to face them. “This is Roman.”

			“Bissett.” He added. 

			“French?” Mattie asked. Her curiosity peaked.  

			Roman smiled. “Oui m’dame.”

			She giggled, and Bri rolled her eyes. 

			I stepped toward him. “Bissett?” 

			Mattie looked at me while pushing herself up from the floor. She brushed her hands off on her skinny jeans as she approached Roman. He grinned, and I tensed up. He better hold true to his word.

			She paused. “French is such a romantic language.” 

			“I’m glad you feel that way.” He took her hand and kissed the top of it. She blushed. 

			Bri joined her and took her hand away from him. Roman noticed her jealousy and the edge of his lip curled. 

			“Well, I should be going. I wanted to stop by and introduce myself.” 

			“You moved here?” I asked. 

			Roman winked at me. “Why yes. With my family, of course. In fact, how is Port Royal High School? Good, no?” 

			 “Our high school isn’t the greatest in the world. There’s a school in Crow’s Landing that’s much—” Mattie interrupted Bri as Roman grinned at me. 

			I know she wanted to detour him, but it wasn’t going to work. I could tell Roman was the type of boy who pursued something until he got exactly what he wanted. Everything seemed like a game to him.

			“Well, we all have opinions.” 

			Bri crossed her arms over her chest and scowled at him. 

			He cleared his throat and rubbed the side of his neck. His attempt at acting like he’s human was annoying. “Well, as I said, I wanted to stop by. I’ll be going to your school, and my parents are very formal. I hope I didn’t bother you too much.” 

			I gritted my teeth. His presence was so unwarranted. I felt like he was baiting me. 

			Mattie twisted her foot and clasped her hands together. “I think it was very nice of you to do this. Right?” She looked at me, and I said nothing. Bri joined me in my distaste for Roman. 

			Mattie’s eyebrows shot up. “Do you like hot chocolate?” 

			His nose wrinkled. “I appreciate the offer, but no. It doesn’t agree with my stomach.” He reached down, and I glared at him until Mattie glanced at me, so I stopped. 

			Finally, Roman began to make his exit. I followed him to the door as Mattie lifted a hand and waved. Bri grabbed it and forced it back down with a grin. 

			Roman turned to face me as I opened the door. “Leave.” He floated backward and over the threshold with a smirk. I leaned in so only he could hear me. “Stay out of my house.” 

			He opened his mouth, and I shut the door in his face. 
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			I stared at my palm as I thought about the light I absorbed. I ran my thumb across the center of my palm and decided to make a call I had been delaying. 

			I placed the phone to my ear and waited. It rang once, twice, and then three times. I was ready to press the button when I heard a familiar voice on the other end of the line.

			“Echo, how are you feeling?” My dad asked. 

			I closed my eyes and gathered myself. Hearing his voice shouldn’t make me so emotional, but it did. “I’m sorry I refused to see anyone while I was at that place. I couldn’t; I didn’t know what to say.” 

			There was an awkward pause; then he sighed into the phone.  

			I bit my lip. “We were unable to travel. Your mother, well, she’s been fighting a fever.” 

			I perked up. “A fever?” 

			I could hear him shifting his weight, and the fabric of his sleeve rubbed against the phone. The line crackled and popped. 

			I walked along the bookcase, letting my fingers move across the books, looking for comfort.

			“Yes—it’s nothing serious.”

			“What does she have?” I asked. 

			“Honestly Echo, it isn’t serious. Just a fever. She’s doing fine. I have her resting now, and we’re getting plenty of fluids in her.” 

			I tapped my finger against my bottom lip. “How long has she been sick?” 

			“Honey—stop.” 

			I stared up at the sky. One dark cloud floated by. “I can come back.” 

			The silence sat between us until he finally spoke up. “No, that isn’t necessary at all.”

			“I’ll just explain it to Aunt Luna, and I can go back to homeschooling. The plane ride will be horrible, but I’m used to them. I mean how many have I been on, right? Tons.” 

			“Echo.”

			“I can help you until she’s feeling better. I can cook now, sort of. Aunt Luna is a good cook, much better than any of us have ever been. I told her she should open a restaurant. I think she would be happy making food for everyone and if she was doing that, she wouldn’t even miss me.” 

			“Echo!” 

			I was left with my mouth agape. He raised his voice, but it was probably needed. I tend to ramble on with an idea acting like everyone has agreed to the terms I’ve set in place for them. Of course, I’m the only one who’s agreed to anything. 

			He sighed into the phone. “I’m sorry.” He added. I know he didn’t mean to yell at me. Midnight’s disappearance had worn on everyone, including him. I’m sure he was exhausted. I guess I thought maybe if I offered to take her place—I don’t know. It was a ridiculous thought. I could never fill her shoes, and again I was trying to run because Thorn was here. I could feel it in my bones. It was only a matter of time before we run into each other again and everything would begin to unravel. I wanted to trust myself, but, how could I? 

			Magic was within my reach. Tempting me. 

			I don’t know how any of them live with this power, or how they keep things straight. It was starting to make sense to me why Eyota, Thorn—even Persephone, acted the way they do. 

			Magic is madness.

			No—no, Echo. This is not how you fix anything. Anything at all.  

			“It’s okay. You know I get excited sometimes.” 

			He laughed into the phone. It made me feel a tad bit better. 

			“I don’t blame you, honey. But listen, we’re fine. Your mother’s fine and we miss you so so much. It hurts.”

			His words lingered on me. I wanted to bundle them up and use them every single time I felt weak or alone.  

			“Dad, I mean—have you ever thought about taking a break?” 

			His voice deepened. “A break?” 

			“Yeah—you know. Just come home and rest for a while. Just live here with us.” 

			He half laughed, and I blinked. I didn’t think it was a ridiculous request. 

			“Echo, if it were you out there we would be doing the same exact thing.” 

			“Really?” I blurted out before I could rein the hurtful accusation back in. 

			“I have to go.” 

			“Dad—I didn’t mean—” 

			He cut me off. “The connection is bad. We love you, Echo. Tell my sister hello.”

			“Dad—” 

			The phone went dead, and I held it out, staring at it like I could will him back. 

			It took everything in me to not tell him the truth. To just tell him he could search forever and not find her, but I was holding onto this hope that someday I would be able to save her. 

			I owed her that, and she would stop at nothing to do the same for me. 

			I turned around and let my eyes wander around the room. It was the same. Same old table with thick legs. Same chairs. Same smell, but the feeling had changed. This room no longer felt like a hideaway, more like a tomb.

			I wasn’t sure why, but it left me feeling uneasy. 

			I made my way over to the window and stared out onto the street below. It was starting to rain. Small droplets of water hit the glass one at a time. Slow at first and then it picked up. The storms were returning to Port Royal, marking another shift in seasons. We made it through winter, but had any of us really survived? 

			I sat down on the large cushion and leaned back against the wall. My eyes felt heavy, and so did my heart. I blinked a few times and sleep came as it often did, hard and full of visions that felt more like memories…

			 

			My chin lifted as I spotted a long and winding trail of blood leading away from us in the snow. My eyes lifted and I spotted Persephone struggling as she dragged herself along. One agonizing inch at a time. Clawing at snow and dirt like an animal seeking shelter. She had the knife, grunting as she stabbed it into the snow, and used it to help her crawl along. 

			Death had damaged her as he had Thorn. She had cuts crisscrossing the backs of her pale white legs that would not heal. It made my fingertips tingle as I stared at them. I should be disgusted, but I wasn’t. I felt curiosity inch its way through me. Why Death had chosen to leave her like this was beyond me, but for one brief moment, I believed she was the most beautiful she had ever been as life escaped her. 

			Eyota rose up and spun around as his long black coat swung out to his side. His crimson lips parted. I could see his teeth were now fully erect. He looked paler now, more like what you imagine a vampire to be. His hair shifted into his eyes. He was disheveled.

			What she had done was unforgivable. To trick him into thinking she was his wife. I couldn’t imagine how he felt. It was hard to wrap my mind around her twisted nature. But I doubt I’m in any position to judge. I seem to have weaknesses of my own. Unmentionable things came to the surface as I felt his blood cross over my tongue and down my throat. I still longed for it, or was it the power it released inside of me? 

			“No,” Eyota growled through gritted teeth. His voice was rough. His mood shifted from compassionate to hate-fueled in a matter of seconds.   

			 Persephone was working her way toward Mattie, Bri, and Daniel as they lay in a huddled mass in the snow along the tree line. None of them had regained consciousness yet, and I surely didn’t want them to.

			How could they possibly process any of this and retain their sanity? What had been done, or better yet, altered, was my doing and my doing alone. I couldn’t lose them, too. I can’t. 

			Eyota began to walk toward her. His boots were sinking into the crimson stained snow with each step he took. His deep growl carried on the wind. Panic rose in me, and I tried to take a step forward, but Thorn grabbed my arms and pulled me back against his chest. I fought for a few seconds before Eyota paused. He hovered over Persephone with fingers spread at his side. He reached down, jerking her up onto her feet. He held her by the throat, and she clawed at his hand and arm to no avail. He began to lift her and she hissed at him. Her teeth grew in protest, and for a moment they glared at each other with their mouths agape and eyes blackening like the darkest of nights.

			She gripped the knife with fierce resolve then swung it out and caught his upper cheek. The blade sliced through his flesh. But the wound closed before a drop of blood could escape. Then she sliced again and again. Cutting him with each wide swing. She gasped as he caught her wrist and twisted it. I could hear bone break and muscle tearing. The knife fell into the snow. She began to laugh as she flexed her fingers and it snapped her bones back into place. 

			“Always so rough.” She hissed at him. 

			“You disgust me,” Eyota replied. His voice held steady, although his expression was strained. 

			She glanced over to me, and her sad eyes momentarily tricked me into feeling pity for her, but then she smiled, and I spotted her bloody teeth. She began to laugh again, but Eyota wasn’t amused. He swung her to the side like a ragdoll, and she hit the snow and rolled a few yards before finally coming to a stop on her back. 

			She stared up at the sky and shook her head. Her laughter grew as she placed a bloody hand over her stomach and wiped it across her white dress. Persephone rolled over onto all fours and spat a mouthful of blood into the snow. She wiped the side of her trembling hand across her lips and grinned. She extended her tongue as she locked eyes with me, but Eyota grabbed her by the back of the hair and pulled her to her feet. She didn’t seem to mind; in fact, she may have enjoyed it. 

			“Go on, brother, do as you will to me, but know this, Luna will never love you as I have, nor will any other. Only I gave you everything, and would have for an eternity.” 

			Eyota growled and his eyes began to turn black. One bloody tear rolled from the corner of his eye as he began to speak. 

			“Hawthorn, my son, look away.” 

			Thorn wrapped his arms around me and turned his back. I shook against his chest as I could hear Eyota call out behind him. His voice wavered for only a moment then he cast his spell.

			“Te-am chemat, aducător de lumină, ca să fie.” 

			I narrowed my eyes as the clouds parted above us and one ray of sunlight broke through. It raced toward the ground. I heard nothing at first and then whimpering rose up, bringing a final terrible shrieking noise that hurt my ears. Thorn relaxed against me and began to turn, but I grabbed onto him. He’s attracted to sunlight, as dangerous as it could be to him. He seemed to long for it and in that, I could understand him. In the sun, I could see how beautifully broken he truly is and it only made me love him more. 

			But to Thorn Vega, I am the sun. 

			The most dangerous thing he has ever encountered. 

			“Please stay with me,” I whispered as Thorn closed his eyes and stood his ground. 

			I looked up, and it appeared to be snowing. I held my hand out, and the first flake gently landed in my palm but it didn’t feel cold, or melt. I stepped back from Thorn as more flakes fell and I could now see they were not white, but gray. 

			It was ash. 

			 

			I woke up with a sudden jolt and uncurled my hand. I leaned in and fingered at my palm. It felt silky and smooth. I lifted my fingers and gasped. They appeared to be covered in gray ash. 
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			Mattie leaned into my side, wrapping her arm in mine. She held on like I’d been gone forever, and in many ways, I guess I have.

			“Where are you taking me?” I asked. 

			“You come back to school tomorrow, right?” she spoke through a grin. I could tell it made her happy. It’s funny how that used to be enough. I wanted to feel like that again, so I sank back into my old routine, the best I could to appease her. She deserved it; they all do. 

			I nodded. “Well, we thought maybe we could have a fun day out, doing things you might like.”

			We paused in front of an old building.

			“Nerdy things,” I said with a smirk. 

			We were close enough to the ocean that I could hear the water crashing against the rocks. My stomach tightened up, and that old nauseous feeling began to ebb its way back in. 

			“What is this?” Bri asked as we all stood there in a line. 

			Daniel glanced over at me. “This is a museum dedicated to Henry Wadsworth Longfellow.” 

			“Henry who?” Bri retorted with a cocked brow. 

			Daniel smirked. “He’s a famous poet from Maine.” 

			“The most famous,” I added. 

			I knew who he was, and I had to appreciate the fact that Daniel chose something so literary as a distraction for me. He does surprise me from time to time. Not that I ever thought he was uncool, but every now and then I look at him and remember how safe he makes me feel. How normal, because normal can’t be underestimated. 

			Mattie lifted her hand. “So, this is your big idea?” 

			Daniel turned to face her and crossed his arms over his chest. “This is for Echo.”

			She tugged at her earring. 

			He turned back to stare at the large building. “Anyway, it’s a museum dedicated to him.” 

			“Perfect,” Mattie said. 

			“Great,” Bri mumbled. 

			“And, after this, we can check out this awesome club only a few blocks from here.” 

			I narrowed my eyes. “Club?” 

			“Yeah, it’s great, or so I’ve heard, and they serve every kind of coffee there.”

			Mattie perked up, and so did Bri. Mattie grinned, and that sparkle returned to her eye. “Okay, now you’re my favorite cousin again.” 

			Daniel laughed. “I’m your only cousin.” 

			She winked at him. “And favorite, don’t forget I said that.” 

			She walked toward the large wooden door with a thick black iron handle. Bri was at her side, holding her hand. My eyes lingered on them for a moment until I felt a hand slip into mine. I looked down, and Daniel had taken the initiative to do the same with me. At first, I wanted to pull away, but something felt right about it. It wasn’t romantic at all, just soothing like family. Daniel offered a smile that curved his lips. It was innocent enough, so I stepped forward with him. We entered the building right after Mattie and Bri disappeared into the dull light of the entryway. 

			“It smells like cigars and old leather,” Mattie said as she placed the back of her hand to her mouth and stared upward. My chin lifted, and I studied the large mural painted on the ceiling. It had rolling waves and a boat with large green tentacles wrapped around it. The boat sat at an angle but hadn’t yet succumbed to the ocean or the beast. Metaphorically, I could appreciate it because I saw myself as the boat and life as the monster that could rise at any time from the waters below me. 

			“That is pretty sweet,” Daniel said as he stared up at the painting with me. 

			Mattie offered a nod. “Pretty BA.” She cooed. 

			“Okay, fine. I guess this place might not be so bad.” Bri admitted defeat. 

			Daniel had chosen wisely. 

			Mattie sniffed the air. “Is that coffee?” she asked. 

			Bri mimicked her, taking in a deep breath and releasing it. “I smell bread.” 

			Daniel laughed. “There’s a small café on the second floor.” He pulled a brochure out and fingered through it. “Yes, up there.” He pointed. 

			Mattie threw her hand up and headed for the spiral staircase. The steps were painted in a light gray with black numbers set against the front of each one of them. I started at the bottom and found myself counting. One, two, three, four, five, six—

			I paused. Old habits die hard, but I didn’t know if that was a good sign or a bad one. 

			“We’ll be up there.” Bri pointed upward. Both Daniel and I watched them climb the staircase. It was encased in wrought iron that spiraled upward into a hole in the ceiling. 

			I cleared my throat. “Are you hungry?” I asked.

			Daniel looked me over. “Not really, I mean not yet, but if you want something, I’d be happy to grab it for you.” 

			I released his hand and rubbed the side of my neck. My feet crossed. I didn’t mean to cut him off so abruptly. His kindness was appreciated. I gave a timid nod while scanning the room. 

			“I’d love a strawberry green tea lemonade.” 

			He smiled while running his hand through his messy locks. “That’s very specific.” 

			I grinned. “I guess it is. I used to drink them a lot with butter croissants. My sister and—” I paused. He stepped up to me and leaned down. “Listen, you don’t have to talk about anything until you want too, or ever. There’s zero pressure here.” He spoke quietly. 

			I nodded. My eyes lifted and locked onto his. “I know, I just feel—”

			He interrupted me. “Don’t. Echo, listen. I can’t imagine what you’ve been through, but you’re back now and if you just want to be you, then be you. We love you just the way you are, and there’s no judgment.” 

			Why? Why did he have to be this way? So amazing, kind, forgiving. They all are, even Bri. But if they knew what happened—I can’t imagine they’d be so happy to see me. They may hate me, and I’d have to accept that because it would be fair.

			I wanted to say so many things, but I couldn’t find the words. 

			He saved me the trouble when he stood up straight and shoved his hands into his pockets.

			“I’ll get you a drink. Why don’t you check this place out? It seems pretty cool.” 

			I half laughed with a nod. 

			“What?” he asked me as his smile lit up his eyes. 

			“You.” 

			He winked at me. 

			I scanned the room again. “And this. I guess I never took you for a lover of poetry.” 

			He removed his hands and folded his arms. “I’m not, I mean I guess it’s cool.” 

			My cheeks felt flush. Daniel only did this for me. I get it now.

			He walked past me, and I called after him. “Daniel.” 

			He paused, glancing back at me. “Yeah?” 

			“Thank you.” It meant so much more. I wanted to rush into his arms and thank him for saving Mattie, Bri, and Luna. He had no idea what he was capable of doing, but I did. I was blessed to be surrounded by extraordinarily brave people. 

			He offered a nod and then hit the stairs, taking them two at a time. He was gone before I knew it, so I was left to explore for a moment on my own. I fidgeted with my hands and then decided to take a small unguided tour. 

			Because sometimes those are the best kind. 

			Getting lost. Wandering. 

			Exploration serves distraction well. 

			I think I’m starting to understand who my parents are and how much I may be like them. 
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			I ended up in a dimly lit hallway. I had made my way deeper into the building. The layout made little to no sense, but I wasn’t upset. In fact, it only added to the excellent distraction that Daniel had provided. 

			Daniel. 

			He’s a sweet boy. Sweet and considerate. 

			Why couldn’t I be the kind of girl who accepted sweet and considerate as suitable boyfriend or girlfriend material? My life would be so much easier if I had. 

			But no. I like people who cause me trauma. The ones who button mash without asking me. Pushing every emotion inside of me to the brink of insanity. I think it may be my greatest flaw and yet my most treasured asset. 

			Without this insatiable need to explore I would be left to an uneventful life. But how much excitement should I long for? When would enough be enough?

			Everything I did up until this moment caused so much distress, and the only reason I still had my friends, and even my aunt in my life, was because of magic. 

			I loved and hated it. 

			I always would. 

			I also feared it. 

			My hand hummed at my side. I flexed my fingers and swallowed that old feeling of nervousness. Maybe someday I would learn how to live with this thing I have inside of me. This power that chooses to rise according to how I feel. 

			Surely, I could control it, but did I really want to? 

			It was dangerous, like Thorn, like Asher, like Lily. 

			I craved it even though I didn’t want that, but secretly I must. Otherwise, it would be gone. 

			The hallway light flickered overhead and I blinked as I reached out, letting my fingertips glide along the smooth white wall. It felt cool to the touch. I flinched when a roll of thunder vibrated the building. 

			Another storm was coming. 

			Predictable. 

			We sit in a precarious position on the east coast where storms often pop up without warning. At least, that’s what everyone believes, but now I wonder if it isn’t all a spell. Maybe everything in my life, from the beginning until the end, would be dictated by magic.

			Vampires made Port Royal their home. 

			So had I.

			What does that make me?   

			The lights flickered again, and I gasped when I spotted a shadow at the end of the hall. I narrowed my eyes, trying to focus on the shape. Lightning lit up the room behind the figure. 

			“Hello?” I called out. 

			The lights flickered again, and the shadow was gone. 

			“What now?” I muttered to myself. 

			I took one step, then another, then another. Curiosity now outweighed courage. I didn’t need to gather it any longer. If needed, I could beat back Death itself. I knew it, but it frightened me all the same.  

			I reached the open doorway and decided to step in as lightning lit up everything. A long glass wall ran the length of the room, sectioned off with black wrought iron. On the other side, I could see an open space filled with vegetation. It housed a beautiful atrium with a piano sitting in the center, nestled in thick vines. One large candelabra sat on top of the black piano, and a leather-bound book sat open above the keys. I stepped up to the window and placed my hand against the glass. Staring at that piano reminded me of Asher. His playing haunted me. Each note so filled with emotion. His emotions. I closed my eyes as the memory swelled. Soon it was overwhelming as the bow rushed across the strings and his body leaned in behind me, warm and inviting. 

			“The sea awoke from its sleep, and round the pebbly beaches far and wide,” I spoke without much thought. 

			“I heard the first wave of the rising tide rush onward with uninterrupted sweep.”

			I turned as Thorn stood in the center of the room. Large paintings of the sea flanked the walls: some calm, some rough. The roughest of them all sat behind him — the irony. 

			His lip curled, and he continued. “A voice out of the silence of the deep, a sound mysteriously multiplied as of a cataract from the mountains side, or roar of winds upon a wooden steep.”

			I placed my hands behind me and pressed against the chilled glass. I spread my fingers and took a short breath. I’ve always been a sucker for boys who could recite poetry. 

			I parted my lips. “So comes to us at times, from the unknown and inaccessible solitudes of being, the rush of the sea-tides of the soul and inspirations that we deem our own—”

			He interrupted me. “Are some divine of foreshadowing or foreseeing of things beyond our reason or control.” 

			I lifted a hand and hid a smile. I was happy to see him. Much happier than I expected to be. I fought the urge to rush to him and throw my arms around his neck. 

			“Hi.” I managed to choke out as I placed my hand behind me and leaned against the glass. It seemed crude but acceptable.

			“Hi.” He replied with that same mischievous glint in his eyes. I guess I should be grateful he didn’t look sad, but who’s to say he isn’t. Thorn is a master of manipulation when it comes to his emotions. It had caused so much chaos inside of me and was ultimately the reason behind why he had become more of an addiction than simply a want or need. 

			Addictions can be so bad. Every single one of them. 

			The hardest part isn’t the addiction; it’s what you become after you let it consume you. It’s the way you feel inside and out. The way it beckons when you least expect it. The way you long for it, whatever it is, regardless of the consequences. 

			That’s what he is for me. The worst of all addictions. 

			My first.  

			He scanned the room but then his sea blue eyes landed right back on me. I really don’t know what I thought would happen when I saw him again. Did I honestly think I would be able to suppress my feelings and that churning sitting at a low boil deep in my gut? He commands so many emotions within me, not so unlike Asher or Lily, and still does. All three scare me beyond reason and yet I can’t look away. Thorn is beautifully broken, whereas Asher was a beautiful gift, and Lily? Lily was and will always be a beautiful mess, as love tends to be.

			Perhaps the best of all three because it’s the most chaotic in nature. 

			Unpredictable. Savage. Needed. 

			His gaze lowered to the floor and he shoved his hands deep into his pockets. His old habits felt oddly comforting. At least I understood one thing about him. The rest was still a mystery. 

			“How are you.” His voice was barely audible. 

			I leaned in. “I’m sorry?” 

			His chin elevated, and his eyes appeared sad in nature. There it was. The underlying misery that drove him. I guess I should be appreciative that he allows me to see this side of him, but it still didn’t make it any easier. 

			“How are you feeling?” he asked. 

			I didn’t answer as quickly as I needed to and his shoulders slumped. It was impossible for me to hide my grief. 

			It was clear Thorn didn’t know anything about what happened at the cliff’s edge. He was as clueless as the rest. Eyota stripped him of that memory but left behind traces of Asher. I should be grateful for that. It allowed a wedge to be placed between us. A way out, but did I want it? It was hard to say now that he was standing here before me.  

			I offered a slight nod, hoping it would help the lie take hold. “Fine, I’m fine.” 

			His eyebrow cocked. “Fine?” 

			I tucked a stray piece of my hair behind my ear. “Yeah, I’m okay.” 

			“Is this how it’ll be now?” 

			I narrowed my eyes. “What do you mean?” I asked. 

			He took a few steps to the left and then back to the right, effectively pacing in front of me as he spoke. “I just never took you to be a liar.” 

			I pushed away from the glass and stood tall even though I felt like I had been knocked down. 

			“I’m not.”

			His eyes locked onto mine. “I can hear your heartbeat, you know. When you speak, it gives you away.” 

			His assumption sort of annoyed me. Using my heartbeat to gauge how I feel was unfair. 

			“My heartbeat has nothing to do with it,” I spoke without thinking. Of course, it mattered. 

			He took one step forward, and I felt the glass behind me. I’m not sure why I backed away from him, but his expression softened and then seemed to change yet again to sadness. 

			“The heart gives everything away.” 

			I cleared my throat. “My pulse can quicken from a number of things.”

			The edge of his lip curled. I sighed. “Like running, or talking too fast, or eating or—”

			“Him.” He added. 

			I felt a slight tremor in my stomach. He was summoning the butterflies, but I fought against it. I reached up and rubbed the side of my neck. That was one of his habits, but I did it just the same as the blood rushed into my cheeks. I knew I was blushing so I looked down, but I felt a cool breeze and felt his chilled fingertips under my chin before I could blink. His mouth lingered mere inches from mine. A kiss would be so easily stolen, and I almost wished he would take one without asking. But he hesitated as he studied my expression. He removed his hand and took one step back. 

			His eyes lowered to my hands, and I felt a tingling feeling. I glanced down and could see small traces of light racing beneath the surface of my skin. The same light that had been summoned by his blood and released across The Pine. 

			The light held for a few seconds and then dulled, rushing back to wherever it had chosen to hide within me. 

			“I don’t understand,” I said. 

			“Lift your hand.” He whispered. 

			I lifted it, and he reached out and let his hand hover above mine. He closed the space between our palms and the light began to return. He pulled it back and the light faded. His eyes lit with intrigue as did mine. 

			“What’s happening?” I asked. 

			He suddenly grabbed my hand and moaned as a light raced beneath it. Heat followed, but Thorn refused to let it go. Smoke began to rise, and he hissed as his fangs elongated behind his pouty lips. I yelped while jerking my hand back. His palm was charred with the imprint of my hand. He turned it and glared at his skin as it began to regenerate. 

			I pulled my hand up and watched as the light faded. 

			“You are the sun,” he said. 

			“No,” I muttered as he began to smile. 

			“No,” I repeated. 

			He took one step toward me, and a voice interrupted us. 

			“One strawberry green tea lemonade coming right up!” Daniel said as he entered the room. He stopped dead when he spotted Thorn. His smile faded. 

			“I have to go,” Thorn said as he turned and walked away from me, but I didn’t want him to leave. Not like this. Not without talking about what just happened between us. But he passed Daniel and was out the door before I had a chance to protest. 

			I flexed my fingers and pressed my thumb in the center of my hand. 

			Daniel approached me. “What did he want?” he asked. 

			I swallowed hard. I knew the answer, but I didn’t want to accept it. 

			I just become the most desirable and dangerous thing to Thorn Vega because I could kill him without trying.
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			“I don’t feel like going to that café,” I said without much remorse. To be honest, after running into Thorn, I felt like going home and crawling into a hole. The emotions swirled inside of me, and I feared I had become the most coveted thing in his life. 

			Not only did I have his heart, I now tempted him in the most dangerous of ways. 

			I remember watching him reach for the sun. 

			I remember watching him tempt fate on the top of the high school building. 

			I remember when he tilted his umbrella back, forcing me to rush in to save him. 

			But I could no longer save him any more than I could save myself. 

			“What happened?” Mattie asked without hesitation. She could tell something was wrong with me. She always could. 

			I shook my head, but Daniel decided to tell her. “Thorn was here.” 

			Her eyes widened. “Vega?” 

			Daniel scowled. “Who else would it be?” 

			She pushed him aside and stepped up to me. 

			Mattie leaned in and placed her hand on my arm. “Are you okay?”

			I wanted to cry or scream, or maybe both. I don’t know why I thought I could come back here and just slip into some kind of normal existence. Those days had come and gone for me.

			“I want to talk,” I said as my head felt light. I swayed on my feet, but Daniel caught my arm. I know it seemed dramatic because it certainly felt that way. He led me over to a small sitting area. I took a seat, and Mattie sat down next to me on one side as Bri took the other. Daniel stood there with his arms crossed over his chest. “Do you want me to kick his ass? I will totally do that for you.” 

			Bri raised an eyebrow and Mattie shook her head. “Daniel.” She spoke quietly, carefully, like I was a wounded animal. I’m not. 

			I shook my head. “No—I definitely don’t want you to do that.”

			“Because he couldn’t,” Bri added. Mattie swiped a hand at her. “Stop. I think it’s very nice of him to offer.” 

			Bri shrugged her shoulder and scoffed at him. 

			“I love him,” I said, and the room fell silent. Saying those words felt awful and wonderful all at the same time. 

			“Duh,” Bri muttered. 

			Mattie mouthed the word ‘stop’ in her direction, I caught it, but it didn’t matter. 

			“I also love Asher.” 

			“Damn,” Bri said as she leaned forward so she could see from the side.

			“And—I met someone while I was away.”

			Daniel unfolded his arms and Mattie placed her hand on mine and wound her fingers in so tightly. Bri lifted her hand. “Is nobody going to ask who?” 

			“A girl.” I spat it out as fast as I could. I wanted to get it all out there on the table and let things fall where they may. 

			“Wait. What?” Daniel asked. 

			Bri put her arm around me, and Mattie removed it. 

			“A girl, her name was, I mean, it’s Lily.” 

			Mattie stared at me from the side. “Lily who?” 

			I looked at her. “I—I don’t know her last name.” 

			She pulled out her phone. “Ridiculous. Give me her last name; maybe she went to my school.”

			I sighed and rubbed the side of my neck. “I really don’t know.” 

			Mattie lowered her phone. “How can you not know her last name?’

			I opened my mouth and shrugged my shoulders. “God, I never even asked.” 

			Bri leaned into my side. “Pretty ballsy of you.”

			I shook my head. “No—it wasn’t like that at all.” 

			“Well, I assume you did something with her, right?” she asked.

			I looked around the room. “Well, yeah—we held hands, and she did my makeup and hair. We watched movies, and slept together.” 

			“What!?” Mattie’s voice went up a full-octave. 

			“No—no, not that kind of slept together. We fell asleep in the same bed.” I lifted my hand and crossed them over, erratically waving them around. 

			“We did not do anything like that. I’ve never—” I had to stop. It was more than I needed to say, but Bri was giggling beside me. 

			“I swear, Bri,” Mattie said as she leaned forward. “If you’re not mature enough for this conversation please excuse yourself right now.” 

			Mattie’s tone was stern. Somewhat surprising.

			Daniel chimed in while rubbing the side of his neck. “You said love, present tense?”

			I looked up at him and nodded. “Yes.”

			“So, you love all of them?” he asked.

			I swallowed hard and then shook my head. “I guess I do.”

			“Huh,” Daniel said as he looked up at the ceiling and anywhere but me. 

			Mattie decided to help him understand. “It’s called polyamorous.”

			I nodded at her. “That’s what my aunt said.” 

			“What is it?” Daniel asked. 

			She cleared her throat and glanced at me and then back at him. “It’s when you love more than one person in a romantic sort of way, and you want to be with all of them.”

			“Like Roman’s?” he asked. 

			“No, God. Could you not be so archaic!” she shouted. Daniel held his hands out in front of him. “I’m not ignorant; I want to make sure I understand what’s going on with my sister!” 

			The fact he called me that made me feel all warm inside. For a moment, it almost seemed like he was starting to have odd feelings for me again and that was the last thing I wanted. I love Daniel, too, but never in that way and he knew it. It would be a miserable life for him if he cared about me in that way. I couldn’t return his affections. 

			Mattie stood and up and face me and Bri as we sat on the bench. “Well, I think Echo is so progressive, she’s a perfect example of the future. This is what we all will eventually be. Modern families without boundaries or limitations.” 

			“I’m glad you think so because I honestly felt like I was seriously losing my mind.” 

			Bri laughed. “Losing?” Then she bumped me from the side. “Listen, I’m the last person who would judge you for loving anyone, regardless of what sex they are, or color, whatever—but, I’m not going to lie and say you didn’t surprise me.”

			I looked over at her. “In what way?” 

			“I just—well, you showed up here all goodie-two-shoes, and the next thing you know you’re building a harem.” 

			“I am not.” I began to blush. 

			“No judgment.” She added.

			I shook my head and took a drink. I needed the sugar and caffeine. 

			“You know what? Maybe I do want to go to the café after all.” 

			 “I have a better idea,” Mattie said, and we all looked at her, but all she did was smile. 
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			We stood in front of the brightly lit shop. Daniel stepped out in front of the three of us and shook his head. “I’m going to go on the record here and say this is a very, very bad idea.” 

			Bri smirked. “Chicken.” She flapped her arms while doing circles around him.

			He straightened up. “I am not scared.” 

			She stopped right in front of him. “Then prove it.” 

			He eyed me then turned his attention back onto her. “Echo was just dizzy at the museum.”

			Mattie lifted one finger and ran it back in forth in front of my face. “How are you feeling?” 

			“I’m good. I just needed some sugar.” 

			She turned back and smiled at Daniel. “She’s fine.”

			I nodded. “Totes.”  

			He lifted his hand and let it drop at his side. “That isn’t a diagnosis of any kind.”

			“I am totally fine, Daniel, I promise. Besides, this is something that will last forever, like the four of us,” I added as my eyes lit up from the light. 

			“Well, you won’t be fine when Luna finds out.”

			Bri bumped him from the side. “When did you get so old-man grumpy?” She jumped up and messed with his hair.

			He swatted her away. “Knock it off.”

			I laughed. “You’re two seconds away from yelling ‘get off my lawn!’ Gramps.”

			He rolled his eyes. “Am not. It’s just this is pretty serious.”   

			Bri rushed to the door and opened it up. “Mattie?” 

			Mattie turned to me and smiled. “Listen, give me a few minutes. I dated this guy, and I’m sure I can get him to do this for us, okay?” 

			I nodded. She ran up to Bri, and they disappeared inside the shop. I watched them walk over to a boy who immediately lit up when he saw them. He hugged one then the other, and they began to talk as Mattie fidgeted with her ponytail and twisted her foot. She was turning on the charm. Bri stepped up and hugged her from behind. The guy leaned against the counter, he glanced at me and then back at them. Mattie gave me a quick look and winked. I had a feeling she was really going to pull this off. 

			“I’m serious,” Daniel said. 

			“About what?” I asked. 

			He moved in front of me and blocked my view. I narrowed my eyes. “Luna is gonna flip.” 

			I nodded at him. “Probably.” 

			“And you don’t have any issues with that?” 

			I sighed. “Daniel, listen. My sister disappeared in Brazil, presumably dead. Then I came here, met Thorn, broke up, got back together with him, broke up again, got back together, then he left. I met Asher, and we—” I gathered my courage. I looked up at him. “He was amazing, and I hurt him, badly. Then he—he.” I felt short of breath. Daniel placed his hand on my shoulder. “He died, Daniel and I didn’t get a chance to say goodbye instead, I checked myself into that place and hid away from everything. You, Mattie, Bri—even my aunt. And while I was there I met someone amazing, who helped me feel somewhat normal again, and then I lost her, too. So, if you think having my aunt upset about something is going to be the worst that’s happened, well—it isn’t and she’ll get over it.” 

			He wanted to speak, but his expression softened, as did his eyes. They appeared somewhat glossed over, so he cleared his throat, straightened his shoulders and offered a reassuring nod, signaling he was in. 

			The door opened, and Mattie leaned out. “We’re all good.” 

			“Okay—then let’s go.” 

			 

			We stood in front of my house in a circle. Each one of us with a grin. Then we rolled our sleeves up and extended our arms, exposing them, palm side up. We all had the same tattoo. A triangle, in black, facing downward. 

			Mattie spoke with sincerity. “For each of us, this can mean so many things. Balance, earth, water, fire, female, witch. That’s the beauty of this symbol; it’s so many things.” 

			“But to me it means family,” I said without fear. 

			We moved in for a group hug and then the porch light came on. I backed away from them and gave them a nod. They headed down the street, and I pushed on the iron gate and made my way up the stone path, moving past uneven shrubbery and small buds brought on by much-needed rain. 

			I felt different somehow. Renewed. Special. Like I belonged to something. 

			And I do now. 

			A coven. 

			My coven.
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			I shoved the oversized antique spoon into my maple and brown sugar oatmeal. It’s another thing my aunt mastered. She leaned in and dropped a pad of real butter in the center of it, and I watched it melt against the heat of the bowl. I swirled it around and took a bite, ignoring the slight burn to my tongue. I chased it down with some cold milk. 

			She sat down across from me and fingered at her bowl. She decided to eat some right along with me. 

			“So, do you want to talk about it?” she asked.

			My heart leapt into my throat. I had been careful to hide the tattoo from her, which was easy to do since I ate, went to bed, and now had my school uniform on.  

			I toyed with my food. “I don’t know what you mean.”  

			She sighed. “Well, I think he’s about six-foot-tall and has shaggy blonde hair.” 

			I looked up at her and narrowed my eyes. “What?” It took me by surprise.

			“You know. The boy.” 

			I took a deep breath and then released it. “Who told you?” 

			“You know word travels fast here. I heard you talked to him at the museum and you were upset.”

			I tugged on my sleeve. So, she knew about that, but the tattoo was still a secret? 

			The butter was melting so I swept it under the thick oatmeal. The smell soothed me and the conversation, not so much. 

			“I don’t want to be with him or anyone, ever.” It seemed so sudden and final, and to be honest, I wished it were true, but it wasn’t. All I did was think about him, or Asher, or Lily. The three of them occupied about the same amount of space in my head now. Even though Asher would never return, I still couldn’t shake how I felt about him. I don’t think I ever could. 

			She rolled her hand with the spoon firmly grasped between her perfectly manicured fingers. Bright red nail polish stuck out against pale skin. Her oatmeal clung to the spoon. My eyes locked onto her spoon as she moved it back and forth. I let out a sigh and leaned back in the chair. I tucked my feet on the bar beneath me and held on. She may be gearing up. 

			“I know his name. I was just making sure you still remembered it.” 

			I crossed my arms over my chest. “Of course, I remember it.” 

			“You could have fooled me.” She added while shoving the spoon in her mouth and pulling it back out. She chewed while never taking her eyes off me. 

			My lips pursed. I began to push myself away from the table. 

			She swallowed. “Don’t forget the living.” 

			I blinked. The living? I nearly laughed. 

			“How could I?” I asked. 

			I had effectively marred every living thing here in Port Royal in one way or another. My need to shed myself of the pain changed me forever. I was just grateful the spell had been reversed the best it could, but I still felt it. That heavy weight in my chest. Something I would be reminded of each and every time I visited Asher’s memory, even his grave. 

			I couldn’t change it, and even if I could, I wouldn’t dare. 

			I promised myself when I came back here I would accept things as they were and move forward the best I could. I have to do this or lose any chance of ever being happy. 

			But maybe happiness isn’t for me. Maybe it’s meant to be for everyone else I care about. And if that’s the sacrifice I have to make to ensure they all live happily ever after then so be it. I’ll get as many cats as I can and live out my days at the Navarri estate home, tending to the garden, feeding the black swans, dusting the shelves in the libraries and protecting what little legacy I have just in name alone.  

			She leaned forward while placing her spoon back in her bowl. “Are you so sure?” 

			I bit my bottom lip and sat back down. “I just—I can’t.” 

			She offered a nod. “I get that, I do, but how long do you plan on mourning his loss?” 

			My eyes became glossy. “As long as it takes.” My backpack pulled me off balance. It bounced off of my tattoo, and the pain lingered. I can’t say I hated it. In fact, as the fresh-faced boy ran the tattoo gun over my skin, I was able to clear my mind for the first time in forever. Once we left, all I could think about was going back and getting another one to sooth the pain no one could see.  

			Aunt Luna stood up as I rushed toward the door. “Echo, are you okay?”

			I stopped dead. “Have I ever been okay?” I asked. 

			She tilted her head. “You hissed when you picked up your bag. Did you fall again?” 

			I swallowed hard and glanced down at my arm. “Yeah, last night. I tripped over the chest in my room.” 

			“I didn’t hear you fall, love. Do you want me to look at it?”

			I shirked it off while adjusting the bag on my shoulder. “No!—no.” My response was awkward at best. She got a funny look on her face. 

			“I’m going to be late.” 

			She lifted her hand, and I hurried out the door. 

			No kiss, no goodbye.

			She called to me from the porch as I opened the gate and slammed it shut. 

			“I love you!”

			I waved but said nothing back to her.  
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			I stood in front of the school and peered up at it. It would always be this thing towering over me. A place where my best and worst memories were stored. This town was so different. I didn’t look at it the same way I had before. I never would again but who’s to say that’s a bad thing? I meant I was growing, changing. Beginning to accept things as they are and not as I wished them to be. 

			“Love is a curse, not a blessing,” I muttered to myself not even realizing I had spoken it out loud. 

			I felt a presence behind me and heard a voice in my ear. The French accent gave him away.

			“I really like how dark you are.” 

			Roman stepped around in front of me and gave me a once over. “And I like the skirt.” 

			I grimaced. He leaned in and tapped my nose, making me blink again. “But you shouldn’t be so quick to judge love as the enemy. Most of the time it is us, nothing more, nothing less.”

			He was wearing a school uniform. I tried to contain my disgust. This vampire had invaded my home, and now he thought he was going to invade my school, following me from Crow’s Landing like some parasite.

			I took a step toward him. “You won’t be feeding on anyone here.” 

			He narrowed his eyes. “Are you challenging me?” 

			“If I have too.” 

			“That would be delightful.” 

			I gritted my teeth as a bus rolled up behind me, and kids began to spill out onto the curb. I hadn’t spotted Mattie, Bri, or Daniel yet, but I knew they should be arriving soon. 

			Roman’s eyes wandered. He grinned at a group of girls as they passed him by. They giggled, he bowed. They giggled some more. 

			I moved closer to him. “I’m serious; you should leave.” 

			“Or what? Will you cast me out of Port Royal, or better yet, zap me with that light crawling around inside of you like a tapeworm?” 

			I took a slow breath. My fingers became numb. I didn’t even look down; I already knew he was trying to provoke me. I have to maintain control. If I don’t, then everyone around us could be in terrible danger. Who knew what sort of destruction I could unleash on this school?

			I wasn’t about to find out. 

			Another group of kids moved between us as both Roman, and I stood our ground. 

			“I don’t want you here,” I said as quietly as I could. I knew he could hear me. 

			He moved, and I noticed he was wearing a necklace with a pentagram on it. My eyes locked onto it and he reached up and pushed it back inside his shirt, under his tie. 

			It was the same as Eyota’s tattoo. He was protective of it, I could tell by his reaction.

			“You should embrace what you are, Echo Navarri. The harder you fight it, the worse off you’ll become. Hasn’t it occurred to you that your misery, which I can smell from miles away, is only brought on by your unwillingness to utilize your gift?” 

			“My gift?” 

			He moved closer to me, floating right above the ground. I gasped. If anyone saw this, then we would have to cast, to wipe memories clean. No mortal in Port Royal could know about this. About true witches, vampires, hellhounds, or the living dead. No one could know they had been manipulated to believe none of it was real. 

			He stopped, just two feet in front of me. His once trusting smile was now a thing of nightmares. 

			“Come now, what will it be? Will you fight me or let me live in peace in this beautiful little town of yours?” 

			“How do I know you won’t hurt anyone here?” 

			A deep voice bellowed. “Because I will turn you to fiery ash if you dare.” 

			Everyone around us froze in place as Eyota stepped into view. I gasped. He seemed like a dark knight in shining armor. 

			Roman let out a hiss as Eyota lifted his two fingers and began to write in the air. I could see letters appear then fade.

			“My Lord,” Roman spoke to Eyota as if he were royalty, and in many ways, I guess he is. A descendent of Dracula, himself. 

			“How long have you been in town?” Eyota asked as he approached the two of us. “A few days,” Roman said without looking up at him. “And why didn’t you come to see me?”

			Roman glanced up at me and Eyota moved in between us. “Answer me.” His voice rose in volume, and I had to cover my ears. Roman lowered to one knee and hung his head.

			“I apologize.”

			Eyota reached down and pulled his necklace out. He jerked on it, and the chain broke. Roman hissed again as Eyota lifted it up and the metal turned to dust. “You hid yourself from me with this trinket.” 

			Roman nodded. “Again, I apologize. I was only having a bit of fun.”

			“Not at this one’s expense. Now or ever. Do you understand me?” 

			Roman didn’t say a word. Eyota leaned toward him. “Your only answer is yes. Anything else and I will forget you are part of the high Court of The Veil and my brother’s son.” 

			My eyes widened.

			Roman was related to Eyota? His nephew? Of course, he is. How could he not be a Vega? 

			“Now tell me, where is the other one? You always move as one; do you not?” 

			I narrowed my eyes. What other one was he referring too? 

			“I am alone. All alone. I promise.” Roman said. 

			“Leave now.”

			Roman took one last look at me and then made his way down the sidewalk, away from the school. Eyota kept his back to me. 

			“Thank—”

			A wind blew my hair up around my face, and he was gone, and everyone began to move again. 

			I sighed as Mattie, Bri, and Daniel came into my view. They waved at me, and I waved back. 

			I approached them and Mattie’s nose wrinkled. “You look pale, are you okay?” 

			“How can you tell?” Bri asked. “She always looks like a vampire.”

			I let out a bit of nervous laughter. 

			If they only knew.   
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			I paused on the top step and stared up at the two names, side by side, above the doors. 

			Navarri and Vega. 

			They would forever be etched here and in my heart, but I couldn’t let it persuade me into thinking there was any future for us. Now or ever. 

			I stepped inside the school, and the sweet smell of roses consumed me. My eyes wandered down the hallway. 

			Container after container of red roses had been stacked against each other. It covered the lockers and most of the floor, minus a small walkway down the middle of the wide hall. I couldn’t believe how many of them had been crammed into the school. 

			Thousands. It overwhelmed me.

			Kids stood motionless, unable to find their lockers because they were buried in a sea of red, like blood. I moved slowly at first, then picked up my pace as Bri, Mattie and Daniel fell behind. Mattie had begun to smell the flowers, and Bri laughed. Daniel was rubbing the side of his neck, just as confused as the rest of our classmates seemed to be.

			I reached my locker. A card had been taped to it. I pulled it down and tore it open, exposing a small piece of paper. 

			Three words stood out bold and painful against stark white. 

			YOU ARE LOVED. 

			It was the same as my dream.

			I gasped when I felt him behind me. 

			“Echo.” 

			I closed my eyes. “Please don’t do this.”

			“I returned for—” 

			I spun around, knowing what I had to do. “Why? Why would you come back when I told you it’s over! Please accept that and go live your life already!”

			Such horrible words. Such a horrendous lie.

			Thorn stood before me with such a painful look on his face. His tone lowered. “You can’t mean that, you don’t—”

			“Why? Because you’re Thorn Vega?” my voice carried down the hall and kids began to look at the two of us. Murmurs rose as they whispered among themselves. I had their attention now. 

			His eyes narrowed. “No—because I love—”

			“Don’t you dare use that word with me. You don’t know what it means. You live a life no one in this town could possibly understand.” His eyes darkened. I know he thought I was getting ready to out him, but what I had in mind was much worse. I needed to end this, once and for all. To free him, because he would linger forever in and around my life as I wither and age. I took a breath. “Up there, in your fancy mansion with millions of books. I doubt you’ve even read them, any of them. I’m sure it’s just another thing you use to impress girls. More lies, because who really knows you, or your family?”

			“Echo, please.” He reached out to me, still hanging onto hope. 

			“I loved Asher and I always will!” 

			His hand lowered, then retracted.  

			He turned and walked away from me. 

			As broken hearted as anyone ever could be. 
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			I watched Thorn rush down the hallway and through the front doors. I tried my best to ignore the bile rising in the back of my throat. The bell rang, and my classmates moaned and groaned. I’m sure they’d rather watch me tear his heart out all day long. I effectively become the most vicious girl in the school, beating out…speak of the devil.

			“Well, if it isn’t Echo Navarri, man-slayer.” 

			I really wasn’t in the mood for Tailor. 

			“What do you want?” I asked without much worry. It was amusing I once felt like she could intimidate me. 

			She scanned the hallway and then cocked her hip. She was alone, but her regular entourage was waiting for her in the distance. Too far to hear our conversation, but close enough to assist her if needed. It finally hit me; she was nothing alone; she had never been. Most bullies are like that. They rely on an audience and backup. 

			Pathetic. 

			“That was brutal.” She eyed the door leading out of the school. 

			“I wasn’t trying to impress you or anyone.” 

			She leaned in while placing a hand on her hip. The short black skirt swayed, showing off her muscular thighs. Her white shirt was wrinkle-free, and her tie was knotted right beneath her collar. “Well, you did.” She whispered. 

			I turned to look at Tailor, ready to give her all the words I swallowed when I feared her. But then I spotted Bri and Mattie, waiting for me and instead of giving into temptation, I bit my lip. She sighed when Mattie called out to me. “Echo! What is up with ALL these roses?!” 

			I swallowed hard and moved past Tailor, leaving her behind. She called out. “See you at lunch!” 

			“No, you won’t,” I muttered under my breath as I approached Mattie, Daniel, and Bri. Bri had a rose in her hand and was effectively plucking one petal at a time, letting them fall to the ground. I watched them float down through the air, and my heart began to ache, but I needed to be strong. I refused to make any more mistakes. 

			 

			I sat in fourth period, and surprisingly, the day had been calm despite the army of people who had been called in to clear the flowers from the hallway. The lunch bell would be ringing soon, in less than fifteen minutes. My mind wandered as I gripped the book in my hand. It was study hall, so I was trying to read, but again, the words kept jumbling together. 

			I closed the book and stared out the window as the first drops of Spring rain hit the thick glass. The sky’s darkened and a chill rushed through me like someone stepped over my grave. I pulled out my phone and quickly texted my aunt.

			 Checking in.

			 I waited. Nothing. Another minute passed by.

			 I may come home for lunch. 

			 Again nothing. It was unlike her. 

			 Luna?

			 My heartbeat sped up. I collected my books and began to shove them into my bag. Coming back to school was a mistake. I should be home, always. I need to protect her. My phone chimed, and I muffled it. I turned it over, and she had responded.

			 K

			 K? Why was she upset with me? What had I done? Because we all know “K” is codeword for “whatever.”

			 Is everything okay?

			 I waited. 

			 K

			I shook my head while gathering my things. The bell rang, and I rushed out of the room, down the hall and out the doors before anyone could even speak to me. 

			Something was terribly wrong. I could feel it in my gut. I felt clammy, nauseous. Uneasy.

			I ran down the street as the rain began to pour all around me. Thunder rolled, and lightning struck a tree to my right. It splintered and sparked, throwing debris across the cobblestone street. I tried to ignore it as the storm worsened. 

			Then I found myself nearing the cemetery. Something caught my eye. A flash of auburn hair and a kimono. I peered in as the woman weaved through the stones, off the regular path. My heart raced in my chest. 

			“Aunt Luna?!” I called out into the wind and rain. 

			I reached up and moved my hair out of my eyes. I heard a scream, so I dropped my bag while running through the gate and along the path. It moved right then left, finally spilling me out in a circle of stone. I heard laughter behind me.

			Something was toying with me. 

			I suddenly felt like a fool. I had been lured in here with no clear way out.

			I bit my lip and gritted my teeth as I spun around, calling out into the storm. 

			“I’m here! Don’t hide from me, you coward!” 

			The rain rushed over my lips and dripped from my chin. I turned when I heard more laughter behind me, but saw no one. 

			Laughter rose up to my right, and then left, above and below. 

			I spun around in a circle. The anger continued to rise. Light rushed across the surface of my skin, sizzling as it came in contact with the water. I lifted my hand and stared at it. It was the first time anything had been able to stop the light from collecting. 

			Water could stop it. 

			The rain. Of course. 

			I swallowed hard. It wasn’t the best time to find out what your kryptonite actually is.  

			I lowered my hand and then heard a voice behind me.

			“Do you want a bit of advice?”

			I turned to see James standing there with blood stained teeth and clothing. My eyes locked on his mouth. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t move. How? How was he here?

			“Well, do ya?!” he yelled, forcing me to flinch.

			I parted my lips, ready to answer, but he interrupted me like the rude animal he is. That’s right, an animal. A filthy beast. Unable to comprehend human emotions. 

			He leaned in close, bringing his stench right along with him. The sky lit up, and it slid across his gray pupil, sending a shiver down my spine. 

			“Stop caring so much about the living,” he whispered.

			“How are you alive?”

			He tilted his head, and I could hear bone cracking. “Why don’t you ask the Witch.” 

			I dug my heel into the ground. “What Witch?”

			“Luna. She kept me like a pet, in the basement. Feeding me scraps, talking to me, begging me to return to her. All the while I wanted nothing but flesh and bone. Blood.” He sniffed me. “You understand this hunger, do you not? You’ve tasted it. I can smell it on you, in you. It gives us power, life.”

			“What have you done to her?!” I yelled in his face, so fearful he had done the unthinkable.

			“You know, I was there, I could hear her when she lied to you, talking about beavers in the house. Do I look like a beaver to you!” he screamed as I flinched. 

			His mood immediately shifted. He was clearly irrational, but I wasn’t. I was staring at the result of not allowing things to be as they are. Luna and I were so much alike. 

			He started to laugh, then he coughed. He spit onto the ground. It looked black as ink.

			“Why do you care? You left her. You left all of them! Like pigs for slaughter.” He lifted his hands and held them above him as the rain poured down all around us. 

			I wanted so badly to call upon this magic that lived inside of me now. I wanted to kill him, but the rain was preventing me. 

			“I wouldn’t.” I paused. 

			I had done just that. I left. I had abandoned every single one of them. Left them all defenseless, but not now. 

			I lifted my hands and tried to summon the power I possessed regardless of the rain. But each time the light would collect, the water would extinguish it. 

			James rushed in and grabbed the front of my shirt and lifted me off the ground. History was repeating itself. I remember being in the house, having this happen. Feeling helpless, scared, alone. But that was a different time — a different me. I couldn’t let him kill me because he wouldn’t stop there. He would keep going. 

			Feeding, murdering, pillaging this town.

			He would take Bri, Mattie, Daniel. All of them would die because of me. 

			“Thorn!” I yelled into the storm. 

			I waited, but nothing happened. I looked around in a panic. “Thorn! Please!” 

			Again, I waited, and James looked around too then back to me. He tilted his head. “Oh no, have you lost your little pet?”

			I gritted my teeth as a glowing circle rose up around us, pink in color. Another spell. Roman. 

			I heard a laugh, well, more like a giggle, rise up behind us. My gaze shifted as he turned with me held before him. 

			“Oh, what now?!” James asked, clearly annoyed. 

			There she was in a frilly black dress that ended above her knee with tight bottle-blonde curls wrapped into two ponytails that adorned the sides of her head. 

			Lily.

			I parted my lips, confused at first but then reality began to sink in. 

			Lily dug her heel into the ground and hissed. “How dare you,” she muttered before snatching his body and rushing off behind a large tombstone. I hit the ground hard and fast. It knocked the wind out of me, but not my senses. I could hear the crunch of bone and ripping of flesh. An arm flew by me, then a leg. I had to duck to avoid being hit by either. 

			Then a deathly silence fell all around me. 

			I pushed myself up onto my feet. The rain slowed, the storm began to quiet down. 

			Lily rose up behind the gravestone and fingered at the edge of her lip. Wiping away some dark blood. 

			“He was right, you know,” she spoke softly. 

			Gently. 

			So deceptive.

			“A-about wh-what?” I stuttered from the chill in the night air. She removed her coat and wrapped it around my shoulders. Drawing it tight, and pulling me in. My eyes lowered to her mouth. The kiss was right there between us, begging, waiting. 

			“You left.” She whispered.

			“Are you kidding me!?” 

			I pushed away from her and began to walk, shedding her coat and letting it drop to the ground. 

			“Liar!” I yelled. “You lied to me!” 

			She rushed around in front of me, and I refused to look at her until she lifted my chin.

			“Please don’t be angry. Please.” 

			I pushed her away, and Roman stepped in, slowly clapping his hands. He made his way over to Lily and wrapped his arm around her shoulder. I adjusted my stance. “Yes, please. Don’t be mad. We were just doing our job, right, little sister?” he asked. 

			I stepped back, nearly stumbling. Lily tried to cross the few feet that sat between us, but Roman grabbed her hand. “Contrôle toi petite sœur.” He spat out, telling her to essentially stand down.

			So, this was the “other one” Eyota had referred to.  

			I regained my balance, but not my stability. 

			Lily damaged it even further. “You’re his sister? Eyota’s niece? A Vega? Seriously?”

			She had an unexpected air of frailty about her so Roman took over where she couldn’t.

			“We are, but more than that, we are in the Court of the Veil.”

			“Yeah, you mentioned that before.” I fought back the tears. She didn’t deserve to see me cry. Not now, or ever. “What the hell is that? Some kind of lame club?” 

			“It’s the highest honor, something our uncle chooses to ignore,” Roman replied.

			 I shook my head as water rolled off my chin and dripped to the ground. This storm would never end. It loomed over Port Royal as well as in my heart. 

			Lily had taken the last bit I had to offer and spit it back out. Leaving me in ruins.

			“We were sent here to test you after our aunt came looking for help and mercy.” He clarified with perfect disinterest. “I mean, what she did was pretty crazy, even for us. She’s lucky she’s been given another chance to redeem herself, but I doubt our uncle will accept it, to think, she made him believe they were husband and wife. I have to hand it to her; she certainly has nerve.” He glanced at Lily. 

			“Persephone.” I hissed. “Wait, to test me? Like some lab rat?” 

			“We can’t have someone as powerful as you roaming around on their own. You could be a danger to us.” He rolled his hand. 

			I took a step back. “To your kind.”

			Lily looked away. My reference to what she is may have hurt her. I didn’t care. Well, that isn’t true. I care too much; that’s the problem. It had always been the problem.  

			“Exactly, so when you checked yourself into The Landing, which was very convenient by the way, my sister and I were sent to test you. First, by allowing you to stop taking the medication, and next by, well—” he looked at Lily, and smiled. 

			I pointed at her with a trembling hand. “You have the same necklace on as he did. The pentagram.”

			Roman hopped up onto Asher’s tombstone and crossed his legs. It infuriated me. I wanted to break him in two, but I felt weak. Lily had effectively rendered me useless along with the rain.

			“Of course, she does, she’s bound to The Veil, just as I am and I’ll tell you, no one will be pleased with what my uncle did to my protective charm. They’re forged with powerful magic allowing us to slip in and out without detection.” 

			He looked at her and winked. “Thank you for luring her into this place.” He looked back at me and tilted his head. “You gave me no choice, I had to bring you here to see what you could do, but it seems what happened in The Pine and at The Landing was a fluke. You have no power you can control. In fact, I think it will fade with time, and you’ll be just as useless as the rest of these mortals, except for the blood, of course.” 

			I shook my head. “So, none of it was real, was it?” I spoke to Lily, ignoring Roman. She still refused to look at me. 

			Lily moved away from Roman and lifted her hand. He slapped it down. “Stop being so sentimental!” He looked back at me. “You’ll have to excuse her. She can be dramatic. But anyway, your test is done. So, you get to live, for now, little rabbit, run on home and see what kind of a mess that beast made.” 

			I blinked, and they were both gone. 

			I turned to run, falling in the mud and then struggling to stand. I spun while covering my mouth then eyes. I tried to collect myself before fear overtook me. 

			“Oh God, Aunt Luna,” I muttered. 
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			I ran until my legs ached and my lungs burned. I reached the gate, slid across the stone, and caught myself on the cold metal. I stumbled up the path, fearful of what I would find. But I promised myself if she was okay, unharmed, alive and well, then I would make sure this power inside of me would never be used. I couldn’t, or The Court of The Veil would come.

			I reached the door with a trembling hand, opening it up to darkness. I swallowed hard, tasting the rain on my lips and shirking off the deep chill settling into my bones. I ran to the kitchen, and she wasn’t there. Then into the living room. And nothing. The house felt cold, lonely, dead. 

			My heart sank. 

			I moved through the hallway, pressing my hand against my chest. My heart pounded in my ears. I stopped mid-step when I heard a faint meow. 

			Bela. 

			It was coming from upstairs. 

			I grabbed the railing and ran, skipping steps, fighting to stand. I pulled as hard as I could, but nothing could be fast enough. I reached the top of the stairs and peered down the hallway. Again, I heard a meow, then a second, then a third. He sounded distraught, mournful. 

			 I fought to focus. The lights flickered on and off, then on again, and Bela came running at me with a hiss. I yelped. He wrapped my leg, looking up at me with those mismatched eyes.

			“What happened?” I whispered to him, knowing he couldn’t tell me, but wishing he could. I took a step and tripped over something. The lights flickered on again as the storm raged outside the house, beating wind and rain against the weathered wood.

			I peered down and spotted a book, then another. They were scattered everywhere like the library had been torn to shreds. Random pieces of paper lay among the books splattered with blood. I gasped. Lightning flashed, and a thick branch crashed through one of the windows in the hallway. A strong gust of wind snaked its way toward me, capturing torn pieces of paper and other debris. I lifted my arms and shielded my eyes. I could feel things hitting me, but I ignored the danger and ran down the hallway, calling out her name. “Luna! Luna?”     

			I reached the door to her room. It was closed. I took a deep breath and then convinced myself to go inside. “It’s okay; it’s okay; it’s okay.” I chanted. 

			I grabbed the doorknob and threw my hand out in front of me. A light rushed beneath my skin, triggered by emotion. Lily was leaning in close to my aunt, who lay on the floor. My fingers flexed, and the muscles in my jaw tightened.

			Suddenly the light began to collect in my hand, sparking, then fading. But the rain had soaked me. Rendering me useless.

			I screamed. “Get out!” 

			Lily was thrown through the open window and forced to watch from the ledge as I scrambled to my aunt’s side. She was trying to speak, but her lips was covered in blood. I cradled her in my arms and began to sob.

			“No, no, no. Please!” I looked up at the ceiling and then back down to her. She coughed, and more blood trickled from the edge of her mouth. I wiped it away as tenderly as I could. She had two deep cuts to her face, one along her cheek and the other on her forehead. I inspected her shirt and could see it was soaked with more blood. 

			“Echo.” She whispered as her eyes rolled. I shook my head unable to catch my breath between sobs. “Echo—I love you so much. I’ve always—I, Echo. I’m so cold. Could you get a blanket for me?” 

			I nodded to her, gingerly laying her back down on the floor and ran to the bed, jerking on her blanket and clutching it to my chest. I returned, dropping to my knees. But her eyes were now closed. She looked so peaceful. Angelic. She had sent me away on purpose.

			“Aunt Luna?” I said, fearful of the truth. 

			“Aunt Luna?!” I yelled, pulling her against my chest and wailing like a wounded animal. I rocked her back and forth with my mind cluttered with so many memories of her. 

			“Echo!” Lily called out to me, but I ignored her. 

			“Echo, please, invite me in!”

			I shook my head and held Luna to my chest. 

			“Echo—invite me in; I can save her.”

			I turned and screamed at her. “I hate you!”

			She blinked as she held onto the edge of the window sill. “Echo—trust me!”

			I had nothing else to lose, so I stood up and turned to her, soaked in my aunt’s blood.

			“Please!” She cried out.

			“Come inside.” 

			Truthfully, I expected Lily to enter the house and kill me. I had no will left in me to fight. But she passed me by and lighted her hands. She began to chant as she drew letter after glowing letter in the air, circling Luna and allowing them to sink down into her skin. I stepped back as Bela came running in and I snatched him up and held him against me. He didn’t hiss or fight. Somehow, he knew better. 

			 Lily dropped to her knees and continued to write in the air with two fingers straight and strong. She slammed her open hand against Luna’s chest and a large glowing pentagram formed, then spread out in a flash, hitting against my skin like a sonic wave. She did it again, then again, and finally, she fell forward on her hands, seemingly exhausted, which was odd to see with a vampire. She stared at the floor beneath her, but my aunt lay still. 

			Lily began to rise as I started to speak. She lifted a finger without looking at me. 

			The twitch was small at first. Then another, followed by another as Luna’s body started to move. She rose off of the floor, right above the wood and her back arched before the first full breath occurred, followed by another. Lily waved her hand and Luna floated to the bed and lowered with ease. Her eyes were still closed, but she was clearly breathing. 

			Clearly alive. 

			“What have you—” 

			“Shh.” Lily placed a finger to her lips while glancing at me. 

			Lily reached in and wiped the corner of my aunt’s mouth, removing the blood. 

			I rushed forward. “I want to know what you’ve done!” 

			My heart skipped a beat and Lily had me by the shoulders, outside of my aunt’s room, before I could blink. She pressed me up against the wall while writing something in the air with her index and middle finger pressed together. Shards of glass began to rise and then magically fused, mending the broken window as if no damage had been done.

			I pushed her away from me and narrowed my eyes. I tried to go back into my aunt’s room, but Lily grabbed my wrist and stopped me dead. 

			“She needs time to rest and heal.” 

			“Tell me what you did!” 

			She shook her head. I stepped up to her, and my eyes flashed with anger. “Tell me,” I spoke through clinched teeth. 

			“Something forbidden.” 

			“I find it hard to believe you are forbidden to do anything knowing what you are.” My words felt hateful, and in so many ways they were. I trusted her, and she had deceived me. Pretending to be something she’s not. 

			But she saved my aunt. I felt so conflicted and confused.  

			I took one more step, and she placed her arm across the door frame. 

			I scowled at her. “How do I know it wasn’t you who did that to her?!”

			She shook her head and glanced behind her. “I didn’t have to ask to be let in.” 

			My brows knitted. “What do you mean?” 

			“I can enter any home I wish to if there’s no life in it.” 

			I gasped. Luna had been—no—she couldn’t be.

			“She was dead when I came here, Echo. James had already killed her. I was trying to help her when you arrived and threw me out of this house.” 

			I tried to move Lily out of my way, but she refused. “She needs time and someone to help her heal, Echo. She needs you.”

			“Are you telling me she’s—dead?” 

			“No longer,” Lily added. 

			I stepped back while covering my mouth. My gaze darted down the hallway and back to her. 

			“Is she, I mean, will she be like you?” 

			 “I don’t know, Echo. I’m a skilled necromancer, but I’ve never done this to a human. It is why The Court employs me; we all have a purpose; mine is raising the dead among us. I preserve the undead, the vampires.” Lily said. 

			I shook my head. “Why would you do this? Why save her?”   

			She appeared distraught. “I’m not like him, like Roman. I value life. All of it.” 

			How do I respond to that? I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to say. How do I thank her after everything she’s done? But she saved Luna. Without her, my aunt would be dead.  

			“Was she suffering when you got here?” I asked. 

			Lily lowered her gaze, and my stomach churned. She tried to touch me, and I flinched. Her hand lingered in the air. 

			I wiped a tear from my cheek and crossed my arms over my chest. “Why did you do this?”

			“For you.” She whispered. 

			I turned away from her and walked back to my room, stepping over books with broken spines and ripped pieces of paper. It seemed a fitting end that I would say goodbye to her here, amongst this ruin, and I have to do it. I have to push her, and anyone like her, away from me. 

			I stopped in front of my door and glanced back down the hallway. 

			“Thank you for saving her, but it changes nothing.” I stepped inside, letting my eyes wander around the room. It was untouched. I almost wished it had been destroyed along with every memory inside of it. The lights flickered on and off, and I felt a presence behind me. 

			Lily had followed me.

			“Echo, please.”

			I spun around to face her. “Please, what?” 

			She was much closer than I expected her to be. I need to keep my emotions in check along with my gratitude. Yes, she saved Luna, but she was a vampire. 

			A Vega.

			“You were sent to kill me, Lily.”  

			“Yes, but I never expected—” she paused. 

			“What? For it to be so fun? For me to be such a great toy?” I snapped my fingers, “Or—what was it you said? A totem? Is that what I am to you? I bet this is the most exciting game you’ve ever played. Well, Lily Vega, it isn’t how decent people treat each other! It isn’t human.”

			She stepped toward me, and I took one step back. 

			It upset her. I was torn. 

			She began to speak. “To lov—”

			I lifted a finger and jabbed it in her direction. “Don’t you dare, not now, not ever. Don’t you mention love to me after all the crap you said! I was so stupid to believe you! You lied about your parents, the food, the sunlight.”

			She shook her head. “Technically, I didn’t lie about the sun.”

			“Shut up, Lily!”

			Her mouth snapped shut. 

			I walked over to the chest at the foot of my bed and sat down. She moved toward me, slowly. I tried to control my breathing, but it was nearly impossible. She sat down, and I turned away from her. 

			“All those pretty words, and the flowers in the moonlight. I hope you enjoyed yourself.” I spoke through the tears and torment.  

			“You’re fake, a total fraud, Lily. If that’s even your name.”

			“Well—”

			I sighed. “Of course, it isn’t your name, is it?” 

			“Not a name given to me at birth. I chose it.”

			I laughed while wiping away more tears. “Of course! I needed something that felt right. That fits me like you do. I thought what we had was special, real—but it isn’t, is it? Well, you don’t have to stay around her, I don’t want you to stay! Go back to the Court of whatever it is and tell them you did your job.”

			I flinched when her fingers gently moved through my hair, cautiously, slowly, creating a beautiful braid, flawless really.

			“Stop,” I muttered. 

			She kept going. 

			 If anything, she was attentive to my needs. Nursing my broken heart as if she had nothing to do with it. It made things worse. I wanted to hate her. I wanted my power to surge through me so I could hurt her as much as she hurt me. 

			But I couldn’t.

			As much as I hated it, I actually missed her.  

			Everything about her, but I didn’t want to. 

			She was soft in a hard and unforgiving world. Funny how a creature such as she was, could be so caring. But she’s a vampire who seems to be searching for redemption.

			“I will never forgive you,” I whispered. 

			“Then I will try to fix that for as long as I live.”

			“You’re wasting your time.”

			“Echo, I have a confession to make.” 

			I rolled my eyes. “Talk to a priest.”

			She ignored my sarcasm. “Thorn was assigned to me when he arrived at The Veil. He had every intention of accepting his rightful place in The Court, but he was sad, alone. I had never seen someone so lost. But then one night, under a full moon, he began to tell me about a girl, in a small rainy town at the edge of the world, who had stolen his heart.”

			I didn’t know what to say, so I remained still. 

			She moved in front of me, graceful, silent, carrying with her that scent of lavender.

			“At first I thought he must be exaggerating. This girl he talked about was gentle, kind, beautiful. She loved him, as he was, even knowing what he was. She accepted him without judgment.” 

			I closed my eyes. Her fingers gently touched my cheek. One chilled finger slid across my bottom lip. “A human girl with raven black hair and bright green eyes. And her lips, sweet as wine, fulfilling as blood. Addictive.”

			My eyes opened just as she leaned in. The kiss lingered between us without words, without thought. I let it be what it was. 

			Pure and unplanned. 

			A beautifully simplistic surprise that carried so much weight. 

			I loved her. I hated her. I wanted to tell her to go, but I couldn’t.

			She pulled away with a grin on her face. I was left with a pleasurable wave sweeping through me. Built for me, but I didn’t know why. She filled that awkward space between Thorn and Asher, adding to a puzzle I had yet to solve.

			“So, curiosity got the better of me. The thought of this beautiful creature bewitched me.”

			She stood up and took three steps back. She removed her black jacket. I adjusted on the edge of the chest. She kept her hazel eyes locked on mine. Her white blond hair shifted, allowing a curl to bounce from her shoulder and then rest against it. The absence of light didn’t hide her beauty. 

			Pale skin. Milky white. Flush cheeks, glossed lips, pastel pink. 

			She was undeniably the most beautiful girl I had ever seen, or possibly ever would see. I consciously recorded the moment. 

			Treasuring it, resenting it. 

			The jacket slid from her hand and landed on the floor. Her hands slowly made their way to each button on her shirt. I rose up, nearly stumbling, heart racing, gasping for air.

			She couldn’t; I couldn’t—no.

			“Lily.” 

			She placed her finger to her mouth. 

			My body trembled from sheer panic.

			“I really think you should—”

			She raised her palm. “Echo, please. I have to show you something, and then I’ll go. I’ll leave you alone forever, as long as you forgive me as I am, because I’m sorry. I’m sorry I lied to get close to you. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you who I am. I’m sorry I watched you suffer for weeks. But I’m not sorry I spoke to you, or held your hand, or fell asleep next to you. I’m not sorry I felt your skin, or tasted your sweet lips.”

			I shook my head and turned away, crossing my arms over my chest. The bite to my lip was rough. Any more pressure and it would surely tear through skin. The blood may be a distraction for her. 

			Maybe I should...yes.

			I bit harder; I could taste a tiny bit of iron. 

			She grabbed me, spinning me around to face her. My eyes locked onto hers. Her shirt was gone. 

			Nope. Do not look down.

			No. No. No, Echo. Don’t you dare! This is not happening.

			She’s a liar. A fake. A fraud. 

			She was sent to kill you and worst of all; she’s a Vega.

			A Vega!  

			A low growl fought to escape her lips. It lingered in her throat. 

			She searched my eyes; then her gaze lingered on my lip. I sucked it inside, trying the mask the blood. But you can’t do that with a vampire. The deed was done. I secretly wanted her to suffer. I wanted her to remember this; remember me. 

			Remember what she would never have.

			And yet Luna was just down the hall, reminding me Lily was different, just like Thorn. She felt things vampires aren’t supposed to feel. They aren’t supposed to be plagued with empathy, and yet she was. It happened when she met me at The Landing, and again now with Luna. 

			I wanted to thank her properly, but I feared if I did, then she would stay, and she can’t, can she? No. 

			I can’t have her. It’s ridiculous to even think—  

			Suddenly Lily was across the room with her back turned. My eyes lit down her spine. Her skin was smooth and pale. I wanted to look away, but I couldn’t. 

			She seemed small and weak which was also a lie. I’m sure it served her well. 

			I should have known. Maybe I’m cursed to circle his family like a dying star until the day I die. Maybe Lily is retribution for all I had done. 

			For the memory spells, the deception, Asher’s death.  

			“Lily, I—” I choked out, knowing it was time to set her free as I had Thorn.

			Even if I wanted this, wanted her, it would never work. I am a weapon. I have something inside of me that could destroy any vampire. I knew it, and yet I had to hide it the best I could for fear of The Court of The Veil sending more assassins to Port Royal, and then what? They would kill everyone I love. 

			Every innocent man, woman, and child.

			All because of me.   

			She turned, and I gasped. I wasn’t ready, but before anger could rise, my eyes lowered and instead of blushing, I stared at her in shock.

			“I, you...I’m sorry, I—I don’t—” I stuttered, losing all grasp of the English language.

			She moved her blonde hair over her shoulders, and I immediately sat down on the chest.

			More like dropped, because my knees buckled. 

			“Echo—I’m a boy.” She whispered.

			“Oh, shi—” 

			The End…for now.
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