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			This book is for the fans who have stood by me and loved every character as much as I do. 

			For the sake of this storyline, I’ve decided to NOT create a blurb, but just allow each of you to experience this book as I did while writing it. 

			But I will say this…

			We carry our memories in the blood like messages in a bottle. 

			See you on the other side of the page. 

			Xoxo,

			Rue 
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			A Note from the Author
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			See you on the other side of the page. 

			Xoxo,

			Rue

		

	
		
			We carry our memories in the blood like messages in a bottle. 

		

	
		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Prologue

			“Mom,” I whisper, unable to hold her gaze for more than a few seconds at a time. It’s been years since she fidgeted with my jacket. I’m not a little girl anymore. I could do it if my hands weren’t shaking. 

			My eyes lift. Her skin is pulled tight across her cheekbones and nearly sunken eyes. She’s cried more than she’ll admit and eaten less than needed. Neither of which I can control. 

			“I can do it myself,” I say. 

			It’s been a terrible few months— the worst, actually, of my entire life. 

			Ignoring my gentle protest, she threads the last large black button through the slit on my peacoat. She cautiously eyes me. 

			I feel broken. I am broken. I know it but I can’t admit it. Because as soon as I say it, then it will all be real. My twin, Midnight, will really be gone. 

			“My sweet girl,” she whispers while cupping my cheek. 

			This sort of emotion from her is unexpected. I hold my ground, fighting off the urge to rush into her arms. She’s never been a big hugger, but right now I wish she would be. I could use it. I’d like to sink into her as deeply as I can go. 

			Maybe I’d disappear. I can’t see how that would be such a bad thing. 

			Echo Midnight Navarri. 

			I have to stop thinking this way. She’s been through enough. So has my dad. 

			I straighten my shoulders and fight off the added guilt. Thoughts like these have plagued me since Midnight slipped from my hand that fateful night. I wish I could control it but I don’t control much now. I still hear her talking to me early in the morning before I open my eyes and the harsh reality sinks back into my bones. 

			My parents have spent endless hours trying to convince me they don’t blame me for Midnight’s death. We’ve talked and talked and talked some more, but no words will ever clear it away. I often find myself trapped inside regret with no hope— no key— no way out. I smile— nod, accept their kind words and support. I have to, for their sake. They don’t want to lose us both. I get that, but I am lost. I feel like I died that day and I’m not sure how I’m supposed to keep breathing when I see her every single time I look in the mirror. 

			My eyes— her eyes. My mouth— her mouth. My face— her face. 

			All of it borrowed like I’m wearing her like costume. 

			But she’s dead, isn’t she? 

			It is death, whether or not we find her body. Death can be more than the absence of a physical form. It’s spiritual, too. And I’d give anything— even my life, to see her one last time. To say all the things I wish I’d said. 

			I’d tell her how much I love her. So much so that I don’t know how to live my life without her. How I envied her courage. How I was often jealous of the way boys would look at her with those adoring eyes. How her smile and laugh could light up the darkest spaces. But mostly, I’d tell her how much I appreciated her presence in my life and how no one could ever fill that void. Not now or ever. 

			My mind stops churning when Dad and my Aunt Luna both enter the room in silence. Their arrival saves me from that fleeting moment of weakness that may’ve benefited both me and my mom. I should’ve rushed in and held on. I know she needed it and so do I. 

			My dad clears his throat to the side of his hand. His black suit dulls his true stature. His shoulders are broad. I always felt like he could protect me from anything. But now— well, he looks so much smaller. Grief has a way of stealing the best parts of us. If we’re not careful, we may never recover those things again. And how tragic to lose not only the person we most loved but the best parts of ourselves right along with them. 

			I know Midnight would stamp her foot and tell me to knock it off right this minute. I lower my head to hide a grin. I don’t want anyone to get the wrong idea. Nothing about today is funny, but I often hear her inside my head because I knew her so well. Maybe someday I’ll be appreciative that I can still hear her. But right now, it always leaves this hollow space in my chest where my heart should be. 

			My Aunt Luna locks her gaze on me. She’s always been a beautiful woman. I envy her sense of style and humor. She had to be strong after her parents died in a mysterious boating accident in which the bodies were never recovered. 

			It seems to be a Navarri curse. 

			My aunt is wearing an oversized hat that has a veil attached to it. The opaque netting brushes against the top of her shoulders, caught in a light breeze that seems to rise and fall in this old house from places unknown. I’m sure there are cracks here and there in the foundation, not so unlike myself, but the Navarri house was where I took my first breath in this world before my parents whisked me and my sister off to other parts of the world. Oddly enough, it always felt like they were running but from what? 

			Silly, I know. 

			My mom told me she always thought she’d end up settling down in Port Royal after she graduated, but my sister and I were a surprise. Unplanned. 

			I guess I should be grateful that they stayed together as young as they both were. Then again, maybe it was a scandal. Two teenagers, pregnant with twins. But we have the inheritance left behind by the grandparents. I never knew that would make life easy. 

			My dad steps up in silence and holds out his hands, one to me and one to my mom. Aunt Luna joins us and we form a perfect circle in the childhood home that my dad and aunt grew up in. A place my dad once loved— but my aunt chose to be its steward, staying behind. 

			I almost wish she had come with us. We could’ve all been together— selling this home or boarding it up until one of us returned. 

			I bite my lip. 

			I used to love what we did. Even after all the mosquito bites and long flights. It was what I knew best. The only thing I knew. I never expected to miss it as much as I do now. 

			A chill rushes through my bones. I tremble. This house doesn’t feel warm or inviting right now. Loss has stripped it bare of happiness once again. 

			My chin tilts upward. Words are spoken but I’m not paying attention to anything that’s being said. I’m lost staring at the tin-lined ceiling. 

			It’s a spacious house, more tall than wide, but big just the same. The cathedral ceilings make me feel small— almost as small as I did when both Midnight and I visited that one summer and ran through this house with such abandon. 

			I’d give anything to have that summer back, and so many other moments with her. I never imagined that she’d die before me— or at all, to be honest. It just isn’t something you think about when you’re growing up. I believed us to be immortal. My parents, too. 

			I let out a sigh. 

			I’d take it all back if I could. 

			All of it. 

			Every single moment. 

			I’d treasure them more than anything my parents had ever dug out of the earth because the people in our lives are worth more than any objects in the world. 

			My dad speaks with a slight rasp in his voice, pulling me out of endless thoughts,”I love each of you more than I can express.” He’s fighting to keep it together. I suck in my breath. If he loses it, then I will, too. I don’t want that. He continues to speak while fighting through his emotions,” And I— well, I—” he trails off, unable to finish. It’s unsettling to see someone so optimistic struck down. 

			I focus on the combat boots I’m wearing. They belong to my sister. I’ve worn them non-stop since she disappeared. They make me feel closer to her. I sleep in them, too, with this silly hope that she’ll return to yell at me for wearing them. I want that more than anything. I want to hear her telling me to stop taking her things without asking. I want her to be so mad that she cries. I want tears and fists clenched at her sides. 

			“I love you, too— Pe— Peter,” my aunt struggles to speak through a tiny gasp. She’s devastated, as we all are, but she seems so torn now when my memories of her were such a bright place to inhabit. 

			It angers me. Everything angers me. 

			This isn’t fair. Not one moment of it. 

			It should’ve been me. I know that in my heart. I’m the weakest. My absence would be noticeable but not devastating. I’m the quieter one. The book worm. I hated getting my hands dirty. I didn’t want to follow in my parents’ footsteps. I could not care less about finding treasures or stumbling upon hidden civilizations. I could easily live my life happily squirreled away in a hotel room watching movies and nibbling on snacks between novels. My world didn’t depend on connecting flights, midnight meetings, and new introductions. I went along because I had to. Not because I wanted to. But now— well, now, I miss it all. I don’t know how to be more for them. I can’t. I can barely be enough for myself. 

			My dad’s sorrowful eyes search Mom’s.”Alice— I—”

			“Don’t,” my mom speaks with a deadpan expression on her face. 

			My dad adjusts his stance.”I love you. You know this,” he says without hesitation, but my mom doesn’t say a word. I feel her grip tighten on my hand, so my eyes lower. She continues to squeeze it until I tug on it. She realizes that she’s taking her anger out on me. She lets go, then backs away. 

			But the hurt in her eyes validates every argument I’ve heard them have through the thin walls of that motel back in Brazil. 

			It always begins with him trying to convince her that Midnight is still out there, and it ends with my mom telling him he should’ve never filled my sister’s head with all that nonsense about mythical creatures, and worst yet— vampires. His obsession. 

			But she’s wrong. Everyone is wrong. 

			This is my fault. Me and me alone. 

			I shift my stance. I wish she had worn her boots that night. She could’ve dug into the side of that dirt wall and helped me pull her up to safety. But she wasn’t. She was barefooted and high on those stolen kisses. 

			“None of this was right. It was never right,” my mom says. 

			My brows furrow. Is she talking about the way we traveled the world? Maybe she’s right. If we had stayed here, we would’ve been safe. Instead, we spent our childhoods in strange, sometimes dangerous, places. Brazil being the worst of all. 

			“Alice, it was the right choice. It was,” my aunt says while taking one step forward, but my mom opens the front door while shaking her head and escapes into the chill of another sunless Port Royal day. 

			The door lays open and I tuck my hands to keep them warm. This place feels like death. It’s cold and wet. The personification of misery, if you ask me. I don’t blame them for packing us up after we were born and moving on. Who would want to spend all of their days with wet socks and frizzy hair? No one. There’s nothing magical about this place. 

			Nothing charming. 

			Nothing memorable. 

			Nothing. 

			My dad lowers his head. His grief could level the house. So could mine. He places his hand to the small of my back and leads me out onto the porch. I take one moment to study my surroundings. Every house is dated. Everyone one of them Victorian. More high than wide. Each one sits behind stone walls or iron gates. The road is made of cobblestone. It’s a place frozen in time, only it isn’t. The people will age and whither away. They’ll die and their remains will be gathered in the cemetery as a footnote in Port Royal’s history, but the town will go on, just like the rest of the world, even when you wish you could stop it from spinning. 

			I close my eyes and try to wish it all away. 

			My sister’s death. 

			The rain. 

			The lack of sunlight on my skin. 

			I hate this place for making my parents feel like they had to leave it. We could’ve stayed right here— grown up here— been happy here. 

			Been normal here. 

			I hear the metal snap into place as a red umbrella unfolds above my head. My aunt leans into my side. My dad has one too, only his is black. He steps up to my mom’s side, and she allows him to shield her with it before they walk the stone path leading away from the house. She takes his hand in silence. Maybe there is hope for them after all. 

			I navigate the stairs better than expected, and before I know it, we’re through the wrought-iron gate that has our family name above it. My gaze shifts. The reflective pools of rain resemble spilled ink on the bricked road. 

			It hasn’t stopped raining since we arrived. Not one moment without a storm. It almost feels like it’s following me, intensifying as my grief grows. 

			We walk in deafening silence. 

			Then I notice one face— then two. Strangers but not. 

			The people in town are emerging from their shops and homes one by one. Flipping open signs on their storefronts to Now Closed. Timid glances skirt over us. Umbrellas open over their heads. Everyone is dressed in black. 

			The sight of it nearly takes my breath away as they’ve all decided to mourn alongside us. These people know my aunt and father— even my mom — because the three of them grew up here, but they never talk about anyone from Port Royal. It’s as if their time here never mattered much at all. But it had to. They had lives before me and my sister were born. All of them. 

			For a moment, I try to imagine the three of them younger— close to my age, living in this place without knowing what was to come next. 

			I stumble as a black limousine rolls by us. The windows are tinted black. I catch my reflection as it glides along the side of the car, appearing distorted like I feel inside. It slows and Aunt Luna glares at the vehicle before it speeds up ahead of us. I watch it slow down and turn into the cemetery. 

			“The nerve,” my aunt mutters from behind her veil. Whoever was in that car angered her, but I didn’t ask questions. It’s just not the day for my curiosity to make a mess of things. 

			“Luna,” my mom quietly nudges her to calm down. 

			She glances over at me and then back at her, offering a small nod. 

			I don’t know who this person is, but my aunt is infuriated. 

			We continue to walk as people gather behind us in a silent parade. I look over my shoulder and spot a few unfamiliar faces who are all staring at me. I swallow hard. I hate being in crowds. It’s just something that’s always twisted my stomach into knots. 

			My aunt leads me through the tall black gates of the cemetery. We follow a winding path made of cobblestone. Time seems to morph into something barely recognizable. One step becomes ten. A half-hour seems like minutes. How many days has it been since Midnight slipped into the mist? I stopped counting. 

			I trip and my aunt steadies me just as a casket comes into view. I feel my dad’s hand on my back. I didn’t agree with the use of one. I thought an urn would be nicer, less dramatic, but knowing Midnight, she would love this. All this pageantry at her expense, and the flowers— my God, she’d love that, too. There are hundreds. It’s the most beautiful garden I’ve ever seen. 

			I swallow the bitter taste in my mouth as we end up at the head of the casket. A huge N is embossed on the lid in brushed silver. I can see that my parents have spared no expense. It isn’t surprising but there’s nobody inside of it. This is all for show. It’s a hollow thing meant to represent her and nothing more. But it almost seems worse. Like we’re giving up, even when I know she will not come back to us. 

			I stare at the casket until the letter blurs. 

			Will this also be my fate? 

			For one fleeting moment, I imagine pushing the enormous bouquet off the lid, opening it up, and seeing her lying there. I reach in, ever so slowly, wanting to touch her pale, lifeless face, but just before I can make contact with her skin, she opens her eyes. I gasp, blinking out of the macabre vision. 

			Something catches my attention to the right. 

			I catch a glimpse of a pale figure exiting the limousine, but his thick black sunglasses make it impossible for me to make out any features on his face. He keeps his distance. A second man, with black gloves and an expensive suit, is holding an umbrella above him. For a split second, I catch my aunt staring at whoever he is, but she reaches under her veil and dabs the corner of her eye. 

			“I’m going to say something,” she mutters through tight lips. 

			My dad places his arm around her shoulder.”Luna. Just let it go, please. For all us?” he pleads. 

			“He has no right to be here,” she adds in protest. 

			“Everyone just wants to pay their respects,” my mom says, trying to offer some rational thinking. 

			“Yes,” my dad says,”This isn’t about any of us. It’s about her.” 

			He stares at the casket and everyone returns their gaze to it, all except me. My eyes remain locked on the mysterious man in black. 

			Who is he and why does my aunt hate him so much? 

			I forget about him as a priest steps up and clears his throat, signifying the beginning of some ancient ceremony that doesn’t fit our lives. His eyes lock onto mine. I shift my weight from one foot to the other. His stare unnerves me. 

			We’re not a family of Christian faith. We don’t attend church and my parents have never mentioned God or the existence of one. So, I find it sort of awkward that we have a priest here today. Midnight would probably giggle, knowing her morbid sense of humor. She believed in a lot of things, but a Christian God wasn’t one of them. 

			“Can you believe this?” Midnight’s voice echoes in my mind.”Look at all of this. The flowers, the people— that priest. He’d crap himself if he knew what a heathen I am.” 

			I giggle, then regain my composure. The man in black eyes me for a moment, so I force myself to stop listening to Midnight as she rambles on about the casket and how nice it is. I can’t say that I hate hearing her voice, but now’s not the time. 

			The priest steps up to my mom and places a hand on hers. She stiffens with his touch.”My deepest condolences to you and to your family,” he speaks in a gentle tone. 

			She graciously accepts his kind words,”Thank you.” 

			He looks over at me again.”And you must be Echo.” 

			“Yes,” I say. 

			He leans down and looks me in the eye. 

			“You must live on for both of you now.” 

			I nod, even though Midnight is busy talking about his sunken eyes and tight skin.”Do you think he drinks before or after he buries people?” 

			My eyebrow cocks and then I nod to him, accepting his kind words, but knowing there’s nothing he can say to make this any better. 

			Unless he knows how to restart my heart. 
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			1 

			I sit straight up in a panic, placing my hand against my breastbone and feel the rapid beating of my heart. I close my eyes, taking in one deep breath— hold it— then release it. The dream seemed so real. I can still taste the rain in the air, and smell the hundreds of roses that surrounded her coffin and the entire space. It’s been a while since I’d returned to that day in my dreams. I thought I’d escaped it, but I guess not. We never truly outrun grief. 

			Slowly, my muscles relax, and my heartbeat slows. I tilt my head, cracking my neck, then push myself up and off the window seat. I didn’t mean to fall asleep but it’s been a long night. Luna hasn’t slept well. She often thrashed in her bed, calling out her parents’ names. Each time, it sent a wave of panic through me. I didn’t expect this. I thought Lily had saved her but now I’m not so certain. Her skin is pale, and the wound has continued to bleed. Luckily, she seems to be still now. 

			Too still. 

			Oh, God!

			Panic sweeps through me, so I rush in, taking her hand in mine and then touching her forehead. I’m so relieved when I see her chest rise and fall. She’s still breathing, and that’s all that matters. 

			“She was asking for you.” 

			I nearly spin in place when I hear a familiar voice. My eyes lock onto a shadowy figure. 

			“Did she say anything else, Lily?” I ask, keeping my emotions as hidden as I can. 

			She shakes her head, stepping out from the dimly lit corner like a ghostly apparition.”No— nothing I could decipher, but you were talking to your sister— in your sleep.” 

			I swallow the pain of knowing then rub the side of my neck to calm my nerves.”I was dreaming about the day we buried her— well,” I correct myself,”when we buried the coffin in our family’s mausoleum.” 

			“Three empty coffins— it’s awful what you went through…” Lily’s eyes float over Luna’s body.”What she went through.”

			I clear my throat, careful to keep it quieter.”I think we may be cursed,” I mutter, knowing it’s a real possibility. 

			Lily reaches out to touch my cheek, but I take a step back before I fully realize what I’ve done.”I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—” 

			She cuts me off.”At least she has a little color in her cheeks.” 

			My gaze follows hers. My aunt looks so pale and fragile. I expected her to look better now. She should be better after Lily used her necromancing powers to save her. 

			“Echo.” 

			I brush Luna’s bangs aside and kiss her cold skin, then rise to face Lily. 

			“What?”

			“Can we talk?” She glances to the side, indicating she wants us to move out of the room. 

			I don’t want to leave Luna alone, but I also know that Lily is the only person who can give me any answers at all, so I agree to follow her. 

			I gently close the door behind me, hoping not to wake Luna. I want her to rest as much as she needs to and when this is all over, I’m going to make the best hot chocolate she’s ever had in her life. 

			I turn to face Lily, ignoring how beautiful she is. Lily Vega will always look like an angel to me, only now it’s an angel of death and not some bright star that once made my heart leap into my throat and palms sweat. I wonder if she can see the change in me? I guess it doesn’t matter now. Whatever we have— or had, is so insignificant considering everything that’s happened. 

			“What is it?” I ask as my brows meet with worry. 

			Lily stares at the door for a moment and then her attention returns to me.”We need help,” she admits. 

			“Help with what?” I ask. 

			“With Luna. She isn’t well.” 

			I shake my head, folding my arms like armor.”Of course she isn’t. You just zapped her with some anti-death thing.” 

			Lily grins, but it’s short-lived.”Although I appreciate your cute analogy of what I do, it doesn’t change the fact that it wasn’t enough.” 

			My arms lower as does my mood.”Wasn’t enough?” I parrot her. 

			“No— but I know someone who can help us.” She cracks her neck.”Who will help us,” she adds. 

			“Who?” 

			“My uncle.”

			I shake my head.”No— no, Lily. She hates him.” 

			“I could stop the inevitable, but not forever,” she admits,”But he could give her something better.”

			“Better? My aunt would kill me!” I nearly shout while slapping my open palm against my leg.”And what could be better? You brought her back, didn’t you?” 

			She doesn’t say anything so I tilt my head.”You did— right, Lily?” 

			I lose color in my face. 

			She leans in closer, bringing with her that sweet scent that twists my stomach in knots.”Yes— well, I did— sort of.” 

			“Sort of!” I exclaim. 

			“Echo, my necromancing powers are not meant for mortals, and Luna is mortal like you— even though you both seem to think otherwise, but I exist to protect vampires when we’re fatally wounded. What I did is forbidden for good reason, Echo. Humans are not the same as we are, and this sort of dark magic doesn’t hold with human flesh— even though your aunt is a powerful witch, she is still not an immortal.” 

			I can’t believe what I’m hearing. I fell asleep thinking that my aunt would be safe— saved after what Lily had done. Instead, I had her only delay the inevitable. Luna is dying. I know it now and my heart shatters into a million pieces. 

			“I— I can’t lose her, Lily— I can’t— I just can’t,” I ramble on in a panic, losing my train of thought or any rationality I have left. 

			“Echo— Echo,” Lily grabs my shoulders and stops me from spiraling out of control. I take a deep breath and she simulates one with me, although I know she doesn’t need it to live. Finally, after a few slow releases, I calm down as much as I can. 

			Lily leans in to check on me.”Are you better now?” 

			I nod.”Not at all.” 

			She grins, I do too. I can’t help it when I’m around her. Even now, knowing her truth— both that she’s a vampire and was born a boy, I still see Lily. Just Lily. That beautifully tragic girl I met in the asylum. The one who seemed to take me under her wing and offer protection when no one else could get close to me. 

			It makes me wonder if she cared for me all along and never considered killing me as she was tasked with doing. I know her brother would’ve had no problem doing it, so I guess I have to credit my survival to Lily after all. 

			“Okay, what will you ask him to do?”

			“Please don’t hate me,” she begs. 

			“I don’t hate you, Lily. I appreciate what you did for my aunt— I always will but how am I supposed to forget what happened?” 

			She moves closer to me. I stand my ground. 

			“I didn’t want to lie to you. I knew that from the moment I met you. I’ve never been able to be myself— my real self— with anyone, not like I am with you.” 

			“Lily, this isn’t about that— you came to kill me— you and your brother were going to take my life.” 

			She lets out an unneeded sigh.”You don’t understand what it’s like to be in the service of The Court.” 

			I narrow my eyes.”No, I don’t— but what I know is they don’t care about anyone but themselves.”

			“That’s true but I’m not like them. I’ve never—” 

			I shake my head.”Don’t, Lily. Just stop. The only thing I care about right now is her,” I point behind me, ready to avoid the conversation I knew Lily and I would eventually be forced to have. But not now. There isn’t time. 

			“I know you love her. I can feel it.” Her eyes lower to my chest as if she’s counting the beats of my heart as it speeds up. 

			I hate how vampires can read humans this way. It’s an unfair advantage. It makes me wonder how many times she took advantage of me this way. Probably as often as Thorn did. I guess I can’t blame them. I’d probably use it, too. 

			Lily reaches in and brushes her fingers against my cheek. I flinch, so she withdraws her hand. I can see the pain in her eyes, but I don’t know exactly what she expects of me now that I know the truth about why we met. 

			I clear my throat before tucking my hair behind my ear.”What will you ask of Eyota?” 

			“First, I’ll beg for forgiveness. Like I said, what I did was forbidden, but I know he loves her, so that may be my only saving grace.” 

			“And if it isn’t?” I ask. 

			“Well, then. This may be the last time you see me, Echo. He may kill me where I stand or turn me over to The Court of the Veil, in which I’ll be tried, convicted, and die for what I’ve done. Because, as I said, what I did was forbidden. We are never to use our power for the living— especially for a witch, it was written as law when we— well.” 

			“When you what?” 

			She won’t tell me. I’d press her, but now isn’t the time. 

			“I have to go, but just know that would’ve died for you and may still, Echo Navarri.” 

			Those words drift between us. I rush in and hug her without knowing why. I guess my emotions won’t let me hate her as much as I wish I could. I wrap my arms around her waist as she happily cradles me in her arms. 

			“I love you, too,” she whispers, and then she’s gone, leaving so quickly my arms are left wrapped in the air where she once stood like she never existed at all. 

			My hair gently settles around my face as I stare down the dark hallway, wondering if that was the last I’d ever see of Lily Vega. 

			A voice calls out to me. 

			“Echo?” 

			I rush into the room and find Luna blinking away the heavy sleep. At least she knows my name and isn’t screaming. But her skin is pale, and she clearly has a fever. Bela meows at my feet. I find it odd that he isn’t on the bed with her. I take her outstretched hand and sit down next to her. Bela keeps his distance. The chill sweeps through me as I lift her fingers to my cheek and hold them there, wishing things were different, but knowing I have to trust that Eyota will come. 

			Lily will bring him. I know it. 

			The problem is, will my aunt accept his help? Will she understand that it’s the only way to save her life? I hate to think that she’ll be forced to depend on a man who hurt her so badly. A man she hates so much after all he’s done to her. 

			“You look tired,” she speaks through chapped lips. I notice the dark circles under her eyes. It’s like she’s fighting a virus. It reminds me of James. 

			James. That poor man. It wasn’t his fault that he was bitten but my aunt kept him like a pet in the basement. Why would she do that? 

			Why? 

			Was it pity? Did she actually love him? She doesn’t. There’s no way. James just isn’t her type, especially now that he— well. 

			I force a grin for her sake.”I’ll be fine.” But I won’t be. Nothing’s been okay since the moment I begged Eyota to cast his spells and change things to make it all easier for me. 

			But look at what I’ve done. 

			“Of course you will. You’re a Navarri. We Navarri women are a tough lot.” Her sentence is punctuated with a cough. It intensifies, and then I see a bit of blood on her lip. I keep my composure, knowing that panicking will do neither of us any good. 

			“Are you thirsty?” I ask, reaching for the pitcher of ice water. 

			Bela growls. He still won’t come near her. 

			She shakes her head.”Oddly enough, I’m only craving one thing.” 

			I pause,”What’s that? I’ll get whatever you need.” 

			She chortles.”A rare steak. Isn’t that odd?” she asks with a weak wave of her hand. 

			“Well, lots of people eat their steaks rare,” I assure her with a nod, even though it’s odd. I look down as Bela brushes up against me. He’s relentlessly trying to get my attention. 

			She pushes herself up on her elbows but she’s too weak to do it alone, so I quickly help her. I adjust the pillow behind her head. I’d do anything to keep her comfortable while we wait. I almost regret not insisting that Lily take me with her, but I can’t leave Luna alone. Not now. 

			“Yes, well. Maybe we can make a big dinner tonight after I regain some of my strength.” 

			Her wound is still seeping blood. I grab a towel, wring it out, and dab at the wound, hoping not to hurt her, but she doesn’t flinch. I glance around the room. I don’t see Bela. 

			She reaches in and grabs my wrist harder than I expected and locks eyes with me.”Perhaps I’ll butcher it myself,” she whispers through a dark grin. 

			I swallow hard.”Where’s Bela?” I ask, hoping she doesn’t say something terrible. But before she can answer, Bela hisses, then runs out of the room. I jump. Aunt Luna doesn’t. 

			She’s focused on me.”The cat,” she whispers. 

			I nod.”Your cat.” 

			“He does as he pleases. Always has. You know he’s my familiar, don’t you?” she asks. 

			“No— I didn’t,” I admit. 

			“Well, he is. He’s unusually old for a cat. Over thirty but the magic helps him.”

			“You’re keeping him alive longer?” 

			Her eyes widen.”Oh no. Not me. Bela is very capable. He soaks up his new energy with the moon.”

			I shake my head.”The moon?” I ask. 

			She chirps with amusement,”Why yes. All familiars get their renewal from the moonlight. It gives them unnaturally long lives.” 

			“I don’t know why you think I would know that,” I say. 

			“That’s right— you wouldn’t, would you?” she asks. 

			Her grip tightens and I moan while glancing at her nails now digging into my skin.”You’re hurting me, Aunt Luna,” I say, hoping it helps snap her out of whatever strange stupor she’s slipping into. 

			Her expression quickly changes from dark to worrisome. She leans back on the pillow, letting out a sigh. The line between her brows deepens. The worry spreads across her face and then fades as she appears apologetic. 

			“Oh— Echo, I didn’t mean to— oh, love.”

			I shake my head.”It’s okay.”

			“No— it’s not. I know it’s not.” Her eyes wander the room. She’s becoming distraught.”Maybe I will take that water after all.” She reaches up and cups her neck, licking her dry lips. She’s definitely dehydrated. The sweating hasn’t stopped. I wonder if I should draw a cool bath for her. 

			“There must be a draft,” she states as her teeth chatter. But there isn’t one. The temperature in the room hasn’t changed at all. 

			“Would you like to take a bath?” I ask, hoping she’ll agree, but, of course, she shakes her head and waves off the idea like it’s a gnat buzzing around her face. 

			I stand, filling the cup, trying my best to control my emotions. I don’t want her to see that I’m upset. It wouldn’t help anything. I need to stay strong for her. 

			I turn and sit back down, lifting it to her lips as she sips from the edge. Her eyes close. I hope it helps her in some small way. 

			She coughs, and I set the cup aside and grab her arms, placing them above her head. She continues to cough through some forced laughter. 

			“You remembered,” she says as the coughing fit passes. 

			I lower her arms and sit back down.”Of course,” I say.”I remember everything you’ve taught me.” 

			She shakes her head.”You were always such a sweet child. Well mannered, quiet— gentle. And then there was her.” 

			I narrow my eyes. I know she’s referring to my sister, but she’s never skipped using her name before. 

			“Midnight was always more outgoing than me— I mean, she is,” I correct myself because Midnight isn’t dead, not yet. 

			She stares into my eyes.”It was more than that. Much more than you know, Echo.” 

			I’m not sure what I should say, so I try to stay neutral while walking to the window and staring out across the forest.”And outgoing. A lot more than I am.”

			“I know it was him,” Luna says. 

			I turn to look at her.”I— well,” I pause. 

			She looks at her hands, studying the opaque skin. It seems stretched across the bone. She’s changing more and more as time marches on. I glance at the door. 

			“James was a sweet boy— and man. But he isn’t what he once was, as you know.” 

			My mind’s eye is filled with the memory of limbs flying past me. I want to tell my aunt that James is now dead— really dead but I don’t know if I should. 

			I nod, fidgeting with my hands.”Sure— yeah. He had— I mean, has his moments.” I hiss, looking down at the floor. I don’t know if admitting that James was dead would change anything. 

			“It wasn’t his fault. We’re all chained to our fate.” 

			I narrow my eyes. I don’t like her assumption. If it’s true, then what will happen to me now I’ve found this power inside of myself? This magic? And what will happen to Midnight? 

			“Come, sit with me,” Luna insists as I turn back to her.”I want to tell you a story. It’s time you know the truth. All of it.” 

			I sit down on the edge of the bed and try my best to control my emotions. Luna looks so weak, and yet she gathers her strength to take my hand. 

			“Aunt Luna, we can just sit here together. I can get a book! I’ll read it to you. Whatever you want.” 

			“Echo, please. I don’t want to sound dramatic but time may be short.” 

			“Aunt Luna, don’t say that.” 

			“My love, I know I’m not well. I know.” She speaks with such compassion when it should be shown to her. It breaks me even further. 

			I can’t lose her. I can’t. 

			“Please, we don’t have as much time as I had hoped,” she says while trying to adjust on the bed. She’s physically shaken. Weakened. James has stolen that light that once shined so brightly inside of her. Panic skips my heartbeat. The thought of losing her is plaguing me. 

			I wipe a tear from my cheek. Having her admit that she’s dying isn’t something I wanted to hear. It’s nothing I ever wanted to acknowledge. Luna had become so much more to me than the cool aunt who took me in when I was done being a tremendous burden to my parents. 

			I do as she asks, settling in next to her on the bed as Luna takes a shallow breath. I want her to rest. I should beg her to do it for me because maybe then she would but she’s determined to tell me whatever is weighing heavily on her heart. 

			“I know that the truth has been revealed to you. I know you’ve seen magic and you know what they are and what I am,” she says with a nod.”I’m aware that it seems the most unlikely thing— witches and vampires; I mean, it’s a ridiculous notion and yet, here we are and we have to face it.” 

			I nod.”I know it’s all real. All the things I never believed in. But Aunt Luna, I—” she cuts me off before I can admit what I’ve done. How I’ve twisted reality by asking the man she hates to cast spells for me, all because I couldn’t let go of Hawthorn Vega or accept what happened to Asher. 

			“And I know you’ve felt that spark inside— that same magic. It’s both a curse and a blessing for the women in our family. But it belongs to us and it will lie dormant until awoken like a sleeping dragon. And it awakens but with only one key.” 

			“Aunt Luna, I have so many questions but it can all wait. You need to sleep— rest, please,” I beg her to stop but she won’t listen. Of course she won’t. She’s like me. 

			“No— no. Listen. The town of Port Royal was built by two families, Echo, who became the unlikeliest of allies. A family of vampires, the Vegas, kin to Dracula, trying to outrun a plague ravaging Europe and making it harder for them to feed, and the Navarris, a family of powerful witches outrunning persecution. This happened long before I was born, but I felt it— I saw it all because memories are in the blood, Echo, we carry them like messages in a bottle, it’s how magic works in our family, I know— I’ve seen it— felt it, felt all of it. Every great love and loss, and I fear that’s what you’re facing, too.” She lifts her hand and coughs. Spots of blood sprinkle the white cloth. She crumples it in her hand, attempting to hide it away from me. I watch with worry spreading across my brow. 

			“Please rest, Aunt Luna, please. Lily will be back soon, she promised,” I whisper. 

			She shakes her head in deviance, tightening her grip on my hand.”There’s no time. Now, where was I?” Her eyes spark with memory.”Oh, yes, but others were here. The Puritans. They hunted witches down, witches like you and me, burning us at the stake like animals. Claiming their God had damned us all to Hell. The irony,” she chuckles,”our kind had already been accepted by the people who truly owned this land, the native tribes who had tended to the land and made it fruitful.” She takes a scant breath. I hold mine. If she dies here, so do I. I can’t imagine my life without her. But she continues on,”So we were hunted down and burned, one by one, because they wanted to destroy us— destroy what they could not understand. The herbs, the science. The healing of people without praying to the Christian God. And we tried to fix this divide. We did, but they wouldn’t listen. They hated us because we challenged their narrative. But the vampires offered a treaty, seeing it as an opportunity to save their kind and ours. The witches would share their secrets of magic with the vampires, giving them the power to cast, and the vampires would create an oasis and build a town with us, a place called Port Royal, shrouded in powerful magic, where we could all live in secret and peace, avoiding the mass genocide. It was a powerful union, Echo. My ancestor shared her magical secrets with the vampires, giving them the ability to hunt easier among humans. The vampires swore to never use that borrowed magic against us. It was sealed with blood. Unbreakable. Forbidden. Breaking it would destroy the original spell, throwing everything into chaos.”

			Again, she places the cloth to her lips, but she doesn’t cough this time. Once removed, I notice the blood on her mouth, and when she speaks again, it’s stained her teeth. I glance at the door, hoping Lily will return in time. She has to hurry. I wish I could leave— move as fast as the vampires do, and beg him myself. 

			Luna adjusts on the bed, and I lean in closer against her side. 

			“I think I should go get help,” I beg, but she won’t let me leave. 

			“The treaty was thought to be unbreakable, but it wasn’t. It was inevitable. It was a curse, not a blessing, and that curse could only be contained for so long.”

			“What curse, Aunt Luna? What happened?” 

			She looks to the window as the rain streaks the glass. 

			“Aunt Luna, what happened?” I ask while holding her hand in mine. 

			Luna’s gaze shifts. Her once-bright eyes now dull in the dimming light of the room. It seems as if it is something she’s hidden away in her heart. 

			She cups my face.”Oh, my sweet girl. The one thing that can both save and destroy this world. A spell neither owned nor cast. It’s love.” 

			She struggles to catch her breath again as a cough overtakes her. My eyes widen. I try to comfort her, but I fear it may be too late. Finally, she regains her composure. Her stubbornness may be keeping her alive. 

			“Aunt Luna—” I can barely speak her name as she continues to weaken. This may be her final hour, but I can’t abandon her. I can’t lose her like I did my sister. The demon in the forest won’t be coming for her. I won’t let it take her like it did my sister. 

			Aunt Luna lifts her chin with pride.”I want you to close your eyes and let me show you. Listen to my voice, allow the words to carry you to another time.” 

			I take a quick breath as I feel the warmth leaving her hand and sinking into my skin. Her magic is weak, but I concentrate on helping her because I want her to show me. 

			“Yes, my love,” she whispers as she presses her lips to my forehead. 

			I feel lighter— free, released from this realm and placed elsewhere as a bystander— a witness to whatever she wants to show me. 

			I open my eyes and the room changes. Darkness makes way for light. Posters roll up the walls. I see a map with push pins in it and a couple of band posters from a time before me. The comforter changes color. A light shade of purple creeps through the fabric with a flower sprouting here and there. It’s no longer the room I entered, but what it once was. 

			This is my aunt’s room when she was younger. Close, if not my same age. 

			My eyes brighten with wonder as my aunt’s face ages in reverse. Her moist skin drying— her hair becoming fuller. The blood on her teeth and lips disappear as if they had never been there. She speaks and small sparks of light fill the room until the sight of it forces me to blink. 

			“Are you ready?” she asks. 

			“I am,” I say with as much courage as I can muster. 

			Her hand slips into mine as time shifts and I’m taken back to her world. 

			A world before me…
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			“Mom!” Peter exclaims as I tousle his curly black hair. His bright blue eyes follow me with disgust as I jog backward down the hallway, careful not to trip. A wicked grin spreads across my face, brightening my stare. 

			“Luna— seriously,” he whines while trying to adjust his locks. 

			I pause, placing my hand on my hip.”She’ll never say yes to you, Peter.” 

			His eyes go wide as he busts into a gallop like a raging bull. 

			I yelp, rushing toward the stairs. I bravely hop onto the railing, then ride it all the way down, using my arms to balance my petite frame. I gain more speed than I expected. My arms flail in dismay, ruing my clever escape plan. 

			“Whoa!” I yell. 

			My dad steps in and grabs my waist, saving me from flying across the entryway and smashing into the stained glass window next to the front door. Mom would hate me forever if I destroyed it. She loves stained glass. Maybe someday I’ll appreciate it as much as she does. That will be when I’m old with a million cats to keep me company. The fate I’ve accepted as truth after— not before— I travel the world, of course. 

			I giggle as he spins me around, finally setting me down so I can feel the wood floor under my bare feet. I wiggle my toes. 

			He leans into my face, bringing all six-foot-one of his frame along with him. 

			My dad towers over me— with broad shoulders and a manly jawline. He’s that perfect embodiment of what you’d see on the cover of an outdoor magazine. He lifts his hand to move a curl out of his sightline because his hair is about as unruly as he is most of the time. It’s a charm he often uses to his advantage with Mom. He charms her when no one else can. Not even her children. 

			Peter is hot on my trail and comes to a skidding stop right past the two of us as my dad reaches out and grabs the edge of his shirt. He doesn’t even look at him, which I find humorous. He’s wrangled us like wild animals. 

			My dad sighs,”Now, Luna. Are you tormenting your brother again?” 

			My eyes lower to his feet. He isn’t wearing any shoes and I can see the dirt between his toes. Mom won’t be happy about that, but he loves spending time in the garden. He’s a sun-worshipper, as my mom calls him. Peter is the same. They both share matching tans while Mom and I are both deathly pale. Peter calls us wanna-be-vampires. He’d love it if it were true since he believes in all of that nonsense. Vampires, witchcraft, Bigfoot, and aliens. 

			I laugh every time he calls me that. 

			But I’m more of a moon girl, staying up later than I should. Something about the moon intrigues me. Besides, they named me Luna. So maybe it’s my parents’ fault that I’m so obsessed with it. I don’t know. But I’ll never tell Peter about it. He’d go off on one of his supernatural tangents. 

			“Dad, she— well,” Peter stammers. He doesn’t want to admit the real reason I’m messing with him. 

			Dad straightens his broad shoulders and we’re both forced to look up at him. My mom is only five-foot-five, so he towers over her. I’m already her height and I’m seventeen— soon to be eighteen, so I’m assuming that I may outgrow her. Peter has a couple of inches on me, which is annoying because he’s a year younger than I am. And trust me, he never lets me forget it. Especially when I’ve annoyed him. 

			“Yes, Peter? What did she do that upset you so much this time?” 

			My brother rubs the side of his neck.”She— well I was— it’s just— I was—” He’s lost his ability to communicate. 

			My dad’s eyebrow cocks and Peter’s lips snap shut. 

			He could whine about his hair— but how silly, right? 

			But today is the day. Peter is especially worried about the way he looks. All the boys at Port Royal High get to ask someone to the annual spring dance. And I know he’s been practicing in front of his mirror. He’s nervous because he wants to ask my BFF, Alice, to the dance this year, and she may turn him down. 

			Well, she won’t, but I’m not going to tell him that. She won’t hurt his feelings. But someone may’ve beat him to it because she’s also gorgeous. Alice is a prize at Port Royal. Any boy would be a fool to not notice how amazing she is. 

			Alice is my age. She has long, blonde hair and pale skin. She’s shorter than I am and often complains about it. She also has bright green eyes that seem to dig right into your soul. I can see why my brother likes her, but I also feel like it’s sort of lazy on his part. There are plenty of girls at school, but he just had to pick the one who’s been hanging out with us since birth. 

			“Benat Xavier Navarri.” 

			We all turn to see my mom standing in the doorway to the kitchen with a sour look on her face. It’s never a good sign when she uses my dad’s full name. Well, it’s a combination of both of their names. Dad’s last name is Xavier and my mom’s is Navarri. I always thought it was very progressive of my dad to do that. Some men want their wives to shed their names and take on their husband’s, but not him. I guess it’s just one more reason why my mom loves him so much. 

			He grimaces while wiggling his toes. We all know what she’s about to say, but I stay for the entertainment. 

			“Natasha. I’m sorry. I’ll go out into the garden.” 

			Her eyes lower to his feet and she shakes her head.”How do you expect me to raise these children right when you constantly act like a heathen?” 

			His shoulders slump. But then a smile tugs at the edge of her lip. 

			My parents love each other. 

			Sickly. Manic. Sometimes nauseatingly. 

			I’d be lying if I said I didn’t envy what they have, but I refuse to be distracted. I will graduate this year and then I’ll be free to travel. I just have to tell my mom and dad, which terrifies me. 

			“Well, the strawberries should be ready in the atrium. Why don’t you pick some for dinner? I’ll make some angel food cake and fresh whipped cream.” 

			“Mmm,” Peter audibly approves. 

			“Sounds perfect like you,” my dad replies while rushing in to kiss her on the cheek. She swats at him and he laughs before running off. 

			I roll my eyes. She winks at me. 

			I hate public displays of affection. I hate seeing it here and at school and it seems like every single girl is falling head over heels in love with some boy right now. Not me, though. I’m holding out as long as I can. In fact, I won’t be doing all of that. It’s nonsense. 

			I have every intention of leaving this town and traveling the world. I want to meet new people, speak their languages, float down the Nile. All of it. I won’t be letting some boy stop me from achieving my goals. 

			I feel a bump on my shoulder and turn to see Peter grinning at me.”So, do you think—”

			I groan,”Oh my God, Peter. For the hundredth time, I don’t know.”

			His happy expression falls.”Really? You’re her best friend.” 

			I let out a sigh, heading toward the kitchen. I want something to eat before school starts and my brother will not ruin it. Besides, I can smell the bacon and eggs. My stomach growls. 

			He follows me like a lost puppy dog to the table in the center of the room. My eyes spark with happiness as I stare at the pile of bacon, bowl of scrambled eggs, crispy toast, and a full glass pitcher of orange juice. 

			My mom hands me a pair of socks and drops my shoes on the floor next to my chair. I let out a sigh and slip them on one by one. Finally, my feet are caged like she wants them to be. I’d go shoeless every single day if I could and plan to once I travel. She takes my hands and pulls me up with her, leading me to the sink where she hands me the soap. I wash my hands and return to the table. The smells are amazing. My mom is an amazing cook. Luckily, I love food enough to pay attention and I’ve picked up a few recipes from her. Even though I don’t have any idea when it’ll come in handy. I don’t plan on making meals for anyone other than myself, and while traveling, I assume I’ll be eating in restaurants and trying new food unknown to me. 

			I reach in and start adding things to my plate. I’ve always had a healthy appetite. I don’t starve myself like some do as they worry about what people think of them. Besides, my hips have curves and I’m grateful. I’m built like my mom, and she’s perfect to me. Besides, if I don’t eat, she’ll think I’m dying. 

			I take a bite of bacon and quickly wash it down with some orange juice. 

			Peter has taken his place across from me and scoops some eggs onto his plate. I’m glad he’s going to eat. He needs to. Alice may break his heart today— maybe. I mean, I doubt it, but you never know. 

			I hate to sound so negative, and I do love my brother, but I’m selfish and I love her. I don’t want to lose her to him and I feel like I might. Maybe that’s why I’ve been picking on him so much lately. I can’t help it. He could ask anyone at school, but no— he wants to ask my Alice. 

			Mom takes a seat and adds food to her plate, then grins at me.”So, how is James doing?”

			I choke on my juice and she lifts my arm while tapping my back. I catch my breath, but scowl in her direction. 

			My dad adds his two cents while returning with a bowl full of plump strawberries,”James Jenny has always been sweet on you, Luna. You should give the boy a chance.” 

			“Dad,” I protest,”James is a friend, that’s all. A friend.” 

			“That’s what I said about your dad, but then he just wouldn’t stop asking, and here we are.” 

			Dad takes a seat at the table and starts filling his plate, sucking on his thumb for one quick second.”I couldn’t let you get away, my love.” 

			I stare at my plate. 

			My love. 

			I won’t admit it to anyone, but I’ve always loved that he says that to my mom. Like she’s the only one in the world for him. And maybe that’s my problem. I’ve never felt like that. There are plenty of boys at school and most of them don’t look too bad, I guess, but none of them have ever made me feel like that. Like if they said ‘my love’ to me, then it would weaken my knees and make my heart flutter. Most of all, James Jenny. He’s cute and all, but I just don’t feel that spark with him, and I think I should, right? 

			“He’s fine, I guess,” I say, not wanting to argue. The whole thing is making me feel awkward. I don’t enjoy talking about James. He’s a dangerous thought. A boy who, if I liked him, could ruin every plan I’ve ever had about leaving this town after graduation. 

			Peter eyes me, but then takes another bite of his toast. I know he wants me to date someone so I’ll stop hanging out with Alice so much. He wants me out of the way and it annoys me. 

			I don’t want to be out of the way. I don’t want to lose what Alice and I have. She’s my best friend. It’s always been her, me, and Polly. We’ve been doing everything together since we were too young to remember. But Alice— she’s special. I can’t tell Polly because she’d cry, but Alice is just the most amazing person. I love her. She’s funny and smart and she gets me. She’s always understood me, too much, sometimes. But a best friend should. They should know you better than you know yourself. 

			That’s why it scares me about Peter. Alice won’t hurt him. She’ll say yes, and then what? What if she ends up liking him? 

			I cough, tapping my chest, trying to not stare at him too much. I don’t want to hate my brother, but if anything could make me really dislike him— well, this would be it. 

			“Fine is good,” Dad says with a wink. 

			I decide to sabotage him.”Well, Peter is going to ask Alice to the dance.” 

			Peter drops his fork, and it pings against the porcelain plate. His mouth sits agape. I’ve effectively taken all the attention off of myself with one perfectly timed selfish moment. I almost feel bad, but it’s over now. The truth is out there. 

			“Oh?” Mom asks with a cocked brow. 

			I rise up and grab my bag off the back of the chair. I swing it over my shoulder and hide a grin from Peter. He’s now fielding questions about how and when he plans on asking her. His brow furrows as I leave the table, ready to head to school. I hear him whine as I reach the door, and for one fleeting moment, I consider going back into the kitchen to help him, but I can’t. My love for Alice won’t let me. 
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			I skip down the front steps and play hopscotch on the uneven stone path leading to our front gate. It’s odd how quickly I set everything aside with Peter, but I was desperate, and to be honest, he’d do the same to me. I know it. 

			I grab the cold metal just as I hear a familiar voice. 

			“Luna!” 

			I open it up to greet Polly with the nudge of my chin and a smile as she approaches me. Her long red hair is pulled up tight in a ponytail, bound with a white scrunchie. Polly always makes me smile. Her thick Irish accent makes almost everything she says sound like the most important thing that’s ever happened in the world. It’s addictive like she is. 

			She looks past me.”Where’s the beast?” 

			I laugh. Beast is a loving nickname she likes to use for Peter since he grew taller than both of us. 

			“He’s busy answering questions after I told my parents that he’s going to ask Alice to the spring dance.” 

			“Oh, Luna!” she chuckles. 

			I close the gate and glance up at our name that sits above it. Most houses in Port Royal have their family names etched above the gates or on the houses. I guess it was a normal practice before street names and numbers came into use. 

			“He’s been razzing me about James like, every single day,” I grumble. 

			“Jenny?” she asks as if there’s another James in school who likes me. 

			I cock my brow and she bumps me from the side with a hearty laugh. 

			Her eyes sparkle with mischief.”Well, he is cute as far as cute things go, I guess.” 

			I narrow my eyes as we walk side by side.”What if he does?” I warn. 

			She stops, forcing me to face her.”Then you do what’s in your heart.” 

			I bite my lip then release it with a scratch to the side of my head.”I don’t know what’s in my heart when it comes to him. I never have. I like him— as a friend, but I never gave much thought to it being more than that.” 

			“At least you get a choice. My parents are hellbent on matching me up with some boy who hasn’t even arrived yet! I consider that pushy, don’t you? I mean, what if he has three eyes and bad breath?” 

			I giggle.”Polly— I’m sure you have a choice. They’re just— well— your parents.” 

			“Oh, I’m aware. Ridiculous is what they are. The whole lot of them!” 

			“Hey!” 

			We both turn to see Alice come running toward us. 

			“Don’t say anything to her, okay?” I whisper. Polly nods. She won’t say anything. Polly is wonderful that way. She can actually keep a secret. 

			Alice stops to adjust the oversized backpack that she always carries. She’s a reader. She loves her books. She also wants to travel the world someday, but she’s never told me where. I often dream about us doing it together, but you never know. Life has a way of throwing curveballs when you least expect it. 

			“Hey, wow.” She finally reaches us while trying to catch her breath. 

			“How many did you shove in there today?” I ask. 

			She grins while adjusting the bag on her shoulder.”Three.” 

			Polly snorts.”Seriously? Why do you have three books?” 

			Alice shrugs.”Well, I have one study hall, plus, I usually get my pop quizzes done early— which equals more time to read.” 

			“Oh, no! Do you think we’ll have them today?” Polly asks in a panic. 

			Alice sighs.”Well, I hope so.” 

			I chuckle.”Honestly, Alice. You’re the only student in the entire school who hopes for quizzes.” 

			“Maybe— but again, I can read my books, but one of them is yours, so I only brought two.” She wags her eyebrows. 

			Both Polly and I snicker as she hands me a book. I tuck it away in my bag without looking. Alice is relentless when it comes to reading. I’m surprised there’s any left for her, but she keeps finding them, mostly in the school library. But her parents are generous with her, and they often give her an allowance to buy them at the bookstore downtown. 

			I’m sure Alice is one of the main reasons they stay in business. 

			“Speaking of which, I have some money.” Alice pauses with a mischievous grin. 

			“No,” Polly says while lifting a hand. 

			Both Alice and I stare at her. 

			“What? I have a dust allergy and that bookstore is full of it. It makes my eyes red and I sneeze way too much,” Polly adds with a huff. 

			“That’s true,” I agree, offering her some support. 

			“Okay, fine. But what about you? Wanna go with me after school today?” Alice asks while her eyes shine gleefully in the bright light of the day. 

			I could do without all the sunlight in Port Royal, but it seems to love us. I wish we could get a little more rain, but it isn’t up to me. I mean some— not too much. 

			I nod.”Yeah, sure,” but I don’t know if we will end up going together or not after my brother ambushes her about the dance. 

			“So— has anyone asked you to the dance, yet?” I ask while Polly nudges me from the side. I know I shouldn’t, but it’s already out there. I think it’s jealousy. 

			Alice’s nose wrinkles.”What? No,” she responds as if it’s a ridiculous question. 

			“Me either,” I say in solidarity as if not being asked is a good thing. 

			Polly clears her throat.”Well, I’m hopin’ someone asks me before this boy gets here from Ireland. At this point, I’ll take Mr. Hull.” 

			Both Alice and I lean in with a resounding,”Ew, Polly! Our biology teacher?” 

			She shrugs a shoulder.”It’s better than bein’ forced to be with some boy I don’t know.” 

			“Right— well, I don’t want to go with anyone who smells like jellied frogs,” Alice jabs. 

			I chortle.”Alice!” 

			She grins.”He does— and mothballs. Right? Don’t tell me neither one of you has noticed.” 

			Polly purses her lips.”Fine— I’ll skip the frogman.” 

			We all speed up, not wanting to miss the first bell while laughing through Polly’s admission. 
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			4 

			I stare off into the distance as everyone takes their seats in first period, tapping the end of my pencil against the top of the book. My mind is wandering more than I’d like. 

			“Hi, Luna.” 

			I turn to see James sitting in the row next to me, one desk back. 

			I offer a timid wave.”Hi,” I say, not knowing why I encourage him, but not wanting to be rude. Like I said, James is nice and I don’t want to hurt his feelings. I’ve never wanted that. I guess I should be nicer about the whole thing. It’s not like any other boys are tripping over themselves to ask me to any dances. 

			I give him a quick once over. 

			His brown hair is neatly swooped back on his head, exposing his chocolate brown eyes. He has his glasses on, as usual. He’s very smart. He’s also slightly boring. 

			But he’s safe. 

			A perfect choice for me. 

			My mom would love him— my dad, too. They would see those glasses slipping down his nose and watch him tap them right back up and see how normal he is. Nice and normal. 

			I know he’d spend every moment trying to make me happy, but happiness and being in love with someone are sometimes two different things. Happy can be nice, but love should make you breathless, and even furious from time to time. I mean, that’s the way it always happens in the books that I read. Sometimes the girls even hate the boy before they end up with them, which is odd, but I get it. 

			But James has a ton of amazing qualities. He just doesn’t make my stomach flip when I see him and I sort of think it should. 

			I turn back, hoping he stops staring at me. I feel something hit my foot, and look down to see a note. My heart nearly stops in my chest. I don’t want to pick it up, but I know I have to. James clears his throat and I glance over at him. He lowers his gaze to the floor and my suspicions are realized. 

			Crap! He’s written a note. 

			A note to me. 

			Should I faint? I don’t know. My mind goes into overdrive exploring the dumbest solutions to avoid picking it up. But I can’t. 

			“Luna,” James whispers. He nudges his chin toward the note. 

			I know! I get it. It’s for me, James! 

			I give in, reaching down to collect it, but I’m not quick enough. Mr. Hull appears out of nowhere like the ghastly specter that he is and holds out his hand. 

			“Ms. Navarri.” His fingers wiggle, showing that he wants what I have in my hand. I could eat it. Shove it right into my mouth and chew until it’s all gone, right? But how crazy would that be? I’d surely get detention and then James would get it too because I’m sure he’d say something and gah! No. I can’t eat it. 

			I realize I have no choice but to let him have it. It may be the worst day of my life. 

			My anger flairs. This is James’ fault, isn’t it? I didn’t ask for him to like me. I never did anything to make him look my way. I can’t help that I have all this auburn hair. My mother gave me that and my pale skin. 

			Crap. How do I make James stop? Or maybe I should be grateful? I don’t know. 

			Mr. Hull opens the note as I slip down in my chair, then he eyes me— then James. 

			“Could I see you for a moment?” he asks. 

			Oh, perfect. I’m probably going to get detention for this and then everyone will be talking about it. Not to mention my mom will flip. We don’t do detention. We’re not those kinds of kids— as my mom has mentioned repeatedly. 

			“No founding family’s child should be getting themselves into trouble,” she often says like we’re carrying the weight of the world on our shoulders here in Port Royal. I honestly don’t know why she cares so much. 

			She’s said this more than once. Because the Navarris are founders of Port Royal, along with one other family. The Vegas. But their children go to school overseas. In Romania, where they’re originally from. I’ve never seen them— no one has. I just know there are two of them. A boy and a girl. 

			I’m sure that was a big whoop-to-do at the council meetings. Founding members refusing to send their kids to Port Royal High. I think most people here were insulted, which didn’t make the Vegas very popular. But I don’t think they care much. They never come to any functions or even show their faces in town. They just stay behind that big old gate in the Vega mansion, which happens to be the most obnoxious house in town. 

			I step out into the hallway, and Mr. Hull closes the door. He taps the note on his hand, then fights a grin. 

			“James Jenny asked you a personal question, and I didn’t want to embarrass you in front of the other students,” he admits while taking mercy on me. 

			He hands me the note and I almost turn and run, but I guess I can’t now. I take it, licking my bottom lip.”I know we shouldn’t be passing notes in class, so I would totally understand if you want to confiscate it. Burn it. Whatever you have to do.” 

			He shakes his head.”Take it. It belongs to you, Luna.” 

			I reluctantly fold it open, only to have my worst fears realized. 

			Will you go to the dance with me? Yes or No. 

			Mr. Hull leans in.”I think you’re supposed to circle one.” He shrugs a shoulder.”Notes have changed very little over time, I see.” 

			I want to swat at him, but he isn’t my brother, besides; he smells like formaldehyde, just like Alice claimed. 

			I blink through the shock of it all.”Thanks— I think that’s what they do.” 

			He chuckles.”You know, your father asked your mom this way. It was very charming.” 

			I tilt my head. Mr. Hull is an older man who often wears bow ties and vests with his button-down shirts and round-rimmed glasses. He seems harmless enough, even though kids always talk about him. They probably shouldn’t. He’s always been nice, just a little strange is all. Strange doesn’t bother me as much as snobbery. 

			“I didn’t know you taught them here.” 

			He nods.”Oh yes, and I have to say that your father would’ve failed if not for your mother’s tutoring skills, or so it seems,” he leans in closer,”but, if you ask me, he was probably faking it so she’d take pity on him.” 

			He winks and I grin. 

			Of course he did. That totally sounds like something my dad would do. 

			I close the note and wrap my fingers around it. I don’t want it to be mine, but it is and James Jenny isn’t going away anytime soon. 

			“Thank you for not telling anyone what it said,” I mutter. 

			“Well, we shouldn’t be in the business of humiliation for sport.” 

			I nod. I wish everyone felt that way. 
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			“Hey, Luna!” 

			I crane my neck, white-knuckling my meal tray packed with fish sticks, tartar sauce, french fries, a chocolate chip cookie, and a paper carton of whole milk. 

			The french fries and cookie win today. 

			I navigate my way through small groups of my classmates as they gather in gossiping circles. I don’t know why they’re all in an uproar today, but then I remember the Spring Dance is coming and I’m sure it’s been a flurry of drama. 

			I’ve been successfully avoiding James and his question, even though I know I shouldn’t. He deserves better, but I can’t bring myself to say yes. 

			I see a pale hand waving back and forth, and spot Alice and Polly at one table on the far side of the room. I quickly look beside them and don’t see James, so I let out a sigh of relief. I’d like to eat my lunch in peace if I can. 

			Of course, that probably won’t happen. 

			I elbow my way through the last group of girls and emerge to see Polly’s smiling face. She’s moved over, making space for me to sit next to her. Alice is on the opposite side, sniffing a fish stick. She’s about as much of a fan of them as I am. Polly, on the other hand, eats everything. She has an indiscriminate palate. I usually eat most everything, but fish is where I draw the line. I just can’t stand the smell of it. 

			I sit down, immediately snatching up my cookie and nibbling at the edge. Polly adjusts next to me, dipping her fish stick in the tartar sauce and taking a healthy bite. Alice’s nose wrinkles in disgust. 

			“I don’t know how you can stand them,” she grumbles,”I mean look.” She wiggles a fish stick at eye level. I groan in agreement. 

			Polly’s eyebrow cocks as she studies the food in her hand.”Well, my parents take turns cookin’ and it’s Dad’s week so the whole lot of us are starvin’.” 

			“Fair enough,” Alice chortles. 

			I take a bigger bite. The cookie nearly crumbles in my hand. It’s a little dry, but even that won’t stop me. 

			“So— I heard about the note,” Alice says with a mischievous grin. 

			I roll my eyes.”Oh, that.” 

			“He asked ya, didn’t he?” Polly chimes in. I don’t know why she’s so excited about it. 

			I let out a sigh, then grab my milk, fighting with it until it finally opens. I’d rather chug the whole thing than talk about this, but I really have no choice. They won’t stop until I tell them every detail. 

			“He did,” I admit,”it was at least legible.” 

			Polly slaps the table, forcing me to flinch. Alice shakes her head while shoving a french fry into her ketchup and twisting it. She lifts it up and watches it wilt. 

			“How do they mess up something as simple as a french fry?” she asks. 

			I’m grateful that she’s willing to change the subject, but Polly will not let it happen. 

			“So— Luna, what did ya say?” Polly presses me for more. 

			I part my lips, hesitating for a few seconds.”I— well, I haven’t said anything yet.” 

			“Maybe you could fake an illness,” Alice offers with a wink.”Some type of plague.” 

			Polly rolls her eyes.”If it were up to you, none of us would ever have a boyfriend!” 

			Alice drops the fry on her plate and stares at her.”There are more things in life than wishing that some silly boy will ask you out!” 

			“Hey.” 

			We all look up as my brother has joined us. Great. 

			“Hey, Peter!” Polly nervously chimes in while looking at me. My eyes widen and decide to let this play out as it should. Besides, I don’t know what I could actually do. Peter is his own person and if he likes her— well, then he likes her. I still think he’s been lazy, but who’s to say that Peter hasn’t liked her for longer than he’s admitted to me? It would definitely explain why he always lingered around us when Alice and Polly would come over to stay the night. He said little, which also makes more sense now, too. 

			Oh, God! Does he love her? 

			Ugh!

			Peter hesitates, glancing at the empty spot next to Alice, but sits next to me. I scoot over when I feel him brush against me. It’s not that I hate my brother, I just don’t want people talking about how we hang out together. No other siblings do that at school and I’m not planning on being the first. 

			He lifts a french fry, and it wilts so he drops it.”How do they mess these up?” he grumbles. 

			Alice giggles.”Right?” 

			For one moment, they get caught staring at each other and I tilt my head. Why is she looking at him like that? She just said there are better things than boys! 

			“Does anyone have a date to the dance, yet?” Polly asks as Peter chokes on his milk and it dribbles down his chin. I stare at my tray, grinning— but we shouldn’t tease him. I know he wants to ask Alice and after that quick exchange, I’m wondering if she might say yes to him, not because she feels sorry for him, but because she wants to go. 

			“No,” Alice says while staring at her plate. She picks at another fry and Peter clears his throat. I know he wants to ask, but he may be too nervous to do it in front of me and Polly. 

			“I— well,” he pauses. 

			Both Polly and I stare at him from the side. 

			He clears his throat to the side of his hand.”Alice— I’d love to take you.” 

			“Take me where?” she asks. 

			He swallows hard while glancing at me for strength. I suddenly feel like such a jerk for picking on him. He really likes Alice. I mean, really, really likes her. 

			Crap. 

			“To— well, the dance.” He gets the words out and I’m proud of him. It takes courage to ask her that, especially in front of other people. 

			She sits up straight, giving me a quick glance. I can see her wheels turning. She’s considering it and for the first time since I realized my brother was crushing on her, I find myself rooting for him. 

			“Hmm. Dancing,” she states very matter-of-factly. 

			“Yes— unless you don’t want to, in which case we can sit.” 

			“I— you know what, Peter? Yes. I’d love to go with you,” Alice says with a grin. 

			Both Polly and I release our breath at the same time. 

			I can feel Peter tremble next to me. It’s the first time I’ve found him adorable. Yuck. I need to stop before I make myself nauseous. I’m not big on romantic stuff. Unless it’s in a book, of course. But books are different. Anything is possible there because it’s make-believe. 

			“Okay! Okay— cool.” He rises, knocking his milk over and tipping his tray. He’s left trying to clean it up and collect some rogue fries.”I’ll— well, we can talk about whatever color you choose for your dress whenever— I mean, it’s up to you, I love all colors, so just tell me so I can get a matching flower for your dress— and again, whatever color you like, okay Alice?” 

			He’s rambling like an idiot, even so, it’s cute. Blech!

			I don’t know if I can stand this version of Peter Navarri. The sweet one who trips over his words and spills his food because of a girl. But at least it’s Alice and I love her. I don’t have to meet someone new and get to know her. I don’t have to make small talk. None of that— but it’s Alice. 

			My Alice. 

			Peter nods, finally deciding to leave us alone. 

			I watch him walk away as Polly giggles and Alice picks at her tray. 

			I stare at her.”You didn’t have to do that.” 

			Her expression changes.”Do what?” 

			“Take pity on him,” I say.”I wouldn’t be mad if you said no. He’d survive.” 

			She shrugs a shoulder.”I like him. He’s always been nice to me, and being nice is important.” 

			“Um— it’s Peter. My brother. He put a worm in your face and you almost peed your pants when we were eight.” 

			She leans in.”We’re not eight anymore.” 

			I narrow my eyes. Does she like him, too? Oh, God! Does she? No, she can’t, right? 

			“Mmm, so yer sweet on him,” Polly cackles. 

			I hate it. All of it. This can’t be happening. Here I was thinking Peter was just being silly— daydreaming— nursing a crush. I mean, he’s my brother, and Alice— she’s— she’s my best friend! How could this happen? Did I do something wrong? Why is the universe punishing me?!

			“Hey.” 

			I blink through my barrage of internalized panic. 

			Alice grins.”Are you okay?” she adds. 

			The look of shock spreads across my face,”I— well, to be honest, I don’t know.” 

			Polly laughs.”Oh, here we go.” 

			“What?” I ask. 

			She wags a french fry in my direction.”You don’t approve.” 

			“I— well, I don’t think it matters much what I think.” 

			“Luna, it’s just a dance,” Alice reassures me. 

			I nod.”Yeah, I get that.” 

			She leans in.”One dance.” 

			“Right.” 

			“And I think you should say yes to James,” she adds. 

			Polly purses her lips, enjoying all the drama at the table today. 

			I eye her for a split second, then return my attention to Alice. 

			“Why?” I ask. 

			“Because he’s sweet and cute, and he’ll treat you like you deserve,” she clarifies. 

			I rub the side of my neck, then tuck a stray chunk of hair behind my ear. 

			Polly nods.”She’s right.” 

			“Et tu Brute?” I ask with a raised brow. 

			She laughs.”Luna, you’ve been refusing to go on any dates forever. Maybe it’s time before you become a shut-in with forty cats.” 

			I roll my eyes and take another bite of my cookie, chewing with intention.”Who says cats are a bad thing?” I mumble. 

			“No one, but Polly is right. Maybe we should all date. I mean, what’s the harm in doing that?” 

			I shake my head.”I don’t like how you’ve all formed a mutiny.” 

			They both laugh. 

			“Boys are not the most important thing in the world, in fact, they can be extremely stupid and annoying. All of them,” I say with conviction. 

			Alice is staring behind me and I feel a lump in my throat. She eyes me, so I turn to see James standing there. 

			“I think you’re right, Luna. We can be stupid and annoying. I even annoy myself,” he admits while tapping his glasses back up his nose. 

			I grin. At least James has a good sense of humor. 

			“Could we talk?” he asks. 

			I swallow the nerves and look down at my tray. Suddenly the fish sticks don’t seem like that bad of an idea. I could say I’m hungry, but Alice is glaring at me. 

			“Yeah,” I say, knowing this is it. I have to make a choice. 

			Great. 
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			I stare out at the forest that surrounds Port Royal. The smell of pine wafts over me. I’ve always loved how clean it smells here, with the hint of salty seawater blending with the thick moss that grows on the trees. It’s one of my favorite things about Port Royal, well, that and how old it looks. Sometimes it’s hard to remember that it’s 1988 and not the 1700s. 

			“Luna, I know that I probably upset you and I’m sorry. The note was a dumb idea and if I had thought that Mr. Hull was going to catch me— well, I should’ve just asked you instead of being a coward and throwing it on your shoe.” 

			The wind pushes my hair back and over my shoulders. I can feel him staring at me, but I don’t mind. James has been looking at me for a year, and I’ve spent way too much time pretending like it wasn’t happening. It’s unfair to him. Either I accept how he feels or I don’t. It’s that simple. But honestly, I don’t know how I feel about him. I tucked that part of myself away for fear that it would stop me from leaving this town. I’m terrified that I’ll get stuck here— even though, now that I’m looking at the pine and smelling the air, it’s hitting me that this isn’t so bad. Life could be worse. I could be James Jenny dealing with me. 

			“It’s okay. He was nice about it,” I admit without facing him. 

			“Well, that’s good, and listen. You don’t have to go with me, I just—” 

			I successfully stop him from talking,”I want to go.” 

			His mouth sits agape. 

			I turn to face him.”I do want to go and thank you for asking me. I feel bad for avoiding you. I guess I just— I don’t know. I have plans and they don’t include staying in Port Royal.” 

			“Oh, okay.” He seems stunned, and I guess I don’t blame him. 

			“Not because of you, James. I just want to see the world.” 

			“Well, I’m not trying to stop you.” A weak smile threatens to lighten his expression. 

			I nod.”I get that— I do.” 

			We let the silence settle between us. The wind catches his hair and tosses it around. He would be much cuter if he loosened up a bit, but he probably won’t. James Jenny is always put together. He’s worn a tie since grade school like his dad, who’s an accountant. I assume his mom dressed him and he just never let go of the style she set in place for him. 

			But I wish he would just let go and be wild— if only for one day in his life. 

			Be spontaneous and undo the tie and maybe wear a t-shirt once in a while. 

			The moment passes and I don’t tell him these things. I know I should because no one else will. I part my lips and something less threatening to who he is comes out,”So, I guess I need to get a dress?” 

			He clears his throat.”Yeah, yeah— you should probably get one, I mean, yes, you need one, and it’s totally up to you on what color, well of course it’s up to you. I won’t ever tell you what to do.” 

			I stare down at my feet. 

			“I’ll never tell you what to do.” Echoes in my mind. I know he wouldn’t. I should be happy, but somehow I’m not. I just feel like this is an obligation— something to get through, and it makes me feel even worse for him. 

			“I’d also never hurt you, Luna. I’d rather die.” 

			I ignore his admission.”Well, Alice is going with my brother, now, and I think I should be there— at the dance I mean, in case he needs me— or her, but anyway, it’s a good idea for me to go.” 

			“Oh, wow.” James looks out into the wooded area. 

			“Yeah,” I agree. 

			“She’s your best friend, right?” he asks. 

			I nod.”Alice and I— well, Polly too, have been hanging out since we were little.”

			“I’m sorry,” he adds. 

			“Why?” I ask. 

			“Well, it has to be weird,” he says while rubbing the side of his arm. His fidgeting could be charming, if I allowed it to be. 

			I shrug my shoulder.”Well, it’s just one dance.”

			“True— but I’ve seen the way he looks at her.” 

			I hate what he’s telling me, so I stiffen up and resurrect the wall between us. I don’t want to get too personal with James. He doesn’t need to know about my feelings— fears or anything else. I have to keep him at a safe distance or else things could get complicated. 

			“Luna?” 

			I glance over at him. James seems to have become more serious. It makes me nervous. If he tells me he loves me, I may puke. 

			“I don’t want you to feel like this means anything.” 

			I chuckle, narrowing my eyes. 

			He clearly takes it wrong.”No— no, I mean— no pressure. It’s not like I’m asking you to be my girlfriend or something.” 

			He lets those words linger between us. I don’t know if he’s fishing to see how I feel or what. 

			“I know,” is all I can think to say. 

			He fidgets with his hands so I touch his arm and he stops.”Let’s just have fun, okay?” I ask. 

			He nods,”Yeah— totally. Fun,” he parrots me.”It’s just a dance.”

			“Yes, just a dance,” I repeat as if saying it will render it less dangerous than it probably could be for all of us. 

			We both turn back and look at the sky when a roll of thunder rumbles off in the distance. There seems to be a storm coming, but we usually get spared, unlike other northeastern towns. In fact, Port Royal is unusually sunny. Many people attribute our weather to the fact that we sit in a small cove. Maybe it provides a bit of protection. If I was like my brother, I’d say a spell had been cast because we see less rain than any other town that sits along the shoreline. 

			But the darkness is approaching. Black and rolling. I fold my arms and stare at it. Something about it makes the hairs on the back of my neck stand at attention. It seems to be targeting us. Like it’s forming with one purpose in mind and it looks menacing. 

			“Is that a storm?” James asks. 

			“I think so.” 

			“Weird,” he mutters. 

			I nod.”Yeah, maybe we’re just due.” 

			“True, we don’t see much rain, do we?” he asks. 

			“No, we don’t. I can count the storms I’ve seen on one hand,” I say while staring at the wall cloud slowly moving in our direction. The wind picks up even heavier and I’m forced to lean into it. There is definitely something coming. Even the air feels different— lit with electricity and moisture. I’d be nervous if storms upset me, but the bookworm in me is secretly excited to see what happens. Maybe I’ll devour another book to the sound of raindrops hitting the glass window. I have to admit, it sounds heavenly. 

			“Oh, did you hear about the ship arriving sometime today?” he asks. 

			I turn to face him.”No— what ship?” 

			“Well, my older brother works in landscaping and he’s been taking care of the garden at the Vega Estate— and I guess their kids are coming home.” 

			I bite my lip.”Their kids? On a ship?” I ask. 

			He laughs.”Yeah, I guess they’re old school, huh? I mean, why not take a plane?” 

			“Yeah, that has to be a long trip.” I think about the swaying of the boat and press my hand against my stomach. I can’t stand the motion of the waves. This is why I know I’ll fly everywhere I need to go, even if I have to charter some small airplane with a nefarious-looking pilot. 

			The idea of it turns the corner of my lip. But I can’t be too happy around James because I don’t want to tell him how quickly I’ll be leaving this town once we graduate. I plan to take the first two years to travel and then I’ll settle down and study, earning a degree before heading out once again. Maybe I should be an archeologist? I could intern while traveling. 

			Yes! That’s what I’ll do. I bite my lip, happy to have figured out the rest of my plan, but glance at James. I’d love to tell him all about it, but I know he’d probably be unhappy. I don’t want that, but I’m desperate to talk about it. 

			“James— I—” 

			He shields his eyes from the sun and stares out at the wall cloud coming our way.”Yes?” he asks. 

			“I— well…” Suddenly, the temperature drops and my teeth chatter before I can tell him about my plans. 

			James removes his light jacket and places it on my shoulders. I grin. He is sweet. Alice was right, not that I doubted her. 

			“Maybe we should go?” he asks. 

			I hesitate while staring at the storm clouds. Something feels different. Strange. My body hums for a quick second. I dismiss it as a response to the dropping temperature. 

			“Luna?” 

			I blink out of thought.”Yeah?” 

			“We should go, huh?” 

			“Oh— yeah, sure.” I abandon the idea of telling him the truth, but promise myself that I’ll let him know the night of the dance. I have to so he can be free to ask some other girl out on dates and maybe start a life with her. 

			The only problem is James looks at me the same way my brother looks at Alice and it breaks my heart to think of how he’ll react when I not only reject any idea of a future with him— but admit how excited I am to be leaving this town and not looking back. 

			I turn and he joins me, sticking close by my side, but I glance behind us a few times, watching the sky roll and boil on the horizon. I’m intrigued. The storm seems familiar, yet it can’t be. It’s the weather. I blink through the echoing sounds of waves crashing and people calling out to one another. 

			My imagination is getting the better of me today. 

			We end up in front of the school, and James reaches in and opens the door for me. I remove his coat and hand it back to him.”Thank you.” 

			“No problem, Luna.” 

			I step inside, leaving him behind, not knowing what else I should say. 

			I spot both Polly and Alice waiting on me next to the long window. I’m sure they were spying. I don’t blame them. 

			“So?” Polly asks. 

			“I told him I’d go.” 

			She claps her hands. 

			Alice grins.”Awesome.” 

			I shrug a shoulder.”I guess. I mean, it’s just a dance. He was very clear. This doesn’t mean anything. It’s just for fun.” 

			“Right,” Alice adds. 

			“What?” 

			She looks past me, and my eyes follow. James is standing there, staring at me. I turn back and let out a sigh. 

			“It’s just for fun— period. That’s it.” I wave my hand, punctuating my thoughts. 

			The first of two bells ring, letting us know that our lunch break is ending. My next class isn’t a class at all but my turn in the library. I do it three times a week and I love it. I wish I could do it every day. 

			“Damn. I hate math,” Polly grumbles. 

			“Same,” I add. 

			Alice grins.”Well, I love it.” 

			“And you’re like a genius,” Polly admits. 

			“I just like problem solving. It’s a wonderful challenge.” 

			We walk down the hallway as I try my best to ignore that James is still staring at me. He’s cute and all, but like I said, I’m not interested in having a boyfriend. I don’t want to risk meeting some guy who lives here in Port Royal and then end up stuck here for the rest of my life. 

			No way. 

			Never. 

			I’d rather die. 
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			I stare out the window at the sky. The light in the room has shifted. It’s darker now, reminding me more of twilight than mid-afternoon. We’re definitely going to get a storm. It’s barreling toward us now, bringing with it this strange surge of electricity that I haven’t been able to shake since James and I stared at it together. 

			I just can’t tell if it’s good or bad. I guess it’s silly to think that a storm could be either. It isn’t a living, breathing thing. 

			I chuckle. I sound like my brother— even my dad. They both love to speculate, but I’m like my mom in that way. Sometimes that rationality sterilizes things, but the books help. I usually read about things that can’t be true. Fantasy. Supernatural creatures. All the things I laugh about, but secretly find myself drawn to. I guess it’s mostly the romantic aspects of the books. Many of them are doomed— or seem to be, and maybe that’s what I love the most about them. I don’t want them to succeed because it would change everything. 

			I shake it off, clenching my jaw and releasing it. I have to get back on track. School will end in May and I’ll be graduating. That will mark a new life for me. A time of freedom and exploration. I can’t lose sight of it. Not now. We have so little time left. I can’t let James Jenny, the spring dance, or weird thoughts about this storm knock me off track. 

			I blink when a familiar voice interrupts my thoughts. 

			“Luna, please go through the romance aisle and organize it. We have some girls in this school who love to read a chapter or two and shove the books back on the shelf without watching where they should go. You can use this cart.” 

			Mrs. Frost pushes the thing toward me with one wobbly wheel. The school should splurge and get her a new one, but oddly, she doesn’t complain about it. I grab the handle and smile. I love organizing the books. It’s like meditation. Plus, I may see something I haven’t read yet, and that’s never a bad thing. 

			I should find a new book to read. I’ve been stuck in a rut and re-reading books I have at home. I need to be adventurous and try something new. Something unexpected. Maybe even something that’s popular with other girls my age. I mean, why not? I may enjoy it. 

			I nod.”No problem.” 

			“And I’ll be leaving you to handle the library today, if that’s alright, Luna. I have a doctor’s appointment. I moved it up because the sky looks angry.” She glances out the window. 

			My eyes follow her gaze.”I noticed.” 

			Her brows meet.”So strange— I don’t remember hearing anything on the news about it, but we do live by the ocean. Anything can happen at anytime.” 

			“But it usually doesn’t,” I speak up without thinking. 

			She touches my arm.”Well, I trust you to get it done and watch over the place for me.” 

			“Of course, I’ll do my best, Mrs. Frost.” 

			She grins, then puts on her jacket and grabs her purse from behind the counter.”I trust you. I know how much you love these books— as much as I do. Perhaps someday you’ll be their steward.” 

			I appreciate her words, but I can’t bring myself to tell her I won’t be doing that. Like I said, I want to leave Port Royal, and if I ever return, for good, it’ll be because I’m ready and for no other reason. Besides, Mrs. Frost isn’t that old. She’ll be here for many years to come. 

			I smile, though. Giving her some hope. 

			She rushes out the door without going on about it. I’m glad. I don’t want to disappoint her, but eventually she’ll know how I left without saying goodbye. I think it’s better that way. Let her hear about my departure from someone else who may embellish the story a little more than I would. 

			I walk to the counter and turn on the radio. I sit down for a second and tune in to the weather station. I listen in as the broadcaster talks about how this is the first significant storm that Port Royal has seen in over a decade. I remember the last one. It tore off a couple of roofs and busted out one of the windows in our atrium. But I was seven, and I gave little thought to it then. 

			I flip the switch, shutting the radio off as two girls enter the room while giggling. I stand up straight, wishing I was a bit taller behind the counter. They both glance over at me, but don’t say anything. I sort of wish it was Alice or Polly. They’d yelp with excitement, seeing me like this. They both know how much I love this library and Alice would be jealous, in a good way, of course. I push up on my tiptoes to appear taller, but I don’t think it matters much. They aren’t here to see me. 

			I won this job with my good grade on a test in my English class. I beat everyone. Of course, I don’t think anyone was trying to compete with me. In fact, some of them probably sabotaged themselves to make sure they didn’t get this job. But I wanted it. The only person who might’ve wanted it as much as I did was Alice, but she was absent that day. She was the only competition I had. 

			The girls move out of sight, but I can hear them whispering to each other. I can’t make out the words, but it doesn’t matter. I’ve seen both in the hallways and they don’t talk to me, anyway. Not that I mind all that much. I have Alice and Polly— and I guess James, too. The fewer friends I have, the better. I’ll be able to leave that much easier when the time comes. 

			Which is a conversation I dread having with the two of them. Alice will be upset, but Polly will try her best to scare me to death just to get me to stay. 

			But I can’t. 

			I step around the side and decide to work on the romance aisle. Mrs. Frost is right about the girls and these romance books. For some reason, they sneak in here to read them but won’t be caught anywhere else with them. It’s silly. I don’t care what anyone says about what I’m reading. 

			I push the cart to the edge of the aisle and catch the two girls snickering as they share a romance book between the two of them. They must be ready for some mushy love scene. One of them points at the page and giggles before covering her mouth. 

			“You can check it out, the book is on the counter, just sign your name,” I say, but they quickly shove it back on the shelf and rush out, leaving me to roll my eyes. 

			“So ridiculous,” I whisper while finding it out of place and setting it on the cart. 

			“At least pay attention to where it was on the shelf,” I grumble with the shake of my head. I don’t know how Mrs. Frost puts up with this every single day. Maybe it’s best that I’ll never be in charge of this place. I’d probably scare the crap out of the kids. 

			I stare at the section, taking one step back, and realize that the whole thing is a mess. I grin. It’s a good challenge, I guess. I remove all the books and begin placing them on the cart, checking the author’s names as I form various stacks. My body relaxes. Doing this was exactly what I needed after the whole James thing. 

			It doesn’t change the fact that I’ll still have to deal with it, but he said this wasn’t him wanting me to be his girlfriend. Right? Or was he saying that to make himself feel better? 

			God, Luna! Stop worrying about it! What he says or doesn’t say will not change a darn thing! Just go to the silly dance and make him happy. That’s all you have to do. Buy the dress, accept the flowers, and go have fun. Enjoy this time with him, but mostly, enjoy what time you have left with Alice and Polly before you take off on some grand adventure. 

			Suddenly, the room darkens while I’m holding a book that I’ve intentionally avoided. It’s an old book. One so many people have read before, but I was just never interested enough in it to give it a try. It’s about a man who abandoned God and became a monster called Dracula. I never really thought about it being a romance. To me, it’s more of a horror book, but Mrs. Frost insisted vampires like Dracula had earned their place in the romance aisle. I wasn’t about to argue with her. She’s been the steward of the school’s library for a good twenty years, if not a little more. But Dracula is not romance. Vampires aren’t even real, and they’re most certainly not something I would find attractive. They have cold clammy skin and drink blood while lurking around at night. What could be sexy about that? I’d say nothing. Plus, they don’t have feelings, do they? Not really. How could they? They don’t have souls and I thought that’s what makes us have empathy. 

			I flinch when the space vibrates with energy. 

			I clutch the book to my chest and step closer to the window. The sun is all but gone now and I find myself missing it. I watch the trees sway from the rising wind. The storm is closing in on Port Royal, and I wonder if we’ll be sent home early today because of it. I mean, I could read. I take a quick glance at the book’s cover and scoff. 

			But probably not this one. 

			My gaze shifts to the harbor. I can see a lone ship sitting there. It appears older than most, with aged wood and three large masts holding no flag. I’d never seen it before, but then I remembered what was said about the Vega children coming home from across the sea. 

			Could that be their ship? What an odd way to travel. But then again, the Vegas are eccentric. They keep to themselves. Maybe they’re just different than other people. I don’t want to judge them without knowing them. That’s unfair of me to do. 

			Just as the thought crosses my mind, the emergency bell goes off and I drop the book on the black-and-white checkered floor. It lands directly on the spine and opens to a page with Mina’s journal staring up at me. I lift it up, reading the entry along the way. 

			“The Russian schooner came from Varna, a port in what is now Bulgaria, near Transylvania, and that it contained many boxes, filled with earth, and no other significant cargo.”

			I stare out the window at the ship once more. A grin creeps across my face. I’m being silly. That ship has nothing to do with…

			A crack of thunder makes me jump. I let out a sigh and shake my head. 

			“Dracula,” I mock myself while closing the book and staring at the cover once again. 

			I know it’s considered a classic, but vampires never intrigued me at all. I’m more of a werewolf girl myself, but something about the storm, the cryptic journal entry, and that old ship makes me want to keep it. I rush over to the desk and write the title, along with the date, and my name, then I hit the door running, making my way toward the gym where we are supposed to gather whenever they sound the alarm unless otherwise instructed to leave the building. 

			But nothing has come over the loudspeaker. Not a word. So I know to meet everyone there. 

			I enter the gymnasium to a wall of chatter. Everyone seems to be upset about this storm. I guess I should’ve given it more thought, but it’s hard to do that when you never really have to deal with them. 

			I quickly scan the bleachers and find Polly and Alice. I join them, taking my seat without saying anything. My brother is sitting right behind us. I have yet to talk to him about this whole thing with my best friend, but I assume it’s inevitable. I should probably collect my thoughts before I do it so I don’t hurt his feelings. Peter is sensitive in more ways than I am, which makes him charming in some odd way. I’m nice, but I rarely let my emotions control me. I don’t know if that’ll ever change. In some ways, I hope it doesn’t. It’s kept me safe and guarded. Both of which I’ll need to leave here without missing all of them. 

			I glance behind me, and he’s busy staring at Alice. The muscles in my jaw tighten. Our principal taps the mic and a high pitch sound rolls through the space, forcing all of us to groan in unison. He grins, then clears his throat. Mr. Killmeade appears moist from nerves, glistening under the fluorescent lighting in the gym. He produces a handkerchief and dabs his forehead before taking a haggard breath. He’s never out here with us. He squirrels away in his office, doing whatever it is he does. Honestly, I think it’s a whole lot of nothing. 

			“As you’ve probably noticed, we seem to have a storm approaching Port Royal, so we feel that it’s in the best interest for students and faculty to dismiss early—”

			That’s all it took before the entire student body stood up and headed toward the doors. 

			“Please go slowly— and straight home! No dilly dallying today!” he calls out the suggestion as I follow the lines to the exit. No one is in a panic. They just want to go home. I mean, who wouldn’t want to get out of school early on a Friday? This gives us a longer weekend. 

			Alice notices the book in my hand and chuckles.”Well, that’s new for you.” 

			I sigh, knowing I rarely follow trends. 

			I tilt the book.”It has a romance in it, or so they say.” 

			She grins.”You know some girls actually say they would let him bite them. Can you believe that? I mean, it’s not like he’s real. Vampires are fake. It’s all made up about some guy who was a warlord or something,” she snaps her fingers,”Vlad— that’s his name. Some Romanian prince.”

			“Well, I wouldn’t— if he was real. I don’t want anyone biting me,” I add to her logical statement. That’s one thing I love about Alice. It’s how level-headed she is. I guess it wouldn’t be so bad if she evened my brother out. 

			She frowns right before we reach the front doors. 

			“What?” I ask. 

			“I really wanted to go book shopping today,” she whines. 

			Polly pipes in,”I’m sure ya have plenty at your house.” 

			Alice laughs.”Yeah, but I wanted more.” 

			“Well, here,” I offer my book to her and she rolls her eyes. 

			“Thanks, but no. I’d rather read a thesaurus— besides, I like murder mysteries best. Agatha Christie is good!” 

			I chuckle.”No, I get it.” I glance at the book once again.”I really don’t know why I have it with me. It’s silly.”

			“Well, it’s because he’s sexy— or so I’ve heard,” Polly adds. 

			I blush. I’d never think about Dracula being sexy— or any other boy, for that matter. 

			We exit the school as the wind hits us with more force than we expected. We nod to each other, then begin walking— but it turns into a jog as the temperature continues to drop. 

			I finally reach the gate with my last name on it and fight to open it up against the force of the wind. I protect the book the best I can as I navigate the uneven stone path and finally, I’m at the door and inside the house, out of danger. 

			I shake off the chill and realize that I left my bag at school. It had a book in it I had been reading for three days straight. Dammit!

			I stare at the book in my hand and sigh. 

			“I guess it’s you and me now,” I whisper before Peter comes rushing in behind me. He nearly hits me with the door. He shakes his head, releasing a spray of water as his black curls unwind. 

			“Come on!” I whine, turning sideways to protect the book and my eyes. 

			“That’s weird, huh?” he asks while passing me by, ignoring the fact that he’s just violently assaulted me with rainwater. 

			I watch him head toward the kitchen.”Mom?” he calls out as I decide to follow. 

			I don’t want to, but I guess now’s as good a time as any to talk to him about Alice now that he’s annoyed me. 

			“Peter, wait!” 

			Not the best plan. 
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			 I step into the kitchen and see Peter rummaging through the refrigerator. Mom places a hand on her hip while staring him down. He turns with a cold chicken leg in between his teeth. 

			“Peter, you’ll ruin your dinner, and what are you doing home?” 

			He pulls it from his mouth and defends his actions,”It’s scientifically proven that boys need twice the food as girls do when we’re growing. I mean, it’s a fact, and they sent us home because of the storm— do you not see it?” 

			She glances toward the window. To be fair, she doesn’t enjoy being outside and our house is like a tomb when it comes to sounds coming in from the outside. Unless you’re on the upper floors, we’re oblivious to most things— even storms. 

			She looks to me and back to him, snatching the chicken leg from him and wagging it.”Where did you read this fact, Peter?” she asks in her Ukrainian accent. Mom has been in America long enough for it to chip away at her pronunciation, but her accent gets thicker when she’s annoyed. It’s an excellent sign to back off. She also speaks in her native tongue when she’s really mad. I’m positive she’s cussing us out, but she won’t translate. 

			Mom is no one to trifle with. She’s spicy as dad likes to call her. That’s probably where I get most of my personality. 

			My dad is French, well, his parents speak Basque, which is from a region that straddles the westernmost Pyrenees in adjacent parts of northern Spain and south-western France. Whereas Mom’s family came from Russia. The city of Kyiv, in Ukraine, to be exact. 

			Her family left because they didn’t want to be under Russian rule anymore, but she misses her home and the people there. I sometimes catch her looking at old pictures, but I don’t want to interrupt her because she appears sad when she does. I can’t imagine being forced to leave everything behind. 

			“I— well, it was in a book at the library. Ask Luna.” He looks to me for support. 

			My eyebrows raise.”Um— well, I never read it, but maybe.” I shrug. I guess I’m having an off day. Usually, I toss him under the bus and run off laughing, but not today. 

			I hope I’m not losing my edge. 

			“Read what?” Dad asks as he comes walking into the kitchen while taking a bite of a peach. Some juice dribbles onto the floor. 

			“Seriously?” Mom asks. 

			Dad lifts his hand to cup his chin until he can lean over the oversized white porcelain sink that takes up a good chunk of the counter space. Almost everything in this house is dated, but at least we have regular phones. I’d hate to be sending pigeons out the window with messages to my friends. 

			“The sky looks angry,” Mom says as she removes the tea towel from her shoulder. 

			Dad follows her gaze and nods.”It does.” 

			Mom turns on the radio and we listen to the broadcaster talk about the storm that’s rolling in.”Expect high winds, heavy rain, and lightning.” he warns.”It would be best to take shelter for the night and secure anything that can fly away.” 

			“Please check the generator, just in case the electricity goes out, Ben,” Mom says. 

			My dad offers a nod and jogs off after giving his hands a quick wash in the sink. 

			Mom turns to both of us.”Bring in some wood for the fireplace, Peter.” 

			I set my book down on the kitchen table, and her eyes follow. 

			“Okay, Mom,” he agrees without protest. 

			Peter leaves the two of us alone as Mom approaches the table and picks up my book. 

			“Dracula— the vampire, no?” she asks with a strange expression on her face. 

			I nod.”Yeah, I was organizing the romance section in the library right before the alarm bell went off and I carried it out with me.” I didn’t want to admit that I actually signed the book out. She isn’t big into monsters like my brother and dad are. 

			“Hmm, well, it’s a horror book. This Dracula character is a monster.” 

			I shrug.”Yeah, I guess. Some girls think he’s cute or something.” 

			She laughs.”Cute? What is so cute about drinking the blood of humans? He’s a beast and nothing more.” 

			I wrinkle my nose. It sounds gross when she says it out loud.”Well, I don’t think he’s cute. But it’s a good book from what I hear and I left my bag at school, so I’m going to check it out tonight. I mean, I might as well, with a storm rolling in. Right?” 

			“Just make sure it doesn’t take away from your studies.” 

			“I’m all caught up, and it’s the weekend, Mama.” 

			“Okay, well, start a fire when your brother gets the wood inside. You know he isn’t good at it, and I don’t want him to burn the house down.” 

			I smile. He is awful at it and I love her dry humor.”I won’t let him do that.”

			“I know, my sweet girl.” She cups my cheek. The warmth of her hand makes me grin. 

			I grab my book and draw it to my chest; she watches me as I leave the room— silently judging me for the book, I’m sure. But honestly, I’m intrigued by this vampire character, as she called him. 

			I hear my brother groaning. He’s struggling with an armful of wood. I set the book down and take a couple of pieces off the top of his stack, and he seems grateful. I toss them in the fireplace and grab some newspaper, packing it in between the logs. Peter successfully navigates his way over to the box and drops the wood inside of it. My dad welded it together last year so we could keep more wood inside in the house. Peter was happy. He hates cold weather. 

			I strike the match and begin setting small sections of the newspaper on fire, taking my time. That’s always the trick to doing anything right. Patience. 

			It smolders at first, but my eyes light up from the flame that follows. 

			I stand up and turn just as Peter is picking up the book and staring at the cover. He grins. 

			“Don’t tell me you’re falling for this guy, too, Luna. I mean, all the girls in school are talking about vampires right now.” 

			I smirk.”No. I’m just curious and not every girl is. Polly and Alice haven’t said a word.” 

			“She hasn’t?” He clears his throat.”Well, it’s a great book, but more of a horror story if you ask me.” He sets it back down on the side table and takes a seat on the overstuffed couch. He’s visibly pleased that Alice hasn’t fallen for Dracula, too. His jealousy is cute, I guess. 

			Teenage boys confuse me. 

			I rub the sides of my arms. Luckily, this room has a tendency to heat up fast. 

			I take a seat next to him, but not too close. We don’t have many heart-to-heart conversations, not that we can’t— we just don’t. 

			“I— well, I want you to know that I’m okay with you asking Alice to the dance.” 

			There, I said it. It wasn’t easy, but I wanted him to know. 

			“Thanks, Luna. I know you’re her best friend, but I promise you it won’t change anything.” 

			I narrow my eyes. I wish I could believe him, but I know how Alice looked when he asked her, and even more annoying, after he left. 

			She was— happy. 

			Blech. 

			God! I hate it, but I can’t say that to him. 

			It’s hard for me to think about Peter making some girl happy, let alone Alice. I mean, it’s Alice! I’ve known her since we were babies. Since before we could even talk to each other with actual words. But then again, Peter was there all along. I just wish I knew the exact moment when it all changed for him. Not that there are any time machines that could help me go back and alter it— but a girl can dream. 

			“I wish that was true,” I mutter. 

			He turns to face me. I adjust, but don’t turn all the way. Again, this is awkward. Peter and I have spent our lives razzing each other. This heart-to-heart stuff is weird. 

			“I want to be honest, Luna.” 

			I don’t say anything, so he goes on. 

			“I think I love—”

			I raise a hand while standing up.”Ahh,” I say, feeling more like Mom than myself. 

			“Luna! Come on. I want to talk to you about this.” 

			I stare down at him with a scowl on my face.”Peter, that’s none of my business.” 

			“But it is! You love her. Why is so hard for you to accept that I do, too?” 

			I yelp with laughter.”You’re young— she’s young. I’m young!” 

			“I’ve felt like this for a long time,” he admits. 

			I bite my lip.”Okay— lets say you lo—” I stop myself, making a choking sound while wrapping my fingers around my throat.”Anyway, let’s say it is. What if she doesn’t?” 

			“Then I’ll spend my whole life waiting for her to change her mind.” 

			“Peter.” I tilt my head. I never knew he could be so— romantic. It’s unnerving. 

			“I mean, Dracula knew he loved Mina!” 

			“What?” I scoff. 

			“Dracula, he— well, not to ruin it for you, but he just knows as soon as he sees her.” 

			I shake my head. Leave it to my brother to use a fictional story to validate his feelings for Alice. I part my lips, but he goes on. 

			“Well, that’s what people do, right? I mean, Dad knew when he met Mom— like right away, so maybe it’s the same for me.” 

			“How could you compare it to them when you’re adopted?” 

			The room goes cold. Silence creeps in. This is something I’ve never said to him before, even though we all know he was saved and adopted from Ukraine. It’s just— we don’t. 

			He stands up and shoves his hands in his pockets. I’ve hurt him. Perfect. 

			“Peter— I didn’t mean it like that.” 

			He nods, refusing to look at me.”I get it. I know, but it doesn’t change how I feel about Alice and honestly I don’t care what you think, Luna. I don’t need your permission. I just— I don’t know— forget it—”

			He rushes out of the room, leaving me alone with a roaring fire, a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach, and that damn vampire book staring at me. 

			I eye the cover and growl through my teeth,”This is all your fault, you jerk.” 
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			I settle back into my pillow while letting my fingers move across the surface of the book. My mind wanders as I stare at the dark sky. The wind is howling, and the rain is falling hard enough to hear. The droplets hit the window and I blink through it. 

			It’s been a little over an hour and I’ve calmed down, even though I still feel horrible for mentioning the whole adoption thing to Peter. It was cruel. I promised I’d never be cruel— just occasionally mean, but here I am breaking that promise. Peter has always clung to me, even when I’ve annoyed him. We’re so close in age that sometimes it feels like we may be twins rather than siblings born a year apart. And I’ve never thought of him any other way than my brother. To me, he isn’t adopted. He’s blood and always will be. I just wish I had said that instead of what came out of my mouth earlier. 

			I pinch the bridge of my nose. I was wrong to say that to Peter. He’s always been so happy that he has the same hair as Dad and he even tans in the summer, making them look even more alike. It’s one thing he covets, knowing he isn’t theirs. But no one has ever weaponized it until now. 

			Until me. 

			I’m the worst. 

			“Luna, you suck.” I whisper because it’s true. I think I took out my anger on him because Alice didn’t shoot him down. 

			I take a slow breath and release it. My heart is heavy, but I’ll make it up to Peter. I know I will. He’s upset now, but not for long. We always bounce back. Even though this time I really messed up. I have to accept that if Peter thinks he loves Alice, then he loves her, and that’s that. It’s none of my business as much as I may think it is. 

			I’m letting my emotions get away from me and I can’t. But I’m scared. I don’t want to lose Alice or my brother, and I don’t know how to keep them both if they’re all wrapped up in each other. I should’ve been honest and told him that from the beginning instead of allowing my fear to take over. 

			The thunder rolls. I can feel the vibration in my bed. Then lightning strikes with a loud snap. I jump. Laughter follows. This storm is not going away anytime soon. 

			I pick up the book, adjusting my shoulders, snuggling into my pillow that I’ve propped against the backboard. I crack the book open, fingering through the first couple of pages, and the phone rings. I nearly drop it. I don’t know why I’m so on edge. It’s ridiculous. 

			It rings again— then once more. 

			No one is answering it, so I do, even though I hate taking calls. There’s just something about it that makes me uneasy. I always say awkward things and either talk over the other person or let long gaps of silence sit between us until the caller asks if I’m still alive. 

			In short, I just suck at it. 

			“Hello? Navarri residence,” I hiss through my teeth. I’m being too formal. 

			“Luna?” 

			I let out a sigh while adjusting on the bed. 

			“Hi, James.” 

			“I just wanted to check up on you with this storm and all.” 

			My gaze shifts to the window once again. I see a small branch fly by the glass. I think about Dorothy and The Wizard of Oz. I doubt any storm could lift our old Victorian home, but I should stop saying never. 

			I tap my index finger against my bottom lip.”I’m good. Just getting ready to read my book.” 

			“Oh— what are you reading?”

			I stare at the cover and wonder if I should lie, but I don’t.”Dracula,” I reluctantly tell the truth while straightening my shoulders. 

			“I didn’t know you liked horror.” 

			My eyebrow cocks.”Well, technically, it’s categorized as a romance.” 

			He laughs, but he quickly stops. Maybe he’s afraid he’ll offend me.”Really?” he asks. 

			I roll my hand like he can see me.”Yeah.” I pick it up and shake it.”I guess girls think he’s sexy or something.” 

			There’s a strange silence. Maybe I shouldn’t have used the word sexy. Well, I know I shouldn’t have used it. It’s weird, especially with James. 

			“Sexy vampires. Huh. Do I need to buy some fangs?” he jests. 

			I swallow hard. Is he flirting with me? Maybe— but how do I respond to that? 

			I hear a muffled laugh and slide my legs off the side of the bed. 

			“Peter? Is that you?” I ask. 

			I can hear material ruffling against the receiver.”Peter, I will tell mom.” 

			“Oh— I’m here, Luna,” Mom chimes in. 

			I stand up and place a hand on my hip. 

			“Mom! Why are you on the phone?!” 

			“And me,” Dad adds to the chaos. 

			I roll my eyes.”Oh my God. Get off the phone! All of you.” 

			I wait, but I hear no clicks. 

			“Seriously!” I yell. 

			The clicks follow. I count. 

			One. Two. Three. 

			I’m mortified. 

			“See, this is why I hate phones!” I talk out loud. 

			James chuckles on the other end of the line. 

			“What? You find it funny?” I ask. 

			“No— well, sort of. I mean, I like your family, Luna. They all care about you.” 

			I take a slow breath while pinching the bridge of my nose.”I guess.” I let my hand drop to my side while staring out at the swaying trees in the forest. 

			“They do and so do I,” he admits. 

			I fumble with the phone and it hits the floor, bouncing as I struggle to control the spiraled cord. I gasp in horror. 

			Real smooth, Luna. Real smooth. 

			I pick it back up, cradling it tightly between my shoulder and reddened cheek. 

			“I should go.” Knowing how awful that is, I add,”I mean, I heard you can get electrocuted through the phone lines during a storm and I’d hate for this to be the last conversation you have with someone.” 

			He laughs. I’m glad I can amuse him after having my whole family eavesdropping on our private conversation. 

			“I wouldn’t have any regrets,” he offers. 

			I bite my lip.”Well, that’s good, I guess.” 

			The silence slips between us like a veil. I’m not sure what I should do now. James has made it clear how he feels about me, I just wish I could say the same about him. I’d love for it to be easy like it’s supposed to be, but I know it isn’t. It never will be like that for us. I like him as a friend and nothing more. 

			He finally gives in, which is a relief.”Okay— have a good night, Luna.” 

			I nod, forgetting he can’t hear me, but the phone clicks before I mutter,”You, too.” 

			I lower the phone to my side and shake my head. 

			What a disaster. 

			I hang it up and run to my door, swinging it wide and yelling into the void,”It’s rude to listen in!” 

			I slam the door and fold my arms over my chest. I don’t expect any apologies, but my family is going to be the death of me. 

			I just know it. 

			Because it could never be James Jenny. 
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			I settle back with the book in hand, finally ready to see what all the girls have been giggling about. I still have no idea why anyone would find someone like Dracula attractive. The little I do know tells me he was a lonely man who had to drink blood to live. A beast. I think he even hated himself, so why the hell would anyone else see any redeeming qualities in someone like that? I just don’t get it. 

			Jonathan Harker’s Journal

			3 May. Bistritz. — Left Munich at 8:35 P. M, on 1st May, arriving at Vienna early next morning; should have arrived at 6:46, but train was an hour late. Buda-Pesth seems a wonderful place, from the glimpse which I got of it from the train and the little I could walk through the streets. I feared to go very far from the station, as we had arrived late and would start as near the correct time as possible. 

			The impression I had was that we were leaving the West and entering the East; the most western of splendid bridges over the Danube, which is here of noble width and depth, took us among the traditions of Turkish rule. 

			We left in pretty good time, and came after nightfall to Klausenburgh. Here I stopped for the night at the Hotel Royale. I had for dinner, or rather supper, a chicken done up some way with red pepper, which was very good but thirsty. (Mem. get recipe for Mina. ) I asked the waiter, and he said it was called”paprika hendl,” and that, as it was a national dish, I should be able to get it anywhere along the Carpathians. 

			I found my smattering of German very useful here, indeed, I don’t know how I should be able to get on without it. 

			Having had some time at my disposal when in London, I had visited the British Museum, and made search among the books and maps in the library regarding Transylvania; it had struck me that some foreknowledge of the country could hardly fail to have some importance in dealing with a nobleman of that country. 

			I find that the district he named is in the extreme east of the country, just on the borders of three states, Transylvania, Moldavia, and Bukovina, in the midst of the Carpathian mountains; one of the wildest and least known portions of Europe. 

			I was not able to light on any map or work giving the exact locality of the Castle Dracula, as there are no maps of this country as yet to compare with our own Ordance Survey Maps; but I found that Bistritz, the post town named by Count Dracula, is a fairly well-known place. I shall enter here some of my notes, as they may refresh my memory when I talk over my travels with Mina. 

			In the population of Transylvania there are four distinct nationalities: Saxons in the South, and mixed with them the Wallachs, who are the descendants of the Dacians; Magyars in the West, and Szekelys in the East and North. I am going among the latter, who claim to be descended from Attila and the Huns. This may be so, for when the Magyars conquered the country in the eleventh century they found the Huns settled in it. 

			I read that every known superstition in the world is gathered into the horseshoe of the Carpathians as if it were the centre of some sort of imaginative whirlpool; if so my stay may be very interesting. (Mem. , I must ask the Count all about them. )

			I did not sleep well, though my bed was comfortable enough, for I had all sorts of queer dreams. There was a dog howling all night under my window, which may have had something to do with it; or it may have been the paprika, for I had to drink up all the water in my carafe, and was still thirsty. Towards morning I slept and was wakened by the continuous knocking at my door, so I guess I must have been sleeping soundly then. 

			I had for breakfast more paprika, and a sort of porridge of maize flour which they said was”mamaliga”, and egg-plant stuffed with forcemeat, a very excellent dish, which they call”impletata”. (Mem. ,get recipe for this also. )

			I had to hurry breakfast, for the train started a little before eight, or rather it ought to have done so, for after rushing to the station at 7:30 I had to sit in the carriage for more than an hour before we began to move. 

			It seems to me that the further east you go the more unpunctual are the trains. What ought they to be in China?

			All day long we seemed to dawdle through a country which was full of beauty of every kind. Sometimes we saw little towns or castles on the top of steep hills such as we see in old missals; sometimes we ran by rivers and streams which seemed from the wide stony margin on each side of them to be subject of great floods. It takes a lot of water, and running strong, to sweep the outside edge of a river clear. 

			At every station there were groups of people, sometimes crowds, and in all sorts of attire. Some of them were just like the peasants at home or those I saw coming through France and Germany, with short jackets, and round hats, and home-made trousers; but others were very picturesque. 

			The women looked pretty, except when you got near them, but they were very clumsy about the waist. They had all full white sleeves of some kind or other, and most of them had big belts with a lot of strips of something fluttering from them like the dresses in a ballet, but of course there were petticoats under them. 

			The strangest figures we saw were the Slovaks, who were more barbarian than the rest, with their big cow-boy hats, great baggy dirty-white trousers, white linen shirts, and enormous heavy leather belts, nearly a foot wide, all studded over with brass nails. They wore high boots, with their trousers tucked into them, and had long black hair and heavy black moustaches. They are very picturesque, but do not look prepossessing. On the stage they would be set down at once as some old Oriental band of brigands. They are, however, I am told, very harmless and rather wanting in natural self-assertion. 

			It was on the dark side of twilight when we got to Bistritz, which is a very interesting old place. Being practically on the frontier–for the Borgo Pass leads from it into Bukovina–it has had a very stormy existence, and it certainly shows marks of it. Fifty years ago a series of great fires took place, which made terrible havoc on five separate occasions. At the very beginning of the seventeenth century it underwent a siege of three weeks and lost 13,000 people, the casualties of war proper being assisted by famine and disease. 

			Count Dracula had directed me to go to the Golden Krone Hotel, which I found, to my great delight, to be thoroughly old-fashioned, for of course I wanted to see all I could of the ways of the country. 

			A knock comes on my door, and I’m drawn away from the book, but I’m already invested in Johnathan. I think I’ll like him. Ironically, he isn’t a vampire, but I know this business with visiting Dracula isn’t going to go well for him. My stomach tightens thinking about him. But he doesn’t know he is a lamb being led to slaughter. I have to keep reminding myself of that. 

			“Yes?” I call out. 

			“Luna?” 

			I push off the bed, gently laying the book down so as not to lose my place. 

			I open the door and see Peter standing there, looking solemn. 

			“I can’t sleep,” he admits. 

			I let him in as I have done many times before when Peter suffered with nightmares. He would crawl into bed with me. He’d roll away, hiding his fear and a few tears, but eventually he’d fall asleep. 

			It’s been a long time since he’s shown up at my door. 

			He steps up to the window and stares out at the swaying trees.”I don’t remember it ever being this bad.” 

			“It did— when you were six. I was seven,” I say while reminiscing. 

			“Really?” 

			I smile.”Well, you slept in the bed with me, under the covers.”

			He turns back and grins.”Yeah— maybe.” 

			I sit down on the side of my bed and look down at my hands, then fidget. I feel awful. 

			He joins me, reaching in and taking my hand.”I know you didn’t mean it.” 

			I lean into him, wrapping my arms around his neck and holding on tight. I sniffle.”No, I didn’t,” I choke through the words,”I’m so sorry.” 

			“It’s okay,” he says. 

			I lean back, wiping my cheeks. I hate crying. It always makes me feel weak. 

			“Do you mind if I stay in your room tonight?” he asks. 

			I shake my head.”Of course not, but I’m reading.” 

			“It’s cool. I’ll just go under the covers.” 

			I chuckle under my breath while he roots under the blanket and takes his place on the other side of the bed. 

			I stare at the lump under my comforter for a moment. I’m so lucky to have a brother like Peter. He’s always been nice to me, even when he razzes me. It’s never malicious. 

			I lean back on the pillow and pick the book up, staring at the page again, wondering what Johnathan is up to…

			5 May. The Castle. — The gray of the morning has passed, and the sun is high over the distant horizon, which seems jagged, whether with trees or hills I know not, for it is so far off that big things and little are mixed. 

			I am not sleepy, and, as I am not to be called till I awake, naturally I write till sleep comes. 

			There are many odd things to put down, and, lest who reads them may fancy that I dined too well before I left Bistritz, let me put down my dinner exactly. 

			I dined on what they called”robber steak”— bits of bacon, onion, and beef, seasoned with red pepper, and strung on sticks, and roasted over the fire, in simple style of the London cat’s meat!

			The wine was Golden Mediasch, which produces a queer sting on the tongue, which is, however, not disagreeable. 

			I had only a couple of glasses of this, and nothing else. 

			When I got on the coach, the driver had not taken his seat, and I saw him talking to the landlady. 

			They were evidently talking of me, for every now and then they looked at me, and some of the people who were sitting on the bench outside the door— came and listened, and then looked at me, most of them pityingly. I could hear a lot of words often repeated, queer words, for there were many nationalities in the crowd, so I quietly got my polyglot dictionary from my bag and looked them out. 

			I must say they were not cheering to me, for amongst them were”Ordog”–Satan,”Pokol”–hell,”stregoica”–witch,”vrolok” and”vlkoslak”–both mean the same thing, one being Slovak and the other Servian for something that is either werewolf or vampire. (Mem. ,I must ask the Count about these superstitions. )

			I jump with a yelp when the crash of thunder and lightning rumble through the space. Peter emerges from underneath the blankets and we both run out of the room, down the hall, and into our parents’ bedroom. 

			Evidently, it doesn’t matter how old you are. You never feel safer than with your family. 

		

	
		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			11 

			I roll my eyes from the snoring. The storm continues to lash out, forcing our house to creak and moan. I’d go back to my room, but I know I’d stay up all night staring at the book and I don’t want to. 

			The ship. The storm— all of it is playing against me. 

			It’s making me fearful when I shouldn’t be. We live in a town that sits against the ocean. Storms are something we should accept and yet none of us had because of how sheltered Port Royal is. It’s a terrible reminder. 

			It made me think about my life a little harder as my family shifted around me in the oversized bed. I’ve always been here. I am sheltered from most storms— we all are. Port Royal has always been a haven for my family and so many others. I never appreciated how much so until now. And yet, it still scares me. A place like Port Royal can swallow you whole. It can make you forget all about those dreams of traveling the world. But I don’t want to forget them. I want to see more— be more. I long to meet new people in places far away from here, even if they speak another language or laugh at what I wear. I want to live beyond this place. 

			I yawn, placing the back of my hand against my lips. My eyes feel so heavy. I try to focus on the window but everything becomes a blur and slowly sleep comes like a thief in the night…

			I stare down at my hands through a thick fog. I don’t know how I’ve ended up on the pier, but as I collect my thoughts, I notice the large ship sitting quietly on the dock. I can hear the swoosh of water lapping against the hull. I turn, calling out into the void, but no one answers. The peaceful silence almost puts me in a trance as my gaze wanders along the smooth side of the Russian schooner. 

			My eyes become transfixed on the name etched into her bow. 

			“Demeter,” I whisper to myself. 

			My eyes narrow. 

			Wait. Demeter? 

			That’s the ship that Dracula arrived on, isn’t it? The one with the skeleton crew and boxes of dirt? 

			“Okay, I’m dreaming,” I say as my words come out like dragon’s breath in the chilled air. I pinch my arm and nothing happens. I don’t wake up when I should. I try it once again, but it isn’t working. I get frustrated. Why do they suggest this when it doesn’t do a thing?! 

			I pause when I hear something move behind me. I turn, peering into the blue fog. It seems to be growing thicker with each passing moment. Creeping toward me. I take one step back, but decide it’s probably best to hold my ground. The worst thing that could happen is me losing my balance and falling in the ocean. I’d surely drown. Ironically, I was born in February, which makes me a Pisces. I should love the water. It is meant to be home, but not with me. I’m not a swimmer— I sink like a stone. 

			I hear footsteps getting closer. Whoever it is doesn’t bother hiding the fact that they’re stalking me. 

			“Hello!? Who’s there?” I ask, but no one answers.”You’re not funny,” I add like it matters. 

			I swallow the nerves, straightening my shoulders. I’m many things, but a coward isn’t one of them. I have my mother to thank for that. Not that my dad isn’t brave. He is, but we all know that my mom is the most formidable person in our house. 

			“I can hear you,” I call out, hoping someone will answer me. Then I chuckle under my breath. This is a dream and nothing more. But it feels so real. Probably the most vivid dream I’ve ever had. 

			“Hello?” again I call out into the fog that’s now collecting around my feet. Soon I won’t be able to see anything at all. The thought of it twists my stomach in knots, but I’d never let anyone know. 

			The footsteps are getting closer, but I can’t see anyone at all. No shadows. No figures. No faces. But something is there. I know it. 

			“I’m not afraid of you!” I call out into the void. 

			“You should be, mica mea lebada.” 

			I gasp. 

			I feel the hardwood against my palms and knees. I’ve rolled out of my parents’ bed just as I notice the faint light coming from behind their black curtain. I lean back, rubbing my palms to ease the ache from the fall. I push myself up and decide to leave the room, now filled with snoring from my brother. He mutters something in his sleep and flips onto his side. I’m so glad he’s sleeping soundly. 

			I roll my eyes. Clearly, the storm, reading Dracula, and the arrival of that ship have created a whole narrative in my subconscious. I’ve effectively written a horror story starring myself. 

			Perfect. 

			“Go to bed, Luna. Just go,” I urge myself to stop letting everything get to me while staring at the door. It’s right there. I need to go back to my room and stop letting this storm affect me. 

			I decide to leave the bedroom, making my way down the hallway and bypassing my bedroom. The rain is still falling, but it seems that the worst of the storm has passed. I pause, looking out the window, and see a few branches thrown around in the street. I’m sure there’s been some damage done, but we won’t know the full nature of things until the sun fully rises. I can’t wait for the sunlight to flood everything again in Port Royal. I want the heat and familiar smells. I want the birds singing and the saturation of color once again as the green pine sits against the blue sky. I want normal. This is normal. My normal. 

			I walk down the stairs and immediately feel a chill rush through me. The front door is sitting ajar, slightly rocking back and forth from the wind. How it opened is a mystery, unless Peter didn’t close it when he brought in the wood. 

			Yes, that has to be it. 

			I should’ve checked. He can be so absent-minded. That’s why Mom wants me to help him. He has good intentions, but he gets distracted so easily. I don’t know if it’s his age, hormones, or girls. Well, one girl. 

			I reach the door and, for a second, I pause, thinking I hear something on the wind. A whisper, maybe— perhaps my name, but that’s ridiculous. It’s just the storm. I look up at the sky and watch the gray clouds racing by. It’s so strange to see Port Royal this way. 

			I close the door and flip the lock before I even realize I’ve done it. I step back and stare at it. I don’t know why I suddenly feel like something has changed. Port Royal isn’t a lock-your-door kind of town. We just aren’t. But maybe we should be. 

			I shake my head and turn around, grabbing my chest with a yelp as I see Peter standing there like a zombie with disheveled hair and a blank expression on his face. 

			I suck in my breath and then wave my hand in front of his face. He doesn’t respond. Peter is sleepwalking. He does it from time to time. I bite my lip. I know you shouldn’t wake someone up when they’re like this, so I speak softly,”Hey, go back to bed, Peter.” 

			He nods, then turns away, taking each step with a hard thud. I watch him until he disappears around the corner at the top of the staircase like a ghost. I don’t want him to fall or wake up and scream as he used to do when we were little. 

			Sometimes I wonder if it’s something to do with him being adopted. Maybe he dreams about being abandoned. I wouldn’t know. He never talks about it. I mean, I don’t know why he would. Peter was adopted when he was just a baby. He couldn’t have any memories of his birth mother or family back home in Ukraine. In many ways, he was saved, just like my mom was, escaping a war. I pause, listening in to make sure he isn’t bumping into random things upstairs, but it’s all silent now. 

			I decide I need a cup of coffee. I’m still tired, but there’s no way I can go back to sleep after that weird dream about the fog and the huge ship in the harbor. The line between my brows deepens. 

			“Demeter,” I whisper with another roll of my eyes. Knowing just how ridiculous it was now. 

			I make my way to the kitchen and go through the motions, pausing from time to time as various creaks or moans echo off in the distance. I stare at the ceiling when I hear what sounds like footsteps. Then it stops. 

			Finally, I hold the coffee cup in my hands, letting the heat settle into my skin. It soothes me. I close my eyes and take a slow breath, holding it in my lungs. I finally release it, then take a sip. The coffee is delicious— just what I needed. It perks me up. 

			I leave the kitchen, bringing my coffee with me, and decide to go to our family’s library. My mom insisted that we have one in the house because she loves to read. I know it’s where I got my love for reading. She says that she always wanted one when she was a little girl, but they never had room for it in the small apartment her entire family shared. How wonderful it must’ve been when she came here to Port Royal. This town offered freedom and no threats of war. My father was living in this house at the time. I can’t imagine how my mom felt the first time he had her come here. I know she often says it felt like home. It’s the same for me. The house just does that. It digs deep and becomes a part of you without even trying. I think Peter will live here someday with whoever he marries. 

			I shiver. I hope it isn’t Alice. But if it is, I will be happy for both of them. I would never ruin his happiness for the sake of my own. 

			Ever. 

			This whole thing with Alice had taught me a valuable lesson. I have to set my feelings aside when it comes to both of them and allow things to be however they’re supposed to be. The more I fight it, the more my dreams of leaving seem to fade. 

			I place my coffee cup on the large table in the room and peruse the row until I find a book on translation. I sit down in the comfy chair by the window and crack the book open, fingering through the chapters until I find what I’m looking for. 

			I want to piece together the words spoken to me in my dream. 

			“Mica mea lebada,” I mutter to myself. I’m clearly butchering the way they should be spoken, but I remember each one and the voice behind it. 

			I close the book and stare out the window.”My little swan,” I say, not knowing why some stranger in a dream would say those words to me in Romanian, but he had, and now I really wanted to know why. 
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			I shake my head as both Alice and Polly stare at me. 

			“No,” I say. 

			Polly nods.”You have to,” she urges. 

			Alice grins.”I mean— you do,” she adds. 

			“But I don’t want to get a dress,” I groan while dropping my hands at my sides. 

			Alice places her arm around me and laughs.”We can do this together. I promise it won’t be nearly as painful as you think.” 

			Polly eyes me with concern. 

			I grimace.”Boo.” 

			“Come on, it’ll be fun,” Polly chirps. 

			My eyebrow cocks.”In what way?” 

			“In a wanna-be-a-princess kinda way,” she offers. 

			I roll my eyes.”I’ve never wanted to be the princess. In fact, I’m the one who stays home and reads the books— all of them!” I say as they both push me toward the front door. I pause as Polly taps my arm and I hold it out. She put my coat on one arm at a time. I barely help her. It’s my silent protest. I let her finish, but I’d love to run. 

			Peter makes a not-so-graceful entrance as he slides halfway down the stairs on his heels, trying desperately to grip the railing, but he finally regains his balance and pretends like nothing happened. He offers an awkward wave and rushes around the corner and out of sight. 

			I stare at Alice with a raised hand.”You don’t have to be nice to him just because it’s, well— Peter, the boy who can’t handle the staircase.” 

			Her eyes brighten with mischief.”I find him intriguing.” 

			“Intriguing?” My voice goes up a full octave. 

			“Yes,” she clarifies while leaning in and straightening the front of my coat. She gives me a gentle shake. I don’t want to look at her. She knows I think all of this is a bad idea. Every bit of it. The Peter thing. The dress thing. The James Jenny thing. 

			“Are we talking about the same boy?” I ask as she turns away and I’m forced to follow. 

			Polly closes the front door behind us as Alice places a hand on her hip and scans the scene. 

			“That storm ruined some of the beautiful trees,” she states like we’re done talking about the obvious elephant in the room. 

			She skips down the steps while pulling up the hood on her raincoat. Once on the uneven stones, she turns back to smile at me. 

			“Come on, we’ll get coffee first!” she sings. 

			I perk up. 

			“Mmm, okay, fine,” I say before surrendering to her demands. 

			Polly wraps her arm around mine and drags me down the steps with her. I’m forced to pull up my hood, too. This rain. Will it ever end? I hope so. It’s trying to gobble up every inch of happy that Port Royal has with these gray skies and chilly wind. 

			We make our way down the street, stomping a couple of small puddles in unison with chirps of laughter. I’m glad we can all get past it, even though it has to end. All storms do— I hope. 

			I stop and stare up at the new sign. 

			The Red Rose Emporium. 

			Huh, I like it. It was just The Red Rose the last time we came here. I wonder what’s been added. 

			The bell goes off over our heads as we rush into the coffee shop and shake off a few droplets of water. I lower the hood on my jacket and peer around the small space before taking a deep breath. 

			Alice eyes me, then Polly. 

			“It’s on me today,” she says with a grin. 

			I don’t remember seeing her this giddy in a long time, so I accept her offer. 

			“Okay— vanilla latte, two sugars— no, make it three, please,” I say through a cheesy grin. 

			Polly nods.”Mocha latte, extra chocolate, please, wait—” she grabs Alice’s arm,”I know you heard the word extra, but what I mean is all. All of the chocolate.” 

			Alice giggles.”I’ll make sure they put plenty in there for you.” 

			Alice turns away with our order as we head to the back of the room to take our usual spot in the corner booth. I slide in first and Polly follows. She brushes against me as I finally settle dead center. We always do things the same way, which I appreciate. Alice returns, slipping into the booth on the other side, trapping me in the center. I keep my eyes on the window, then blink out of it when Alice taps the table with her french tips. She always has her nails done. I will not lie and say that I’m not jealous. 

			“So, what colors do you both like?” she asks innocently enough. 

			I wrinkle my nose as Polly speaks up first,”Yellow— but deep yellow, not pale. Pale yellow makes me look like a sickly Victorian child with some sort of unidentifiable disease.” 

			Both Alice and I laugh, then she turns her attention on me.”What about you, Luna?” she asks. 

			I shrug my shoulder,”I— well, I guess if I had to pick a color, it would be black.” 

			“Black?” Polly half-yells. 

			I nod.”Yeah, I mean, black is a color like the rest and it’s pretty forgiving.” I glance down at my hips, not that I’d ever worried about it before. 

			Alice sighs,”Like you need to hide your body, Luna.” 

			I turn my attention on her.”Not everyone has a perfect shape, Alice.” 

			Alice narrows her eyes.”Well, I think you’re pretty. Both of you.” Her gaze shifts between the two of us. 

			Our drinks arrive, and the conversation pauses, but I appreciate her compliment. I don’t think of myself as pretty— more interesting than anything. Which I guess could be someone’s perfect, but most boys are all about pretty eyes and long hair. 

			Alice and Polly are both gorgeous— to me, anyway. 

			The woman steps away, leaving us to our drinks. I take a sip and moan at the edge of the cup. It’s delicious, as always. This is the only coffee shop in town, but it still has the best coffee in the world. I often wonder how many coffee shops I’ll visit as I travel. I hope to keep a journal, writing it all down and keeping track of what I had and how good it tasted. I’ll do it drink by drink. Town by town. The thought of it excites me. 

			“Red,” Alice says. 

			“Red what?” Polly asks through a quick sip of her drink. 

			“Red— it’s my favorite color. I want a red dress.” 

			I nod.”Red is pretty— I mean, it’ll look great on you with all that blonde hair.” 

			Alice smiles. It lights up her face. I’m glad I can make her happy after giving her crap about Peter. I’m still not happy about it, but it isn’t my place to tell either of them what they should or shouldn’t be doing. And it’s ONE dance. 

			One. 

			I think I’ve been overreacting. It’s not like this dance will start some big love affair between the two of them that will last a lifetime. Right? No— there’s no way. Alice isn’t his type, and I know Peter isn’t hers. They’re complete opposites. Peter believes in Bigfoot and aliens, and Alice thinks Dracula is a joke. 

			I need to sit back and let them talk, and then they’ll find out exactly how different they are. 

			Besides, Peter just fell down the stairs in front of all of us back at the house. Alice has to know what she’s getting into with him. He can be a total mess. A teenage boy mess. The messiest mess of them all. 

			“So, why do you think they changed the name?” I ask, wanting to get on any subject but boys and that dumb dance. There’ll be enough of that when we go dress shopping. 

			“What?” Polly asks. 

			I glance at the door.”It’s The Red Rose Emporium, now. It says it on the front of the building.”

			“Huh— hold on.” Polly slips out, making her way to the counter, and we can see her ponytail bobbing back and forth as she talks to the woman who owns this place. She turns back, after a few minutes of conversation, and returns to the booth, slipping in as she sips her drink. 

			“Witches,” she says. 

			I nearly choke on my drink and Alice gets a peculiar look on her face. 

			“Excuse me?” she asks. 

			Polly grins.”Witchy stuff. They now have it behind the counter. Herbs, incense, crystals— you know. Witchcrafty things,” she adds. 

			“That’s— okay,” Alice says with the tilt of her head. 

			“Odd,” I add and she glances over at me. 

			“Oh, it isn’t so strange because of all the burning and stuff.” 

			“What burning?” I ask. 

			“To the south— I mean, way back in the day, they hunted and burned witches, but I don’t think we ever had that here, did we?” Polly asks while narrowing her eyes. 

			“No, witches never lived here in Port Royal,” Alice says while staring at the counter. 

			I can smell the faint scent of vanilla in the air. I can’t say that I hate it, and oddly enough, I’m also intrigued about the witchy stuff, as Polly called it. 

			“Well, maybe they do now,” Polly whispers before glancing behind her at the woman working behind the counter. 

			I swat at her.”Don’t,” I hiss. 

			Polly giggles.”What? Maybe she is one, I mean, she has to be, right? Why else would she sell it here?” 

			“Well, no one tell my mom. She’ll have a fit,” Alice says. 

			I nod.”Mine either. Or my dad— and especially Peter. He’d be all excited.” 

			“Why?” Alice asks while lowering her drink. 

			I take a few seconds to think about what I’m doing, but decide it’s for the best.”Because both he and my dad believe in all of that stuff.”

			“What? Really?” Alice asks. 

			I’m almost excited to see that she had no idea. Clearly, she and Peter had never talked about this stuff before. 

			I nod.”Oh, yeah. He believes in all of it. Bigfoot, aliens, ghosts, but he’s really obsessed with vampires.” 

			Alice is stunned silent. 

			I may’ve found the one thing that could ruin this evil union. Although, I should feel terrible. No— no. I shouldn’t feel bad at all. Alice is my best friend and she should know. 

			“Well,” she pauses. 

			I lean in, so does Polly. We’re waiting for the hammer to drop. 

			“Everyone has their own opinions.” 

			I slump back into the seat.”It isn’t an opinion, it’s crazy,” I press. 

			“It may sound crazy, but we have to respect it, right?” she asks before taking a sip of her drink. 

			I don’t know who this Alice is, but it isn’t the one I know. My Alice would offer a million reasons why none of that is true. 

			“Vampires, you say?” 

			We all look up to see that Mrs. Westbrook is now standing by our table. 

			I adjust on the cushion, embarrassed that I was even talking about it. 

			“Yes, it seems Luna’s brother believes in all of that stuff.” 

			“Well,” she glances behind her,”I believe, as you all should. Did you see the storm that came?” 

			Alice snickers, but Mrs. Westbrook doesn’t appear to be joking. 

			“Yes— we all saw the storm. They let us out of school early yesterday because of it.” 

			“Something wicked this was comes,” she says before walking away. 

			Polly rolls her eyes and muffles her laughter. Alice is still processing, and I’m left wondering if the new items behind the counter have anything to do with her belief that something wicked had arrived in Port Royal. 

			“Ridiculous,” Alice mutters before standing. Polly follows and I hesitate, but then decide it’s best to go before Alice shakes off her stupor and maybe says something she’ll regret. 

			We exit the coffee shop, but I catch Mrs. Westbrook staring at me as I pass her by, and it chills me to the bone. I don’t know why— but it felt like someone was walking over my grave. 
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			“Luna!” 

			I stare at myself in the mirror and shake my head. The awkward encounter at the Red Rose Emporium has now taken a backseat to Polly and Alice’s new agenda. 

			Operation: Get Luna a Dress. 

			They talked me into trying on something that fits way too tight at the top and then fans out with ten thousand pounds of tulle on the bottom. It’s trendy, overdone, frilly. All things I’m usually not. Alice claimed it reminded her of a princess and Polly said it was so gothic she was going to say an extra Hail Mary for me at church on Sunday, just to be safe. 

			I had to laugh. 

			I reach in and place my hand against my stomach. It’s flat, but I rarely show it off. A nice smooth ribbon separates the top of the dress from the bottom and sits tight behind me. I turn and stare at it as my nose wrinkles. That bow is huge. I could do without it. Honestly, I could do without the entire thing. I should’ve said no. 

			I adjust my stance to get a good look at different angles. 

			I don’t look bad— I guess— but it’s still a lot to handle. 

			“I’ll drown in tulle if I fall down, and I’ll blame both of you,” I call out through the door. 

			“Please come out here so we can see?” Polly begs while laughing. 

			“Yes— please, Luna!” Alice piles on, making me feel guilty for hiding it. 

			I turn back and shake out my hands, flexing my fingers twice to release the tension. There’s no reason to be this distraught over something as simple as a dress. Millions of girls have bought millions of dresses to go to millions of dances. I’m nothing special. 

			And maybe that’s what bothers me the most. 

			No one has ever made me feel that way— special— not James Jenny, not anyone. 

			Sure, he smiles at me and stumbles over a few words here and there, but I don’t get those butterflies in the pit of my stomach when he looks at me. Ever. It’s just James. He is sweet and stable, but who says I want either? Maybe I like dangerous and mean. Maybe I want some boy to infuriate me before he steals a kiss. 

			Maybe. I don’t know. I’ve never had it. 

			But what does it matter? There are no boys in Port Royal who’ve ever made me feel anything much, except maybe a little irritated. But not the good kind of irritated. 

			I close my eyes and tune out all the noise. I center myself, hoping that when I open the door, neither one of them will look at me strange. One weird look or sound will make me panic and I’ll take this dress off and never look back. I may even buy it and burn it as an effigy in reminder of why I should’ve refused to go. 

			I finally open my eyes and give myself a reassuring nod while letting my gaze run the length of the dress. 

			It is beautiful. Pretty. It isn’t anything I’d ever pick out for myself, but maybe that’s the point. Maybe both Polly and Alice are doing me a huge favor by pushing me. 

			It won’t matter much this time next year, anyway. I don’t plan on being here and both of them will be off in college doing college things. 

			I know they both think I’ll be right there with them, but I can’t. 

			I take a slow breath. I think it’s time I tell them. I have to. We’re almost to graduation and I don’t want to hurt either of them. That would be awful. 

			I lift my hair off my shoulders, and it changes how it looks on me. My heart flutters. Maybe this won’t be so bad. I don’t have awful shoulders, as far as shoulders go. I guess. This dress could do much worse than me, I bet. It could not be picked at all and spend its entire life on a hanger, never being seen. 

			I shake my head. The dress doesn’t care. 

			I rush to the door and swing it wide open before I change my mind, and much to my surprise neither Polly nor Alice are standing there, but in their place I see a boy with unruly black locks of hair, pale skin, slightly pink lips, and a wicked grin that slowly spreads across his face. He’s wearing black Rayban sunglasses, but he lowers them, exposing his dark eyes nestled in thick black lashes. 

			He’s— for the lack of a better word— beautiful. 

			Stunning, really. 

			He’s nothing I’ve ever seen before. 

			I blink through the panic. 

			My lips part and before anything is said, I reach in and slam the door in his face. 

			That’ll do it. 

			I step back, pressing my hand to my stomach, taking a few quick breaths because I didn’t realize I forgot to breathe. I shake my head, trying to regain my composure, and then shake out my shoulders and roll my eyes. Again, I end up flexing my fingers. 

			“Seriously?” I whisper,”What the hell are you doing? It’s just a boy. I mean, he’s cute and all, but still a boy.” 

			I reach in and open the door, expecting to see him again, but he’s gone. Part of me is suddenly sad— the other annoyed at my reaction to him. 

			I lean out, looking to the right, then the left, but there’s no sign of him. 

			It’s like he was never there at all, but that can’t be true. I just saw him plain as day, standing in front of me. Looking all— I don’t know. The way he looked. 

			I step out, with a wrinkle on my brow, gathering the bottom of the dress and walking through the hallway, allowing my bare feet to pad along the hardwood floor. I slide the curtain aside and both Alice and Polly are standing there eating cookies. Polly nearly drops hers and Alice shoves the rest of what she had left in her mouth. 

			I know the look on my face is confusing because I’m still looking for that boy with the pale skin and pretty eyes. But the shop is mostly empty, minus the three of us and the woman behind the counter manning the complimentary cookie platter. 

			“Oh!” Polly says while rushing in and taking my hand. The tulle falls to the floor, eating up my feet. Alice tilts her head and grins. 

			“Luna— it’s gorgeous,” she coos. 

			I stare down at the fluffy bottom of the dress and shake my head.”It’s so big.” 

			“Big is good!” Polly sings. 

			“Yes— it is, on you, Luna. Seriously, you look amazing. It’s like it was made for you— only you,” Alice reassures me. 

			I want to thank both of them for building up my confidence, but my thoughts are still locked on that mysterious boy who was just standing outside my door. 

			Who was he and where is he now?

			Polly steps back and both she and Alice lean into each other as they look me over, clearly conspiring against me. 

			“Hair up— for sure,” Polly says while Alice grins. 

			“And a necklace— something shiny,” Alice adds while touching the nape of her neck. 

			Then both of their expressions change as I feel a chill close to my ear. My body hums and my fingers stiffen. I freeze like a deer in headlights. 

			“I like the dress.” 

			I close my eyes, letting the Romanian accent wash over me. 

			The mysterious boy passes me by and stops by the counter.”It should all be paid,” he says while glancing back at me. A package sits between him and the woman at the register. He’s picking up some clothing. His eyes wander down the length of me. I can feel the heat rushing into my cheeks. I hope he can’t tell that I’m blushing, but surely he can. I’m on fire. Lit up like the fourth of July. 

			“And that, the dress,” he adds with a gentle nod before walking out and leaving us all standing there in total shock. 

			“Um— who was that?” Polly yelps as she rushes to the front window of the shop and stares down the road. Alice and I join her. 

			A voice pipes in behind us,”That’s Eyota Vega.” 

			We all turn to face the woman at the counter as she takes a bite of a cookie. She points.”He’s come home along with his sister, from Romania. I’m sure you noticed the accent. Sort of dreamy, don’t you think?” she asks.”I mean, if I was five years younger—” 

			My nose wrinkles. She didn’t. 

			I swallow hard, staring back out the window as the boy slips inside a long black limousine, but he pauses for one moment, removing his sunglasses and staring at me before ducking inside. 

			My mouth sits agape. 

			And then I feel it— that first tiny spark of light. 

			That coveted flutter of a butterfly’s wing in the pit of my stomach as it comes to life. 
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			“No, I can’t,” I speak softly as the girl places a thin piece of plastic over my dress. Alice has chosen a beautiful red dress and Polly went for pink instead of yellow. They both looked beautiful, as always. I was the only one we really needed to worry about. 

			Polly leans into my side.”I’d let him pay for it,” she insists. 

			I look at Alice, who has yet to weigh in on anything. Her eyebrow raises.”It’s up to you,” she says with a slight grin and a shrug as she grabs one more cookie off the plate. She exchanges a look with the cashier, who acts like she wants to say something about Alice’s cookie consumption, but she doesn’t. 

			I feel flush. This boy came out of nowhere and turned things upside down. I don’t like it. I don’t like his lips or his long lashes. I don’t like his pale skin and perfect hair. I don’t like the way he looked at me like he could gobble me up. 

			No— I don’t like it one bit. Not at all. 

			I shake my head, making the best decision with what little information I have.”I can’t.” 

			The girl behind the register shrugs a shoulder. Clearly, she doesn’t care what I do and I wonder if I should care either. 

			She leans in, bringing with her that sweet smell of bubblegum.”I’d let him pay for it. Trust me, the Vegas have more money than God.” 

			I narrow my eyes. I’ve never cared much for people who flaunt their excess when others are struggling.”No. I’ll pay for it myself— well, with this,” I produce a credit card that my parents gave me for things like this. I’ve used it twice before. Once for a hoodie with our school logo on it, and one other time for some books. Other than that, it sits idle because I honestly don’t need or want much. 

			She takes the card, giving it a light tap on the countertop. 

			“Girl,” Polly says. 

			I shake my head, glancing at the front window.”I’m not for sale,” I say. 

			Alice grins. I do, too. Polly rolls her eyes. 

			“It wasn’t like he was buying you.” 

			“No, Luna is right. Who is he to think he can walk in here and buy her a dress? He doesn’t even know Luna— or any of us. And those sunglasses and the limo. All a bit much, don’t you think?” Alice asks. 

			I’d love to take shots at him, but I think I’ve said enough by not letting him buy the dress for me. Besides, my family has money— families in Port Royal do. It’s old money, maybe not as much as the Vegas have, but we’re fine. 

			In fact, I’m sort of offended. Does he not think I can afford this? Do I look like I need his help? And who asked him? No one did. Not a soul. 

			I take my dress and lay it over my arm as the woman gives me my card and the receipt. She seems to be on Polly’s side, but Alice is the most rational one here— despite her interest in my brother— so I trust her reaction as the right one. 

			“Um, that’s exactly what it looks like, and no thank you,” I say with a huff. 

			We exit the store to more gray sky. I stare up at it and shake my head.”Seriously, this storm is never going to end.” 

			Polly pops her umbrella and holds it over my head and hers. 

			“Well, I think you did the right thing, Luna. I mean, who does he think he is, rolling into town and buying something like that for you? You don’t even know him. None of us do. I think it’s rude,” Alice says. 

			She seems to be more upset than I am. 

			“Right? I mean, I guess it was a friendly gesture, but I don’t need his help. I can buy the dress on my own. I do plenty of chores and my parents put money in my savings account and then let me use the credit card.” 

			Alice smiles.”Which is very progressive of them. My parents just give me cash.” 

			Polly nods.”Same, but I’m going to ask about a credit card because it’s easier.” 

			I see Peter running toward us. He stops short of ramming into me with wild eyes and haggard breath. 

			“What’s going on?” I ask as he looks at Alice, then back to me. 

			“We have company.” 

			My brow furrows.”Who?” 

			“A woman.” 

			I laugh.”Peter, honestly. That tells me nothing.” 

			“She’s a nanny.” 

			“Oh, my God. Are you going to just tell me one thing at a time or what?” I ask. 

			He leans in closer.”She’s from the Vega house.” 

			My eyes widen.”Why? I mean, what does she want?” 

			“I don’t know.” 

			I roll my eyes.”So, you ran here to tell me that some stranger showed up at the house and left before you found out why?” 

			He takes a few seconds to catch his breath. Part of me thinks he’s only here to see Alice. I can’t be certain, but he’s being extremely dramatic, even for him. 

			“Peter.” I push past him as Polly and Alice stay in step with me. Peter rushes up next to Alice, and she gives him a quick look. 

			“I’m sorry, but she’s just— I don’t know, and she’s still there, at the house.” 

			I stop and the entire line stops with me.”Just what?” 

			“Just spooky.” 

			I chuckle, Polly’s eyes widen and Alice stares at him with disgust.”Seriously?” she asks. 

			Peter doesn’t know how to respond to her. 

			“Spooky how?” Polly asks. 

			Peter rubs the side of his neck.”Well, she has a really thick accent like Dracula and pale skin. She’s also dressed strange. Her clothing looks older— Victorian.” 

			“And wearing older clothing makes you spooky?” I ask. 

			He lets out a sigh.”I don’t mean to sound like I’m judging her, but it’s also— just— a feeling. When she looked at me. It freaked me out a little.” 

			“So, what do you think she is?” Alice asks. 

			I’m glad she did because she needs to be reminded how silly my brother can be. 

			His voice lowers like someone may overhear,”I— I’m not sure, but she doesn’t seem human to me.” 

			Alice yelps with laughter. Peter blinks away her reaction, but I could’ve told him how ridiculous she would think that assumption was. 

			“Well, let’s go see her then,” Alice says as we all move forward. 

			Peter runs around in front of us, walking backward.”I don’t know if that’s a good idea.” 

			“Why?” I ask. 

			“Because what if she starts attacking people?” 

			I shake my head.”But you left her alone with Mom and Dad?” I ask, pointing out what he did. 

			“I— holy crap. We should get back there, right?”

			He turns and starts jogging away from us. I look at Alice, then Polly. 

			“I’m sorry about him. He gets weird about people— especially new ones with accents and old clothing, evidently.” 

			Alice hides a grin behind the side of her hand.”Well, I think it’s cute.” 

			“Cute?” I ask.”You can’t be serious, Alice?” 

			She stares off.”Sure, I mean I don’t believe in any of that stuff, but plenty of people do. So, I’m not going to judge him for it, besides, it’ll be fun proving him wrong.” 

			I snicker.”He thinks a vampire is in our house right now. A vampire. He didn’t say it, but that’s what he thinks she is. I can tell.” 

			“He didn’t say vampire, did he?” Polly asks. 

			“He said she sounds like Dracula,” I remind her. 

			Alice threads her arm in mine.”Well, I guess we have to see for ourselves, right?” 

			“Sure, fine,” I concede. 
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			Peter is waiting on the porch when we arrive. He refuses to go inside without us. His reaction is a little disconcerting. He’s usually a rush in ask questions later type of person, but not this time. 

			I step up and give him a once-over.”What are you doing?” 

			“I thought I’d wait, just in case.” 

			I smirk.”Just in case of what?” 

			“Stuff.” 

			“Are you serious, Peter?” I ask. 

			Alice steps past us and places her hand on the doorknob. She pauses, leaning into the door like she’s listening. 

			“What are you doing?” Peter whispers. 

			She lifts a hand.”Listening for the screams.” 

			I cover my mouth to muffle the laughter. She is having fun with him now. 

			“Alice, just—”

			She gives him a look that stops him in his tracks.”What?” 

			“Let me go first.” He steps in front of her. His chivalry has changed her whole attitude. 

			He opens the door and we’re hit with laughter. It’s coming from deeper inside the house. 

			“See? Everything is fine,” I say. 

			“Just wait.” Peter’s ominous warning furrows my brow. 

			“Wait for what?” I ask, but he won’t answer me. 

			We file inside, Peter leading the way like we’re on an expedition. We file through the entryway, down the hall past the living room, dining room, and kitchen. We’ve seen no one yet, but again, laughter continues, so we press on until we all spill out into the atrium. The heat hits my face, which helps absorb the chill from outside. At least in here it will always feel like summer from the trapped humidity. 

			My gaze lifts and I see my parents and their new guest wading in the fountain that sits dead center in the garden. I used to read out here, leaned against that fountain. I don’t know why I let that go as I grew up. The atrium is a perfect place to read. It’s peaceful. 

			The woman swings her barefoot in the water, splashing my dad, who yelps before kicking the water in her direction. I’ve never seen them act so— I don’t know— silly? Dad is obviously more lighthearted than Mom is, but she’s in the fountain, too. Which is shocking. 

			I place a hand on my hip and clear my throat. They all freeze and laughter follows before Dad steps out, offering a hand to Mom and then to their new guest. 

			The woman has a huge mane of white-blonde hair that’s pulled back on each side with clips. Her dress rests high on her neck with small gray buttons sitting against soft black and white fabric with a pattern that reminds me more of upholstery on an old couch than something that would be used for clothing. But it’s beautiful, and so is she. She doesn’t even appear to be that old. There’s absolutely nothing menacing about her at all. 

			Peter seems confused and leans into my side.”She didn’t look like that.” 

			“What do you mean?” I whisper back. 

			“She was older than that.”

			I roll my eyes. Clearly, he was mistaken and didn’t take the time to look at her at all because this woman is probably in her thirties, which is far from old. 

			“She looks like she’s the same age as Mom and Dad, Peter,” I whisper, not wanting to offend her. 

			“I— well—” A look of confusion spreads across his face. 

			Dad enthusiastically waves us over.”Ahh, Peter, Luna, come here, meet a new friend.” 

			We approach the three of them. Alice and Polly follow with caution. They’ve said nothing, which is a little odd. Both of them are opinionated. It’s one reason why I love them. 

			My dad looks to the woman and nods.”This is our daughter, Luna, and our son, Peter.” 

			The woman steps in closer to me and pauses before taking my hand. Her skin is cold. It sends a strange chill through me, settling somewhere deep in my bones. My muscles flex in my jaw. I try to hide how she makes me feel, but I’m not sure if I can. 

			“Luna— what a beautiful name. Nothing is more mysterious than the moonlight, don’t you agree?” She winks. 

			“Hi— I guess,” I say as she lets go of my hand and steps up to my brother. 

			“And Peter. What a handsome young man you are.” She takes his hand and holds it, flipping it over and running her finger along the deepest line on his palm,”Mmm, courageous. Adventurous. You love the sunlight. Well, you seem to be complete opposites in nature.” 

			Peter is visibly confused. I think this whole thing with Alice is melting his brain. 

			“Hi— sure.” His voice cracks like puberty has set in. 

			“And who are you two lovely girls?” 

			“Oh, this is Alice and Polly. Friends of our daughter’s,” my mom offers the information without hesitation. Her voice is ripe with happiness. It’s odd to see her so giddy, especially with a stranger. 

			“Wonderful,” the woman says while moving Polly’s bangs aside and then touching Alice’s shoulder. 

			“And you are?” I ask, tired of waiting for a proper introduction. 

			She turns her attention back to me, her bright blue eyes unnaturally sparking, even in the absence of light.”Mina,” she offers. 

			My mom steps in.”Mina takes care of the Vega children. She’s their nanny.” 

			My eyes are locked on hers.”I wouldn’t call them children.” 

			Mina grins, taking one step back.”No— at one time they were, but now I fear hormones have changed them into beasts, otherwise known as teenagers— no offense,” she adds with a grin. 

			“None taken,” I speak with zero emotion. Something about her bothers me. I’m not sure what it is or why, but I sort of get why Peter was upset. Of course, it isn’t supernatural, but her presence seems to set off alarms in me for no apparent reason. Maybe it’s her forwardness. Maybe it’s the way my parents seem to be caught up in her sway. All I know is my mom doesn’t play in the fountain. It isn’t so strange to see my dad doing it— but Mom? No. She isn’t that person and never has been. 

			“So, I came here because our two families should be associated with one another. Don’t you think? Since both founded this town.” She looks at my parents and back at me. I guess I’ve become the one person she has to win over now. Everyone else seems to have relaxed— even Peter, who not but ten minutes ago was claiming a vampire was in the house. But she’s bewitched him, too. 

			“I don’t think that’s really important.” 

			Her head tilts.”Listen, I’m not here to step on any toes.” 

			I study her face, eyes, skin. She’s unnaturally pretty, and she smells amazing. It’s a blend of fresh-cut grass and rain. I love both, despite that, I feel on edge. 

			“I didn’t say that.” 

			She leans in closer to me.”But I can feel it.” 

			“Feel it?” I scoff while glancing over at Peter, who is now silent. 

			I draw back my hand, realizing she’s holding it once again. 

			“Did you read his palm?” I ask. 

			She cups one hand in the other and appears a little more formal now.”It’s an old habit. A fun one at that, but I’m sure you don’t believe in such things.” 

			I clear my throat, I realize I’ve offended her. I try my best to relax, but I’m sure it may seem forced. She stands her ground, but a smile defeats her darkened attitude. 

			“I believe in what I can see.” 

			“Mmm, so you believe in nature.” 

			“I— well, I guess I do. I never really gave it much thought.” 

			Suddenly, the room returns to normal. I didn’t realize how quiet it was until now. Polly cranes her neck to look at the skylight.”It’s so pretty in here! I don’t remember the last time I saw it.” 

			“We were ten,” Alice says. 

			I glance at her, then back to Mina. 

			“I mean, everyone knows,” I say. 

			“Knows?” she curiously gives me a once over. 

			“About our families founding the town.” 

			“Ah, yes,” her nostrils flare. I swear I notice a slight dilation of her pupil, but I let it go. 

			She claps her hands and I blink, drawing me out of thought.”I would like to have a dinner party,” she admits. 

			“How lovely!” Mom says. Her enthusiasm catches me off-guard. I watch her approach Mina with a huge smile on her face. 

			Who is this person? Surely not my mom. 

			“Yes— well, we can have it at the estate,” Mina adds, finally unlocking her gaze on me. I let out a sigh of relief. I didn’t realize how I felt frozen in place until now. I flex my hand and wipe it on the side of my jeans. 

			My parents step in closer.”Are you sure? We would be more than happy to host one. I don’t think we’ve ever done that before— have we?” my dad asks while giving Mom a quick glance. 

			My mom shakes her head.”No— we haven’t.” 

			“Well, I don’t want to trouble you, and we have a full staff who can prepare the meal.”

			Her admission reminds me of how much money the Vega family has. 

			“And,” she adds while glancing at me,”there is a library in the home that rivals many I’ve seen in the world.” 

			I perk up, even though I wish I hadn’t.”Really?” 

			“Yes, and you’ll have full access to it, regardless of first editions.” 

			My mouth nearly waters at the thought of it, but I control my emotions, regardless of how hard my heart is pounding in my ears. 

			“That’s amazing!” I say while Alice leans into my side. I glance over and she’s nudging me. I know she wants to go, too. 

			Mina juts her sharp chin.”And your friends are welcome to come along with you, if you like.” 

			“Really?” Polly pipes in. So much for steering us away from going to that big old creepy house. 

			“That sounds like fun,” I say as a collective sigh is released among them. 

			“Excellent news! Well, I’ll return home and start planning! Let me get back to you on a date.”

			My parents take turns shaking her hand before she rushes off. I look down to see she’s shoeless. How odd. Who visits someone’s house with no shoes on? 

			“So— who wants pie?” Dad asks as Alice, Polly, and Peter follow him like the Pied Piper. I stay behind as Mom puts her shoes back on and adjusts her hair. 

			“I didn’t know you liked the fountain, Mom.” 

			“Well,” her eyebrow cocks,”everyone needs a bit of fun from time to time.” 

			“No— I agree. I’ve just never seen you so—” I pause. 

			She places a hand on her hip.”So, what, Luna?” 

			I shrug while fidgeting with my hands.”Happy.” 

			Her expression changes. I can’t tell if she’s shocked or saddened by it. Either way, it was nice to see her like this. 

			“We better move along if we want any pie. You know your brother has an enormous appetite.” 
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			I stare off into nothingness as my mom lifts the plastic and inspects the dress that I’ve chosen for the dance. 

			“Oh, Luna. It’s lovely.” 

			I focus in on her as I watch her fingers gingerly move over the tulle. 

			I press my thumb in the center of my palm.”You don’t think it’s too much?” 

			She stands up straight, lowering the plastic covering.”Absolutely not, although I will say it surprises me.”

			I narrow my eyes.”Why?” 

			She speaks through mild laughter,”Well, you’ve never been one to like things this delicate before.” 

			I smirk. She’s right. I don’t mind dressing like a girl, but if it looks like I may damage it, then I choose something a little more industrious. It’s easy to forget that Mom knows me, sometimes, because she can be so emotionally distant. I don’t fault her for it, but it makes it hard to read her. 

			“Oh, Luna.” She covers her mouth then removes it.”I remember the first dance I attended.” She rubs the side of her arm.”It wasn’t your father, of course. It was back home before we came here to Port Royal.” 

			“Does he know there was another man?” I ask, wanting to tease her. 

			She bites her lip, and the silence grows between us. 

			“Mom? Did you like him a lot?” 

			She lets out a sigh.”Well, yes, and it was she— not he,” she admits. 

			I’m visibly shocked. I never knew that my mom liked any girls— especially one enough to admit it to me. 

			“Was she— I mean,” I pause. 

			Her eyes light up with fond memories.”A girlfriend? Why yes. As much as one could be at thirteen.” 

			“Wow— Mom. I don’t know what to say.” 

			She waves a hand,”There’s no need. This country isn’t quite as progressive as the rest of the world when it comes to relationships of all types.”

			“But that was a long time ago.” 

			She narrows her eyes.”Not as long as you would think, Luna. I’m not centuries old!” 

			I take a seat on the bench in my window and she joins me. I can count, on one hand, how many times my mom has sat in my room. She just isn’t that type of mother. 

			“What was her name?” I ask. 

			She looks out the window then back to me.”Olena.” 

			“That’s pretty.” 

			“Oh, so was she. Long, blonde hair— nearly white. Button nose— freckles splashed across her cheeks. She was lovely.” 

			“What happened?” 

			“Your father bewitched me. He was sent to our village to live with a family down the road. He attended the private school with me, and something about him drew me in. Soon, I was spending all of my time with him and Olena moved on. She didn’t deserve to be lonely, so it made me happy when she found someone new. Someone special.”

			“Do you not talk to her anymore?” 

			“Oh— well, there’s a letter here and there, but not nearly as much as it used to be when we first moved here. But I think she was being kind because I wrote weekly because of being homesick, but over time, the letters slowed and now I don’t write at all.” 

			I place my hand on hers.”You should keep in contact with her.” 

			“Well, I have more important things here.” Her eyes lift.”This house, your father,” she cups my cheek,”you and your brother. The most important things.” 

			Her words fill a strange void I didn’t know existed inside of me. Dad has always been so joyful that it was easy to use that to ignore how distant Mom could be. But maybe this is part of the reason why. Maybe, just maybe, she missed more than Ukraine. Maybe she missed what she had given up with Olena. She missed what she knew as normal. 

			She reaches in and begins braiding my hair.”We used to do this all the time— me and Olena. She taught me how to braid hair. I was terrible at it before her. I had no sisters to teach me and my mother— well, she wasn’t interested in such things.” She pauses, thoughtfully looking me in the eye.”And I fear I’ve become more like her than I should. Not showing you things, or being there, and for that I’m sorry, Luna. I am.” 

			She lets go of my hair and leans in to hug me. If it wasn’t mid-day on a Sunday, I’d swear she might have been day drinking, but I know she’s only trying to change something she feels needs adjusting in our lives. 

			I’m grateful. I’ll always be grateful to her. She’s the stability that I look to when my emotions try to get the better of me. She was the person I focused on when puberty kicked in and my hormones went wild. I watched her and wanted to be like her. 

			Maybe that’s why seeing her in the fountain upset me. It wasn’t Mina, it was my mom. I know what to expect from her every single day. She never wavers. She’s a rock. My rock. 

			I lean back, wiping a tear— hoping she doesn’t notice. I hate emotions. They can ruin everything if you let them. 

			“What happened?” I whisper. 

			“What do you mean?” 

			“I just— you seem different now.” 

			The muscles in her jaw relax.”Well, it was meeting Mina. She’s a nanny to those children because they’ve never been with their parents. They stayed behind, you know? Sending them here with her. I mean, I know they’re teenagers, but still. Children need their parents. I guess it made me sad. It made me think about you and Peter and how much I adore both of you. It forced me to appreciate my life and what we have here.” 

			I study her expression. Mina taking care of the Vega children really bothered her more than I expected it to. But maybe it was exactly what we needed. 

			“Thank you,” I say quietly while staring down at my hands. 

			“For what, sweet girl?” Mom asks while lifting my chin. 

			“For all of this. My life— this house.” 

			She nods, accepting it for all that it is and nothing more.”Well, this house belongs to all of us— to you. It was passed down to your father, and he pestered me until I said yes.” 

			I laugh and so does she before she draws me in and gives me a hug. 

			I hold on, never wanting it to end while glancing at the map on my wall with all the push pins in it, then I close my eyes. 
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			“Black,” I say. 

			The wrinkle between James’ brows deepens.”What?” 

			I clear my throat and straighten my shoulders.”My dress is black,” I clarify. 

			“Oh! Oh— the dress is black? Really?” he asks. 

			I tilt my head.”Is that a problem? I mean, you said you needed to know for the flower.” 

			“No— no, Luna. I guess I just expected you to choose something like pink or yellow.” 

			“And why would you think that?” 

			He blows his cheeks out.”Because— ,”

			I interrupt him,”Because I’m a girl?” 

			“No— I mean you are a girl, obviously, but no.”

			“Then why?” I ask while clutching my books against my chest. 

			“Because they’d both be so pretty on you.”

			My jaw relaxes along with my stance. I immediately feel terrible for assuming what he was trying to say. But things like this just remind me why we are not good together. I can’t tell what he’s thinking— not that I should be able to, but that would make life so much easier if I could. I don’t enjoy guessing what he means or what he wants to say— not to mention the unnecessary pauses he takes while speaking to me. It gives me too much time to jump in and try to finish things for him when I shouldn’t. 

			“Thanks,” I say while hiding my embarrassment. 

			He leans in, placing a hand on my arm.”But black will be pretty on you, too, because I’m sure there isn’t much of anything that would look bad. Nothing, actually. Nothing would look bad.” 

			His compliment makes me feel awkward. I bite my lip, trying to think of something to say, but we’re interrupted before I can. 

			“Luna!” Polly calls out while approaching the two of us. James takes it as a sign to leave, so he offers a nod and heads down the hallway. 

			“Hey,” I say as she does a tiny hop, landing right in front of my face. 

			“Guess who has a date to the dance?” 

			“Polly! Who?” I ask. 

			“Shhh,” she grabs my arm and leads me to her locker, leaning in, glancing past me. I can’t help but turn to see who she’s looking at. 

			“Don’t! You’ll scare him off.” She urges. 

			“Him who?” I ask. 

			“The new boy— the one who my parents are thinking I should marry.” 

			“The boy from Ireland?” I ask. 

			She nods. 

			My face contorts with confusion.”But I thought you were not going to have anything to do with him— and when did he get here?” I ask. 

			She purses her glossy lips.”He got here over the weekend and we had dinner last night, and then watched a movie— and talked, a lot, Luna. Like for hours. I had no idea he’d be so— I don’t know. Dreamy.”

			“Well, first of all, I can’t believe you didn’t tell me he was coming this weekend and would be at school today.”

			Her eyebrows raise.”No— I didn’t know! He just showed up like magic. My parents didn’t even know he was coming this soon. No one did.” 

			“Magic,” I scoff. 

			She leans in closer to me, placing a hand on my forearm.”I’m serious. I guess he’s early. He wasn’t supposed to be here for another two weeks, and now he’s livin’ in my house. Can you believe it?” 

			“Wait— your parents are playing matchmaker with a boy they have living in the same house with you?” 

			She nods.”Crazy, huh?” I mean, think of it! My maybe-boyfriend is sleepin’ right down the hall from me! It’s too much, I tell ya. They’ve lost their minds.” She leans to gawk at him.”But it may be workin’.” 

			I half-grin. I can’t imagine my parents trying to set me up with a boy and having that boy stay with us. My mom would die. Dad might, too. Peter, on the other hand, would probably think it was hilarious. He’d form an alliance and the two of them would drive me insane. 

			“So, he asked you, then?” 

			She shakes her head.”No— my mother mentioned it like I’m desperate, but I’m not!” 

			I laugh.”I know you’re not desperate.” 

			“Well, ya should’ve seen her all ‘Polly gets good grades but only has two friends in her life’ business. It was embarrasin’.” 

			“You have more to offer than that.” 

			She grins, which lights up her pretty face.”Well, regardless,” she glances back at him as he shuts his locker and begins walking toward us,”he isn’t a troll, which is a plus.” 

			The boy stops a couple feet away from us and Polly turns, bringing me with her.”Luna, this is Aiden Fitzpatrick, he’s from Galway City in Ireland. His father is a fisherman, and his mother’s a baker.” 

			I glance over at Polly as she rattles off his statistics like we’re preparing for a pop quiz. 

			I nod.”I’m Luna Navarri. My dad is a horticulturist who works for the government, and my mom usually scares the crap out of everyone.” 

			Aiden smiles. He is cute. Much cuter than I expected him to be. I catch Polly fawning over him, so I nudge her from the side. 

			“My mother loves to curse me. Droch áird chúgat lá gaoithe!” he says with enthusiasm. 

			I squint my eyes and Polly laughs, leaning in from the side.”He speaks four languages.” She lifts her fingers to punctuate the point. 

			I chuckle.”I’m sorry— I don’t know what you said.” 

			“It’s one of my mom’s favorite curses, she says, That you may be badly positioned on a windy day.” 

			I nod, pursing my lips. He’s funny. 

			“But I would never curse someone as lovely as you— besides, Polly says you are one of her best friends.” 

			We all turn as a voice comes from behind him,”Um— one of two.” 

			Alice steps in next to me and once again the power of three is complete. 

			She gives him a once-over as he extends a hand to her.”I’m Aiden Fitzpatrick. I’m stayin’ with Polly’s family for a bit while my parents finish a few things up back home.”

			“Ireland,” Alice clarifies. 

			He nods.”I don’t know what gave it away.” 

			She laughs, giving me a quick look of approval. 

			Aiden is charming— towering above us by a few inches. His hair is chocolate brown and his eyes spark when he speaks, giving away that he’s not only personable, but very mischievous. Polly is bewitched for good reason. 

			“Well, I’ll leave you ladies to it. I have to speak with the principal, I suppose. First days and all.” 

			He leaves the three of us watching as he moves down the hallway. We all tilt our heads. 

			“Um— Polly,” Alice chimes in as I fold my arms over my chest. 

			She raises a hand.”I would’ve called ya! But he came out of nowhere and wrecked everything.” 

			That’s Polly’s way of saying he’s amazing. 

			“Yeah— I can see why,” I offer reassurance. 

			I know Polly was always nervous about this situation. Her parents had basically matched her since before she could walk with this boy on the other side of the world, but they knew better than any of us did. But I know if Polly hated him, then her parents would leave her alone. They’d never force her into anything that made her unhappy. This was wishful thinking on their part, and nothing more. 

			I spot James walking to his locker and sigh. He’s such a sweet person. I should be nicer— keep an open mind. Maybe I’m being too hard on him. I don’t know. Polly’s unexpected happiness is inspiring. Maybe I won’t be the woman who skips marriage and ends up in a big house with a hundred cats— or at least one. 

			“He’s so cute,” Alice coos. 

			She’s been unreasonably cheerful since my brother asked her to the dance. I keep trying to push it out of my mind, but it’s festering and taking root. Maybe Alice likes Peter more than I knew. Maybe she kept it a secret from me because I can’t be that objective when it comes to him. I mean, It’s Peter— my brother. He can be gross at times, but others, well, if I’m being honest— sweet and endearing. 

			Blech! 

			I can’t be thinking this way about him. It’s him— Peter! My brother who chased me with wiggly worms and would pretend to pick his nose so he could wipe it on me. 

			“He is,” I say with a nod, pushing those thoughts about my brother as far away as possible. 

			“Yes, but now we all have dates for the dance!” Polly exclaims. 

			“Should we all go together or separate?” Alice asks. 

			I grimace. Together? I never gave it much thought. 

			“Maybe we can all meet there?” I say, hoping she’ll accept it. 

			Alice stares at me for a few seconds, but her expression remains pleasant.”No— you’re right. I mean, I don’t want to make you watch Peter kiss me— on the cheek, of course, after he places the corsage on my wrist.” 

			My nose wrinkles with disgust.”Yeah, thanks for that.” 

			She giggles.”I’m just teasing you. I don’t expect him to kiss me.” 

			I clear my throat.”Whatever happens between the two of you is none of my business.” 

			All three of us stand in an awkward silence. 

			“Okay, well, we should get to class,” I say, hoping to salvage the joke, but maybe it wasn’t. Maybe this is how I’m going to react to the two of them being together. I don’t know how much control I have over it. 

			Stupid emotions. 

			“Yeah,” Alice says while pushing a chunk of her hair behind her ear. 

			“Do you like his last name?” Polly asks while staring down the hallway in a stupor. 

			“Navarri?” Alice asks. 

			I nearly choke on my spit. 

			Polly chirps with laughter.”No! I mean, Navarri is a fine name, but I was talkin’ about Fitzpatrick.” 

			I wrap my arm into Polly’s and roll my eyes.”How about we get through the dance first, okay?” I ask. 

			She nods, but I can tell by the look on her face that she was serious. She’s thinking about the future while I’m over here trying to convince myself that James should definitely stay in my past. 
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			“Luna?”

			I sit in a stupor staring out the window at the gray sky. 

			My name is repeated,”Luna?”

			I feel a slight nudge to my desk. Alice has jostled me back to reality. 

			“Yes— what?” I speak before realizing I sound annoyed. 

			A roll of laughter hums in the room. 

			Our teacher steps forward with her high bun and thick-rimmed glasses. She may pass out if her collar gets any tighter, but that’s Mrs. Perrigru. She’s never been anything but tight-lipped and serious. She makes English somewhat terrifying, but I’ve never been on her bad side. 

			“Would you like to show the class how to construct a proper sentence?” 

			I shake off the cobwebs. I’ve never been this absent-minded before. I have to blame Mina and how she affected my mom. 

			Not to mention that boy, Eyota Vega. His words have been playing on a non-stop loop since yesterday. So annoying. I’d be angry with him if I thought he was controlling it, but he can’t be. This is all me. I just hate it, almost as much as I hate the thought of wearing that dress to a dance I don’t want to attend. 

			“Sure,” I say, exiting my seat, nearly tripping over myself. 

			More muffled laughter. 

			Perfect. 

			I’m beginning to hate my life. 

			I approach the board, paying attention to my steps, and the door opens. I find myself looking over to see who’s joined us as time slows to a crawl. 

			And there he is. That boy with the Romanian accent. Prodigal son and heir to the Vega fortune. It’s no secret that his family is wealthy. Probably one of the wealthiest families in the world. Not that I care. Why should I? It doesn’t have anything to do with me. 

			He finds me right away, and we’re locked in place. I can’t move or breathe. I want to scream and run away, but I can’t. He’s invading my space without asking. He tilts his head down. His eyes darken. My ears ring, blocking out any other sound. They could all disappear right now and I wouldn’t care. I’m transfixed. My eyes wander the length of him. 

			He’s wearing all black. A fitted shirt, pants, and a tailored black coat that ends right at his waist. Even drowning in black, the shape of his body shines through. He’s taller than me, by at least four inches, and his shoulders are slightly broad— just enough to make me feel safe, but not enough to scare me. 

			But his face— his eyes. 

			His pale skin and full lips, moist and glistening in the florescent lighting. 

			He’s overwhelming me without trying, and I hate it. I want to hate him— but I can’t. 

			I should. I know I should. 

			Move, Luna. Blink. Take a breath. Don’t let him do this to you. 

			I’m trapped. There’s no way out unless I push past him and run into the hallway like I’ve lost my mind. Maybe I could fake a sickness? Nausea. It would be true. 

			I press my hand against my stomach and try to stop the butterflies. Why they swarm in his presence is beyond me. I don’t know him. I never thought about him— not once— not ever. He wasn’t a question or an answer. And yet, now— he seems to be both. 

			How? 

			How has he become something I care about? 

			“Ahh, Eyota! Please come in,” Mrs. Perrigru shatters the moment. I’m relieved. 

			He steps up to her side. She’s beaming.”Class, this is Eyota Vega, he will be joining us for the rest of the year, not that there’s much left. Please be kind,” she adds as if telling a room full of teenagers to be”kind” is a thing worth pursuing. 

			Eyota glances over at me one last time. I look away. I can’t. His eyes dig so deeply into me it nearly steals my breath away. 

			I timidly watch as he moves down the aisle and finds a seat. It’s behind my desk. Great. That’s just perfect. Maybe I can write the longest sentence in the world and eat up the rest of our time in class. I glance over at the clock on the wall. We have twenty minutes left. I need to go slow. 

			Waste that time, Luna. Waste it. Think of a sentence so absurd not even Mrs. Perrigru will be able to contain herself. 

			Do NOT return to your seat and let him whisper more stuff in your ear!

			Think, think, think! What’s the longest sentence in the world?!

			Mrs. Perrigru places the chalk in my hand. I stare at it. My mind is blank. I take a slow breath and release it. Nothing about this seems normal. I don’t get nervous in English. I’ve won awards in this class. This is how I took my coveted spot in the library. This is a class I both love and look forward to. I excel here. 

			But now— well, he’s here. This boy from across the ocean with those eyes and lips and all the rest of his unnecessary nonsense. 

			I step up to the chalkboard and stare at it. I should be able to write anything. I love writing. I love books. English is my favorite class, even if Mrs. Perrigru is a little stuffy— even scary to some. This is where I shine like a diamond. She adores me. I’ve made sure of it! 

			“Luna?” Mrs. Perrigru gently nudges me. 

			I know it seems like I’m stalling. I wish I were. But my heart is pounding in my chest. A slight tremor slips through my hand to the piece of chalk. I lift it, hoping for a miracle. 

			But I can’t think of any long sentences! I know them. I know I know them. God! This is so annoying! But I can’t keep her waiting. The longer I stand here doing nothing, the worse it is. My stomach is churning. My muscles ache. My body wants to run, tossing the chalk over my shoulder. 

			But I can’t. 

			I swallow the nerves. Giving her one last look, hoping she can’t see the panic rising inside of me. 

			I nod, placing my chalk against the surface, and I write it out. 

			‘It is universally acknowledged that a single man, in possession of a good fortune, must be in want of a wife. ’

			Mrs. Perrigru grins as I take one step back. I’m tempted to erase it, but for some reason, it was the only sentence that came to mind. 

			“Ahh, Jane Austen, excellent, Luna.” 

			I look down at the chalk and want to toss it across the room. Of all the things I could’ve written, I chose the opening line from Pride and Prejudice. Unbelievable. A classic romance. Of course. A romance! I love the book, but I never talk about it. Romance isn’t my thing, regardless of how good it is. I didn’t read it for the hugging and kissing. No! I read it because it’s a classic book by an amazing author. 

			I turn to face her, and she offers a smile and nod. I’m glad I could make her happy, but I don’t want to return to my seat. He’s there. That boy. He’s waiting for me out there. 

			Worse yet, he probably thinks I’m some lovesick girl who wants a boyfriend when I’m not. I’ve never been concerned with dating or liking someone. Or having them like me. Not once, but here I am writing out romantic lines from romantic books like I’m obsessed with the idea of it. And why that line?! Talking about wealth. I’m so stupid. 

			I bite my lip and realize I can’t stand at the front of the room for another fifteen minutes without someone thinking I’ve had a mental breakdown, so I give up and walk toward my desk, avoiding any stares. I slide in from the side and try to find comfort, but there is none. He’s behind me. I can feel it like an approaching storm. I can imagine those eyes. That expression. All of it. 

			“Great book,” he whispers. 

			I blink through it, holding my tongue. I haven’t spoken to him yet and I don’t know if I ever should. I glance behind me for a split second and catch him grinning. He’s happy I acknowledged him, but I’m not. I should’ve ignored him. I should always ignore him. That boy with the perfect hair and pretty face. The dangerous one. 

			“Luna,” I hear Alice whispering in my direction. I look to my side and her eyes move from me to him and back again. 

			Oh my God! Alice, stop. Don’t encourage him. 

			Then I hear Polly,”Luna.” Her eyebrows wag with approval as she does the same. 

			I both love and hate my friends. They couldn’t be more supportive or completely irritating if they tried. I’m just happy that Peter is a year behind me or he’d be joining in to torment me. 

			I barely hear a word Mrs. Perrigru says for the remaining time in class, but when the bell rings, I hurriedly scoop up my books and rush out without looking behind me. I have to get away from this boy, one way or another. Oddly enough, I feel like my life may depend on it. 

		

	
		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			19

			I press my shoulders against the cold stone and try to catch my breath. I have to get it together. This is ridiculous. I have no reason to be hiding in my school from someone I don’t know, but he gives me this panicked feeling that begins like a tiny spark deep inside of me and then it grows and grows, threatening to fully bloom, and I don’t want that. 

			I don’t. I don’t want him. 

			“No, I don’t,” I say it. I mean, saying it makes it true, right? I’ll manifest my disinterest in him. I’d even consider something as silly as magic if I thought it’d work. 

			I push off and straighten my shoulders, giving myself a little pep talk,”Luna Navarri, you quit it right now. This boy is nobody to you. Sure, he’s cute and all, but that doesn’t matter, does it? No— it doesn’t. Now focus and get back out there. Don’t be a coward. This is your school, not his. You’re almost done. We have three months to go and then we’re done. You graduate and then you can leave— travel the world and forget all about him.” 

			I grit my teeth. I want to believe my words. I need to believe them. 

			Eyota Vega is no one. He’s just a boy. That’s it. He isn’t special. 

			I nod like I’m about to rush onto the football field and play a perfect game. I’ve built up my tolerance— I think. Then I turn the corner with a full stride and slam face-first into what feels like a brick wall. I yelp, dropping every single book in my hands. It all rains down around my feet before I fall backward. 

			Eyota reaches in and grabs my wrist, holding me as I tilt back at an angle on my heels. He gives a gentle tug and I’m upright, facing him, too close— I can smell him. I take a gulp of air and his scent fills my lungs like it’s the first breath I’ve ever taken in this world. I hold it— selfishly keeping it. It’s silly, I know. I feel like a fool, but I’m powerless. 

			His fingers are still wrapped around my wrist. I moan and he lets go with a strange look on his face like he regrets stopping me from falling onto the hard linoleum. 

			His lips move,”Forgive me.” 

			He takes a knee before me like a subject waiting to be knighted and collects all of my books in a tidy pile before I can blink. He stands. His face lingers near mine, our eyes lock. He feels so familiar, and yet I know he can’t be. 

			Why does he smell so amazing? What is that? He smells like the perfect blend of incense and something I’d love to eat. Is that cake? It can’t be. Why would a boy smell like buttercream frosting? 

			My cheeks redden. The thought is ridiculous. 

			He isn’t food. 

			Oh my God, Luna Navarri. Honestly, stop. 

			His expression softens as if he’s acknowledging my silly internal monologue. 

			“Thank you,” I whisper. 

			“She speaks.” His smile spreads, exposing his perfect teeth. Of course, his teeth are arrow-straight and bright white. Why would they not match the rest of him? 

			I blink through the shock of it all.”Yes. I do.” 

			I reach in and take my books away from him. 

			“I should go,” I say. 

			“Where?” he asks. 

			“Anywhere but here,” I say with little thought as I push past him, but he follows me, skipping a step to match my quickened pace. 

			“Why?” 

			I narrow my eyes.”Because I have things to do.” 

			He slips in front of me and walks backward. I shake my head. 

			“You’re gonna fall,” I warn. 

			“I promise I won’t.” 

			I glance past him, noticing a couple of kids staring at the two of us.”You can’t see where you’re going.” 

			“I trust you,” he says. 

			I stop, tilting my head.”Trust me?” I laugh.”You don’t even know me.” 

			“I have faith that you’ll not let me run into anything else today.” 

			I chuckle.”You shouldn’t.” 

			“But I do and we haven’t had a proper introduction yet, have we?” 

			He extends his hand and I stare at it. 

			“I’m Eyota Vega.” 

			I nod, taking his hand and giving it a quick shake.”I’m Luna Navarri and I have to go.” 

			His eyebrow cocks.”Our last names are on the building.” 

			“I know,” I say while stepping past him, forcing him to catch up with me again. 

			“Don’t you find that intriguing?” he asks. 

			I roll my eyes.”I wish it wasn’t.” 

			“Intriguing?” he asks with a grin. 

			“No, on the building. I wish my last name wasn’t up there.” 

			“Why?” 

			I huff with the roll of my eyes.”Because.” 

			“Did I do something to offend you?” he asks. 

			I stop dead and turn to face him.”What?” 

			His expression softens as he lets his gaze move across my face. I catch myself staring at his lips. I shouldn’t, but it’s hard to ignore how pretty he is. Like a beautiful painting. Frozen in time. I’ve seen no one like him before. 

			“Did I say something to upset you, Luna Navarri?” 

			I lift a hand.”It’s just Luna.” 

			“Just Luna,” he teases me. 

			I laugh.”No— my name is Luna, not just Luna, Luna, that’s it,” I clarify while rubbing the nape of my neck. I’m sure it’ll turn red with irritation. 

			He grins. He’s messing with me. I just know it. 

			I let out a sigh as the warning bell rings overhead. 

			“Oh no!” I stare at the ceiling.”I’m going to be late to biology class!” 

			He scoops me up in his arms and rushes up the stairs, setting me down in front of the door to my next class before I have a chance to understand what’s happening. 

			My hair’s disheveled. I try to catch my breath. Eyota hands me the books and backs away. 

			“Just Luna,” he adds a nod and I shake my head.”Now you won’t be late because of me.” 

			“What the hell?” I whisper as he disappears back down the steps and out of sight. 

			I feel a touch on my arm and nearly jump out of my skin. 

			“Luna, did he just carry you up here?” Alice asks. 

			I blink through the shock of it.”Yeah, he did. The bell rang, and I freaked out.” 

			“Huh, that’s a new way of getting from one class to the next,” she says. 

			“It’s no way to get from anywhere to anywhere!” I exclaim. 

			“Well, you’re on time,” she adds. 

			I try to fix my hair but it’s no use.”He snatched me up like a sack of potatoes.” 

			She laughs.”You’re much cuter than a sack of potatoes.” 

			“What about potatoes?” Polly inquisitively asks while approaching the two of us. 

			She pauses and gives me a judgemental once-over.”Why do you look like you just rolled out of bed?” 

			Alice bites her lip and cocks a brow.”Eyota Vega just carried her up here.” 

			Polly’s eyes go wide.”What?! Like picked you up and carried ya?” 

			I take a dignified breath and shake out my shoulders.”I didn’t ask to be carried.”

			Alice leans into Polly’s side.”He didn’t want her to be late to class.” 

			Two girls are giggling off to the side as they stare at the three of us. Great! Now the entire school will know about it!

			“I don’t know if I agree with his type of flirting,” Polly says. 

			“Flirting? Him— with me? No.” 

			They both tilt their heads and I narrow my eyes.”No,” I say once again because I’m not accepting that as flirting. I won’t. I’m not. 

			No. 

			I shake my head as I grab the doorknob and enter the room. The second bell rings just as I take a seat and settle in— or try to. 

			Alice beams.”He likes you,” she whispers. 

			I turn to face her.”What? No! Like I care— why— why would you, I mean no, he doesn’t.” 

			She laughs, covering her mouth so we don’t get in trouble as our teacher steps up to the board and begins writing. 

			“Luna, you’re red.” 

			I touch my cheek and feel the heat coming off of my skin. I’m blushing. Great. I guess my body is now my enemy. I wonder if I was blushing the entire time he was talking to me? I bet I was. That’s probably why he stayed and kept messing with me. I’m such an idiot sometimes. Especially when it comes to stuff like this. 

			I place my hands on my cheeks and lean on the table. 

			“I think it’s awesome,” she adds. 

			I try to calm myself down. My heart is beating against my breastbone like I’ve run a marathon. He’s flustered me. 

			“Well, I don’t,” I say through gritted teeth. 

			“Why?” she adds. 

			“Because I don’t want to date Eyota Vega!” 

			The whole room falls silent and a few kids look our way. I let my emotions get the better of me and basically yelled it. 

			“Miss Navarri, is everything okay?” 

			I nod, fingering through my book like I know what we’re doing.”Yes, I’m fine.” I lift a hand and flip my wrist, dismissing the question as if it means nothing. But it doesn’t. I’m not okay. I haven’t been okay since he whispered in my ear in the clothing store. 

			Alice interlocks her fingers and side-eyes me while I ignore her. I don’t want to talk about boys— especially that boy— that Eyota Vega boy. 

			I have plans for my life and none of them include dating anyone or sticking around this town after I graduate high school. I need to keep focused so I can travel the world like I wanted to. 

			I mean want to— I mean will do. 

			Dammit!

			I will travel the world, and no one will stop me from doing that. Especially some boy with perfect skin and lips and all of that who arrived in Port Royal during a storm on some old fancy ship. 

			No. No. No. 

			The class settles down. I’m grateful, but I still catch myself staring out the window from time to time inspecting the swirling gray clouds lingering in the distance. I wish the sun would come back out and warm my skin. 

			A tray with a lifeless worm is placed in front of me, and I grimace. A few other grumblings rise in the room. 

			“Now, class. Be thankful it isn’t a pig.” 

			I shake my head as I glance at Alice, who already has the scalpel in her hand. She doesn’t mind doing dissections. I do, so it makes me happy that she’s my partner. 

			She presses the tip of the blade against the worm and applies pressure as I look away. 

			I don’t like dead things. I never have, or ever will. 
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			I step up to the front gate, happy that school has ended. I haven’t had any more run-ins with Eyota Vega, or James, for the matter. Maybe the universe has finally given me a break. I pause by the mailbox. It’s full of odds and ends. Mostly junk mail. I shuffle through it as I make my way toward the front door and then stop dead when I see an invitation addressed to The Navarri Family. I flip it over and run the tip of my finger across a blood-red wax seal with a striking V in the center. 

			I tap it against the palm of my hand and wrinkle my nose. It’s an invitation to dinner with the Vegas. Mina must’ve sent it, just like she promised she would. I guess I didn’t expect it so fast— or maybe she could’ve called the house like everyone else does in the world when they want to make plans. 

			I yelp when Dad emerges from the row of bushes, brushing the back of his hand across his brow. He’s covered in specks of dirt and pieces of greenery. 

			“Oh, honey! I’m sorry!” He glances at the row of vegetation.”I seriously didn’t know if I was going to make it back.” 

			I chuckle.”They are pretty overgrown.” My gaze runs the length of the bushes that seriously need a proper trim. 

			“Well,” he places a hand on his hip,”I’ve been threatening to fix these for a year and I thought it was time.” He leans in with a grin spreading across his face.”Before your mom kicks me out.” 

			“She’d never do that— you’re too useful.” 

			He shifts his weight.”Oh, thanks.” 

			I reach in and knock some trimmings off his shirt so he doesn’t drag it inside like he does with everything else. 

			“And she likes you,” I add, unable to use the word love when referring to my parents. 

			“I hope so. I mean, we do have two kids and this house.” He bops my nose with the tip of his finger, forcing me to scrunch my nose. 

			“Stop, Dad,” I protest while wiping away the dirt he’s most likely left behind. 

			He spots the card in my hand.”What’s that?” 

			I hand it to him as he haphazardly tears it open, breaking the seal on the back of it. The wind picks up and grabs dirt, bush trimmings, and other debris, swirling it around the two of us for a quick second, forming a small non-lethal tornado. 

			We stand in the center as my hair is raised above my head. I reach up to touch it just as it all ends as quickly as it started. 

			He pauses.”That was odd, don’t you think?” 

			I shake my head.”Only if you think wind is predictable.” 

			He narrows his eyes.”You know, it wouldn’t hurt to hang on to some of that childhood magic.” 

			“Magic?” I ask,”Like rabbits in a top hat? It’s all fake, Dad, besides, you’re talking to the wrong kid. Peter is the one who believes in all of that silly stuff.” 

			He lets out a sigh while wagging the now-open invitation between us.”I miss when you were little and still believed in Santa Claus.”

			“A strange man dressed in all red breaking into homes to give kids presents?”

			“Luna.” 

			I laugh.”Well, maybe I believed for one second.” I pinch my fingers together, making him sigh. I know my disbelief probably disappoints him, but I can’t place stock in things like that. Besides like I said, he has Peter. He believes in all of it and probably always will. They’ll be talking about that for years to come at every holiday gathering. 

			He places a hand on my shoulder.”I just don’t want you to ever feel like the world can’t be magical— because it can and is.” 

			“Right,” I say, laced with doubt. 

			“Right,” he parrots me. 

			“So?” I ask while glancing at the envelope in his hand. 

			“Ahh, yes,” he removes the card and holds it up like he can’t read it, which he probably can’t because he isn’t wearing his glasses. 

			“Could you?” he asks while handing it to me and tapping at his pockets. His glasses are sitting atop his head, I just find it comical that he has no clue where they are. 

			I clear my throat to the side of my hand,”Dear family, you are all invited to a formal dinner at Strada General Traian Moșoiu 24, Junior House of Bran Vega, Port Royal. April 13th. 8pm. Plus one per guest allowed but not required. Casual attire.” 

			The line between my brows deepens.”That’s an odd address, don’t you think?” 

			He peers up at the sky and watches the clouds swirl above us. 

			“Dad?” 

			He looks back at me,”Yes?”

			“The address on this card is strange, don’t you think?” 

			He shakes his head.”Not so much, I believe the Vegas have a home back in Romania, so they probably kept the address and then added the other stuff.” 

			I lower the card and tilt my head,”I guess.” 

			“They are European, Luna.” 

			“I know.” 

			“Well, our traditions are not the world’s traditions.” 

			I nod.”Yeah— you’re right.”

			He pinches the bridge of his nose. I can tell his eyes are getting tired. 

			I point to the top of my head.”Dad— they’re up there.” 

			“What?” he fingers at his hair.”Oh!” 

			He places them on and his eyes appear larger behind the lenses. 

			“Thank you!” 

			“No problem.” 

			“Why don’t you take that invitation inside to your mom? I’m sure she’ll want to know, so we can definitely make it.” 

			My eyes widen.”So, we’re going?” 

			He glances at me.”Yes, why? Mina was a nice woman, and she’s invited us to a dinner party. It’d be rude to say no, wouldn’t it?” 

			I mutter a few words under my breath, so he places an arm around my shoulder.”Besides, they have that library, remember?” he asks. 

			That perks me right up.”Yes— I forgot about that!” 

			“You— forgot about books?” he can’t believe it. 

			I let out a sigh.”I can’t always be perfect.” 

			He kisses my forehead and lets me go, returning to his unruly row of bushes lining the stone walkway. He takes a deep breath and rushes in, disappearing into the bright green foliage. I hear him call out,”Tell your mother I loved her most!” 

			I roll my eyes. 

			He’s so silly, but I love it. 

			I turn to face the house, considering, for one second, to lose the invitation and hope that my dad gets caught up with the upkeep of the house, but I know it won’t work so I take one last look at the card and narrow my eyes. 

			“Fine,” I grumble. 
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			“NO! Mom!” Peter whines as soon as I enter the house. I set my things down on the long table along the wall and drop my bag off under the coat rack, then follow the continued howls of disapproval coming from my brother. 

			He’s distraught. 

			I step past the living room and see Mom straightening Peter’s bow tie. She steps back and admires her handy work. I purse my lips and try to move without being noticed, but no such luck. 

			“Luna! Come.” She rolls her hand and I step in, leaning against the wide doorframe. 

			Mom grabs Peter’s shoulders and spins him around to face me. He has on a suit. It isn’t fitted, so he looks a little ridiculous because it isn’t something he’d normally wear. 

			“Help me,” he mouths in my direction as I smirk. I’ve effectively tucked the invitation behind my back. I may hold out as long as I can before telling her about it. 

			“Doesn’t your brother look handsome?” she exclaims. 

			I stiffen, then nod.”Sure.” 

			Peter rolls his eyes all the way to the next state.”Why can’t I just go rent one like every other guy in school, mom?” he asks with an exasperated toss of his arms. I have to admit that it’s amusing seeing him this way. 

			“Peter Navarri. This was your father’s suit and there’s nothing wrong with it.” 

			He lifts his arms and waves them. They’re too long. I can barely see the tips of his fingers. 

			“It’s gigantic on me,” he protests. 

			I clear my throat.”It is a little big, Mom.” 

			She places a hand on her hip and scrunches her lips.”Maybe a little.” 

			“No— a lot, Mom. This suit is probably going to eat me.” 

			She huffs.”Don’t be so dramatic.” 

			Peter looks at me with panic and concern wrinkling his brow. His hair is an absolute mess and his skin is flush. Two bright red spots flank his cheeks. My unwilling need to protect him kicks into gear. He doesn’t deserve my help after going after Alice, but he looks helpless right now. 

			“Mom, the suit is great, it really is, but Peter’s right. Every guy rents a suit now. It’s not that expensive, and I just bought a dress,” I remind her, hoping it helps. 

			She brushes her hand along his back while grumbling,”Waste of money.” 

			Peter’s eyebrows raise. I know he thinks this is it. He’ll be stuck in some god-awful suit that is too big and dated, but I know Mom would at least have it tailored. Right?

			“I mean, a seamstress can fix it, but in the end, it won’t be the same suit that Dad wore and it’ll probably cost more than just renting one,” I toss in more logic, which is something she appreciates.”Plus, it’s Dad’s suit and holds memories, I’m sure. I’d preserve it.” 

			Peter lights up.”Yeah, Mom.” 

			She steps back and covers her mouth with both hands.”Fine, take it off. We’ll rent something for you, I guess.” 

			“Thanks, Mama!” he exclaims while giving her a quick kiss on the cheek. He trips over one of the pant legs and catches himself on a table along the wall. The lamp falls and bounces off the floor, bending the lampshade. He struggles to pick it up like he’s dealing with an oily seal, finally placing it on the table and backs away with hands raised. 

			What a disaster. 

			She rubs her forehead.”That boy.” 

			I grin, then fidget with the invitation behind my back. I don’t want to hand it over to her because once I do, it’s real, and I’ll have to go to where he lives. That boy. The one who thinks he can just pick me up and drop me off whenever he likes. 

			“Dad said to tell you he loves you most before he disappeared into the bushes. I thought you should know because there’s a 99. 9% chance we’ll never see him again.” 

			She shakes her head and starts collecting the few ties she has lying on the coffee table. 

			“Your father is a silly goose of a man, but I married him, so it’s what I get. I knew.” 

			I pull out the invitation and stare at it for a couple of seconds before I decide to surrender it to her.”This came,” I admit. 

			She steps closer to me and I hand the envelope to her, along with the card. She eyes it then taps it against her fingertips, not so unlike I had earlier. 

			“So, a dinner party!” she says with more enthusiasm than I expected from her. 

			“Yeah, at the Junior House of Vega,” I add all formal to mock the title. 

			She gazes at me.”It just means it’s a second house. Their primary home is back in Romania. They’re following an old tradition.” 

			“It’s weird.” 

			She tilts her head.”I would think that someone who wants to travel the world as you do would be more open to other traditions.” 

			“I— well, I am, I guess. It just seemed odd is all.”

			She leans in closer to me.”Odd is not always bad— look at your father.” 

			I blow out my cheeks.”Well, I’m not looking forward to it at all.” 

			She narrows her eyes.”Why?” 

			“Because.” I leave that floating in the air like it’s an acceptable answer. I know it isn’t, but I’m due some drama in this family. 

			I take a seat on the couch and begin toying with the pile of bow ties. I find one with checkers and lift it up, giving her a strange look. 

			“Your father had a new wave stage like everyone else in the world— but you need to explain why you don’t want to go, Luna.” 

			I rub the side of my neck and she takes a seat next to me. I can feel her staring at me, so I turn to face her. 

			“They have a boy— Eyota. I met him in school, well, actually, I met him at the clothing store first, when I got the dress, but then he showed up in class.” 

			“And?” she urges. 

			“He’s, I don’t know. Annoying me.” 

			Her expression changes like she understands me and I don’t want that. 

			“It’s okay to like people, Luna.” 

			I take a quick breath and crook my neck.”I never said that I liked him.” 

			“So, what are you saying? Did this boy insult you? Because if he has, I will go there and tell him—”

			I interrupt her before she grabs a knife.”No— no. Not really.”

			“So, you do like him?” she asks. 

			I shake my head then rest my chin in my hands.”I don’t know what to think of him. But he makes me silly.” 

			“Silly?” she asks. 

			“Yes, Mama. He makes me do dumb things. I have the worst time concentrating around him and my stomach gets all stupid. I hate it.” 

			“Stupid in what way?” she asks while feeling my forehead with the back of her hand. 

			“I don’t have a fever,” I admit. 

			Her expression changes.”Like tiny butterflies?” she asks kindly. 

			I can feel myself go pale.”Kinda.” 

			“Oh, my love.” 

			“What?” 

			“I wasn’t ready to meet your father.”

			I shake my head.”I am not marrying this boy!”

			She laughs, placing a hand on my arm to settle me down.”I did not say that, did I?”

			“No.” 

			“Okay then, let me finish my story.” 

			“I’m sorry.” 

			She pushes a chunk of my hair behind my ear.”As I was saying, I wasn’t ready to meet your father. I was perfectly content with my books. In fact, I preferred them over people.”

			“I understand that, totally,” I agree. 

			She smiles.”I know you do, but things change over time. We change. Feelings change. You’re growing up, and as much as I’d love to freeze you in time as you are, I know I can’t.”

			“I want to travel the world,” I admit through glossy-eyed sadness. 

			She leans in to look at me.”And I know you will, my love. But you can’t bury your heart. It wants what it wants. We have no control over it.” 

			I sniffle, wiping my eye and stiffening up.”Well, the party is on the 13th and I’m not wearing anything fancy. In fact, I probably won’t even do my hair. It says casual.” 

			She watches me rise. I know she’s right. I know what I’m feeling is something I can’t control, and I also know that I can’t ignore it forever. But I don’t have to admit it— not today. And especially not to him. 

			“Do you care if I eat in my room tonight?” I ask. 

			She scratches above her eyebrow, knowing there isn’t anything else she can say to me right now that’s going to make it any better.”I made a big pot of stew. I assume everyone will eat when they like.” 

			I lean in and kiss her on the cheek.”Thank you,” I say. 

			She nods to me.”Always.”
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			I race through the forest, my bare feet collecting mud and bits of dry vegetation. The lightning strikes a tree up ahead of me, bringing me to an abrupt stop. Sparks of flame ignite the broken chards. My eyes are wild with fear. 

			I turn, hearing the growl in the treeline, but gathering my courage.”I’m not afraid of you!” I yell into the void. But nothing replies. 

			I pick up the pace, pushing through the sharp brush as it cuts my skin. I hiss, just as the last thorn slices across my cheek. A tiny trickle of blood escapes the wound as I break through and have to balance myself at the edge of a cliff overlooking the ocean. I regain control and step back, watching the rolling waves. 

			One after the other, engulfing the last. 

			It’s never-ending. 

			Angry. Churning. 

			I narrow my eyes as a shadow appears on the horizon. It’s a ship with tall masts and no flag bobbing in the boiling sea. Again, a growl echoes out behind me. The beast has found me. I know it has. It can smell sweat and blood on the wind. 

			I reach down and grab a sharp rock, lifting it up to use as a crude weapon. 

			“I’d rather die!” I scream into the darkness as two red eyes appear. My blood runs cold. 

			“Why do you resist me, Luna?” the beast asks me as I grip the rock firmly in the palm of my hand. 

			“Because I never asked you to come here. I was perfectly fine without all of this.” 

			“Without what?” it replies. 

			I shake my head and begin to cry.”These feelings. I didn’t ask for any of it!” I yell. 

			The red eyes dull. A shadowy figure emerges. 

			But now it’s changed shape and form. 

			It’s Eyota Vega. 

			He steps closer to me, and I take one step back, closer to the cliff’s edge. He pauses, extending his hand to me. I’m so tempted to take it. Everything in me says I should give into this feeling that I have growing in the pit of my stomach. But I hiss through my teeth. 

			“Step back or I’ll hit you with this thing!” I warn, not knowing if I have the strength to do it. 

			His expression never changes. He appears both concerned and compassionate. I hate it. I hate him. Why can’t he be a villain? Something easy to hate? 

			“I know you won’t do that, Luna.” 

			“Oh yeah? Why? Why do you think you know me? You don’t!” 

			“Because I’ve always known you. The memories are in the blood. We will always long to be together. Like the sun and the moon.” 

			I laugh, it echoes in the space between us.”The sun and the moon? They never see each other. They aren’t meant to be together.” 

			“Oh, but they do during that beautiful twilight and then again in the morning.” 

			“But they can’t be together. They can’t! It would change everything,” I choke through the tears. 

			“We could change this, Luna. If you just take my hand. Let me love you. Let us end the curse together. Break the spell,” he begs. 

			I shake my head, stepping away from him and letting the rock fall from my hand just as I lose my balance and fall over the edge. I panic at first, but then close my eyes. Soon, this will all be over and I’ll be free. 

			I’ll be free of this overwhelming feeling. This need. This desire. This thing that threatens to steal everything away from me that I’ve ever wanted. I accept my fate. Allowing my body to float on the wind. I know the end will come. Finally. It will set me free. 

			Then I feel two powerful arms wrap me up and draw me in. We rise into the air. He brushes his fingertips along my jawline. His touch engulfs me. Sets my senses on fire. 

			I glance below us, realizing what he’s done.”How— how are you doing this?” 

			“I think you know— search your heart, Luna. Find me,” he admits just as I notice the moonlight rushing along his sharpened fang. 

			I scream, rolling right off the side of my bed and slamming my palms onto the hardwood floor. My breath is haggard. My heart threatens to explode in my chest. I shake my head and push myself up onto my knees, wiping the sweat from my brow. 

			“What is wrong with me?” I mutter as I stand up, a bit wobbly, and stare at the empty bowl of stew on my side table. 

			“Of course,” I grumble while allowing myself to calm down. 

			I ate everything in it. Chunks of potato, meat, carrots, celery, and bits of pasta and tomato. It must’ve sunk to the pit of my stomach like the titanic, allowing the dreams to come. 

			Well, more like nightmares. 

			I narrow my eyes, remembering slivers of the dream. 

			The red eyes. 

			The growling. 

			The ship fighting the boiling sea. 

			Then I see him. His face. 

			That boy! 

			Eyota Vega. 

			Dammit! 

			“I’m cursed,” I grumble. 

			“No— you are not.” 

			I yelp, grabbing one of my pillows and tossing it in the voice’s direction. One steady hand catches it, then lets it drop inside the window on the cushioned space for reading. 

			I narrow my eyes.”Eyota?” I ask. 

			He nods while crouching on the windowsill. 

			“What— why?” I rush toward him, waving a hand. 

			He doesn’t move. 

			“Could you invite me in— formally— before I fall?” he asks, glancing below him.”I mean, I’m an expert climber, but this wall is steep.” 

			I suck in my breath through a hiss.”Yes— yes. Get in here before my mom hears you,” I aggressively whisper to him. 

			He climbs inside and takes one look around the room, then his beautiful eyes settle on me. I’m wearing a white t-shirt and pajama pants with cassette tapes all over them. My feet are adorned in big furry rabbit slippers. He half-grins, but I’m not amused. 

			I step in closer to him.”I— what— what are you doing outside my window?” 

			“I’d love to say that it’s for a normal reason, but it isn’t. I couldn’t—” 

			I shake my head and fold my arms in tight.”You couldn’t what?” 

			“Sleep— because I knew I upset you earlier today, and I wanted to apologize. I realize what I did was wrong. I acted impulsively, but I just couldn’t stand the thought of you being upset.” 

			I laugh, keeping it muffled so my parents won’t hear me. 

			“Um— well, carrying someone to class isn’t normal. At all.” I wave my hand.”And— you— well, sitting on someone’s windowsill isn’t normal either. You shouldn’t be here.” 

			“Well, I just got here. Right before you saw me.” 

			“Oh, well, that’s great. You weren’t watching me sleep. Cool. Perfect. That makes me feel so much better.” I lift a hand and let it drop by my side. 

			“Well,” he tilts his head,”I saw a little. You rolled off the bed and hit the floor. You look upset. Are you okay?” 

			He reaches for my hands to check them. 

			I take a step back and give him a once-over.”First of all,” I twirl my finger,”you should not be here,” I state as matter-of-factly as I can. 

			“Well…” He rubs the side of his neck.”I can see that now.” 

			“Listen, I know you’re European and all, but we do things a certain way here.” I add a nod, not knowing exactly what that certain way is, but knowing it doesn’t include carrying someone to class or climbing up the side of their house. 

			“So, you think I climb on every girl’s house and sit in their windows?” he asks with a smirk. 

			I lift my finger to my lips to quiet him as I glance at the door. I can hear someone walking down the hallway. I know the familiar creak. I hold my breath, so he does too. I feel like he’s mocking me. He probably is, but I can’t say a word until the threat passes. I place a hand on his arm and hold on. He seems pleased. I let go with a disgusted look on my face. 

			He annoys me. Everything about him does! But I can’t say anything right now for fear that my mom will come in and murder both of us. 

			Oh my God! She’d die if she knew he was here. All that talk about liking him would go right out the window. 

			The creaking fades and I hear a door close. It sounds like my brother was just going to the bathroom. He has a bladder the size of a pea. 

			I let out a sigh.”I don’t know— but clearly you do it because here you are,” I hiss at him. 

			I reach down and pinch my arm, moaning. 

			“Why did you do that?” he asks. 

			I roll my eyes.”Because I thought I might be dreaming— still.” 

			He lights up.”So, you did dream about me?” 

			I shift my weight from one fuzzy bunny slipper to the other.”I didn’t say that.” 

			“But you said you wanted to know if you were still dreaming and that means you were dreaming and I was probably there.” 

			“Don’t tell me what my dream was about.”

			He relaxes, shoving his hands into his pockets.”I would never tell you what you should be doing, Luna.” 

			“Really? Because in the dream, you—” I stop myself. 

			Dammit! 

			He beams.”So, what did I do in this dream of yours?” 

			I shake my head.”It’s none of your business.” 

			“Do you dislike me?” he asks. 

			I chirp with laughter, trying to keep my voice down.”I don’t know why me liking you even matters.” 

			“So you do?” 

			“Do what?” I ask. 

			“Like me?” 

			I purse my lips.”What I like is to walk where I want to go and not have strange boys sitting outside my window.” 

			“Which brings me back to the apology.” 

			“Fine— it’s fine!” I yell, but I immediately snap my mouth shut. I’ve yelled when I shouldn’t. I hear movement and my heart nearly stops. His eyes lower to my chest like he senses it, but he can’t. That’s ridiculous. 

			He covers his mouth with the side of his hand to hide his laughter. 

			“My mom is sleeping two rooms away. If she hears you, she’ll—” 

			“What will she do? Ask why you let me in?”

			My fists ball. He is so infuriating! 

			“I should just scream for help,” I admit with a nod. 

			He takes one step closer.”Why? Am I scaring you?” He reaches for my elbow, cradling it in his hand. His touch does more than I expect. His nostrils flare and pupils dilate, not unlike his nanny, Mina. Maybe his personality mimics hers, since she probably raised him. 

			I clear my throat.”Don’t you have a sister?” I ask. 

			He tilts his head.”I do.”

			“Whats her name?” 

			“Persephone.” 

			“The wife of the King of Hades,” I mutter. 

			His eyes lower to my lips.”You know Greek mythology.” 

			“I can read.” 

			“I didn’t say you couldn’t,” he states. 

			He leans in closer, bringing with him that sweet smell. I can’t help but trap it in my lungs and let it linger. There’s something about him that’s unreasonably addictive. But just like cake, I’m sure he’s bad in excess. 

			“I think you should leave,” I whisper. 

			“Is that truly what you want?” 

			“Yes,” I say, even though I’m not sure I believe it. 

			“I’m sorry I upset you. I wasn’t thinking, but—” He’s outside the window like a circus performer before I can blink.”I’m looking forward to the dinner.” 

			He drops out of sight, and I yelp, rushing forward to lean over the edge. I’m sure he’s fallen, and that’s all I need: some boy at the bottom of my window with a broken arm. But he’s on the ground, smiling up at me. 

			“Goodnight, my Luna,” he says, quieter than I should be able to hear, but I do just the same. 

			I step back and rub the side of my arm, wishing it had all been a dream but secretly excited that it wasn’t. 
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			I stand outside the school watching— waiting, but he doesn’t show up. Luckily, the sun has. I tilt my head and let it warm my face. It’s so nice to see it again after days of gray sky and rain. I push off the wall when I see James walking toward me. I should run, but he’s spotted me, so it’s too late. I’m almost embarrassed to admit that I’ve been looking through the faces, searching for one that I shouldn’t want to see. The face of the boy who crawled in my window last night to apologize. He infuriated me. I hated it. I loved it. 

			I can’t stand him. 

			“Luna, I heard about what happened. I rarely say this, but if you want me to beat him up, I will.” 

			I narrow my eyes.”Beat up who?” I ask. 

			“The boy who picked you up and carried you to class.”

			My expression tightens. ,”No— James. I don’t want you to beat up anyone, especially some boy you don’t know.” 

			He steps in front of me and looks me over.”I can do it. I know I don’t look like I could, but I’m stronger than you think.” 

			I shake my head while glancing at a group of kids passing us by. I don’t want anyone to overhear us. James is sweet, I would have to guess that Eyota might not be the same way. 

			“James, stop,” I half-whisper. 

			He relaxes a bit.”I’m sorry. It just made me so mad that he touched you.” 

			I tilt my head. It’s the first time that I’ve seen James Jenny this way. He’s usually so reserved. But I shouldn’t be happy about it. He could get himself seriously hurt. 

			“The truth is, it was probably my fault,” I admit. 

			“How?” he asks. 

			“Well,” I pause, knowing I’m going to have to lie to get James to a place where he doesn’t feel like taking a swing at a boy so much bigger than he is.”I dared him.” 

			A look of confusion spreads across his brow.”Dared him?” 

			“I was just joking, and I dared him to carry me up the stairs.” 

			He folds his arms over his chest.”Why would you dare someone to carry you?”

			“Weight. He tried to guess it and I got irritated because you should never ask a girl what she weighs, right?” 

			He straightens his shoulders.”Well, I’d never ask you that. It’s rude.” 

			I lean in.”And that too, he is kinda rude, but trust me— that whole thing was my fault.” 

			The muscles in his jaw relax.”As long as you’re okay. That’s all I care about.” 

			I nod.”I’m fine— totally fine. Great, actually, and I’m looking forward to the dance now that I have a dress.” 

			He grins. I’m not actually looking forward to the dance, but I know it will make him happy and get his mind off of Eyota Vega. 

			“I’ve been practicing.” 

			I narrow my eyes as we walk. The sun is nearly blinding me.”Practicing what?” 

			He laughs.”Dancing, so I don’t suck so bad at it.” 

			I chuckle.”We don’t have to dance, James. I suck at it.”

			He stops and I turn to look at him, but my eyes skirt right past him and land on someone else. A shadowy figure under an umbrella. I swallow hard, trying to focus on James, but my ears begin to ring again. 

			“Okay, I guess.” The frown tugs at the corners of his mouth. 

			“Or maybe we can— I mean, I don’t suck at all of it.”

			He leans in.”Maybe just one— a slower one?” he adds. 

			I nod, even though I don’t want to.”Sure. A slow dance is probably best, anything fast and I’ll fall like a rock.” 

			He stands up straight and gives a wave as another boy calls out to him.”See you at lunch?” he asks. 

			I nod and he leans in, but I lean back, making it impossible for him to kiss my cheek. It’s awkward, but I tap the side of his arm. He steps away and I let out a tremendous sigh of relief, but Eyota is still there, under that umbrella. 

			I rub the side of my neck and approach him, not knowing exactly what I should say, but unable to ignore him after what happened. 

			I stop a couple feet from him and grin.”Do you have an allergy?” I ask. 

			He twists the umbrella and my eyes lift, watching the slow spin.”Of what?” he asks. 

			“The sun.” 

			He grins, and even in the shadows, his teeth nearly glow white. I wish they wouldn’t. I’d like for just one thing to be imperfect on him. 

			Just one. 

			Anything. 

			“Well, if I was allergic to the sun, then it would mean that I worship the moon.” 

			I take a quick breath. He talks so strange. Slightly poetic. Being a lover of books makes it appealing to listen to him speak to me. I wish it wasn’t, but it’s too late now. 

			“But—” I point up at the umbrella. 

			“Yes, I have an allergic reaction to sunlight if I get too much of it. It’s a genetic issue in my family,” he admits. 

			I feel bad for him. Never knowing the warmth of the sun must be awful. 

			“It’s okay.” 

			I blink.”What?” 

			He shakes the umbrella.”You were frowning.” 

			“Was I?” I ask. 

			“Yes, and I appreciate it, but honestly, the sun can be bad for you.” 

			“I love it,” I say. 

			“You do?” 

			I nod.”Yes. I mean, you can’t tell by how pale I am,” I glance at my arms,”but it feels good and makes things grow.” 

			“I guess it does,” he agrees. 

			We stand in silence. I expected an argument, but he’s surrendered. It makes him even more— I don’t know. His sudden vulnerability leaves me speechless. The way he stopped me from falling. How he collected my things. The way he showed up at my window and in my dreams. All of it. 

			He interrupts my thoughts.”There’s a bookstore.” 

			I perk up.”Yes— Shillings.” 

			“Yes, I’ve been wanting to go there.” 

			“I— well, it’s worth going.” 

			He leans in closer.”I mean with you,” he whispers. 

			My heart flutters in my chest and I glance to the side, wondering if anyone is watching us. 

			“Alice loves to go there, and she just asked me if I wanted to— go, that is.” 

			“Okay, well maybe we could—”

			I interrupt him,”But you’re welcome to come along, if you want.” 

			He nods. His ways are so strange. Like he’s a lord and I’m a lady in some historical novel. The accent doesn’t help. It ages him a bit, even though he looks no older than I am. 

			“After school then?” he asks. 

			I nod as he returns to the car and slips inside. The umbrella is the last thing to go. The car pulls away and I catch myself staring at it. 

			“Oh crap,” I mutter as I realize that I just said yes to my first date. 

			I may die. 
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			I tap my foot on the steps and quickly glance at my oversized watch. I didn’t have the courage to tell Alice that I invited Eyota to the bookstore with us. I had time to go home and change into some acid-washed jeans, my multicolored Ked tennis shoes, and slapped on a Madonna t-shirt. I don’t try to look trendy that often, but I figured I should try— or at least put in a little effort. I even gathered up my hair in a scrunchy. 

			A scrunchy. 

			Seriously? 

			I reach up and pull it out, letting my hair fall around my face. A scrunchy just isn’t me. I’m almost embarrassed that I tried so hard. Why would I? Eyota is like every other boy, isn’t he? 

			I stare down at my t-shirt, then draw my light jacket together and zip it up. 

			Better. 

			So much better. 

			I’ll never do this again. I won’t change for someone, whether asked or not. I have to remember to not pressure myself. I don’t even know why it matters so much to me, but clearly it does. 

			He does. 

			I close my eyes. 

			He’s been in my room. 

			Oh my God. He’s been in my room. 

			I quickly inventory what was in there when he came to my window, tapping a finger for each thing. One painting from when I was five that I drew of the forest, a map with tags of places I want to visit, and books stacked in rows here and there on the floor. I need more shelves, but I like it that way. I have a system. It’s organized chaos. It’s fine. Not that he should care, right? Boys don’t pay attention to stuff like that, or do they? 

			I stare up at the sky. Again, the rain is coming. It never seems to stay away for that long.

			I pull out my lip gloss and run it across my lips. I now smell like strawberries. I go back to tapping my foot right until Alice comes running up with a look on her face that tells me something’s wrong. 

			“What is it?” I ask as she takes my hands with a nervous grin. Her eyes were wide, pupils slightly dilated. 

			“Would you really care if I were here?” 

			My voice goes up a full octave,”What?” 

			“I— listen,” she nods.”My parents thought it would be a good idea to have Peter over for dinner.” 

			“My Peter?” 

			“Well, is he yours?” she tilts her head. 

			I roll my eyes.”You know what I mean, Alice!” 

			“Yes, then, your Peter,” she jests. 

			I let out a sigh, refusing to look at her. She leans in and shakes my hands,”Hey— please, please, please don’t be mad, okay? It wasn’t my idea, I swear.” 

			“I— well, no— I get it,” I say. 

			Her eyes brighten.”Really? Then it’s okay?” 

			I shake my head.”I said it’s okay, I didn’t say I was okay.” 

			“Why, what’s wrong? I mean, we can do this another time, right?” 

			“I just— well, I invited someone.” 

			“Whoa, wait.” Alice purses her lips to the side. 

			“He asked if I was familiar with the store.” 

			“He— Eyota?!” Alice nearly screams. I flinch. 

			“Alice,” I whisper, hoping Eyota is close enough to hear. 

			“Oh, man! I feel awful now. I can cancel, I should cancel, right?” she asks. 

			I bite my lip,”I— no.” I grab her hands and give them a gentle shake.”You don’t need to do that. I’m a big girl, I can handle this.”

			We stand there staring at each other for a few seconds longer. I can see it in her eyes because I’ve seen it in mine. That same weary excitement when you realize that there is someone you like out there in the world. It wasn’t until this moment that I realized Alice wasn’t being nice to my brother. No— she likes him. Really likes him. 

			I just don’t know how it ended up being Peter who stole her heart. 

			“You’re sure? I don’t want you to be mad.” 

			“I’m not mad,” I lie, well, it isn’t a lie, really. I’m disappointed. Using Alice as a shield was something I was relying on. Now I’ll be left here to handle this situation on my own. 

			“No?” she asks with a sheepish grin. 

			I stiffen,”No.” 

			She squeals, leaning in and giving me a hug that knocks the wind out of me.”I swear I’ll make it up to you. I promise!”

			“Yes, you will— by going to this dumb dinner party with me.” 

			Her head tilts with curiosity.”Mina invited you?”

			“The invitation came yesterday,” I bite my lip,”and I guess my mom wants us all to go, but it said we can have a plus one.” 

			She shakes out the nerves.”I think that will be nice.” 

			I can tell by her tone that she’s just as wary about going to see that house as I am. 

			“I’m just going for the library.” 

			She nods.”Of course, yes. I’m sure it’s amazing.”

			“Because I love books, and so do you.” 

			Alice grins.”Yes.” 

			“Stop,” I press. 

			Her eyes spark with mischief.”What?”

			My eyes widen from embarrassment.”It’s not like that.”

			“Like what?” she asks. 

			I lower my voice,”Whatever you think it’s like.” 

			“You like him.” 

			“Do not,” I protest. 

			She scans the road.”You’re out here in the rain waiting on him.” 

			“So.” 

			“So?” She shakes her head.”You hate the rain— anything cold and wet.” 

			I want to argue, but I know she’s right.”Well, I was just being nice. He’s new and has no friends.” 

			“He carried you to class.” 

			I can feel the heat spreading through me.”I know what he did.” 

			She half-laughs. I don’t, so she stops. Her eyebrow cocks.”I promise I’m not making fun.” 

			“Sure,” I huff. 

			She steps in closer to me.”I’m not at all, I just think it’s—” she pauses. 

			“It’s what? Stupid? Trust me, I’m understanding how dumb this whole thin—” 

			She cuts me off,”No— cute. I’ve never seen you this way before.” 

			“I— he also, well—” I stumble over my words, but I’m dying to tell her. 

			“What?” she asks. 

			I lean in.”He showed up last night.” 

			“What?!” her voice echoes down the street. 

			“Oh, my God, Alice. Please be quiet.” 

			“Okay, listen. I want to know everything right now, and I’m also a little mad at you for going all day without telling me this!” 

			I let out a sigh.”I’m sorry. I was just so— I don’t know, shocked, I guess.” 

			“So, what did your mom say?” 

			I look away from her and she bumps me from the side. 

			“Luna— tell me.” 

			I take a breath.”She doesn’t know.” 

			“Wait— how does your mom not know that he came to your house?”

			“Because he didn’t knock on the door.” 

			She shakes her head.”I’m dying— explain.” 

			“He— well, I had a nightmare and rolled out of bed, and then when I stood up, I saw him outside my window.” 

			She’s suddenly paler than usual, which is hard for her.”Um, what?”

			“He was sitting on my windowsill and I had to let him inside.” 

			She drops to a whisper,”He was in your room?” 

			I nod.”But it was like five minutes, tops.” 

			“Holy shit.” 

			“Alice.” 

			“Sorry, but again— holy shit.” 

			I laugh because she never curses. 

			“So, why was he— I mean, how— I’m just shocked.” 

			I feel her hand slip into mine. I miss that. She used to hold my hand so often it seemed normal. I look down as her grip tightens. 

			“He wanted to apologize for carrying me to the classroom.” 

			She blinks through it.”And climbing up the side of your house and showing up on your windowsill was necessary? Does he not know how to use the front door?” 

			“He’s European.”

			“Um— yeah, but I don’t think that’s something they all do.” 

			“No— I guess not,” I admit. 

			“Okay— so you let him in, and then what?” 

			I shrug my shoulder.”Then he said he was sorry, and that was about it before he jumped out the window and landed on the ground.” 

			“I— what the heck is he? Superhuman?” 

			I chuckle through her assumption.”No— just a good climber.” 

			“Okay, well, first of all, try not to make it a habit of letting strange boys in your bedroom at night, and secondly, I can stay.”

			“No!” I try to calm down,”No, Alice. Go have dinner with your family and let them meet my brother. I know it’s important to you.” 

			“I just—” 

			I interrupt her,”I promise I’m fine. Nothing’s going to happen.” 

			She bites her lip and scans the street.”Are you sure?” 

			“I’m more than sure— go.”

			She leans in to give me a long hug. I didn’t know how much I needed it until now. 

			“I love you,” she whispers next to my ear. I close my eyes and hold on to her. Something about this moment has a finality to it that unsettles me. It almost feels like something is changing. Like this is the end of things as we know it. 

			Or maybe I’m just being emotional when I shouldn’t. 

			She stands up and offers a wave before rushing down the sidewalk. I’m left here tugging at the sleeve of my thin jacket. 

			I should go, right? 

			I can always say my parents told me I had to stay home. I could make up a thousand reasons to not be here and yet I’m stuck in place, on these steps, fidgeting with my jacket and rubbing my lips together, enjoying the fresh smell of strawberries. 

			I shake my head. He isn’t here yet. 

			Just go, Luna. This is your chance to go home and read a book. Go there and read about romances bigger than anything you could ever have. Fall for boys in those pages. The safe ones. The ones who don’t make you fidget with things and make stupid decisions. Go there now. Leave. 

			I take one step when I hear his voice. It’s like a song. I control my grin before I turn to look at him. I’m happy he came when I shouldn’t be. 

			“Luna Navarri,” he says. 

			I clear my throat.”Eyota Vega.” 

			“I’m happy you didn’t run away.” 

			I tilt my head, but he couldn’t know I considered it. He must be joking. But it seems a reasonable guess. 

			“I’m happy you came.”

			“Are you?” he asks. 

			My chin lifts.”Of course.”

			His eyes run the length of me. I’m beginning to really regret my choices when I got dressed. I’m just glad I removed the scrunchy and zipped up my jacket. He’s changed, too. He doesn’t seem so formal now. He’s wearing jeans, black boots laced at the ankle, and a white t-shirt under his half-unzipped black jacket. As usual, his skin is flawless and his lips appear moist like he moisturizes them, but I doubt he does. Eyota is just one of those people who walks around naturally pretty. It’s frustrating. Even his hair, lightly tousled, reminds me of the boys on the covers of those magazines. Perfect— dreamy. Unobtainable. 

			And yet he’s here to be with me. 

			Me. 

			I feel very plain and somewhat unworthy. Why someone as beautiful as he is would be interested in spending time with me is confusing. There are much prettier girls at Port Royal High. 

			I’m a bookworm who keeps to myself and often eats lunch with their brother and the two friends that I have. I’m not that girl. The girl who would win someone over like Eyota Vega. Not even close. 

			My self-doubt is making me feel smaller and smaller with each passing moment until he speaks up again. 

			“You look really pretty tonight— but you always do.” 

			His words sink into my bones. I want to keep each one as a souvenir— treasuring it while knowing I’ll be leaving Port Royal and may never see him again once we graduate. 

			I clear my throat.”Why did you come here so close to graduation?” 

			“My sister. She wasn’t doing well in the private school and wanted to leave Romania. But she won’t be enrolled this year. She’ll go next year, if Mina thinks she’s ready. Otherwise, she’ll be homeschooled.” 

			“But don’t you miss your friends?” 

			He pauses in thought.”Well, to be honest, it’s hard to tell who is a true friend when you come from a family like ours. Most people can’t look past the money.” 

			It makes me sad for him. 

			“Well, I don’t care about that.” I lift my hand and swipe it.”At all.” 

			He nods then stares up at the bookstore.”I know.” It’s two stories high. The first floor is all new releases. The second is all classics. I’ve been here a dozen times, but it feels like the first. The yellowing candlelight shines on his face. He looks softer now. Less threatening. Less dangerous. It brings back that feeling of vulnerability that I must secretly crave. 

			“Where’s your friend?” he asks while glancing behind me. 

			“Alice won’t be coming tonight. Something came up— with her parents. A dinner thing.” 

			“A boy?” he asks. 

			“No—” my voice cracks.”Not a boy. Just a family thing,” I lie. 

			“Well, shall we?” he asks. 

			I stare at him longer than I should then give in to the fact that this is happening. I could’ve run, but I didn’t. I had one chance and didn’t take it. I hope I don’t regret this. 

			I nod, accepting whatever comes next while the butterflies swirl around in the pit of my stomach. 

			I hate it. Or do I? 
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			He steps up and opens the door, waiting for me to enter. He’s so different than any other boy here in Port Royal. Not that James isn’t sweet because he is, but Eyota just seems older— wiser. I want to know everything about him and am still too scared to ask all the questions that I have. Liking him has been unexpected, and it hurts. Like being with him is stealing something away from me. But what could that be? Nothing can be stolen unless I allow it. 

			“Luna,” he says. 

			I blink out of thought. I care what he thinks of me. It’s unnerving. I’ve spent my entire life purposely not caring about things like that. But with him— I don’t know. I want him to like me, to find me interesting. He’s traveled the world, unlike me. I could learn so much from him if I’d just stop sabotaging myself. 

			I nod, passing by him, smelling his sweet scent. I take a breath. My heart pounds in my ears. The ringing starts. I shake it off as the woman behind the counter waves hello. 

			“Miss Navarri! How are you doing?” she asks. 

			Mrs. Shilling has owned this bookstore for years. Her husband gave it to her as a wedding present to keep her busy while he had affairs. She made it successful to spite him. I always thought that was the best revenge story I’d ever heard. 

			“Good,” I offer a wave. Eyota steps up next to me and her expression changes as if she’s seen a ghost. Her eyes lock onto him. Her lips part, but nothing comes out. I feel compelled to introduce him. 

			“Mrs. Shilling, this is Eyota Vega.” I glance over at him.”He’s just arrived in Port Royal. He lived overseas, in Romania— went to school there, but now he’s going to Port Royal High to finish his senior year.” 

			I think I’ve given a worthy enough explanation as to who he is and why he’s here, but Mrs. Shilling still hasn’t said a word. I’m worried about her. Is she having a heart attack? A stroke? Should I call someone? My heart rate speeds up. I can feel it throbbing at my temples. 

			He’s staring at her, too. Neither one says a word and the seconds feel longer than they should as they pass between the three of us. 

			“Mrs. Shilling?” I ask with the tilt of my head. Two more seconds and I’m calling an ambulance. I’m not kidding.”Are you okay?” 

			Then Eyota leaves my side, steps up to the counter, and leans in, placing his hand on the hardwood. I can’t hear what he says to her, but her expression eases. I’m curious. 

			She’s suddenly full of color and back to her old self again. 

			“Yes, hello! I hope you’re enjoying Port Royal. That’s a good high school, excellent teachers. We have the brightest students in this town. It gives me hope for the future.” 

			He glances at me and back to her.”I am, and I agree.” 

			“Good— good, well, I just got in a new shipment of books. Straight back on the left.” 

			I nod to her as Eyota allows me to go first. I catch her craning her neck to watch us until we slip around the back corner and out of sight. 

			“She’s acting weird,” I say while running my hand along the new releases. 

			“In what way?” he asks. 

			I stop to look over at him.”Like she recognized you, but that can’t be true.” 

			He laughs, but quickly gets it under control.”Well, she didn’t. How could she?” 

			“I don’t know— maybe you look like your dad?” I say without giving it much thought. Some kids inherit so much of their parents’ looks that someone as old as Mrs. Shilling might mistake him for someone else. 

			He reaches in and takes a book off the shelf, ignoring my observation. 

			“Don’t you think that’s true?” I press. 

			“What?” he asks while cracking the book open and staring at a page like he’s reading it. 

			“That kids can look like their parents?”

			He closes the book and sets it back on the shelf.”Sure, I guess.” 

			The closer I get to him, the calmer I feel. I thought it would be the opposite in a small space like this one, where barely two people can walk down the aisle at once. 

			I pick up a book, open it, and stare at the page. My eyes wander, but I’m not paying attention to what it is. I’m fully focused on being with him in this moment. 

			He chuckles. 

			“What?” I ask. 

			He reaches in and turns the book over for me because I’m holding it upside down. 

			Great. Perfect! 

			“It will probably be easier to read this way.” He speaks in a gentle tone, almost a whisper. Again, I feel more at ease like sleep could come, but I’m wide awake. It’s a strange feeling. I don’t know how he’s suppressing my panic, but he is. Maybe I’m in shock. I guess I won’t know until I feel it hit me. 

			“I was going to flip it over myself,” I lie. 

			He controls his smirk, but the sarcasm shines through.”I’m sure you were.” 

			He passes me by and discovers the spiraled staircase leading to the second floor. He grips the handrail and glances back at me, then climbs. I have no choice but to follow him, even though my nerves force the muscles in my stomach to tighten once he’s far enough away from me. It makes me want to be closer to him like a drug. I love the feeling. It’s so addictive. 

			My hand glides along the smooth railing. Mr. Shilling did a lot of beautiful work on this place. He was a carpenter by trade. But we all know this was a distraction. Maybe even an apology for his true nature. Some men just can’t be loyal, no matter how hard they try. I feel fortunate to have parents who love each other. 

			I pause and stare at the exquisite pattern carved into the wood. A million little roses with vines. I don’t see any thorns. 

			Maybe he did love her. 

			I sure hope so. 

			Regardless, she has this place to keep her happy. 

			I peek before taking the last couple of steps. He’s already staring out the oval window that overlooks Main Street. He’s so still it’s hard to tell if he’s breathing. I notice a slight rise in his shoulders. There’s a breath. Then another. But they’re perfectly timed. 

			I need to stop imagining things. But there are questions weighing heavily on my heart. 

			The aged ship in the harbor. 

			The storm that seemed to come along with it. 

			Mina playing in the fountain with my parents. 

			The way he carried me up the stairs like I weighed nothing at all. 

			His chilled touch. 

			The umbrella to shield him from sunlight. 

			How he climbed my house, sat on my windowsill, and asked to be let in. 

			I rub the side of my arm, trying to control my breathing, but nothing about his arrival has been normal. None of it. 

			“Do you like it here?” I ask; my voice cracks. I hate that it did. I clear my throat at the side of my hand, straightening my shoulders. It makes me feel bigger, even though I feel so much smaller when I’m around him. 

			He turns with a calm expression.”I guess so.” 

			I nod, it’s the first time he’s seemed like one of us— a teenager. 

			“I mean, it must’ve been a long trip on the ship coming across the ocean. I can’t imagine.” 

			He eyes the chair and sits down, so I take a seat in the chair across from him. I try to relax, but it’s hard. 

			“It wasn’t so bad. I like the ocean. I slept most of the way, anyway. The rocking puts me to sleep.”

			I cross my legs, then uncross them. I can’t seem to get comfortable, so I move forward and place my hands on my knees. He watches me, saying nothing, but I assume he knows I’m fidgeting. 

			“I don’t like the water— I mean, being out there. It scares me.” 

			“Oh?” He studies my expression.”Why?” 

			“I don’t like not being able to see through the water. Anything could be under me and it just— I don’t know, it freaks me out, I guess.” 

			“So, you like to be in control of everything?” 

			I nod.”Yeah, I guess I do.” 

			“Well, it was a long trip. It took thirteen days, it would’ve been quicker, but we were fighting a storm, as you know.” 

			“Oh, I noticed. It was like you brought it with you.” I nervously laugh, then tap my knees. 

			“You don’t like storms?” he asks. 

			I look out the window as a few rain droplets hit the glass.”No, I like the sunlight.”

			“Funny,” he says without explaining. 

			“Why is that funny?” I ask. 

			“Well, you’re named after the moon, but you love the opposite.” 

			I look down.”Yeah, I guess I do. I never realized how much I liked it until these storms came and gobbled up the light.” 

			“But you love books?” 

			I adjust in the chair. 

			He elaborates,”You have them stacked up in your room. I saw them last night.”

			“Yes!” I try to settle down.”I mean— yes, I do love my books and the stacks are organized, just in case you wondered. It may seem chaotic, but dystopians are in one stack while young adult is in another, and romance— well, it was the smallest stack because I rarely read it.”

			“I noticed you had Dracula on your bed.” 

			“What?” I feel flush. 

			“The book,” he clarifies. 

			I nearly die.”I— well, I had it in my hand in the library— at school, when the bell went off because of the storm, you know, the one you brought with you.” 

			He grins. 

			I’m rambling, but can’t stop now.”I help in the library. I won that spot in English with a pop quiz. The job, I mean.” 

			“So, do you like it?” he asks. 

			“Of course! I love books and it’s an honor to help.” 

			His eyes remain locked on mine.”No— Dracula.” 

			“Oh— I, well, it’s interesting, I guess. Most girls are all obsessed with it right now because they think he’s sexy or something.” 

			“Do you think so?” 

			I rub at the nape of my neck. His eyes follow my hand. 

			“I’m not that far into it.”

			“Johnathan should’ve stayed home,” he claims. 

			“I agree— but he seems curious.” 

			“Curiosity can be a dangerous thing, Luna.” 

			I swallow hard. He’s right, but hearing him say it is a little unsettling. 

			We both turn when a voice interrupts us,”Would you like some hot chocolate? I just made some.” 

			I stand, Eyota mimics me. Mrs. Shilling exits the top of the stairs with a tray and two cups. I can immediately smell the sweet scent of cocoa before she reaches me. I grin, taking one cup and sniffing at it before she offers the other one to Eyota. He takes it, but doesn’t seem as excited as I am. Again, Mrs. Shilling lingers while staring at him, but she abandons it while turning back to face me. 

			“I hope you enjoy it. I melt my own chocolate.” 

			I take a sip, wagging my eyebrows. She’s visibly pleased. I glance at Eyota, so he does the same. 

			“Thank you,” he has the best manners. 

			She stares at him and he tilts his head.”I feel like there’s something you want to say to me.”

			“No— no. It’s just, many years ago, there was a boy who came to the store and you look so much like him. But I know it wasn’t you.” 

			He smiles.”Of course not. But you seem to have liked him.”

			“Oh, I did. He was very sweet. You know, he showed up right before my husband went missing. I know some people in town think it was me, but it wasn’t.” 

			I’m shocked to hear her talking about it. The rumors have been floating around town for years. Mr. Shilling had taken a boat out on the sea and never returned. But that isn’t anything new for a town that sits next to the ocean. 

			“I’m sorry that happened,” he offers. 

			 She sighs.”Thank you. But you look so much like him. Same eyes—”

			“This drink is amazing. You melt your own chocolates?”

			She nods after he interrupts her.”Yes, well— can I answer any questions? Help you find a book?” 

			“We’re fine,” Eyota pauses, looking in my direction,”Right?” he asks. 

			I nod, turning my attention back on Mrs. Shilling.”Yes, and thank you. This is so delicious. It’s one of my favorite drinks.” 

			She lingers, staring at me like she wants to say something, but doesn’t. Finally, she turns and leaves us alone again. 

			I take another sip and moan at the edge of my cup. Eyota watches me. 

			I set it down on the table next to my chair and grin.”I think this is my new favorite drink of all time.” 

			“I believe you.” 

			“Funny how she thought you looked like someone she met a long time ago, huh?” 

			He picks up his cup, but instead of drinking it, he just holds it in his hand like a prop. 

			“Well, she is older— not to be rude.” 

			“I guess so,” I speak under my breath. 

			“Maybe it’s déjà vu,” he says. 

			“Did your dad ever come here?” 

			He pauses, staring into the cup.”Yes, a long time ago. Well— long to me, anyway. 

			“But don’t you really want to ask me something else?” 

			“Why did you climb up to my window?” I say before I can stop myself. It almost seems forced in some odd way— like he willed it out of me. 

			He twists the cup in his hand, staring into it like he may be able to read the future.”I shouldn’t have done that. I apologize. I’m sure I scared you, and it was intrusive.”

			“I— well, I wasn’t offended, but it was strange.” I rub the side of my neck. 

			He watches my hand and then sets his cup aside, prompting me to grab mine and take another drink. I hate confrontations. 

			“Strange?” he asks. 

			My eyebrow cocks.”Well— you climbed the side of my house and sat on my windowsill like a bird.” 

			He purses his lips.”I admit that was a little dramatic.” 

			I laugh, but quickly regain control with a nod.”Yeah, just a little; and there’s the whole carrying me to my class.”

			“What about it?” 

			“You picked me up.” 

			“It was the easiest way to make sure you wouldn’t be late.” 

			I part my lips. His view of the world is so different from mine. 

			“I get that— and again— thank you, but I could’ve run up the steps if you had just let me.” 

			“Oh,” he says while fingering at the cup.”I guess so.” 

			I lean forward.”I’m not mad.” 

			“No?” he asks while locking those bright eyes on me. 

			“No, but,” I look down into my hot chocolate as it swirls.”Please don’t pick me up again. I can walk.” 

			He nods while rubbing his chin and then letting the back of his fingers brush across his lips. My heart flutters. I don’t mean for it to, but his nostrils flare again. I both hate and love how he seems to respond to my emotions. I’ve never known anyone like him. 

			“And what about visiting you?” he asks. 

			“What about it?” 

			“Can I?” 

			I clear my throat.”Well, I’d like it if you knock on the door.” 

			Again he grins. I’m amusing him. 

			“You mean the front door?” he parrots me. 

			“I don’t even know how you climbed the house without getting hurt and yes, the front door like normal people,” I say with a laugh. 

			He lifts the cup and smells it, deciding to take a drink. He sets it aside and my weird thoughts about vampires and other ridiculous things sort of fade away. Vampires don’t drink anything but blood. They get sick when consuming human food. Not that this should even be something to think about. Of course, Eyota Vega is human. He’s just an odd human, which makes sense. He’s been away from home since he was born, raised by an eccentric nanny, and now he’s being tossed back here, not knowing how anyone does anything. I feel pity for him. I wonder what his sister’s like. She may be even odder than he is. 

			“I’ve been climbing since I was old enough to walk. Mountains, cliffs. You name it, we climbed it. It’s a passion of my family’s and my father insisted I know how to do it.” 

			“Of course,” I say, hating how silly I was. 

			“And I guess, to be honest, I was showing off, but it completely backfired on me and now you think I’m some weirdo.” 

			The line between my brows deepens.”Showing off?” 

			“Yes.” He leans forward in the chair.”I wanted to impress you.” 

			“Me?” I ask, pointing at myself. 

			“Yes, you.”

			“Why?” 

			He stands up and reaches his hand out toward me. I stare at it for a moment and then decide to take it. My palm slides against his. Cool to the touch. He wraps his fingers around my hand and I stand up in front of him. 

			“I think you know why, don’t you, Luna?” 

			I swallow the nervousness as he lingers close to me. I finally look up to meet his gaze. 

			“Don’t you?” he whispers. 

			“Do you need tutoring?” I ask. 

			He chuckles.”No, I appreciate the offer, but I’ve never struggled academically.”

			“Then I don’t—” 

			His hand cups my jaw and his thumb moves across my cheek. His touch clears out any thoughts I have, including my name, the year, everything. I’d be shocked if I could construct a proper sentence at this time. 

			He leans in. I partially pucker. I assume he’s going to kiss me, but he stops while staring deeply into my eyes. 

			Then he plucks a spider from my shirt and lets it sit in the palm of his hand. 

			I stare at it in wonder. Normally, I’d be frightened, but I’m not this time. He steps to the window and lets it crawl off of him, saying something under his breath in his native language. 

			He turns back to stare at me.”We should go.” 

			Part of me wants to scream and the other part of me wants to rush into his arms and kiss him. I know I won’t, but it annoys me. I’m so tempted. 

			“I— should we? Yeah, we should.” I nod through the confusion. 

			I turn and see the books on the shelf, grabbing one and clutching it to my chest. It’s a history book and now an effective shield between us. My assumption that he was going to kiss me has me blushing brighter than a rose. 

			He eyes it and then offers to carry it for me. 

			“No— I got it,” I say, moving past him and hitting the stairs with more speed than intended. I nearly trip and he’s there to stop me from falling. The book slips from my hand and he grabs it, too. His reflexes are incredible. I have to attribute them to climbing cliff walls. He slips in between me and the banister, brushing his chest against mine. 

			“You must be more careful.” 

			I nod, even though I’ve never been this clumsy in my life. I feel like the world tilts every time I get too far away from him. He stabilizes my whole world without even trying. 

			I carefully navigate the steps until I’m back on the first floor. He follows close behind. I approach the counter and realize I don’t have the book. He steps up and wags it, placing some money on the counter. Mrs. Shilling collects the bill and punches the keys on her dated cash register. The drawer snaps open with a slight ring. It matches the one rising in my ears. I can’t tell why it keeps happening, but I have to blame the weather. Maybe I’m allergic to rain. 

			“I can pay,” I say, eyeing her, then him. 

			“My treat,” he says.”You wouldn’t let me buy the dress.” 

			“I— how did you know?” I ask, wondering how he knows I paid for it myself. 

			“But it looks incredible on you.” 

			I nearly blush.”Thank you— but you don’t have to do things like this.” 

			“I know, but I enjoy it. I want to see you happy.” 

			Mrs. Shilling tries to hand him change, but he refuses it, moving toward the door and placing his hand on the doorknob. I stare at her for a moment longer.”Thank you for the hot chocolate.” 

			“Thank you for the tip,” she says as Eyota opens the door and holds it with his shoulder, waiting for me to join him. 

			I exit the bookstore, listening to the familiar ringing of the bell as the door closes behind me. I descend the steps and decide to confront him, turning around just as he holds the book out to me, but after he’s read the cover. 

			“The history of Romania.” 

			I nod, taking the book out of his hand. 

			“I’m interested.” 

			“I’ll answer any questions you have.” 

			“I don’t want to bore you.” 

			“I’d never get bored with you, Luna Navarri.” 

			I shift my weight from one tennis shoe to the other. No one uses my full name, but his use sounds like a song to my ears. It’s so formal but not at the same time. Making it feel more intimate than it probably is. 

			“I can walk you home,” he offers. 

			“I don’t live that far from here.” 

			“I know.” 

			Of course he does. He’s already been inside my house. 

			“You have a longer way to go,” I say as he looks me over.”And I promise I won’t trip and kill myself on the way home.” 

			His brow furrows.”I would hope not.” 

			I try to search my mind for more topics, but he’s got my thoughts spinning. 

			I hear a car’s engine and look up to see the limousine has come to collect him. 

			He doesn’t bother to look. I know he’s aware of it. I bet this is something he’s had his entire life. Cars to take him where he wants to go. A nanny to raise him, a staff to serve him. All things I don’t know about and which have made him somewhat ill-equipped to deal with people in the real world. My family may have money, but not that type of money. It doesn’t interfere with my ability to feel normal in the world. 

			“I’ll say goodnight to you, Luna.” He nods, then approaches the car. A man opens the door for him. 

			Eyota slips inside and the man closes the door and returns to the driver’s seat. The car pulls off into the mist and light fog. I step out into the street until it fades away like it was never here at all. I tap the book and shake my head, turning on one foot and making my way home. I pause for one moment just as I see the full moon rising through the tree line. It’s larger than I’ve ever seen it before. My body tenses and I speed up, pushing weird thoughts of vampires and other creatures of the night out of my mind. 

			My mother would laugh. 
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			I return home to elevated voices coming from the kitchen. I set my bag aside and place the book inside it. My mom would wonder why I wanted it when she could’ve probably told me all about Romania. But I don’t want to ask her some of the questions that I have. I can’t. 

			“No!” 

			I enter the room right as Peter is rushing past me. He slams into my shoulder and doesn’t apologize. My dad runs after him as my mom rubs her forehead, then drops her hand in defeat. 

			“What’s going on?” I ask, rubbing my shoulder. He ran into me pretty hard. I know he didn’t mean to do it, so I’m not mad. Peter isn’t like that, but he’s clearly upset about something. 

			“Your brother was interrogated by Alice’s dad.” 

			I narrow my eyes.”Interrogated?” 

			“Yes, about his intentions with Alice.” 

			I nearly laugh, but she doesn’t join me, so I stop. I don’t want to upset her any more than she already is. 

			“Can you believe that? The nerve. Like Peter is someone who isn’t worthy.” 

			“I thought he was just having dinner,” I ask while glancing behind me. 

			“Well, he was ambushed, not just by her father, but her mother, too. They trapped him and made him feel terrible.” 

			I hear knocking on the front door and decide to answer it, knowing that Dad is busy trying to calm Peter down and Mom isn’t in the mood. I open the door to a tearful face. Alice is fidgeting with her hands and totally distraught. 

			“Alice,” I say as she rushes in and hugs me. I can tell she’s crying and I feel terrible for her. I shut the door with my foot. 

			She straightens up and glances past me.”Is he here?” she asks while wiping her cheek with the sleeve of her jacket. 

			“He’s upstairs with my dad.” 

			“Oh, Luna, I feel awful,” she admits.”They were so mean to him. Asking him about his grades— where he wants to go to college, what he wants to do with his life, and how he thinks he could take care of me! Like I can’t do things on my own. Like he asked me to marry him, or ever would, after all of that!” 

			“Marry? Alice— Peter is seventeen. He doesn’t even remember where his socks are half the time.” 

			“I just— I don’t know. You should’ve seen his face. He was so upset. He had no idea what he should say, and this is all my fault. I should’ve known better. They did this on purpose to try to ruin everything.” 

			“Ruin what, Alice?” 

			“Everything!” she half-yells. 

			“Alice, I’m absolutely positive that Peter won’t blame you, but I wouldn’t count on him ever coming over to the house for dinner ag—” 

			“We’ve been seeing each other for a while, Luna. For almost a year now.”

			“Wait, what?” I’m shocked at her admission. 

			“Yes— Peter and I— well, Luna. I love him.” 

			I part my lips.”Alice, I don’t know what I’m supposed to say.” 

			“I know it was wrong to hide it from you, but I was so scared that you’d be mad and I love you so much! I didn’t want to upset you or, worse yet, lose you, and when he told me how you reacted when he asked what you thought about asking me out— well, I was sure you’d hate me.” 

			I take her hand and lead her down the hallway and out into the atrium, where we can have some privacy. Plus, it’s the warmest place in the house. 

			“I don’t understand,” I admit. 

			She takes a slow breath and tucks her hands into her sides. I’ve never seen her this way. Alice has always been completely put together— unshakable. It’s upsetting. 

			She steps closer to me,”They caught us, together, in my room.”

			“What?!” 

			She shushes me. 

			“Alice!” I say through the shock of it all. 

			She nods.”I know.” 

			“Have you— with, I mean, are the two of you?” 

			She bites her lip. 

			“Alice, seriously?” I ask. 

			“I can’t talk to you about that.” 

			“I just— I’m shocked.”

			“I’m sorry,” she says while touching my arm. 

			“I’m not mad— I’m just, well, I feel awful that you didn’t think you could talk to me about this. I mean, you felt like you had to hide it, and that’s my fault.”

			“Luna, it’s just that he’s your brother.” 

			I shake my head.”I know who he is.”

			“And he’s so sweet— you wouldn’t know that, but he treats me like a queen.” 

			I narrow my eyes.”He better.” 

			“He does, I promise. He’s been nothing but the best to me.” 

			I blow out my cheeks.”You and Peter?” I ask, making sure this is real. 

			“Yes— me and Peter.” 

			“Wow— you kiss him and everything?” I grimace. 

			“A lot.” 

			“Yuck.” 

			She grins.”It isn’t— he’s a really good—”

			I hold up my hand.”Don’t— please? I don’t want to know.” 

			“Okay, fine, not that it matters much because he probably won’t ever talk to me again.”

			I take her hand, proving I’m not mad and I’ll support her no matter what.”Listen, I doubt that. I’ve seen how he looks at you. If anything, he’s scared you won’t talk to him.”

			“You think?” 

			“I know, Alice.” 

			“Thank you,” she whispers while hugging me tight. 

			“There is nothing that would ever make me stop loving you, Alice. I need for you to know that, okay? You’re my best friend, but don’t tell Polly.” 

			She nods on my shoulder after sniffling. She finally smiles. 

			“Hey, so what happened tonight after I left you at Shillings?” she asks. 

			I step back.”I— nothing much.” 

			The grin tugs at the corner of her full lip.”Now who’s hiding something?” 

			I snort.”Alice. I bought a book— well, technically, Eyota Vega bought it, but anyway.” 

			“You let him pay for it?” 

			I shrug my shoulder and she steps closer to me, taking my hand.”I know how it feels.”

			“It was just a book, Alice.” 

			“Right,” she says. 

		

	
		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			27

			I enter my room and let my shoulders rest against the door. I stare out the window while clutching the book to my chest. My head spins with thoughts of Alice and Peter hiding the fact that they’ve been together for almost a year. 

			I feel terrible that she didn’t feel like she could tell me, and even worse for picking on Peter like I had. Now I know why he got so upset every single time I teased him, making me feel even worse. I never thought that Peter would hide something this big from me, but he also knows how much I love Alice. His fears were probably the same as hers. Which tells me he also loves me. 

			I let out a sigh, looking at the book in my hand. 

			I’ve been so focused on leaving Port Royal that I had missed everything that was going on right in front of me. I had wasted an entire year planning my escape while the people I love the most hid their happiness from me. 

			I glance at the map on my wall and then close my eyes. I still want to travel the world— I still long to meet new people and learn new things. But, now I feel as if I need to make up for lost time. I want Alice to confide in me— and Peter, too. I love them both so much. Suddenly, leaving doesn’t seem so important. Not as much as it had the moment before Alice told me the truth. 

			And then there’s Eyota Vega. I don’t think he plans on leaving Port Royal either, not that I should worry about it. 

			I push off the hardwood and make my way over to the bed, dropping on the mattress and lying back, allowing the history book to slide from my hand and lay next to me on the bed. Do I really want to know the history of Romania, or do I want to know his history? Am I desperate to dig up his customs and know where he’s from? Do I think that this will give me an advantage the next time our eyes meet? 

			Nothing I do will make this better. Nothing short of walking away and I don’t think that I can because I simply don’t want to. He’s trapped me without trying. 

			I turn on the radio and listen to a slow song fill the surrounding air. It’s Madonna. I’ve heard the song before, but the lyrics never meant as much to me as they do now. She’s talking about her heart— and how it no longer belongs to her. I can relate. I don’t feel like I’m in charge of anything. I glance up at the map and study the pins. I have so many plans. Big dreams. That’s my real exit plan. Or I thought it was. I wanted more, but I know one thing could make me give it all up. 

			One person. 

			One boy. 

			Eyota could stop me from packing my bags and jumping on a train. He could, if I let him. 

			I run my hand over the cover of the book and decide to read it. 

			I flip through the pages, running my fingers across the random pictures, and then I find it. 

			Bran Castle. 

			I read the paragraph underneath it. 

			Bran Castle is often associated with the fictional vampire, Count Dracula. The Romanian castle resembles Castle Dracula, as described in Bram Stoker’s novel Dracula (1897), in that both stand on rocky precipices and command spectacular views. But Stoker, an Irish writer, is not known to have ever visited Transylvania. Moreover, Vlad the Impaler (Vlad III Dracula), the historical personage most closely identified with Stoker’s Dracula, never ruled Bran Castle, although some sources claim that he was held prisoner there for two months. Vlad, grandson of Mircea the Old, was a 15th-century voivode of Walachia. 

			I pause, biting my lip. Vlad the Impaler owned Bran Castle, and the Vega Estate is referred to as the Junior Estate of Bran? So, Eyota Vega is related to Vlad? I mean, he must be, but what a history. 

			I eye the copy of Dracula on my side table and sigh. My eyes are heavy and I hope to get some sleep after not getting much the night before thanks to a certain someone climbing up my wall. I stare out the window and can hear the rain. It just won’t stop. It hasn’t since he arrived on that strange ship in the harbor. 

			I roll onto my side, trying to forget about Castle Bran and Dracula— even the boy with the bright eyes, pale skin, and full lips. But when sleep comes, so do the dreams…

			“I may get sick,” I mutter as I lean over the railing. The ship has been rocking back and forth as the sea churns from the storms off in the distance. This trip was planned by my mother, but it’s more of an escape from Europe as the oppressive nature of the church continues to spread. 

			My mother, being a practicing herbalist in our village, has been growing increasingly nervous. She’s sent me ahead of her to the new land, entrusting me with my companion. A woman who has been with me since birth. Shala Vaream. 

			“Oh, Miss. Let me help you.” She speaks softly, which is her nature. Shala has always been a second mother to me. I’m so grateful that she agreed to come along with me, but we’re the only family she has and she’s paid well. 

			My mother has a substantial dowery, but chooses to live a bit more subdued than most carrying the title of Lady. My father died when I was too young to remember, in a hunting accident. My mother refused any suitor after choosing to work with herbs and healing others. Her inability to save my father when he was returned to us must haunt her, spurring her on to continue her work. 

			I place my lace-gloved hand on my forehead and decide to discard it once the scratchy material exasperates my condition. 

			“Perhaps we should go below?” Shala asks while I straighten my shoulders. I regard this as a weakness, and I can’t afford to be this way once we reach the port. 

			“I’m better now,” I lie. 

			She tilts her head, the line between her brows deepening with worry. 

			I place my hand on her arm and offer a gentle smile. I offer something to calm her. 

			Suddenly, the ship lurches, and Shala falls against the deck, slipping away from me. I reach out while calling her name, but again the ship tilts, this time in the opposite direction. The storm has boiled the seas beneath us. My eyes widen as a huge wave rushes toward me. My mouth sits agape. I raise my hand to shield myself from the fury of Poseidon’s rage just as a shadowy figure steps in, wrapping a strong arm around my waist and drawing me in so close I can feel every hard edge of his being. 

			A ringing overtakes me. Humming in my ears. My breath falters. My lungs burn. I can see a million sparkling lights dancing around me. My body slowly twists and turns, floating free— hovering, but I feel no fear. 

			No. 

			I feel whole. Free. Released from the shackles of mortality. 

			I cough once, then again— blinking through the misery. My vision is blurred. I fight to focus on his chiseled jaw and pale skin, hinting at nobility and privilege. He’s hooded, his face shadowed, but I can see the color of his eyes. Sea blue. 

			I cough again as the water rises in the back of my throat. 

			I feel a hard tug at my bodice and it rips, tight laces and all. I take a full breath, filling my lungs with sweet, salty air. I’m so grateful to be alive. 

			His eyes are set wild— fearful. The man seems deeply concerned for my wellbeing, but I’m not shaken, although I’ve seemed to swallow half the sea. 

			Cool air slips across the top of my breasts, and the memory of ripping fabric consumes me. I attempt to cover up, but he isn’t looking at my half-exposed body— no, his eyes are firmly locked on mine. Ever attentive. My vision returns to me. 

			“My lord?” I mutter. 

			“Return to me,” he whispers. 

			I look down and try to draw the bodice together. He removes his coat and covers my shoulders as I sit up on the shoreline. He helps me up to my feet and I sway, so he steadies me, scooping me up and holding me against his chest. I’d insist that he let me stand, but I don’t know if my legs would carry my weight. Clearly, I need to rest after something so traumatic. 

			“My lady!” 

			I spot Shala coming toward us. She’s soaked to the bone, lips nearly blue, yet her concern lands on me. The handsome stranger sets me down as I feel the earth beneath my feet. 

			“Shala!” I say, reaching out as she takes my hand. We hold each other and I turn to introduce her to my unsuspecting savior, but no one is there. 

			“My lady?” she says as I turn to face her. 

			“I meant to introduce you to the gentleman who saved me.” 

			Her eyes narrow. 

			“What?” I ask. 

			“My lady, you were alone.” 

			I gasp, staring out at the sea. 

			I wake as the book drops to the floor with a thud. I rub my eyes and try to forget about the boy who saved me in my dream. I’d never seen him before, but his was a face I could never forget. 

			I roll over and stare out the window. 

			More rain. 

			Will it ever end? 
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			I dip my spoon into the oatmeal and toy with a rogue walnut. Normally, I love eating oatmeal when the weather changes— even though it shouldn’t be this time of the year. 

			I blink through the memory of the ship, my companion, and my bodice ripping as a hand gently taps my chest, forcing water from my lungs. 

			I’m curious who the boy was. I’d never seen him before. 

			“Luna!” 

			I flinch when Peter kicks the table leg. 

			“What?” 

			“The dance.” 

			I don’t want to think about it. 

			That dance. 

			Yes. 

			The one I agreed to go to with James Jenny. 

			“Yes— you’re so weird, Luna,” Peter says with a laugh. 

			“I’m sorry. I havn’t been sleeping that great.” 

			Mom steps up and pinches my chin, making me look at her.”You have dark circles under your eyes. Are you feeling okay?” 

			I nod, even though I don’t.”Yeah— it’s just insomnia.” 

			I turn to face Peter, who’s taking a huge bite of his toast with jam.”What about the dance?” 

			“I think we should rent a car.” 

			“Oh— like a limousine?” I ask. 

			“Yeah, then we can all go together, if you want.” 

			I nod.”Yeah— that’s cool.” 

			He grins. I’m glad he’s feeling better than he was last night. In true Peter fashion, he’s bouncing back. I tried to tell Alice this would happen, but this is how he is. Nothing seems to stick. I won’t lie and say I’m not jealous of his ability to find the positive side of everything. Maybe believing in monsters isn’t such a bad thing after all. 

			“I mean, if you’re still going with James.” 

			Confusion wrinkles my brow.”I— of course I am. Why?” 

			He shrugs a shoulder.”I thought maybe you’d be going with that Vega kid.” 

			I shake my head, unable to form words. There’s my brother. That’s what I’m used to dealing with. He’s a turd. Pushing my buttons. I glance over at Mom who isn’t close enough to hear Peter because at least he’s sort of whispering. 

			“I don’t know why you’d say that,” I hiss while dipping my spoon into the oatmeal and collecting a huge chunk of it. 

			“The date. Alice told me.” 

			My eyes widen. I kick at his chair leg, but he smirks. 

			“Peter.” I speak through gritted teeth and raised eyebrows. Mom joins us at the table. I should’ve offered a bribe. Maybe that would’ve stopped him from doing this. But he seems hellbent on ruining me. 

			“Well, you went to Shilling’s with him— alone.” 

			Dammit. Peter! Seriously?! Gah!

			Mom tilts her head. She’s alerted now. Great! Just great! 

			“Him who?” she asks. 

			Peter nearly laughs. I wanted him to be better, but not his old self on steroids. 

			“Eyota Vega,” he blurts out over me as I’m saying,”NO ONE!”

			“Luna, is this true?” Mom asks. 

			I’m trapped. 

			“I should’ve told you, but Alice was originally going to be there and then her parents ambushed Peter about marriage because they’re having sex.” 

			“Sex, what?!” Mom exclaims. 

			Nothing I’m saying is making things any better, so Dad steps in. He raises a hand.”Okay— let’s calm down.” 

			Mom shoots daggers at him and he snaps his mouth shut. 

			“Or maybe not,” he mutters. 

			“Okay, so let me understand this. You,” she points at Peter,”are having sex,” she glares at me,”and you went on a date with a boy without telling us?” 

			“It wasn’t a date,” I interject. 

			She places a hand on her hip.”So, what do you call it?”

			“Hanging out,” I say with pride, hoping she’ll buy it.”And I will add there was no sex at all.” 

			She glares at Peter and grabs the edge of his shirt as he tries to rise. She jerks him back into his seat and he remains silent. I don’t know why he thought I wouldn’t bite back. 

			“Alone, with a boy,” she says. 

			“Not exactly, Mrs. Shilling was there.” 

			“The whole time?” she asks. 

			“Most of it.” 

			“Luna.” 

			“Mom, I think what Peter is doing is a little more serious than me shopping for books, don’t you think? I mean, is it because I’m a girl?” 

			The room falls silent. 

			“Luna.” 

			“No, Mom, I’d like to know. And for the record, I didn’t plan on being alone at the bookstore with him at all. Alice was supposed to be there, but she showed up and told me about this dinner thing with her parents and Mr Sexy McSexpants over here.” I thumb at Peter, who is paler than pale at this point. 

			He really should’ve thought this through, but he probably didn’t know that Alice told me the truth. 

			“Well, I should probably—” my dad says while trying to leave the room. Mom snaps her fingers, and he stops dead. 

			“Since when do we do things without discussing them? Did I miss something? Did the family have a meeting without me?” she asks.”You,” she points at Peter,”need to go have a discussion with your father right this minute.” 

			Both my dad and Peter sit frozen. 

			“Now,” she demands and they both scramble to their feet and leave the room. 

			Mom turns her attention to me. 

			“I honestly didn’t know that Alice was going to ditch, Mom. Otherwise, I would’ve asked before hanging out with him, but nothing happened. We just talked and then he bought me a book.” 

			“Luna, you have to be careful with strangers. What have I told you?” 

			“To stab first, ask questions later.” 

			She hides a smirk.”Well, yes. I said that, but I also said that boys can be dangerous. You have to protect yourself. What if he had bad intentions? Mrs. Shilling is an old woman, she wouldn’t be able to help you.” 

			“I know, Mama. But I promise, Eyota was nothing but nice to me. In fact, he stopped me from falling down the stairs. I would’ve been really hurt if he hadn’t saved me.”

			“Mmm,” she hums. 

			“And he bought me a book.” 

			“A book?” 

			“Yes, a history book.” I hoped the fact that it’s academic would sway her. She seems to relax a little bit while glancing at the doorway. 

			“And Alice is amazing.” 

			She sighs.”I know Alice is amazing. I love her like my own. That’s what worries me.” 

			“Why?” 

			“Because she’s like you and I don’t want her to get hurt.” 

			“You think Peter will hurt her?” 

			She taps the table with an open hand and swipes it across the smooth surface.”Peter is easily distracted. I know we never mention the fact that he was adopted, but his father was— well, promiscuous. This is how we got him. His mother was young and Peter’s father refused to take responsibility.” 

			“Mama, Peter isn’t like that at all.” 

			She rubs her cheek with worry.”I suppose it’s unfair to assume he’ll be like him.” 

			“So, you knew his dad.” 

			She nods.”But it’s best he never knows who it was. His birth mother begged me. You know she was only sixteen when she had him— the same age Peter is now.” 

			I narrow my eyes.”I know Alice and she’s being careful.” 

			“They all say that, and the next thing you know, there are babies.” 

			“I know Alice, and that isn’t going to happen.” 

			She stares off and then changes gears.”So, tell me about this boy.” 

			“He’s nice.” 

			“Luna.”

			“Okay.” I take a breath. I know she wants to know everything, but she can’t know it all. 

			“Well, Eyota came home with his sister on that ship in the harbor.” 

			She nods.”This I know.” 

			“And then I ran into him at the clothing store when I was trying on the dress. I thought it was Polly and Alice, so I opened the fitting room door and it was him. He smiled, and I slammed the door shut in his face.”

			“Odd of you to do.” 

			“I don’t know why I did that.” 

			She hides a grin.”Go on.” 

			“Then I came out, and he was gone, or so I thought, and in the middle of everything, he told me he liked the dress on me, and then tried to pay for it without asking me. But I didn’t let him. I paid for it myself, Mama.” 

			She nods.”Which makes me happy. It’s not like we can’t afford it.”

			“Right.” I glance at her.”So, then he came into my class and said hello, then I bumped into him in the hallway and he stopped me from falling, in fact, he’s stopped me from falling twice. Once at school and again at Shillings, on that spiral staircase like I said.”

			“When did you get so clumsy?” 

			“I’m not sure,” I say. 

			She folds her arms and I nod.”Well, Alice asked me to go the bookstore. You know how much she loves it there, and, of course, I said yes, but right at the last minute, she told me that her parents wanted to have dinner with her and Peter and she begged me to not be mad and I was going to leave— I was, but he showed up and I felt bad so we went inside.”

			She tilts her head.”And?” 

			I part my lips, thinking about how he looked at me and made me feel. I can’t tell her that!

			“And we shopped for books, talked a little bit about Port Royal, and that’s it. I picked out a book, he paid for it, and then he was picked up in a black limousine, but he offered to walk me home, but I said no.” 

			She narrows her eyes.”That’s all?”

			“That’s it, I promise.” 

			I immediately feel slightly nauseous because I’ve lied to her. I left out the best parts. The dreams— him coming into my room, how he carried me to class. But she’d die and take me with her. 

			“Mmm. So, do you like this boy?”

			The question leaves me spinning. Do I?”I— well, I guess. He seems nice.” 

			“Nice?” she asks. 

			“Yes— he is nice. He opened the door for me at the bookstore.” 

			“That was good of him.”

			“Yes, it was.”

			“Okay, well, we’ll be having dinner with his family, so we can speak to him then.”

			My eyes widen.”About what?”

			“About his intentions, Luna.”

			I shake my head and hold up my hands in protest.”There’s no intention. We just hung out in a bookstore.” 

			“Which would be considered a date, no?” she asks. 

			I purse my lips.”No— I don’t think so, was it?”

			She half-grins”Yes. It is.” 

			I grumble. 

			“What?”

			“I didn’t know,” I admit. 

			I stand up and walk to the window, staring out at the forest. 

			She approaches me with a gentle smile then cups my cheek.”Luna, you are so sweet. I just want to make sure he’s worthy of you.” 

			“Mom, you don’t have to ask him anything. Things aren’t like that at all. Like I said, Alice was supposed to be there, and I only invited him because I felt bad for him. He doesn’t have any friends here at all. I’m sure that sucks.” 

			“So, he isn’t special to you?”

			“I— well. He’s nice, and sort of cute.” 

			“Does he make your heart beat faster or give you butterflies?”

			I laugh. My nervous grin shines through.”I— no, what? He’s just a boy.”

			She studies my expression. 

			“Mom— no. I just wanted to be nice, is all,” I try to convince her, and maybe myself, too. 

			“So, I don’t need to ask him about his intentions?”

			I shake my head.”I really wish you wouldn’t. Please? I’ll die,” I beg. 

			She bites her lip and adds a brief nod.”Well, I don’t want that to happen.” 

			It’s reassuring. I know she loves me, but honestly, she should be more worried about Peter and Alice. 
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			I tap the side of my coffee while waiting on the sidewalk. I grabbed one before school, which is something I usually don’t do. Coffee is nice, but it makes me hyper— more so than I like, but The Red Rose Emporium has the best coffee in the world. 

			It’s owned by the Westbrook family, and their daughter, Star, has always been nice to me. She doesn’t talk much, which isn’t always a bad thing. She also loves books and is never disrespectful when she comes into the school library. I think about the fact that her mother has also added some witchy things to the coffee shop like crystals, incense, and herbs. Maybe that’s why Star is so quiet all the time. Her mom must believe in that type of stuff. 

			I glance behind me and see Star talking to her mom. She smiles, it lights up her pretty face. She adjusts the backpack on her shoulder, and her mom hands her a small bag. Star shakes her head then glances over at me. She quickly shoves it in her backpack and exits the coffee shop, barely pausing as the door closes behind her. I part my lips, wanting to say hi but she hurries down the sidewalk toward school. I should get going, too, but something about what just happened between her and her mom piques my interest. I re-enter the coffee shop and spot her mother behind the counter. She’s lighting a candle. The sweet scent of vanilla and cedarwood wafts over me. 

			“Yes?” she asks with a slight accent. Her mother is from Romania like the Vegas, but she’s obviously been in America much longer than Eyota has. Her accent is much more subdued. 

			“I—” I look behind me, out the large window, and then decide to ask her about some of the things that she carries. 

			“Do you have anything that can help someone sleep better?” I half-whisper like someone will judge me. The bell goes off behind me and I look down at the countertop, regretting that I asked, but Star’s mother is also kind, and she moves in closer, so only I can hear her. 

			“Insomnia or dreams?” she asks while studying my expression. 

			“Dreams,” my voice cracks. I straighten my shoulders as giggles rise. Two girls have approached the counter looking for coffee. 

			“One moment,” she says while taking a step toward the cash register that sits tall on the counter. It’s dated— maybe vintage, but it only adds to the atmosphere of this place. I never paid as much attention to the details in here until today. I decide to look at the herbs that she has packed in thin glass jars with black labels. 

			I read the labels. Rosemary, sage, basil. I think about my mom’s bread. She loves to use rosemary. It has a distinct smell and blended with the yeast always makes my stomach growl. I don’t know if there’s anything as tasty as fresh baked bread and melted butter. I press my hand against my stomach and try to contain the impromptu growl. I should’ve eaten my oatmeal, but the conversation with my mom was way more important. 

			“Did he ask you?” 

			I turn, clearly confused.”I’m sorry?” 

			The girl with a high and tight ponytail tilts her head. It slips from one side to the other. The dim light glides along the strands of her thick chocolate brown hair. Her eyes match with hints of amber flecks. I remember her. She’s a cheerleader. Funny, I don’t pay much attention to the hierarchy of the school. Honestly, I don’t have to since I am the daughter of one of the founders of the town. It gives me a pass for most things. I guess I should be grateful. Kids can be cruel. 

			“The vampire boy,” she adds with a mischievous glint in her eye. Her friend bumps her from the side, muttering something under her breath. 

			I laugh, probably louder than I should.”What vampire boy?” I ask. 

			She leans in closer to me. 

			“Eyota Vega,” the girl says with a ridiculous accent mimicking Dracula. 

			The lights flicker and both of the girls flinch. I don’t. I’d love to say that I scare easily but I don’t. It makes watching scary movies kind of a bummer. 

			They both look up at the lights just as Star taps the counter with an open hand, forcing a yelp from the two of them, but giggling follows. They know they’ve spooked themselves. I hide a grin, but Star winks at me. 

			“Three fifty,” she says,”for both.” 

			The girl who asked me the odd question digs into her little hot pink coin purse and produces the exact amount, placing it in Star’s hand. They retrieve their coffees and direct their attention back on me. I thought maybe I’d luck out and they’d simply leave, but no such luck. 

			“I know he carried you up the steps. Did you ask him to do that?” 

			 I clear my throat and lie,”I dared him— he was annoying me.” 

			She purses her lips.”Mmm. Not what I heard.” 

			“Well, I didn’t think he’d do it,” I add, trying to sound convincing. 

			“And then you went on a date, right?” her friend asks before taking a sip of her drink. 

			I shake my head.”We were supposed to meet with friends and they canceled. So, we ended up there alone, but it wasn’t a planned thing.” I add a shrug, hoping they buy it. I doubt they will. They seem to be obsessed with collecting information. 

			“Hmmm,” her friend hums while twirling the end of her ponytail, wrapping it tight around her index finger. 

			I hate the way they’re both looking at me. 

			“But he’s nice and totally normal. I promise he isn’t whatever you said.” 

			“A vampire,” the chocolate-haired girl is quick to remind me. 

			“Yes, that. He isn’t,” I say with confidence. 

			They lean in and I narrow my eyes.”What are you doing?”

			“Looking for a bite mark,” says the shorter of the two. 

			“No one bit me,” I snort. 

			“And the sun isn’t bothering you at all?” the brown-haired girl asks. 

			“Are you serious?” I say while glancing over at Star. She seems amused. I’m not. 

			“Well, haven’t you read Dracula?” the shorter girl asks me before taking another sip of her drink, but her doe-like eyes remain locked on me. 

			I part my lips, then decide to be honest.”No— but I have it at home.” 

			“He showed up on a ship with a storm.” 

			“And?” I ask. 

			“That’s how Dracula came here.” 

			I laugh.”Dracula is a fictional character.” 

			“But what if it isn’t fiction— what if it’s an actual diary?” she asks. 

			I shake my head.”Do you really believe that vampires are real?” 

			A loud crack of thunder rattles the windows. I grimace. They grab each other, then laugh again. I can tell this is the most exciting thing that’s ever happened to them. 

			“See?! Port Royal hasn’t been the same since he arrived,” the taller of the two insists. 

			“It’s a storm. We do live by the ocean.” 

			Her friend pipes in,”Yeah, but you have to admit that it’s never been like this. It’s like he stole the sunlight.” 

			I chirp with laughter. How ridiculous. No one can steal the sunlight. Is she serious? Is this what everyone at school is talking about now? I can’t believe it. Are they that bored? 

			It’s just one more reason to leave this town after graduation. 

			“Girls, won’t you be late?” Star’s mother asks while tapping the face of her watch with her french-tipped nail. They both give me one last look before running to the door and exiting the coffee shop, leaving me alone with Star’s mother. 

			I turn to face her, not knowing what to say. She saves me the trouble. 

			“Teenagers are strange creatures— no offense.” 

			I nod, there’s no denying it. I’m also strange, just not as much as girls in this town who clearly think that Eyota Vega is a vampire. I’d laugh if it wasn’t so ridiculous. 

			“No offense taken.” 

			“Mmm, well. Here.” She hands me a small bag and I stare at it in the palm of my hand, she juts her chin.”It’s valerian root to make a tea. Brew it about an hour before bed. It will help you relax and get some good sleep. I’ve given you enough for a week, each packet has a bit less in it. It can be addictive, so you’ll be weened off of it. If it works, and you continue to have nightmares, just come back and we’ll try something new. Perhaps passionflower, or chamomile. It depends on the severity of your insomnia.” 

			I close my fingers around the bag and grin.”Thank you so much. I— could we maybe keep this between us?” I ask, feeling bad for saying it, but knowing my mom would flip out if she knew I was getting something from this place other than coffee. 

			“Of course, I know Natasha well.” 

			I clear my throat.”She’s just not about this type of stuff.” 

			“You mean anything to do with witchcraft?”

			I let that settle between us. Something about the word stirs my soul. My heart speeds up. 

			“Do you not believe?” she asks. 

			“I— well, it isn’t that I don’t believe in natural remedies for things, obviously.” I wiggle the bag.”But I don’t believe in magic.” 

			“Ahh,” she says while leaning against the back counter and folding her arms. 

			“I mean— do you?” I ask. 

			She grins.”It’s not a matter of believing. You either can or cannot.” 

			My brows draw closer together.”Can or cannot? You mean casting spells?” 

			She takes a slow breath.”You should run along to school before you’re late.” 

			I nod, tucking the bag into my backpack. I’m grateful she gave it to me, but I’m curious about her now. 

			“I’m Camalashe, but you can call me Ash,” she says. 

			I nod.”I’m Luna— Luna Navarri.” 

			“I know— one of the heirs.” 

			“Heir?” I tilt my head. 

			“That’s what you are called because you’re a descendent of the founders.” 

			“Oh, okay. I’ve just never had anyone say it like that.”

			“Yes, well, so are Eyota and his sister— and your brother, of course, but some may dispute that, since he’s not of the blood.” 

			I take a sip of my coffee. She knows a lot about me and my family. It makes me wonder why Mom’s never mentioned her before. 

			“Yes— well. I should—” I point behind me.”I don’t want to be late to school and thank you so much for the valerian root! I’ll try it tonight.” 

			“Good, don’t forget to come back once the week has ended.” 

			I nod.”I will.” 

			She smiles as I exit the coffee shop and step out into a muted world. I stare up at the sky. The gray clouds are churning once again. I let out a sigh. I can’t argue with those cheerleaders. Port Royal has changed. 

			“Luna Navarri?” 

			I look down the sidewalk to see a girl approaching me. Her long, red hair is gathered over her shoulder in a loose ponytail, bound with a single white ribbon. She’s wearing a long coat that’s brushing against her thighs. She’s small— my height, but petite. Probably ten pounds lighter. Her almond-shaped eyes, button nose, and full lips make her look like a doll with porcelain skin. I’ve never seen her before, but she knows my name. I glance behind me and don’t see Ash. She must be busy somewhere in the back of the shop. 

			I have no choice but to answer her. 

			“Yes?”

			“Hi, I’m Persephone Vega, Eyota’s sister,” she says. Her Romanian accent isn’t as thick as his, but it’s still there. She wraps her arm around mine and begins walking down the sidewalk with me before I have a chance to understand what’s happening. 

			“I just wanted to see the girl that my brother is talking about.” 

			“Wait.” I stop to face her.”He’s talking about me? Why?” 

			Her perfectly manicured eyebrow cocks. She’s as pretty, if not prettier, than he is. What a family. I can’t imagine sitting in that house and looking around to see a bunch of beautiful people. It’s ridiculous. 

			“Of course he has,” she coos. 

			“What did he say?” I regret my eagerness, but it’s too late. Her eyes brighten. 

			She threads her arm through mine and we’re walking again. I’ve never had anyone act so comfortable with someone they don’t know. But Persephone is at ease, strolling along with me like we’ve always been friends. In some ways it’s cool, but in other ways it’s unsettling. She’s a chameleon. 

			“Well, he said you were pretty and smart. I can see the first is true, I have yet to prove the second claim.” She laughs. I join in, only because I’m nervous. 

			“And,” she stops and faces me,”he never talks about anyone— ever, so I know this is something.” 

			“This?” I ask, completely confused. 

			“Yes, silly. He likes you.” She tilts her head.”Do you not like him?” 

			“I— well,” I tuck a chunk of my hair behind my ear and she reaches up and finishes for me. Her fingers brush my cheek. She’s just as cold as he is. But her touch sends an unsettling chill through me. Something about her makes me nervous. 

			I tremble and she leans into my ear.”I get it. He’s charming, but be careful. My brother is eccentric. He gets obsessed with things and then loses interest and moves on— very easily. Quick, in most cases. I’ve seen it before.” 

			Her warning upsets me. I think she just compared me to a thing, or maybe it’s just her way of talking. I can’t tell. She’s still smiling at me, studying my face— waiting for a reaction. I force myself to remain calm. I can’t get emotional. That would tell her more than I’m willing to admit. 

			“Well, he’s nice.” 

			“Nice?” she asks while stepping back and taking a hard look at me. 

			I shrug my shoulder,”Yeah— seems to be.” 

			Her attitude shifts.”My brother is amazing. He speaks four languages, has never had to study a single day in his life, and can recite passages from just about any book in the world. He excels at anything he wants to do.” 

			“Okay,” I say, not knowing how to respond to her sudden need to list off his accomplishments. 

			“He’s also handsome.” 

			“That’s awkward,” I mumble. 

			She leans in closer to me. Her expression is suddenly darker.”Awkward in what way?”

			“I don’t know, it’s just strange— you’re his sister,” I say, standing my ground. 

			She isn’t happy that I pointed that out, but I felt I had to. 

			“I have a brother and I’ve never told anyone he was amazing or handsome,” I add. 

			“Well, isn’t he lucky to have you?” Her sarcasm is razor-sharp. 

			I know I’ve ruined something between us without trying, but I can’t help it. Eyota is her brother, and I don’t understand why she’s trying to sell him to me. I already know he’s amazing, but I will never tell her, or anyone, that. 

			“My brother is—” I say, ready to explain to her how siblings normally treat each other. I have a million examples stored away, including having worms thrown on me to just this morning as he tossed me under the bus with my mom. That’s normal. She isn’t. 

			But Eyota isn’t exactly normal either. 

			“Luna?” 

			I turn and see Polly and Alice coming toward me. I turn back and Persephone is already a half a block away from me. She must walk faster than anyone else I know— besides her brother. Who is also fast at everything, too. 

			Such a strange family. 

			Alice reaches my side and juts her chin.”Who was that?” she asks. 

			“Persephone, Eyota’s sister,” I say while watching her round the corner. 

			“I love her hair color. It was so bright!” Polly says.”Do you think it’s natural?” 

			“I don’t know, we didn’t talk about her hair,” I mumble. 

			“What did she want?” Alice asks. 

			“Um— she wanted to say hi,” I say, not wanting to get into it. 

			“I heard she was sick,” Polly whispers. 

			I turn to face her.”Really?” 

			“Yeah, I guess she didn’t do so well on the ship. Probably motion sickness. That’s why she hasn’t been in school yet.”

			“Well, Eyota told me she’ll be starting next year.” I’m almost proud to offer some information no one knows. It makes me feel special that Eyota has confided in me. But Persephone didn’t look or act sick at all. She was more than fine. 

			I blink through the memory of leaning over the railing, nauseated from the rocking waves. I shake it off. It was a dream and nothing more. I just wish it didn’t seem so real. 

			“I can relate,” I say. 
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			I kick the ball away and my ankle pops. I hate gym. I don’t even know why it’s required. We could just as easily walk the track every single day and get more out of it than this. 

			The soccer ball comes at me again, only this time I’m deep in thought and it hits me square in the face. I yelp, grabbing my nose, and then feel something wet. I remove my hand and see the blood. The girl next to me grimaces. 

			“Oh, Luna. Come— come.” 

			Mr. Lewis wraps his arm around my shoulder and leads me to the exit. There he pauses, handing me a white cloth, placing it to my face. 

			“Hold it there and tilt your head back.” 

			“Okay,” I mumble through the fabric. I can taste the iron on my lips. 

			Alice comes running up to me.”Luna! I’m sorry.” 

			I narrow my eyes, the bleeding hasn’t stopped.”I’m good.” My voice sounds nasally. 

			“Please escort Ms. Navarri outside.” 

			“I can take her,” Alice insists.”I moved out of the way and she got hit by the ball.” 

			“No— I think James should do it since it was his fault,” Mr. Lewis insists. 

			I glance over to see James. Great. Sure, send us someplace alone, why don’t you?

			He touches my arm and then opens the door. I step out into the hallway with my head tilted, unable to see where I’m going. I’d protest, but I really need some ice and to sit down. 

			I see Alice leaning as the door closes.”Luna?” It closes, cutting her off. 

			“Are you okay?” he asks. 

			I nod.”Minus the whole ball to the face thing, sure, James. I’m doing awesome.” 

			He sighs.”Come on, let’s get you some ice.” 

			He leads me away from the gymnasium. I hang onto his arm, walking blindly, trusting him even though he’s the reason I’m in this predicament, and trying to keep my head as far back as I can. The one thing I do know is I can bleed. I excel at it almost as much as I excel at drowning. I had an iron deficiency when I was little. The doctor had my mom give me a million raisins, of which I still hate to this day. But I guess it worked. But the bleeding was something that never changed. You’d think I was dying from the simplest thing like a paper cut. I often wondered why my parents didn’t just dress me in bubble wrap when I was little. But I survived— minus this ball to the face, which may be my undoing. 

			We reach the door with the frosted glass. A red cross is painted on it. I try to remove the cloth and see that it’s completely stained with my blood. I sway on my feet. James instinctively holds me steady. I can tell he feels awful. 

			“I’m so sorry,” he says. 

			I try to shake my head, but I drip blood onto the floor.”Oh, no.” I try to catch a third drop and it hits the palm of my hand. Splattering. My vision blurs. I can’t pass out now. 

			I steady myself, refusing to go down.”I’m okay— I promise.” I take a deep breath, trying to fake my way through the lightheadedness. 

			“I didn’t see you there. Alice was in front of you and moved out of the way right as the ball crashed into your face. But I know she wouldn’t purposely let you get hit.” 

			Would she? I had tossed Peter under the bus and told my parents what she told me. I’m sure he had told her by now. But she didn’t say anything. I need to apologize to her. I have to apologize to both of them. 

			“Again, I didn’t mean to hit you.”

			“Are you sure?” I ask. 

			“Why would you say that?” 

			“Well, I know there are rumors about me and Eyota Vega.” 

			He purses his lips.”I didn’t hear anything.” 

			“Right.” I don’t believe him, but I’m impressed that he’s decided to lie to me. 

			“Well, maybe a little, I mean, it’s not like this is a big school, Luna.” 

			I narrow my eyes.”So, you were trying to murder me? I guess I don’t blame you.” 

			He bites his lip and makes me tilt my head back further. 

			“Well, that’s it. I’m not going to the dance with you,” I say while pressing the cloth against my nose. 

			“What?” he asks. 

			“You tried to end me.” 

			His eyes widen.”I’d never.” 

			“But you did,” I retort. 

			“You can’t believe that,” he whines. 

			“My nose thinks otherwise.”

			“Luna, I didn’t see you there. I promise I’d never hurt you. I feel awful.”

			I let him squirm longer than I should. It feels good to have this type of power. Even though it shouldn’t. 

			“Luna?” 

			I remove the cloth and his nose wrinkles as he stares at the center of my face. 

			“That bad, huh?” I ask. 

			“No— not at all.” He shakes his head. 

			I laugh, then wince. It’s starting to hurt. I worry that he might’ve broken it. 

			“Liar,” I hiss. 

			“Maybe a little— but I, well,” he rubs the side of his neck. 

			“James. I don’t think you’d ever hurt me on purpose. Not in a million years.” 

			“No?” he asks as his facial expression changes. He seems slightly relieved. 

			“No— but I’m still thinking I may cancel. I mean, if it’s broken, then I won’t be able to go.”

			He looks defeated, but doesn’t argue. 

			It’s now or never, Luna. Stick to your guns and cancel. Don’t go to the dance with him. You can return the dress and read a book. You don’t have to go. It’s not required to graduate from high school. Just do it. Now’s the time! You’re a senior. Soon you’ll be making plans to travel the world and, as much as James is eager to be with you, he won’t travel anywhere outside of Port Royal. He’s that guy. The find a girl and settle down right here type of guy. I don’t need that! I don’t want it! He could ruin everything!

			“Here.” He takes the cloth and gently presses it against my nose as he tilts my head back in his other hand. He’s so thoughtful about it. Gentle and attentive. I hate that I’ll never be able to give him what he wants. I won’t hold his hand or kiss him. I can’t. I don’t want that with him. 

			So, I do the only thing I can and take pity on him. 

			I chuckle.”I’m only kidding.” 

			I hate what I’ve done. It’s cruel. I keep giving him hope where there is none. 

			“Oh, whew! Okay.” 

			He seems relieved. I’m not. 

			“What have you done!?” 

			I tilt my head as I see Eyota barreling toward us. 

			“I kicked the ball and—” 

			Eyota knocks him out of the way and James nearly stumbles, but catches himself with one hand against the wall. 

			“I’m okay,” I manage to say, but it doesn’t seem to matter. 

			His wild eyes find James staring at the two of us in shock. 

			“I didn’t mean to hurt her.” 

			“But you did,” Eyota hisses. His sudden need to protect me is intoxicating. 

			He turns his attention on me,”You’re— bleeding.” He seems more unsettled than I am about the entire thing, but something about the way he rushed in to save me has my stomach doing flips. 

			He lowers to one knee and wipes the blood up with his extended finger. He turns away and I swear I hear a deep moan escape his lips, but I can’t be sure. My head is swimming. 

			Eyota turns to look at me. His eyes are dark— nearly black. His face like stone. He may even be slightly paler, which I didn’t think was possible. 

			“I think you should calm down,” I say,”I’m okay— I promise.” 

			“I am calm.” 

			“You don’t look like you are,” I say while trying to assure him. 

			He pauses, catching his reflection in the window. I stare at it too. It’s distorted like the glass is warped, but I know it isn’t. I narrow my eyes, trying to focus on him, but it doesn’t get any better. The ball has blurred my vision. That’s all. 

			Eyota approaches James, and I hold my breath. He may punch him square in the jaw. 

			“Luna—” James begins to say. 

			“I have her now,” Eyota says. 

			I find his choice of words very odd. He has me now. In some ways, I believe him. 

			He stands in James’ way so I can’t see what’s happening. I glance over at their reflections and I see Eyota lifting, then lowering his hand. James nods and moves past him like a zombie. I’m confused. He seems to have given in without a fight. 

			“James?” 

			He stops, then turns to me, but his eyes appear lifeless.”Yes?” 

			“Thank you for bringing me here.” 

			He nods, but it’s slow, then he walks away without saying another word. 

			My eyes lower to his hand. My blood appears to be gone. His fingers are now clean. He must’ve wiped it on his pants. I lower my hand so he can see my face. My lips are glistening with blood. I can taste the iron. I can’t say that I hate it, but I’d never admit that to anyone. They’d think I was weird. Maybe I am, but blood has never bothered me at all. I think I’m numb to it after all the times I bled as a child from the random skinned knee or bumped head. 

			Eyota moves closer to me as if he’s floated across the floor without taking a single step. His hand lifts and I see his fingers lingering near my mouth. I notice a slight tremor. 

			“Are you okay?” he whispers.”Please tell me you are.” 

			“Yes,” I whisper back to him while getting lost in his eyes. 

			“I could tell you were in danger.” 

			“You could tell?” I ask. 

			He leans in closer to me as I feel the wall against my back. I didn’t mean to move away from him, but his eyes are penetrating me— digging deep into my soul, nearly crushing me. The butterflies swirl in the pit of my stomach. Having him this close to me has my head spinning. 

			“How?” I ask, searching his mouth and eyes. 

			He places an open hand next to me against the wall, then the other. I’d say I was trapped, but I’m willingly allowing him to do it. He moves forward, his lips a couple of inches from mine. 

			“I could sense it.” 

			I swallow hard. 

			“I don’t understand.” I choke out the words. It makes little sense to me, and yet I’m not scared. Not one bit. He has me in the palm of his hand. 

			“It’s something I’ve always known. A sixth sense, but only for things I care about. For someone I care for.” 

			His words consume me. 

			His thumb moves across my bottom lip. He hisses through his teeth like he’s fighting the urge to do something he shouldn’t do. But I don’t know what that would be. Does he want to kiss me? My heart flutters and he looks down my neck like he senses it. But how? How could he? 

			He lifts his hand over my face and speaks, but I don’t understand the words. They’re foreign to my ears. He touches me and I feel something shift. My knees nearly buckle, but Eyota slips a hand under my elbow and refuses to let me fall. Suddenly, the pain is gone. I wiggle my nose and nothing. It’s like it never happened. 

			But how? How is this possible? 

			I reach up and gently touch my nose. He watches me without speaking. 

			“I don’t understand what you did to me,” I say. 

			“I adjusted it, that’s all. Mina had to do it to me once or twice.” 

			“You said something— I couldn’t understand, and your reflection— and James. Why did he look so different?” 

			“You’re dizzy, Luna. You should go inside. Let the nurse help you now.”

			I blink through it. My head is still spinning. I’m happy to have the wall to my back. His words soothe me like a lullaby. 

			The door opens and I turn my head. My hair brushes up against my cheek from a gust of wind. The school nurse finds me standing there with blood on my face, and spotted on my clothing. 

			“Oh, dear. Come inside.” 

			I turn to look down the hallway, but he’s gone. Eyota is nowhere to be seen. I’m tempted to pinch myself to see if I passed out, but I know I’m wide awake. 

			More so now than ever before in my life. 
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			“Follow the light,” she insists, moving the pen back and forth. 

			I have no trouble as the bright end of the pen moves slowly from one side to the other. I hear a click and the light is gone. The spots remain, but I blink through them. I give my eyes a rub, watching the sparks of light dissipate. 

			Sparks of light. I think to myself. I remember seeing them underwater in my dream, but that wasn’t real. No matter how real it felt. Besides, Eyota wasn’t there. He wasn’t even in the dream. The boy I saw through blurred vision had an unfamiliar voice. I wish I could piece it together, but I can’t. It would be so much easier if it had been him. 

			I wanted it to be him. 

			She spins on her stool, then returns with a clean rag. She cleans my face, wiping away the fresh blood. I don’t flinch, instead I keep thinking about Eyota Vega and everything that’s happened since he arrived in Port Royal. 

			All of it. 

			The ship. The storm.

			I think about Johnathan and Dracula. 

			And poor Mina. 

			About the address for the Vega House, and how it was named the Junior House of Bran. The way he moves, how he feels. His eyes and how they changed color. 

			And today— how he lifted his hand while muttering some words that echoed in my ears and then the pain was gone. All of it. 

			Just gone. Like magic. 

			I think about his sister and how she didn’t seem sick at all. In fact, she was angry about how I didn’t go on about her brother— which is just weird. 

			I think about Mrs. Shilling and how she acted like she had seen Eyota before. She even mentioned how much he looked like a boy who visited her store a long time ago. But that can’t be. It’s not possible. 

			And the sun— it’s gone. Like someone took it and packed it away. 

			I know I can’t tell anyone about this. No one at all. I’d sound crazy. None of it makes any sense to me, because it doesn’t. 

			He doesn’t. 

			We don’t. 

			“Luna?” 

			I blink again as the nurse is lowering the cloth. It’s stained with my blood, but I know I’m no longer bleeding. I don’t even feel any pain. It’s like it never happened at all, but it did. I got hit in the face with a soccer ball and I bled a lot. I felt it. I saw it. 

			“Luna?” she repeats my name. 

			“Yes?”

			“Do you want me to call your parents?” 

			I adjust on the table.”No! I mean, why?” I ask. 

			She lifts the cloth and stares at it.”You’ve lost a decent amount of blood.”

			“But I’m fine, trust me, I just bleed a lot whenever I get hurt,” I say because I am. I am.”See, I’m not even bleeding now. It was just a bloody nose, is all.” 

			“Are you sure?” she asks while leaning in. 

			“I am.” I reach up and wiggle it with the tip of my finger. I don’t wince, nothing. 

			She narrows her eyes.”It was just a nosebleed?” she asks. 

			“I got hit with the soccer ball, but it wasn’t as bad as it seemed. I promise.” 

			She grabs the clipboard and begins writing something down. I eye it until she lowers it into her lap and gives me a once-over. 

			“Still, it might be best if you go home for the day. Okay?” 

			I let out a sigh.”Really? Okay— fine. But can you not call my mom, please? She gets really upset when we get— I mean, about my nosebleeds. But I’ll tell her as soon as I get there. I just don’t want her getting all upset.” 

			I hope to convince her to leave it up to me to tell her. The truth is, we’ve had enough drama in the house to last us the rest of the year with Peter and Alice. I don’t want to add to it. 

			She pauses, but then gives me a timid nod.”Okay— but straight home and take it easy today, deal?” 

			I bite my lip. The taste of iron is gone now. Oddly, I miss it. 

			“Luna?” 

			I flinch.”Deal.” 

			I stand up, and she watches me. I’m sure she’s making sure I don’t sway on my feet, but I won’t. I feel good— better than good— I feel great like I’ve had an extra-large coffee and a good night’s sleep. 

			“Straight home.” She taps the clipboard with her pen. 

			“Absolutely— straight home,” I say, opening the door and exiting into the empty hallway. I half-expected to see James waiting for me, but he’s nowhere to be found. I guess I’m relieved. 

			I walk down the hallway, cutting to the right, and make my way back to my locker. I fidget with the lock, messing up the combination twice before I finally get it right. I rub my palm on the side of my jeans to absorb the sweat, then collect my things, pausing to see that a book has made its way into my locker. I pull it out and turn it over. It’s Dracula. But— how? I thought I left it at home. 

			I spot a bookmark, but I didn’t place it there. I lean against the cold metal, opening to an unfamiliar page as Johnathan Harker continues to write in his journal…

			When I found that I was a prisoner, a sort of wild feeling came over me. I rushed up and down the stairs, trying every door and peering out of every window I could find, but after a little while, the conviction of my helplessness overpowered all other feelings. When I look back after a few hours, I think I must have been mad for the time, for I behaved much as a rat does in a trap. When, however, the conviction had come to me that I was helpless, I sat down quietly, as quietly as I have ever done anything in my life, and began to think over what was best to be done. I am thinking still, and as yet have come to no definite conclusion. Of one thing only am I certain. That it is no use making my ideas known to the Count. He knows well that I am imprisoned, and as he has done it himself, and has doubtless his own motives for it, he would only deceive me if I trusted him fully with the facts. So far as I can see, my only plan will be to keep my knowledge and my fears to myself, and my eyes open. I am, I know, either being deceived like a baby, by my own fears, or else I am in desperate straits, and if the latter be so, I need, and shall need, all my brains to get through. 

			“Keep the knowledge of my fears to myself,” I whisper. 

			A stiff wind moves down the hallway, wrapping my legs and chilling me to the bone. I nearly laugh because all of this— the book, vampires, everything— it’s all ridiculous. I’m suffering from confirmation bias. I remember reading about it. It happens when you convince yourself that something is happening, but, in fact, it isn’t. You basically connect the dots to fit your narrative, and I’m afraid that’s exactly what I’ve done while reading this damn book. I should’ve avoided it, but I’m starting to understand why girls are falling prey to it. It’s intriguing— addictive. Like Eyota. 

			But he is not a vampire. 

			They don’t exist. 

			They simply don’t! 

			My dad and brother would argue otherwise, but I’m not like them. I’m like my mom, who is a reasonable, intelligent, strong woman. She raised me to be this way. To be levelheaded and not get caught up in some silly fantasy. 

			I can’t fail her or myself. I refuse to allow this to happen when I’m so close to leaving Port Royal. I will graduate soon. This is it. My last year at Port Royal High. I’ve worked hard to get here. Even harder to avoid any complications that would jeopardize my plans. I’m so close now. I can travel the world. I want to see everything— talk to new people, learn about their cultures. I want to fly high above the earth and then take a train through a mountain. I want to sweat too much and swat at flies while eating some strange fruit. I want to visit hidden sites and unearth treasures. 

			I want to be free. 

			I return home, preparing my story so that my mom doesn’t think I almost died in gym class, only to find a note on the table and food in the fridge. I turn it over in my hand a couple of times. 

			Gone to the harbor to prep the boat. Be back after dinner. Love Mom and Dad. 

			“Prep the boat?” I whisper as Peter comes in and snatches the note out of my hand. 

			“Prep the boat?” he asks while reading it. 

			“What are you doing home?” 

			“I asked to check on you.”

			“I’m fine.” 

			“I can see that,” he leans in,”but I’m not going back.” 

			I don’t blame him. 

			“You know, I think Alice moved out of the way on purpose so James could hit me with the ball.” 

			“And do you blame her?” he asks. 

			I let out a sigh.”No— I probably deserve worse.”

			He doesn’t respond. I wish he would. 

			I eye the note in his hand.”Did they say anything to you?” 

			He shakes his head while checking out the pan of fresh lasagna in the fridge. He rubs his hands together, then places a decent-sized chunk of it onto a microwavable plate. He shoves it in and presses the buttons while I stare him down. 

			“Peter?” 

			“Huh?” he asks while licking his thumb. 

			“Did you know they were planning on sailing?” 

			“No— but it’s not a big deal, Luna. We have a boat and live right by the ocean. It’s normal.”

			I bite the edge of my lip as my stomach growls. I guess he’s right, but something about it bothers me. 

			He leans against the counter as the microwave works on his meal.”Maybe they’re going to sell it.” I think he’s noticed I’m worried, so he’s trying to comfort me, even though I know he’s still mad about the whole him and Alice thing. It makes me feel even worse. 

			“Yeah— probably,” I say while walking to the fridge and grabbing the pan. My stomach won’t allow me to skip out on Mom’s lasagna. It’s amazing. 

			“Oh man, she made bread, too!” Peter exclaims while rushing to the table and uncovering another pan. The smell permeates the room. 

			“Get the butter,” I say, eyeing the loaf of goodness. 

			I let the worry slip away as I take a big bite and chew. 

			Perfection. 
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			It’s Friday the 13th. I turn over and slap my alarm. I accidentally knock it off the side table and groan. I stretch out my arms and yawn before reality settles in. I sit up straight. Tonight’s the night. We have the dinner party. I bite my lip and stare at my closet. I have no idea what I’m going to wear. The phone rings and no one answers it. I roll my eyes as I grab it, placing it to my ear. 

			“Hello?” 

			“Luna! I’m so glad I caught you. This is Mrs. Frost.” 

			I grin, because I know who it is.”Hi.” 

			“I wanted to share the good news! We’ve received a donation of new books! Annonymously, of course, but there’s too many for me to handle on my own, and I was wondering if it would be okay if you spend the day helping me restock the shelves in the library? I’ll get you a pass from all classes today.” 

			I nod,”Of course! I’d love that!” 

			I’m relieved to have an excuse to avoid everyone today—especially James. 

			“Excellent! I’ll see you soon!” she hangs up and I grin.

			“Hey— pancakes, blueberry,” Peter says as he swings from the top of my doorframe and lands like a surefooted ape halfway inside my room. 

			I scratch the side of my head. 

			“What’s the special occasion?” I ask. 

			“Dad grew them in the garden, and Mom doesn’t want them to go to waste, I guess.” 

			“Did they say why they were prepping the boat?” I ask. 

			He shrugs his shoulder. 

			Peter seems different. He acts like he doesn’t want to tell me anything now, and it sucks. 

			“Hey.” 

			He looks out my window while snatching up one of my old stuffed animals. He hugs it, reminding me he’s always been younger than I am. 

			“Peter.” 

			He finally glances over at me.”Yeah?” 

			“Sit down, please.” 

			“I’ll stand.” His statement nearly makes me laugh as he is holding the bear against his chest. I often forget that he’s sixteen, soon to be seventeen. 

			“Fine.” I push off the bed and slip my feet into my bunny slippers, then approach him with caution.”I shouldn’t have done that.” 

			“Done did what?” 

			I grin. His grammar amuses me. 

			“Told Mom about— you know.” 

			“Oh, about Alice? Yeah— not cool, Luna. Not cool at all.” 

			I let out a sigh and take his hand, leading him over to the bench. I sit down and he stands in defiance. I jerk him forward and he turns to avoid landing on me. But he still has the bear. I reach in and take it, fluffing its ears.”You always loved him.” 

			“I don’t remember.”

			“Well, you did. You always had him in your arms when you were sleepwalking.”

			He rolls his eyes.”See, how would I know that?” 

			I bite my lip.”I was wrong and I’m sorry.” 

			“Mmm.” 

			“Mmm, what, Peter?” 

			“I don’t know if I believe you,” he says. 

			I turn to face him.”Peter— I am sorry. I was trying to get the attention off of me and I did like we’ve always done, and I tossed you under the bus, but this time it was cruel, and I promised I’d never be cruel to you. Especially since…” I pause, I don’t need to remind him he’s adopted again.”So, I want you to know that I am truly sorry and I want to make it up to you.” 

			He studies my face. We’ve never had a conversation this serious before.”How?” 

			“By helping you snoop around at the dinner party.” 

			His eyes brighten.”Really? That would be cool.” 

			“Well, I know you think they’re vampires like everyone else does now.” 

			He smirks.”The ship didn’t help— or the storms, and he lurks.” 

			“Who lurks?”

			“Eyota.” He stands up and makes a weird face while staring at me. His mouth sits agape. 

			“Stop— stop, Peter— quit!” I take a swipe at him. 

			He laughs, I’m glad. 

			“The invitation said we could have plus ones, so I asked Alice to come.” 

			“You did?” 

			I nod.”Well, I love her— and you.” 

			He makes a terrible face and acts like he’s going to puke on my floor. 

			“Peter— stop!” 

			He runs out of my room as I stand up and realize that I’m still holding the bear. I look at him and grin.”Hey, Bela,” I say with a grin. 

			Peter named him after Bela Lugosi, and I never changed it. Besides, this bear got him through the worst of his sleepwalking, so letting my brother name him was the least I could do. 

			“Alice!” I call out to her when I see her standing by her locker. She doesn’t seem that excited to see me, so I approach with caution. Polly is leaning against the locker next to hers and stands up straight when I stop in front of them. I can tell they’ve been talking, and it makes me feel even worse. I’ve spent the entire day helping in the library as we restock the shelves, so I successfully avoided everyone. It’s one of the perks of being her assistant. 

			“I thought you stayed home today?” 

			I thumb behind me,”I was in the library, helping Mrs. Frost. We got in a bunch of new books!” I hope my excitement changes her mood, but it doesn’t seem to help much. 

			“Mmm,” She grumbles.

			“It was an anonymous donation,” I say, hoping to pique her interest. 

			“Great.” 

			“Can we talk?” I ask. 

			“About what?” 

			I glance over at the kids who seem to be listening in.”Please?” I ask. 

			She closes her locker and turns to face me with folded arms.”I guess.” 

			“Alone?” I add. 

			“Fine,” she says while walking away, forcing me to follow her. I reach her side, seeing that Polly has stayed behind. That makes me nervous. We always travel together— in a pack. It’s just how it is. She leads me to an empty locker room. She stands there staring at me unlike she’s ever done before. 

			“Alice— I just want you to know that I’m sorry.”

			“I trusted you,” she says, and it cuts right through me. 

			“I know, and what I did was unfair. It was mean and crappy and any other word you want to add to it, but I was desperate and trying my best to get my mom’s attention off of me so I tossed Peter under the bus with something you told me in confidence, and again, I’m so sorry.”

			She bites her lip.”I would’ve never done that to you.” 

			I take one step closer to her.”I know. I suck. I suck more than anything has ever sucked in the history of sucking.” 

			She tries not to grin.”How’s your nose?” 

			I reach up and wiggle it.”Fine.” 

			“I’m sorry I didn’t come over and check on you last night. I should’ve because I might’ve been angry enough to step out of the way when the ball was coming at us.”

			“Alice?!” 

			She laughs.”Well, I was angry, but that’s no excuse. It was awful.” 

			“It’s okay. I suck, remember?” 

			She moves in and hugs me, holding on tight around my neck. I close my eyes and appreciate the moment. 

			“I love you,” I whisper. 

			“You too, Mrs. Suckington.”

			I giggle while moving back and pushing my hair behind my ear. 

			“So, we have a dinner party to go to tonight.” 

			“Oh, yeah?” she asks. 

			“Yeah— at the Vega house.” 

			“Oh, wow.” 

			“Yep— and we get plus ones.” 

			She tilts her head and then it hits her,”Oh— are you still inviting me along?! I thought maybe you wouldn’t after the whole ball to the face thing.” 

			“I’m fine.” 

			“I’m so glad,” she admits. 

			“And Polly has to come, too.” 

			She claps her hands with excitement. Peter has changed her. Alice was definitely more serious before she admitted that they’d been together for so long. 

			“Oh, my God. What should I wear?” she asks. 

			I shrug my shoulder.”It’s casual.” 

			“Casual? Um, no. Have you seen that house?”

			I nod.”Everyone’s seen the outside of it.” 

			“No— we need to look cute. I’m coming over and we’re doing hair, make-up, nails— all of it.” 

			“Alice!” 

			She grabs my hands and drags me toward the door.”But we still need to talk about the whole sex thing with my brother— I mean, it’s Peter.” I grimace through the words. 

			She laughs right before opening the door.”Do you want details? Because I’ll tell you.” 

			I cover my ears and start singing to myself. Because no. No, I do not. 

			We step out into the hallway and I almost walk straight into James. 

			Alice rubs the side of her neck and then taps my hand.”Hey— I’ll see you at the house, okay?” 

			 I nod as she half-jogs down the hallway, making her blonde ponytail bob up and down. 

			I adjust my stance, wishing I had gone with her. 

			“Hows your nose doing?” he leans in to inspect it and I wrinkle my face. 

			“Good— totally fine,” I say. 

			“Can I walk you home?” he asks. 

			I shake my head.”I’m fine. Really, I am.” 

			“Please?” he asks. 

			I wait for him to say something about Eyota knocking him out of the way, but he’s acting like it never happened. Maybe he’s embarrassed. I guess I don’t blame him. 

			“Okay— yeah,” I give in. 

			We exit the school and see Eyota standing by that long, black limousine. I want to say something to him, but I can’t. Instead, I look down at my shoes as we stroll along the sidewalk. 

			“I know you’d never hurt me on purpose,” I say because I want James to know that I’m not mad. 

			“That never should’ve happened, Luna.” 

			I glance over at him. I think it’s time. I hate it, but I can’t string him along when I have no intention of ever being his girlfriend. 

			“James.” 

			“Yes?” 

			“I— well, I’ve been thinking.” 

			He perks up. I wish he wouldn’t. This conversation isn’t exactly a happy ending for him— or me, in some ways. Like I said before, James is sweet. He’s cute, smart, a real catch. Just not my kind of catch and I know it now more than I ever did before. 

			“About what, Luna?” 

			I stop and so does he. I face him, glancing over at Eyota, who is still staring at the two of us. I clear my throat, gathering my courage and preparing myself to do what I should have done before this. 

			I press my thumb into the center of my palm and press hard. It helps distract me. I don’t know why it’s been so difficult with him, but it has. Something has kept me from doing this— from being honest with him. But I can’t wait any longer. 

			My eyes lift. I know I look sorrowful because I feel it flowing through every fiber of my being. He’s standing here looking at me, so trusting like an obedient dog. I bite my lip. 

			“What is it?” he urges. 

			“I— well, I want to be honest with you.”

			“Oh,” he says with a slight slump in his posture. 

			I reach out and touch his arm. He seems to rebound. I shouldn’t have. It just creates hope where there is none. I retract my hand, breaking the connection. 

			“I don’t think we should go to the Spring Dance together.” 

			“Shit,” he mumbles,”I guess it’s true.”

			I’m surprised to hear him curse. He’s never said a single cuss word in our lives. 

			“What’s true?” 

			“About him,” he glances behind us just as Eyota is getting into the back of the limousine. 

			“Eyota?” I ask like I don’t know what he means. 

			“I— well, I just don’t get it, Luna.” He runs his hand through his hair, upsetting what is usually a very tailored look for him. A piece of his bangs fall into his eyes. He doesn’t bother to move them. 

			I grab his hand and his eyes widen.”Come with me,” I say, dragging him down the sidewalk, then through the iron gate into the Port Royal cemetery. The winding cobblestone path goes deep enough into it to hide away from prying eyes. 

			I let go of his hand and take a few steps forward when I reach a circular clearing. There are three mausoleums facing us now, one of which has my family name chiseled into the stone. 

			I fold my arms over my chest and stare at the concrete building. 

			James speaks up behind me,”I don’t like this place.” 

			I close my eyes then turn back to face him.”I just didn’t want to stand out there while I was talking to you.” 

			“So, you drag me into the cemetery?” 

			I want to laugh because it’s so morbid, but I can’t. He’s upset, and I don’t want to make it seem like I’m mocking him. 

			“I’ve always liked you.” I tilt my head. 

			He narrows his eyes.”I’ve always liked you, too, Luna. That’s why I asked you to the dance.” 

			I nod.”I know you have,” I glance down at the stone. It’s in a beautiful circular pattern.”But it’s different for you— than it is for me.” 

			He rubs the side of his neck.”So do you like me or not?” he asks. 

			It’s a fair question because I’m not making things any easier. 

			“I do— but it’s only as friends.” 

			He sighs, then walks over to the steps of one of the other buildings and sits down. His arms sit rigid on his knees as his hands dangle with no life. I hate that I’ve made him this way. I’m so tempted to apologize and lie, taking it all back like some cruel joke, but I can’t. That would only make things worse. 

			“I just don’t understand you, Luna.”

			I nod.”You’re not the only one.” 

			“I mean…” He looks up with glossy eyes. I nearly panic. If he cries, I will lose it.”What does he have that I don’t?”

			My brows touch.”What?” 

			He pushes himself up and walks toward me”Eyota Vega.” 

			I feel flush.”Eyota?! Why do you think— ?” I demand. 

			His face contorts.”Oh, come on, everyone is talking about it and I tried— I really did, I tried to ignore it. I didn’t say anything when you went to the bookstore with him or after he carried you to class— which is ridiculous by the way because who does that?— or even when I saw the way you looked at him.”

			“I don’t look at him any differently than—” 

			He cuts me off.”You love him, don’t you?” 

			My throat nearly closes up. I take a sharp breath, wanting to fill my lungs with as much air as possible. The fact that he thinks I love him is ridiculous!

			“I— what, are you serious, James?!” 

			He straightens his shoulders.”Well, you do, don’t you?” 

			I shake my head, he’s irritated me more than my brother ever has.”You know what? I guess I just can’t not like you that way— the way you like me— without falling for some boy I don’t even know, right? I can’t just not want to be with you, can I, James? No, it has to be something else, right?! Because I’m a girl, and girls are supposed to fall in love, get married, and buy a house right where they are! We’re supposed to surrender to it and never want anything more. We don’t have ambitions or dreams that don’t include boys and love and serving someone else’s needs, do we? No— because you can’t fathom the idea that I just don’t want to be stuck here, in this town, with you!”

			The words fall out of me like a tidal wave. They crash into him with a force that makes him flinch. He has no counterpoints, so he backs away and then breaks out into a run. I take one step forward and call out to him. 

			“James!” 

			But he’s gone and I’m left there feeling like the villain. 

			Because I just might be. 
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			“The other one!” Polly squeals, she points with way too much enthusiasm. 

			Alice holds up a black lace top and wiggles it in her hand. 

			“No— I am not wearing that!” I yell through an exasperated sigh. 

			“Pretty please?” Polly begs with her fingers wound together. She bounces on the edge of my bed. It reminds me of when we were little and had sleepovers. My house was always the place to be because of its size and my mom’s cooking. She always made homemade caramel popcorn for us and we ate it, even when it made our teeth ache. 

			I won’t lie and say that I don’t miss those times. They were much simpler than things are now. There were no boys with dreamy eyes and full lips. No storms. No feelings that we couldn’t control. 

			Alice looks at me with a wicked grin, exposing her perfect teeth.”At least try it on. I think it’ll look amazing with those high-waisted purple jeans.” 

			I grimace.”I don’t know.” 

			“I do— and it’ll be amazing, because you are amazing.” 

			I let out a sigh and take the shirt from her. It belongs to Alice. I’ve never owned anything like that. I have two dresses and one was for school pictures our sophomore year and the other one is for special occasions. I don’t even know if I own a dressy top. I just never saw the point of getting one. 

			But that dress is hanging there glaring at me— angry that I’ve rendered it useless now because I don’t plan on going anywhere near the dance. 

			I haven’t told Alice and Polly, yet, but they’ll have to understand. 

			I slip off the striped shirt I picked out and stretch the black lace top over my head. It’s skin-tight and I have to tug at the bottom. It’s not that long, either. 

			“Holy crap, ya look hot!” Polly rolls off the bed and heads toward me, she takes my hands and lifts them, giving Alice a nod.”Right?” 

			Alice folds her arms over her chest,”Much better than professional bookworm.” 

			“Hey— I love being a bookworm.” 

			“You know I’m just teasing, Luna.” 

			I turn to look in the mirror. Polly has my hair up in two balls on the top of my head and Alice put makeup on my face. I rarely wear it. I just don’t see a point. But, I have to admit; I don’t hate the mascara, blush, and red lipstick. 

			I turn back and place a hand on my hip,”I don’t know about all of this.” 

			Polly narrows her eyes.”What’s wrong?” 

			I sit down on the bed and fidget with my hands, Alice and Polly join me, bumping into either side of me. 

			“Is it James?” Polly asks. 

			“No— actually, I talked to him after school and told him, well, I canceled our date to the Spring Dance.” 

			“You what?!” Alice asks. 

			“I had to.” 

			“Is it because of Eyota?” Polly assumes. 

			“No— I mean, I don’t know. I’m so confused, but I know I don’t want to go with James Jenny.” 

			Polly’s eyes widen.”How did he take it?” 

			“About as well as expected.” 

			Polly hisses through her teeth. 

			Alice chimes in,”I think it was the right thing to do.”

			“I hope so, but I didn’t want to hurt his feelings.”

			Alice takes my hand.”I think it would’ve been worse if you went and just refused to dance, which you would’ve because you suck at it.” 

			“Hey!” 

			She laughs.”What? It’s true. How many dance competitions have you lost at our sleepovers?” 

			“None, thank you.” My smile turns to laughter.”Because I never danced.” 

			“Exactly,” Alice adds with a nod like she’s proud. 

			“Well, I’m just glad it’s over.” 

			Polly leans into my side.”Are you sure it’s not because he tried to crush your face with the ball?” 

			I shake my head.”No— and it was nothing.” 

			She stares at my nose.”Crazy how there was so much blood and not one bruise.” 

			“Yeah.” I touch it, thinking about Eyota.”It must’ve hit me just the right way.” 

			Alice stands up and twirls. She’s wearing a short pink skirt and white pirate boots with a frilly white blouse. She looks cute as always. She’s even painted her nails pink. Polly wore her acid-washed jeans and a bright yellow top that looks amazing with her red hair. Her nails match her shirt, too. 

			I look at my hands.”Should I paint my nails?” 

			“Oh! Let me do it!” Polly exclaims while grabbing my hand and the black nail polish. I let her get started. 

			“Hey.” 

			We all turn to see my brother in the doorway. He’s cleaned up well. His hair even looks tame. He shifts his weight from one foot to the other as Alice rushes up and kisses him. I look away. I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to them being together, but I can’t fault him for wanting to be with her. She’s amazing. 

			I guess I should be grateful because I know Peter will be good to her and that’s all I want. 

			As long as she’s happy, I’m happy. 

			She backs away when we hear my mom call out from downstairs,”We’re leaving in ten minutes!” 

			Polly hurries up while Alice sits on Peter’s lap on the bench in the window. I glance over at them and the way they’re both smiling. It must’ve been awful to have to hide how they felt for nearly a year. I never want either of them to feel like that again. 

			Polly caps the nail polish and I lift my hands. 

			“Blow on them,” she instructs. 

			I do as I’m told as we spill out of the doorway one by one. I take one last look at my room. I eye the map on the wall and wonder if leaving is really the best thing I should do right after school. I don’t hate my life in Port Royal as much as I thought I did, and now I have even more reason to stay— at least for a little while. 
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			We all stand in front of two oversized doors, staring at snarling gargoyles. My dad clears his throat and reaches in, lifting one and letting it slam against the thick wood. It echoes and we all hold our breath. 

			Everyone in Port Royal wants to see the inside the Vega house. It’s unspoken, but my family isn’t immune to it. This is the largest house in the town, a mansion, really, and sits three stories high and just as wide. It’s very different from the other homes. Cold, made of stone. Ominous. I look up above the door and see words etched into the stone. Some I can’t make out, but I see VEGA and know this house is branded just like the rest are in Port Royal. That’s the one thing that links us all. 

			Dad shuffles his feet and this time Mom steps in and knocks the gargoyle against the wood several times. She’s being about as aggressive as I’d expect her to be. 

			“I bet it’s haunted,” Peter says. 

			We all groan, except for Dad, who smirks.”I’d bet money on it.” 

			“Stop encouraging him,” Mom mumbles. 

			“Seriously?” I ask while leaning forward to see Peter grinning. 

			Alice rolls her eyes.”It isn’t.” 

			“How do you know?” Peter is quick to respond. 

			“Peter Navarri— ghosts are not real,” she says. 

			“Oh, here we go.” He laughs through it. 

			“That’s my boy,” Dad mutters. 

			Mom swipes at him.”I swear to all things unholy—” 

			A silence falls over us. 

			“Do you think they sleep in coffins?” Peter asks. 

			We all groan again. This time, Mom steps forward to face us. 

			Peter looks down and then over at me with a wicked grin spreading across his face. 

			“There are no ghosts in this house and I dare say not a one of them are sleeping in coffins because vampires don’t need that sort of thing, they just need darkness!” 

			I cover my mouth. My dad and Peter have both decided to button mash. 

			“So they could be?” Peter jabs. 

			“Peter!” 

			He shrugs.”What? Everyone is talking about it— well, except Luna, because— crush.” 

			I feel the heat rising in my cheeks.”I swear to God, Peter,” I speak through my teeth. 

			Someone giggles. It might be Polly. I know she’s enjoying herself. 

			“You should’ve worn a turtleneck,” Peter jests. 

			I finger at my neck.”That’s ridiculous. They’re not vampires.” 

			“They came on a ship and brought this storm.” 

			“It’s just a ship and we live by the ocean,” Mom huffs. 

			“But we never get storms— not really, and who travels by ship? Especially one that looks that old?” 

			We all stand in silence. 

			“Don’t look them square in the eye,” Peter whispers. 

			We all groan in unison again. 

			“Peter! Honestly!” Mom says while glaring at him. 

			He opens his coat and pulls out a carved piece of wood that resembles a makeshift wooden stake. 

			“Oh!” she rushes in and snatches it from his hand.”Peter Navarri! Are you insane?” 

			“What? I want to be armed if shit goes down.” 

			Mom’s expression darkens.”If what?” 

			“Stuff— Mama. If stuff goes down.” 

			My dad is hiding a grin and Polly has covered her mouth. I’d laugh if I didn’t know he was serious. Mom lifts the stake and stares at it. She spins, shoving it behind her back when the door opens. 

			A figure steps into view and then a familiar smile. It’s Mina. 

			Mom wiggles the stake and my dad snatches it from her hand, placing it behind his back and passing it down the line until I shove it into my bag. My heart is pounding in my chest. 

			“Oh— welcome!” she exclaims as we file into the house one by one before the door is closed behind us with a loud bang. Again we all flinch. 

			We’re left standing there craning our necks and taking in the grand scene before us. The entryway is open, spreading out in front of us with an oversized set of stairs leading up and away. At the top of the stairs sits a painting of two people I recognize. Eyota is standing, and his sister, Persephone, is sitting in a chair to his left. His hand is on her shoulder. They look like royalty, but their expressions are emotionless. The stairs are covered up the center with red velvet material, tucked against each step like a river of blood. I look above us and spot the gigantic chandelier, and hear the crackling of wood in the fireplace to our right big enough for the six of us could stand in— shoulder to shoulder. 

			Everything in this house is grand— much larger than it needs to be. I always thought that our home was large, and it was like a wonderland when we were little, but this place would continue to swallow you whole well into adulthood. 

			I rub my arms. A strange chill sits in the air. I assume it’s impossible to ever fully heat this place. Its ceilings sit too high. I should’ve worn more. I’ll be cold the whole time I’m here. 

			I look over and see a white puff of smoke exit Peter’s lips, but he isn’t swayed by it, not yet. He’s mesmerized as they the rest of them seem to be. 

			“This way,” Mina urges as we follow along. 

			Peter leans into my side.”See?” he whispers. 

			I slap his arm, gritting my teeth. He has to stop. 

			“I bet they sleep in the basement.” 

			“What a curious thing to say.” 

			We all stop dead as Persephone stares down at us from the staircase. She seemed to materialize out of nowhere, but I know that isn’t true. 

			I purse my lips as she approaches the group. Peter straightens his shoulders like a smaller animal attempts to make themselves appear larger to a predator. 

			She stops right in front of us and grins.”I know what people are saying and honestly, I don’t blame them, but if we were vampires, don’t you think people would be missing by now?” she asks. 

			Mom shakes her head, moving forward as an ambassador.”Peter has a very active imagination.” 

			Persephone says nothing, the grandfather clock chimes, making every single one of us jump, and then she breaks out into a laugh so we all join her. I thought for sure she was going to ask us to leave, but she seems to have a great sense of humor, which is a relief. 

			“It’s okay. Come on, we have the table set!” she steps away and Mina turns sideways and lifts her hand. We all move past her without making eye contact. I’m mortified. 

			Persephone steps up to another set of oversized doors and grabs the handles, pushing forward as they moan against the hinges. She steps aside so we can see the grand scale of the room. It could host a ball— or even the Spring Dance. A long table has been set lengthwise, to take advantage of the gigantic fireplace and roaring fire. This room is warmer than the last, probably because the doors were closed. 

			My eyes run the length of the wall. Floor-to-ceiling windows are adorned with heavy red velvet curtains with rods the width of my arm to carry the weight. Artwork surrounds us, mostly neutral in nature. Each one is a natural scene, but one is of a castle, sitting high on a hill. I’m caught staring at it. 

			“That is Castle Bran.” 

			I blink through his words as Eyota moves past me and turns to face all of us. He always seems so mature, so different from other boys his age. But I’m happy to see that he’s wearing jeans and a black button-down shirt. Persephone is in a casual dress— black, with long sleeves. It ends right above her knee and hugs her body, showing how thin she is. 

			Both are just as pale as the other but they don’t resemble each other at all. Eyota has his seemingly perfect black hair, full lips, and bright eyes while Persephone has unnaturally red locks, braided tight and pulled up on her head with sprouts of baby hair framing her petite face. 

			I know they’re brother and sister, but it would be easy to mistake them for strangers. 

			“Peter asked if we sleep in the basement, brother,” Persephone says. 

			Eyota doesn’t seem to be bothered by it, in fact, he moves closer to Peter and grins.”I have a bed,” he clarifies. 

			I rub the side of my neck as he glances over at me. 

			Mom chimes in,”I apologize. My son and husband both like to entertain the impossible.” 

			Eyota’s eyebrow cocks.”Kyiv?” he asks. 

			My mom nods.”Yes— that’s where I’m from.” 

			“I recognize the accent— it’s a hobby.” 

			He looks to my dad, extends a hand, and shakes it.”I’m Eyota Vega— this is my sister, Persephone, and our caretaker, Mina.” He glances at Mina, who I’d forgotten all about. She was so silent and set out of the way. 

			Eyota steps back.”I want to welcome all of you to The House of Vega.” 

			I nod, Peter glances over at me; both Alice and Polly are mesmerized by Eyota. 

			Persephone claps her hands together, and it echoes in the room. The door to the right opens and three people file in, dressed in black, and stand at attention. It must be their kitchen staff. I can’t imagine having people waiting on me. 

			Mina moves toward the table.”Come— sit. Dinner is served.” 

			My parents take their seats. So do Alice and Polly, my brother following close behind. I linger, but Eyota offers his hand, and I take it. He leads me to a chair sitting next to the head of the table. Eyota steps up and places a hand on the back of the chair while glancing over at me. I take my seat as Persephone takes hers directly across from me. 

			The staff moves in and fills the glasses with wine, and my eyes widen. 

			Mom stares at it and then waves her hand, giving us permission to try it. My nose wrinkles as the sour grapes set my tastebuds on fire. But, there’s a sweet aftertaste that calms me. It seems to be the best of both worlds. Both dangerous and not at the same time. The edge of the glass lingers at my lips as I take another drink. I’m drawn to it like a moth to a flame. 

			“Do you like it?” he asks. 

			I nod while my lips linger at the edge of the glass. I hear a throat clear and see my mom staring at me. I set the glass down on the table and adjust in my chair. I was only being courteous. 

			“We brought it with us from Romania, our family has a winery there— the finest in the world,” Persephone boasts while taking a long drink from her wineglass. I know it’s customary for everyone to drink wine in Europe, but the little I’ve had seems to calm my nerves as a warmth moves through me. I’m grateful for it because I didn’t realize how nervous I was until now. 

			A man moves in and places a piece of meat on my stark white plate, then moves to every other plate doing the same. A woman follows, placing three small potatoes, one red, one yellow and one brown sprinkled with rosemary and sea salt. The smell rises, flaring my nostrils. My stomach growls. 

			I look down as blood pools around the piece of meat, but it doesn’t bother me. I prefer my steaks medium-rare. The meat tastes better that way. Tender— juicy. 

			“This looks incredible,” Alice offers a compliment, others follow with nods and words of encouragement. 

			I pick up my knife and fork, slicing into the meat and taking a small piece of it into my mouth. The intense flavor explodes on my tongue. I’ve never tasted anything like it. 

			“I hope you enjoy the librarian,” Persephone snickers,”It’s Mrs. Frost, right? Don’t you work in the library with her, Luna? Reading really does flavor the meat!” she jabs her fork in my direction.

			Silence falls over the room like a veil.  

			I nearly choke.”Wh—What?” I ask. 

			Forks drop and everyone stares at her in horror. 

			“Mrs. Frost. Nice woman—a bit worried about her health, though.” 

			Eyota shakes his head.”I’m sorry. My sister has a morbid sense of humor.” 

			“Oh, whatever, it’s elk,” Persephone says with a wink before taking another bite,”but I hope she enjoyed the book donation that I made to the library.” 

			The table erupts with laughter and the nervous tension is finally gone. 

			“Oh, that was you?” I ask, wondering if she donated them because she’s generous, or because she knew Mrs. Frost would ask me to help her all day long? 

			She grins. I guess I should be grateful. I let out a sigh as Eyota cuts into his steak. He takes a bite and washes it down with more wine. The fire has lit up his eyes and glides along his perfect skin. I catch myself staring at him, so I look away before he realizes how much I enjoy looking at him. 

			I shouldn’t— but I can’t help it. 
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			Dinner ends with laughter and more conversation. Everyone seems to have settled into a comfortable state now that their stomachs are full and the wine has effectively calmed our nerves. Even Peter seems calmer now, happy, even joyous. I expected for him to be on edge— searching for clues and proof about the Vega family, but he leans into Alice as she whispers into his ear. I see him take her hand and it hits me that this is it. They’re together and there’s no discussing it or wondering if it’s real. 

			I see it. I see them. 

			I tilt my head and then Eyota leans in closer to me. 

			“I have something I’d like to show you.” 

			I swallow through his statement, suddenly nervous once again. He isn’t soothing me as he had before. I feel the butterflies swarming in my stomach. I press my hand against it and wonder if it’s because of the wine. 

			“Okay.” 

			He grins, standing, then reaches his hand out to me. I take it and I’m up on my feet as everyone else continues to talk and laugh. It’s like Eyota and I don’t exist, and I can’t say that it’s a bad thing. The selfish part of me wants to be alone with him. Always. But I don’t want to admit it. 

			I catch Persephone staring at the two of us as we leave the room. Mom never even asked where I was going, instead tapping the table and laughing as Dad entertains her. 

			We exit the room and the doors close behind us, cutting off the familiar voices of my friends and family. I clear my throat, hoping I don’t say something strange, then I ruin it. 

			“I promised Peter that I’d help him snoop while we were here.” 

			Eyota’s eyebrow cocks, but he seems amused by my admission.”For what?” 

			“He believes— well—” I bite my lip and decide to get this out of the way. I face him after gathering my courage.”Do you sleep in a coffin?” I ask. 

			He grins, staring at my mouth. I bite my lip. 

			“Oh— you’re serious?” 

			I fidget with my hand.”Not for me— for him.” 

			“Well, no. I have a bed. Like I said before. It’s very big— here, I’ll show you.” 

			He takes my hand and pulls me along with him, up the stairs, to the right and down a long hallway. Finally, we reach a doorway and he places me in front of him. I can feel his chest at my back and I close my eyes while his hands rest on my shoulders. 

			“See?” 

			I open my eyes and spot the enormous bed covered in overstuffed pillows and black satin sheets. The frame is chiseled out of dark wood and the canopy sits high above it. The room itself is sparsely decorated. The fireplace is not lit, but a few candles are flickering around the room. The large windows along the wall resemble mine, only much more grand, a space to read, one overstuffed chair and a painting on the wall of another foreign landscape. He has no dresser. No pictures. No alarm clock that I can see. Honestly, the room almost appears to be staged— like no one lives in it. 

			“Where are your clothes?” I ask, wishing I hadn’t as soon as the words escape my lips. 

			He moves past me and opens a door, waving his hand. 

			I step in closer and lean in to see a large walk-in closet. Past it I see a clawfoot tub and sink. You have to walk through this space to get to the bathroom. 

			I’m sort of mortified. It’s so normal— regardless of how big or elaborate it may seem. This is his room— his closet— his bathroom where he takes bathes. 

			I rub the nape of my neck until he touches my side and I stop. 

			“Does this pass the test?” he asks. 

			I nod.”I’m sorry. Peter and my dad are both believers.” 

			“Of what, Luna?” 

			“Of anything that couldn’t possibly exist.” 

			“So, you don’t believe in things like vampires or ghosts?” 

			I narrow my eyes. I never mentioned ghosts, but Peter did on the doorstep. 

			I’m sure it’s just a coincidence. 

			I chirp with laughter.”No— no, I don’t. But you have to admit that it would be easy to think something strange was going on.” 

			He walks to the window and places his hands behind his back. He stares out at the harbor, where the ship still sits idle and waiting for what, I don’t know. For a moment, I can imagine him doing this long ago— staring out at the ocean from this very place; a room that never seemed like it belonged to a boy his age. 

			My eyes move along the walls. 

			“I know we’re different, Luna.” 

			I swallow hard, taking a few steps to shorten the gap between us. 

			“It’s okay,” I offer him something— anything, probably more than anyone else in Port Royal had. 

			He turns to face me. His eyes grow darker as the candle’s flame fights to light up the beautiful features on his face. 

			“But you have questions, don’t you?” 

			I run my thumb across the nape of my neck and his eyes follow.”About your library,” I blurt it out because being in his room is making me uneasy. I don’t want to tell him that even I had my doubts because it’s ridiculous. 

			“I guess I can show you if you promise to ask me all of the questions that you have.” 

			I steady my nerves.”Why did you come by ship?” 

			“Because my father insisted we bring the ship back to the harbor. It’s been in our family for a very long time.” 

			“It’s called the Demeter.” 

			He nods.”And I’m sure you know why, don’t you?” 

			My eyes widen.”I— well— I assume you’re relatives of—”

			“Dracula— or as he’s actually known, Vlad. Yes. We are.” 

			I suck in my breath.”Well, that won’t help with Peter’s obsession.” 

			He takes one step closer to me.”Dracula is a fictional character, but some details are true. Vlad was a vicious ruler; a beast to some. He fiercely defended his people and massacred his enemies. Some say he even bathed in their blood—” he glances in the direction of the clawfoot tub and my eyes follow.”And drank it at his dinner parties after slaying them.”

			I grimace.”Okay, well, that’s not good.” 

			He grins.”But that was a long time ago. In another time.” 

			I’m glad he’s being so candid with me, but I’d rather he say he’d never bathe in blood or drink it. 

			“But one thing I admired about him was his dedication to the girl he loved. He would do anything for her, anything at all. Cross oceans of time.” 

			His words echo in my ears and I close my eyes. 

			“Would you like to see the greatest collection of books in the world?” he asks. 

			I blink out of my stupor.”What?” 

			“The library?” 

			“Yes! Oh, yes. Please.”

			He takes my hand and pulls me along, which is something I’m enjoying way too much. 
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			I gasp when we enter the room that is three floors high, and rivals any library in any book I’d ever seen. 

			I turn to face him, teary-eyed.”So beautiful,” I manage to say. 

			“Yes.” His eyes run the length of me and I have a feeling he isn’t referring to the library. 

			“The first floor contains the newest books from the last ten years, the second house the last two hundred years and the third is the oldest and most valuable— first editions, some signed— delicate. Some of the books have never been opened to preserve them. We value the written word in my family, it’s the only way to live forever.” 

			I am stunned silent as I crane my neck to take in the scale of their collection. Rows and rows and rows of books as far as I can see cover every inch of the walls and above us sits a beautiful painting of a knight and his lady. I catch myself staring at it longer than I should and it makes my head spin. I stumble, and Eyota places his hand around my waist and holds me tight against his side. 

			“I’m okay— I just get dizzy when I stare up at things for too long.” 

			“It seems things never change.” 

			“What?” I ask, curious what he means. 

			He lets me stand on my own and quickly explains, but I don’t know if it’s truly what he meant.”School. It seems I’ve saved you a couple of times now.” 

			I bite into the edge of my lip.”Yeah— I was never that clumsy before.” 

			He leans in with a smirk.”Maybe I’m not good for you, Luna Navarri.” 

			He steps away, running his fingers along one of the four long tables that sit on the first floor of their private library. 

			“Maybe,” I whisper, but do I care? 

			I wish I did. 

			“Can we start with the oldest?” I ask. 

			He turns with a pleasant look on his face.”Of course, come.” 

			He leads me to an elevator. I didn’t expect to see one, but it makes sense. Climbing the stairs could be tiresome. 

			I step inside the glass case and look down. 

			He leans into my side.”You might want to lean into me. It can be disorienting, since it’s made of glass.” 

			I ignore his suggestion until we move and then I step closer to him, feeling that familiar chill coming off of his body. In some ways, it matches the house. But I know he has a heartbeat. At least I keep telling myself that he does. I have yet to feel it. 

			The elevator stops and he steps out onto a clear glass floor. I’m hesitant, but he offers his hand and I take it, carefully stepping out of the elevator and onto the floor. I make the mistake of looking down and he scoops me up and carries me across the floor and over to the edge where it’s no longer glass, but sturdy wood. 

			I tap his chest.”I’m okay,” I say, hoping I won’t sway on my feet again when he puts me down, but he has to. I’m not going to have him carry me through his library. 

			His gaze gets caught on my lips, then eyes. He says nothing, but I look down and he lets me go. I slide down, finding my footing as his hand rests at the base of my back. 

			“You really have to stop carrying me,” I say. 

			“Are you sure?” 

			I nod, unable to look into his eyes. I know I’m in trouble. The closer I get to him, the more I want to rush in and kiss his lips, and I shouldn’t. 

			“Oh, my God!” My eyes widen as I run to the shelf and lift my hand.”Is this the Book of Kells?” 

			“Yes.” He acts like it’s nothing. 

			I shake my head.”This is one of Ireland’s greatest treasures and dates back to 400 A. D.” My hand trembles. I can’t believe it’s just sitting on the shelf in front of me. 

			“Yes— written by a monk, they say.” 

			I swallow hard, moving down the aisle and spotting the next treasure.”I may die— this is the St. Cuthbert Gospel, right?” 

			Eyota grins, leaning against the wooden shelf and locking his gaze with mine.”Dating back to the seventh century. The book is a copy of the Gospel of St. John and was named for St. Cuthbert, whose coffin the book was placed in sometime after his death in 687. It was rediscovered in 1104 at Durham Cathedral where St. Cuthbert’s coffin was moved by his monastery to escape Viking raids.”

			“I don’t know what to say.” 

			“I appreciate how much you love books.” 

			I shake my head in wonder.”I do— but I never thought I’d ever see it. Ever.” 

			Eyota reaches in and I gasp, but he’s gentle with the book and holds it up to me. 

			“Touch it.” 

			“I can’t.”

			“Do it— I promise you won’t hurt it.” 

			I lift my hand and let my fingers barely touch the red cover, elaborately etched with Celtic symbols. 

			I retract my hand and hiss,”I’m so nervous.” 

			His eyes flicker with mischief.”I can tell.” 

			I swallow the nerves as he places it back on the shelf. If he drops it, I’ll pass out. I just know it. 

			“It can’t be,” I whisper as I see a pair of books encased in glass. Finally, it’s something I can’t touch— which calms me. 

			I approach it, eyes wide, tear-filled, unable to speak. 

			Eyota steps up behind me.”The Garima Gospels,” he states. 

			I place my hand on the glass. 

			“I would open it, but they may crumble.” 

			“No! Oh, God. No— don’t.” 

			He stares at me and then back to the books.”The Garima Gospels are two gospel books from the Abba Garima Monastery in Ethiopia and are the oldest known complete illuminated Christian manuscripts. Until the last decade, scholars had always believed that both books dated back to the 11th century, but recent carbon-testing shows that the books date back to between 330 – 650 AD. According to the monks at the Abba Garima Monastery, the books have been guarded at the monastery since their inception. They also believe that the books were written by Abba Garima, a Byzantine royal who founded the monastery. Both books were restored sometime in the last decade by a British bookbinder with money from the Ethiopian Heritage Fund, a British charity that helps preserve the artifacts found in Ethiopia’s monasteries and then they came here.”

			“How?” I ask. 

			“My father is a collector of history and I’m embarrassed to admit that no price is too high when he wants something. We’re very similar in this way.” 

			I remember to breathe as I stare in wonder at the colorful pages in red, yellow, and green. 

			My eyes are drawn to something gold, hanging in a case, just past the last one. I step closer, leaning in to study the gold square plate hanging from a bar inside the case. 

			“What is it?” I ask as I stare at the two figures etched into it that remind me of two women carrying a water vase between them. 

			“Don’t tell me this is something you don’t know, Luna.” 

			I grin.”Well, I can’t be perfect all the time.” 

			He leans in, bringing his scent along with him. I close my eyes as he speaks. 

			“Not much is known about the Etruscan Gold Book, it is believed to be the oldest book in the world as it dates back to around 600 BCE. The entire book is made of 24 carat gold and consists of six sheets bound together, which have illustrations of a horse-rider, a mermaid, a harp, and soldiers. The book was found sometime in the late 1950s in a tomb uncovered during digging for a canal along the Strouma river in Bulgaria.”

			I stand up straight, unable to collect my thoughts. 

			Eyota steps behind the case and stares at me. I’d be nervous if I wasn’t so enthralled with this collection. 

			“My father is a collector of many things, but books are his passion, and mine. I appreciate what he’s done here, and I’ve promised to protect this with my life.” 

			His admission flutters my heart. Beautiful, cultured, and brave. Eyota Vega is all things in one. The perfect boy. The one who could ruin my plans and I’d never look back with regret. I both love and hate that about him. 

			He terrifies me. 
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			 I turn and I’m frozen in place as a painting sits before me. I look into the sea-blue eyes, the hair, the chiseled features— pale skin. The eyes dig deep into my soul— searching, drawing out these feelings in me I didn’t expect to feel. 

			“Wh— who is that?” I ask; my voice quivers. 

			“That is one of Dracula’s sons— unnamed, or so they say. Later in life, Vlad Tepes, or Dracula, as some call him, remarried for political gain after his first wife committed suicide. The woman he married was Ilona Szylagi, a Hungarian noble and cousin to the King of Hungary. Their life together was very poorly recorded. They supposedly had two children together— both boys— and one that could have been named after Vlad. But this is the only known proof that he existed. This painting. But it may be legend and nothing more. My father purchased it from an art dealer and insisted that it be hanged in the library.” 

			I touch my temples, fighting off the visions that I had on the shoreline, in my dream, of the boy who saved me— or was he saving me? 

			“What’s wrong, Luna?” Eyota asks, now by my side, worry bringing his brows together. 

			“I— it’s just, I think I saw him, in a dream— his eyes, but I can’t be sure.” 

			“Tell me about your dream.” 

			He leads me over to a table that sits along the wall. He pulls out the chair for me and I take a seat, trying to stop the visions invading my mind. 

			The water. 

			The waves. 

			The sparks of light. 

			“Luna?” 

			I blink out of my stupor and notice how worried he is. 

			“I’m okay. It was just a dream.” 

			He reaches in and takes my hand.”Please tell me what happened.”

			I glance around the library. I avoid looking at the painting. I can only remember the eyes. Never his face. It’s like it won’t allow me to remember. 

			“It’s crazy.” 

			“I don’t mind crazy,” he says while moving his thumb across the top of my hand. 

			I bite my lip and decide to share what I saw in the dream. 

			“I may get sick,” I mutter as I lean over the railing. The ship has been rocking back and forth as the sea churns from the storms off in the distance. This trip was planned by my mother, but it’s more of an escape from Europe as the oppressive nature of the Church continues to spread. 

			My mother, being a practicing herbalist in our village, has been growing increasingly nervous. She’s decided to send me ahead of her, to the new land, entrusting me with my companion. A woman who has been with me since birth. Shala Vaream. 

			“Oh, Miss. Let me help you,” She speaks softly which is her nature. Shala has always been a second mother to me. I’m so grateful that she agreed to come along with me, but we’re the only family she has and she’s paid well. 

			My mother has a substantial dowery, but chooses to live a bit more subdued than most carrying the title of Lady. My father died when I was too young to remember, in a hunting accident. My mother refused any suitor after, choosing to work with herbs and healing others. Her inability to save my father when he was returned to us must haunt her, spurring her on to continue her work. 

			I place my lace-gloved hand on my forehead and decide to discard it once the scratchy material exasperates my condition. 

			“Perhaps we should go below?” Shala asks while I straighten my shoulders. I regard this as a weakness, and I can’t afford to be this way once we reach the port. 

			“I’m better now,” I lie. 

			She tilts her head, the line between her brows deepening with worry. 

			I place my hand on her arm and offer a gentle smile. I offer something to calm her. 

			Suddenly, the ship lurches, and Shala falls against the deck, slipping away from me. I reach out while calling her name, but again the ship tilts, this time in the opposite direction. The storm has boiled the seas beneath us. My eyes widen as a huge wave rushes toward me. My mouth sits agape. I raise my hand to shield myself from the fury of Poseidon’s rage just as a shadowy figure steps in, wrapping a strong arm around my waist and drawing me in so close I can feel every hard edge of his being. 

			A ringing overtakes me. Humming in my ears. My breath falters. My lungs burn. I can see a million sparkling lights dancing around me. My body slowly twists and turns, floating free— hovering, but I feel no fear. 

			No. 

			I feel whole. Free. Released from the shackles of mortality. 

			I cough once, then again— blinking through the misery. My vision is blurred. I fight to focus on his chiseled jaw and pale skin, hinting at nobility and privilege. He’s hooded, his face shadowed, but I can see the color of his eyes. Sea blue. 

			I cough again as the water rises in the back of my throat. 

			I feel a hard tug at my bodice and it rips, tight laces and all. I take a full breath, filling my lungs with sweet, salty air. I’m so grateful to be alive. 

			His eyes are set wild— fearful. The man seems deeply concerned for my wellbeing, but I’m not shaken despite the fact that I’ve seemed to swallow half the sea. 

			Cool air slips across the top of my breasts, and the memory of ripping fabric consumes me. I attempt to cover up, but he isn’t looking at my half-exposed body— no, his eyes are firmly locked on mine. Ever attentive. My vision returns to me. 

			“My lord?” I mutter. 

			“Return to me,” he whispers. 

			I look down and try to draw the bodice together. He removes his coat and covers my shoulders as I sit up on the shoreline. He helps me up to my feet and I sway, so he steadies me, scooping me up and holding me against his chest. I’d insist that he let me stand, but I don’t know if my legs would carry my weight. Clearly, I need to rest after something so traumatic. 

			“My lady!” 

			I spot Shala coming toward us. She’s soaked to the bone. Lips nearly blue, yet her concern lands on me. The handsome stranger sets me down as I feel the earth beneath my feet. 

			“Shala!” I say, reaching out as she takes my hand. We hold each other and I turn to introduce her to my unsuspecting savior, but no one is there. 

			“My lady?” she says as I turn to face her. 

			“I meant to introduce you to the gentleman who saved me.” 

			Her eyes narrow. 

			“What?” I ask. 

			“My lady, you were alone.” 

			I gasp, staring out at the sea. 

			“Luna— Luna!” 

			I blink again and Eyota comes into focus in front of me. 

			“Just breathe,” he says while I take a few deep breaths. 

			“I know it sounds crazy, but I felt like I was there. I can still smell the salt water and feel the burning in my lungs. All of it, but it can’t be true, can it?” I ask. 

			He doesn’t answer me but instead leaves me at the table, then returns with a book in his hand. He places it before me. It has no title and looks more like a leather-bound journal. 

			“What is this?” 

			“Her journal.” 

			“Who’s?” 

			“I think it’s the woman in your dream.” 

			I pick up the journal. 

			“Turn the page.” His eyes lower. 

			I obey and read the first page. 

			My mother, being a practicing herbalist in our village, has been growing increasingly nervous. She’s sent me ahead of her, to the new land, entrusting me with my companion. A woman who has been with me since birth. Shala Vaream. 

			“How could this be? This is exactly what I thought— what I saw.” 

			He looks down at the table and back up at me. 

			I stand up, and the journal falls to the floor. I find myself running before I can stop. I’m in the elevator as he stands and watches me go. I exit and rush across the bottom floor, out the doors, and make my way back to the laughter. I find Mom, Dad, Peter, Alice, and Polly in their oversized living room playing cards. 

			“I— I’m leaving. I don’t feel that great,” I say as they all turn to look at me. Their expressions change like some spell had been cast to put them in a joyous mood. 

			“Oh, honey,” Mom says as she stands, Dad joins her. 

			I thumb behind me.”But it’s okay. I’m going home. You have fun.”

			I back away, knowing I need to get as far away from Eyota Vega and that journal as I can. 

			I rush out the front door and stop dead as Eyota is waiting for me, leaning against the black limousine. I narrow my eyes and glance back at the house. 

			I point at him.”How did you get out here so fast?” 

			“Maybe you should ask your brother, Luna.” 
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			I swat at him as he sets me down on my doorstep. The time from his house to mine passed in mere seconds. I stand up straight and wipe at my nose. I draw my fingers back and see a little blood. I immediately rummage through my bag and produce the stake that my brother made. It shakes in my hand, but Eyota doesn’t seem phased by it. 

			“Really?” he asks. 

			I glance at it, then back to him. 

			“You’re impossibly fast and your eyes change colors. You arrived on the same ship that belonged to Dracula and you admit that he’s family— Bran Castle? Yeah. I know. It’s his castle. And you smell amazing—”

			“I do?” 

			“Stop— I’m serious, not one more step or I’ll stab you in the chest.” 

			He narrows his eyes and has the stake out of my hand and is holding me against his body before I know it. He leans into my ear.”You think you’re fast enough?” 

			“I’m not scared of you.” 

			“I feel you trembling.” 

			“It’s cold.” 

			He lets me go and grips the stake tight in one hand. It crumbles to dust. 

			“Tell me that wasn’t our librarian that we had for dinner.” 

			He doesn’t say anything. 

			“Tell me!” I yell. 

			He shakes his head.”No— it wasn’t. We don’t eat people, Luna.” 

			“We— as in—”

			“Tell me what I am, Luna.” 

			I take a scant breath.”Vampires.” 

			I back away as he takes one step toward me”Are you going to eat me?” 

			He sighs, even though I assume he doesn’t need to now.”I don’t eat people.” 

			I shake a finger at him.”No— you just suck on them, right?” 

			He laughs, but I don’t. 

			“Luna, I have to say that you’re taking this much better than I thought you would.” 

			I tilt my head.”Why tell me at all?” 

			“Because it’s important that you know what you are so you can help me.” 

			“I— what? Help you, how?” 

			“Luna, I need to tell you everything, but first you have to trust me. I promise I won’t hurt you, I could never.” 

			“Why?” 

			“Because I love you.” 

			I’m left speechless.”Love— no, you can’t.” 

			He moves closer to me like he’s floating on air. I now know he probably is. His fingers move along my jawline,”Tell me you don’t feel it. That you don’t love me, Luna.” 

			I part my lips and feel the butterflies swirling in the pit of my stomach.”I don’t understand how I could love you— we barely know each other.” 

			“It’s in the blood,” he whispers.”Come.” 

			He picks me up and we’re suddenly on top of a jagged collection of rocks off the shoreline. I glare at him in disbelief. 

			“Why bring me here?!” I yell as I look down at the swirling water below us as it breaks against the base of the rock. 

			“Because I know how you feel about the water, and you won’t leave me here. You won’t run.” 

			I fold my arms over my chest and glare at him.”Okay, fine. Tell me— tell me the truth, Eyota.” 

			“The town of Port Royal was built by two families who became the unlikeliest of allies. A family of vampires, the Vegas, kin to Dracula, trying to outrun a plague ravaging Europe and making it harder for them to feed, and the Navarris, a family of powerful witches outrunning persecution. This happened long before we were born, you of natural birth, and me and my sister Persephone, we were bitten, made siblings in this way, but I felt it— I saw it all because memories are in the blood, Luna, we carry them like messages in a bottle.”

			I can’t believe what I’m hearing.”In the blood?”

			“Yes, that’s why you had the visions, and once you told me about the man saving you on the shoreline, I knew what you were.” 

			“What’s that?” I ask. 

			“You’re a witch, Luna— powerful like those before you.”

			I laugh and it echoes past him into the ocean spray. 

			“I know it sounds crazy, but it isn’t. I promise it isn’t.” 

			I shake my head.”I don’t believe you. I think I’m having a nightmare. This can’t be true.” 

			“You won’t fully receive your powers until—” he pauses. 

			“Until what?” 

			“Until your mother dies and passes her light onto you. Until then, you may have some ability, but not all of them because the memory of every witch before you lives in the blood.”

			“Blood and light,” I whisper as the vision of being under the water returns to me. 

			“That’s why the vision has come to you, Luna. She will die and you’ll awaken.”

			“But she isn’t a witch, Eyota. She doesn’t even believe in magic!” 

			“Her power lies dormant because it isn’t needed. A witch awakens precisely when they’re needed, not one moment sooner or later. This is the way it’s always been in Port Royal, Luna. We are called here when needed. That’s why I’ve come home. You and I will save these people— this town. We must. Something is coming and we need to be ready.”

			The water sprays my face and I scream into the wind. 

			I gasp, rush toward him, pushing against his chest until we both fall off the edge of the jagged rock. I cover my face until I feel my body slow, then come to a stop. I open my eyes and Eyota has me wrapped in his arms as we hover above the churning waves. I bury my head in his shoulder and wrap my arms around his neck until I feel the ground beneath my feet. 

			My hair settles down around my shoulders and I call out into the heavy fog from my front porch step,”Eyota! It isn’t true!” 

			I wipe the tears from my cheek and close my eyes. 
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			Three weeks pass, and Eyota is nowhere to be found. Him, and his sister, along with Mina, seem to be gone. Rumors circulate that they’ve been called back to Romania because of a family emergency. I can’t imagine what that could be, but I know one thing for certain. Eyota is a vampire, and he claims that I’m some witch with powers yet to be seen. I dig into my bowl of fruit and toy with a blueberry as Mom washes the dishes in the sink. 

			Nothing’s been the same since that night and I feel this growing hatred for him. For Eyota Vega, even though I know it isn’t his fault. But he should’ve never said anything about my mom dying. She can’t. Not now, or ever. 

			It doesn’t help that my family seems to be in love with their family. It’s Vega this and Vega that almost every single day like they’ve cast some type of spell over them, and honestly, they probably have, but I don’t know how to break it. 

			I look up at her. 

			I will not save this town with him at her expense. I won’t let that happen. 

			“Tonight’s the night,” Peter says with a huge smile. 

			I narrow my eyes.”What?” 

			“The Spring Dance!” he exclaims. 

			I stare into my bowl.”Oh, yeah.” 

			“I know you’re not going with James, but you should come with us, Luna.” 

			“What?” Mom asks. 

			I let out a sigh. I never told her I canceled, but it seems so trivial in light of everything I’ve learned. 

			“Yeah— I just told him I didn’t think we should go together.” 

			“Is it because of Eyota?” she asks. 

			I drop my spoon and it bounces off the table and skids across the floor. I scramble to retrieve it, rising with a balled fist. 

			“No,” I say. 

			“Man, you look mad,” Peter says. 

			“I’m not.” 

			I place my spoon in the bowl and walk away from the kitchen, not willing to discuss anything with him. I won’t be talking about Eyota Vega ever again. I hope he’s gone for good because him returning means one thing. 

			My mom’s in danger. 

			But maybe things had changed. They were gone and nothing’s happened. The ship no longer sits in the harbor. 

			I step out onto the porch and feel the sunlight on my face. It calms me down. The sun returning to Port Royal was needed, not only for me, but for everyone else, too. 

			“Luna!” 

			I look up to see Alice and Polly walking along the sidewalk, they pause, opening our gate, and then come barreling toward me. I’ve been keeping to myself since Eyota left Port Royal. I assume they both think I’m upset about his absence when it’s the exact opposite. 

			“Hey, you,” Alice says, wrapping me in a hug. Polly follows her lead and then they both step back and glance at each other. 

			“What?” 

			“Well,” Alice fidgets with her hands. She wants to say something, but doesn’t know how to get it out. 

			Polly glances toward the harbor and I tilt my head and then take off running and don’t stop until my lungs and legs burn. I place my hand on my chest as I see the ship sitting in the harbor once again. 

			“Oh, God,” I say. 

			Alice and Polly catch up with me. 

			“It arrived late last night, my mom told me,” Polly says. 

			Alice places a hand on my shoulder and we all stare at it. 

			“You should go talk to him, Luna.” 

			I shake my head.”No.” I turn and start walking back toward my house, ready to ask my brother to carve some stakes. 

			I feel someone grab my arm and I’m forced to turn as Alice looks at me with such compassion.”Luna— I don’t know what happened because you won’t tell us…” She glances at Polly, then back to me.”But I’m here— I’m right here. You can tell me anything.”

			I part my lips as the black limousine rolls by and I see my reflection distorted along the side, not so unlike the way I feel inside. 

			“I’m— he— he said he loved me,” I admit as it moves around the corner and out of sight. 

			Alice steps in closer.”Luna— that’s amazing.” 

			I shake my head,”No— it isn’t amazing, Alice. I don’t want him to love me— in fact, I don’t want anyone to love me.” 

			She narrows her eyes while lowering her hand meant to console me. 

			“What do you mean?” she asks. 

			I point toward my house,”You know how I have that map on my wall in my room? Well, it’s not just because I like maps— I want to travel the world. I don’t want to live in Port Royal. I don’t want to be stuck here— meet someone, get married, buy a house, have kids. None of it! I want to be free of this place and meet new people, taste their food, learn new languages, explore! I want to see the world and I don’t want this town, or anyone in it, to hold me back!” 

			Both Alice and Polly are visibly shocked and hurt by my admission. I’d hidden my dreams for so long that it seemed like they had all become threats to my escape plan— and now Eyota had shared something so devastating with me. Talking about how we’d have to save this place together, but only after the death of my mom so I could fulfill some ridiculous prophecy. 

			Well, my mom won’t die if I refuse to take on that power. All I have to do is run. I can leave and never look back. 

			Then it hits me. Every memory of Alice and Polly and I together since birth. 

			I can see their smiling faces. Hear their laughter— feel their hugs. 

			We grew up together, did everything together. We dreamed together. I led them to believe that I’d always be here for them, but maybe my desperate need to leave this place has everything to do with what Eyota told me. Maybe somewhere deep inside, I knew it was coming. 

			I knew he was coming. 

			She backs away from me. 

			“Alice— I didn’t mean to—”

			She pushes past me without saying another word. Polly lingers. 

			I tilt my head.”Polly.” 

			She joins her and I’m left feeling like the villain. 
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			I take a deep breath and then unwrap the dress. There’s only one way to fix this when both of your closest friends won’t come to the phone after you’ve acted like an ass. 

			I touch the tulle and let out a sigh. 

			Going to this dance was the last thing on my mind, but now I feel like I don’t have a choice. I’ve decided to tell Alice and Polly everything. I’m going to tell them the truth and hopefully the three of us can figure out what we need to do. 

			Unless they both laugh so hard they pee themselves, which is a possibility. 

			I pull out one curler, then another, and let chunks of my spiraled hair hit my shoulders before pulling one side back with a black barret. I fluff my hair and bite my lip before putting on blush, mascara, some lipstick and eyeshadow. I tried to pay attention when Alice and Polly ambushed me, so I feel like I did a decent job. I grab the dress and slip it on, shaking the last bit of it over my hips. I groan as I try my best to reach the zipper. 

			“Here.” 

			I turn, and Peter enters the room, offering his help. He doesn’t look happy, but I don’t blame him. I’m sure he’s talked to Alice, and she told him how mean I was. But he’s wearing a nice black suit with a red tie, and his hair is out of his eyes for once. 

			He zips me up and steps to the side as I stare in the mirror. 

			“Not bad,” he says. 

			I wrinkle my nose as he sits down on the edge of my bed.”You too,” I say because he looks good. 

			I turn to face him, knowing he may yell, but maybe that’s what I need right now. 

			His eyes lift and he studies the map on my wall.”I always thought you just liked maps.” 

			I fidget with my hands.”Well, I do.” 

			“But that’s not what that is, is it, Luna?” 

			I join him on the bed and he stays put as I bump against his shoulder. 

			“No— it’s places I want to go.” 

			He stands up and points at the map.”Brazil?” 

			I nod.”That’s one of the places I’d like to go.” 

			“Yeah.” He rubs the side of his neck.”You have a bunch of stuff marked on here.” 

			“Peter— it’s not that I don’t love you guys. You know I do.” 

			He shakes his head.”But who wants to get as far away from the people that they love like this, Luna?” 

			I part my lips.”I always wanted to leave Port Royal.” 

			“Man.” 

			“What?” 

			He lets out a sigh and stares out the window.”I don’t know. Maybe I’m just stupid or something, but I always thought we’d all be here together, and get married, have kids— all that normal stuff people do.” 

			I tilt my head. The fact that Peter thought about these things tells me how much he loves Alice— and me, too. 

			I stand up and take his hand.”It wasn’t forever— I just wanted to see the world before I get too old and can’t do it. I never said I wouldn’t come back here to live.” 

			“That’s not how it works, Luna. You know that. You’ll travel and find some cool place and meet someone new, and then stay there and I’ll see you once a year, if the weather isn’t too bad because I know how you like the sun.” 

			“Peter— no.” I lean in and hug him, holding on as tight as I can. I wish I could tell him I can stay, but I don’t know if I can now, even if I wanted to after what Eyota told me. 

			I step back and he wipes a tear from his cheek. 

			I lean in closer to him.”How about we go to this dance and then we worry about the rest of it later because things can always change, right?” I ask. 

			He nods before we both hear the car horn. 

			“The rental is here,” he says and I take his hand as we leave the room, ready to head to the dance. 

			We ride to the dance in complete silence. I bite my lip as many times as Alice makes eye contact with me. She leans into Peter’s side and he holds her hand tight. Polly has her new boyfriend and they’re also silent. I feel awful. Maybe I should’ve stayed behind so they could all have fun. 

			The car stops and Peter gets out, taking Alice’s hand. The same for Polly. I’m left there with no one to help me, so I slide toward the open door just as a hand appears. I take it, exiting the car before I can see who it is, but as I stand up straight, I can see it’s James Jenny. 

			I adjust my dress as he takes one quick look.”Hey.” 

			“Hey, thank you,” I say as I spot my brother and Alice entering the school. I let out a sigh. 

			“You look beautiful,” he says. 

			“Thanks,” I say— wondering if I wrote James Jenny off too early. He is and always has been super sweet to me. I had taken him for granted. 

			“James!” 

			We both turn as a beautiful girl comes walking toward us. 

			James’ smile could fuel the sun. 

			I suddenly feel foolish thinking he was going to try to get me to go inside with him. 

			“Carrie! Come meet Luna,” he calls her over. 

			Carrie rushes up in her pink dress and leans into James’ side as he places his arm around her shoulder.”Luna, this is Carrie— Carrie— this is Luna Navarri.” 

			I narrow my eyes,”You’re a grade behind us, right? In my brother’s class?” 

			Carrie nods.”Yes— Peter can be so funny.” 

			I grin. Her bright smile, matched with her doe-like eyes, petite frame, and cheery attitude, seem to be a perfect match for James. 

			“Yeah— he can be when he’s not chasing me with worms.” 

			“Well, I don’t have any siblings. I’d kill for just one.” 

			I feel like an idiot as I glance toward the school. She’s right. I should appreciate what I have. 

			“Hey— it was nice meeting you and I’m sure you’ll have a great time because, unlike me, James can dance.” 

			He laughs as I offer them a nod and rush toward the school, ready to make amends before it’s too late for me. 
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			I enter the school to loud chatter, even louder music, and a large glitter ball sending out a million sparks of light. I blink through it, refusing to let any of those weird visions veer me off course now. 

			I see Peter, who stares at me for one split second, and then looks down. Alice rolls her eyes and Polly turns her back. I make the only decision I can and elbow my way toward the stage where I end up highjacking the mic and making it ring. I hear the groans, but I tap it, and then take a deep breath. 

			“Hey— hi— hi,” I say, feeling all eyes on me. I clear my throat to the back of my hand and then rush over to the DJ and whisper in his ear. I return to the center of the stage and try to ignore how everyone is gawking at me. 

			I take a deep breath. 

			“This is for the people who I love the most— and I know they probably hate me right now because, to be honest, I spent so much time dreaming about leaving this town that I probably missed some pretty cool stuff— like when my brother first fell in love with Alice.” I point to them then grimace. Peter hides his face, but it’s too late.”Or when Alice felt the same way— who’s also one of my best friends in the whole wide world. Or Polly,” I point to her, and the light swivels.”She was scared to death about her parents playing matchmaker but now you have a hottie!” She lifts her hand as her new boyfriend grins. I’m sure she hadn’t told him that yet.”Or James—” I point at him and his new girlfriend.”Who’s been giving me gifts since we were in the first grade and I never cared, not one bit. In fact, I gave all of it to Alice and Polly.” 

			“That’s true!” Polly yells across the gym. 

			“But,” I tilt my head,”I should’ve appreciated you— all of you, and not focused so hard on leaving this place because Port Royal doesn’t suck— I mean it can, but what I mean is that it doesn’t suck because all the people I love the most live right here and this— well, this is for you.” I nod to the DJ. 

			I lift the mic and begin singing Time after Time by Cyndi Lauper. 

			Alice and Polly join me on stage and we finish it together. 

			The song ends and I hug them both, trying to hold back the tears, but I can’t. 

			“Don’t ruin your makeup,” Alice says with a smile.”You did a pretty good job.” 

			“I’m so sorry.” 

			“It’s okay, I get it, Luna. Everyone has their own dreams and I’m just sorry that you didn’t feel like you could tell me— or Polly.” 

			“I just didn’t want to hurt you— either of you.” 

			“The only thing that would hurt me is if you disappeared without saying goodbye.”

			“Never,” I say through tears. 

			“Oh— look.” 

			We all turn to see Eyota standing in the center of the floor. He is wearing a white suit and tie. He could be mistaken for an angel. 

			I leave the stage and approach him, not knowing exactly what I should say, but knowing that I can’t allow my mom to die. 

			“Luna— you look beautiful.” 

			“You look great— well, better than great.”

			He reaches in for my hand and I let him take it as he draws me near as the next slow song begins. Peter Gabriels’ In your eyes, fills the space. I glance above us and the bright sparks of light nearly blind me. 

			“Where did you go?” I ask. 

			“Home— to speak with The Veil.” 

			“Who?” 

			“It’s a council of vampires who are in charge of everything we do.” 

			I nod.”Oh— of course.” 

			He pauses, then I get caught in his eyes. 

			“You seem calm.”

			I nod.”I am— because I made a decision.” 

			“Yes?”

			“Eyota, I can’t stay here. I have to leave, at least for a while, and I know it isn’t what you wanted to hear, but I’ll do anything to protect my mom— my family— the people I love.” 

			“And what about me?” he asks. 

			I part my lips. 

			“You must know that I love you.” 

			“Please don’t say that.” 

			He leans into my ear.”Why should I hide how I feel?”

			I close my eyes as I feel his hand cup my jaw. His thumb moves across my cheek and then he leans in, ready to kiss my lips just as the Port Royal siren goes off. I step back and look at Alice, then Polly, and Peter. Something shifts inside of me. I feel a panic rising. 

			“What is that? Luna?! Luna!” Eyota calls out to me as I rush toward the exit and out into the parking lot. I turn my attention to the harbor. That alarm means one thing. There’s been an accident at sea. 

			I run until my legs will no longer carry me, falling onto the sandy beach and staring along the shoreline until I spot something in the distance. I push myself up and fight to make my way to the debris. I sift through it until I find a piece with lettering along the side. I drop it and scream into the rolling waves, realizing my worst fears are becoming real. 

			I think about the note my parents left about prepping the boat. I had no idea they planned on taking it out to sea. My soul is filled with dread. 

			I wade out into the water just as others reach the sandy shoreline. I struggle to walk through the waves as they break against me. I try to hold my breath, but eventually, they overtake me and I’m sucked under with one rolling wave and swept out into deeper water. I bob above the water, crying out, barely able to breathe, and then another angry wave slams into me, then another, and finally the last one drags me in deeper than I’ve ever been. 

			I open my eyes, struggling against it, and then just as my body begins to fail me, I see these beautiful sparks of light. The same as in my dreams— or vision, as Eyota called it. They shine like a million stars in the night sky all around me. They sink into my skin. I gasp, drawing water into my lungs— shaking— trembling— until peace finds me and a warmth ebbs through my veins. 

			My body sinks deeper into the darkness, but just as I’m sure I’ll be swallowed whole by the sea, I feel a hand grab mine, and then I’m drug upward and above the rolling waves. 

			I feel a hard hit to my chest, then another— and finally, I feel fabric tear as the top of my dress is torn wide open and I suck in my breath, along with all the memories of the witches who came before me. 

			I gasp, falling to the floor on my knees. I cough up a mouthful of salty seawater. I suck the air into my lungs and it burns like fire. I grip the side of the bed just as Eyota leans in and touches Luna’s cheek, staring deeply into her eyes. 

			My head is swimming with memories. Mine and hers. I place my hand to my chest and rise up, pushing the thoughts out of my head. 

			“Echo?” 

			I hear Lily calling to me from across the room. She’s unharmed. I’m relieved. I thought Eyota may kill her, but it seems he’s spared her life. 

			My attention returns to Eyota as he leans in close to Luna, who now seems to be struggling to breathe. 

			“I’m here for you, my love. I promised I would never leave you,” he whispers. 

			I stumble to my feet and sway, placing my hand to my chest. 

			“I will always love you,” she whispers back to him.”I understand now. I know the truth.” 

			He leans in and kisses her lips, giving her what had been denied so many years before at the dance. My heart nearly breaks in two. 

			Before his lips can leave hers, I see her hand fall from the side of the bed. A million sparks of light race across the surface of her skin, and leave her, rising into the air, swirling above us. 

			My chin lifts, tears rolling down my cheeks. 

			“No— no,” I choke on my words. 

			My eyes widen as every spark enters me at once, bringing along with it every memory, every feeling— happiness, sadness, excitement. Every moment of love, hate, fear, and mourning. I levitate off the floor, my feet dangling above it as the blinding light seeks out every part of me. Stretching my muscles, hardening my bones. 

			Giving me more strength than I ever thought I would have.

			 Stronger than Midnight— stronger than the Lord of Death— greater than any vampire or werewolf. 

			I receive the truth. All of it, as many had before me, and more will after I’m long gone. 

			I grit my teeth as memories saturate my mind, but I know I can take it, as much as it has to give. 

			I’m suddenly released, dropping to one knee. My chin lifts, and I look on as Eyota lifts her off the bed, her body limp. Her heartbeat slowing. 

			And only one word can escape my lips…

			“Mama?” 

			 

			 

			 The end for now…

			Thank you so much for supporting me! 

			Please remember to REVIEW THIS BOOK online! Do it now, while this book is still fresh in your mind, and try not to yell at me too much. We’re not done yet, there will be a book six. 

			Xoxo,

			Rue 
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