
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    SAPPHIRE CURSE 
 
      
 
    a Rebels of the Realms novel 
 
      
 
    By E.E. Martin 
 
      
 
    


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Copyright © 2019 E.E. Martin 
 
    All rights reserved 
 
    Paperback ISBN: 9781092130400 
 
      
 
    Cover design by Adam Fields 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dedicated to Rachael 
 
    Well before you were ever my sister, you supported my writing journey. You have been there to listen, to read, and to cheer me on. You are one of the kindest souls I know. You inspire me by who you are—a hard-working intellectual, a dedicated mother, a passionate believer in caring about the world, and an amazing, unstoppable woman. 
 
      
 
    


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    1 
 
      
 
      
 
    Blood consumed Darcy’s hand as Guns N’ Roses pulsed from the speakers in all the corners of the room. She pressed deeper into the body lying lifeless in front of her. Blood oozed out of the open wound. Rather than squirm, she leaned closer to the layered puzzle of tissue and organs. As the song hit its chorus, she pulled her hand out and danced with the music. 
 
    “Gotcha,” said Darcy as she held up the tip of a bar dart on the end of her forceps. It was a quarter past midnight when she found the dart piece that was so tiny she had to squint to make it out. It was large enough, however, to cause the patient intense pains. 
 
    “No way,” said Tanner, a slender young nurse with a delicate jawline. “Dr. Porter is going to freak that he didn’t catch this.” 
 
    “It’s not a competition.” 
 
    “With Dr. Porter it sure as hell is.” 
 
    Darcy said, “If anyone beats anybody, it’s the Radley brothers for dreaming up the idea to tie a bar dart to a bottle rocket.” She gave a quick bow to Joseph Radley, the victim of drunken aim. 
 
    “This is the same pair that thought offering a beer to a moose was a good idea,” said Tanner.  
 
    The other staff members in the room chuckled. The whole Radley family was notorious for stories parents used to explain to their children why they should stay in school. 
 
    “Let’s clean up and fill out the report,” said Darcy. 
 
    Tanner groaned, “Dear God. Now that is a horrible idea.” 
 
    Propping the back of her hand on her curved hip, she said, “If we finish the report tonight, Dr. Porter will see it first thing when he comes in tomorrow.” 
 
    “Ooo,” said Tanner. “I knew I was going to like you.” 
 
    Once free from surgery, Darcy went outside for a breather where the trees scented the air like a candle store in winter. There was a reason the town’s slogan was ‘The Hidden Gem of the East Coast’. Everything was on some winding road, hidden by trees or a body of water. Morgan General was on the northern side of town, a short hike away from the ocean and a cemetery.  
 
    There was a small area in the back of the hospital with picnic tables made years ago by Russ Redwood, a local craftsman. There was no covering to obstruct Darcy’s view of the stars. It had always been big cities with muddled views of the sky. For residency. For college. For her father’s jobs. Here there was a sea of stars waving from above. It was mesmerizing, like thousands of secrets of the night waiting to be discovered. 
 
    Darcy held up her stiff hand, the one that had guided her in the search for the dart tip. Her palm was raw from scrubbing. Her father used to tease her about how small her hands were, and she would snap back that they were good for getting into places no one else could. She winced as she tried to make a fist, but her fingers wouldn’t budge. 
 
    The metal door behind Darcy flung open. She didn’t startle. She rarely did. Tanner had his cigarette between his lips before his foot hit the pebble path that led to the woods. The path had been made by the art guild, a collection of locals that held gallery showings once a month to sell paintings, ceramic bowls, and quilts. The lighter Tanner held in one hand was certainly not from the guild. It had a design of the grim reaper holding a margarita. In his other hand was his phone. He stared at his screen and walked right into Darcy. 
 
    “Damn it. I’m sorry, Dr. Shaw!” 
 
    “It’s okay. Really.” 
 
    He nodded and grinned. He finished his text as he said, “I was telling my friend Jasmine about you.”  
 
    She said, “You know you can’t share details about surgeries.” 
 
    “I only said that the rumors are true. You really are a wizard. If I ever end up with unnatural objects where they don’t belong, I’ll be sure to call you.” He slipped his phone into the pocket of his brown leather jacket. He backed away toward the woods and pointed at her with his lighter. “The test results you ordered are in your mailbox.” 
 
    “Not on the computer?”  
 
    He replied, “Whenever Patricia gets around to it. We always keep a paper trail. Our computers go on the fritz all the time.” He struck his flame with ease. 
 
    When Tanner disappeared into the darkness, Darcy ran her hands up her arms that had become numb in the October chill. Spinning on her heel, she shuffled back inside the hospital.  
 
    Nearly all the patients were asleep as Darcy made her way down the hallway that had been freshly painted, eggshell on the top and navy below the chair rail. The few that weren’t asleep were watching old black and white television shows. Sometimes the televisions went in and out but seemed to be fine for now. Darcy nodded at the night desk receptionist who had yet to say a word to her. He grunted at the game on his phone. 
 
    “Dead bodies coming through!” The warning rang down the hall, loud but unenthused. Darcy had encountered Lucia Ramirez a couple times, and they were all memorable moments. Dr. Ramierz was a small woman who looked like she would be challenged carrying groceries, but she had no problem pushing one body in front of her and pulling another behind her. 
 
    Darcy tightened the band that held her auburn hair out of her face as she flagged Lucia down. “Do you need some help?” 
 
    “Most would say I do,” said Lucia. She stopped and propped her hand on one of the tables. She had broad shoulders and a square jaw. She wiggled her black brow at Darcy. “Randal is off tonight. The dead wait for no one.”  
 
    “I’m free,” said Darcy, taking a table. “Lead the way.”  
 
    They rolled the bodies down the hall toward the elevators. There were paintings of sunrises and pictures with inspirational quotes on the walls. There were metal signs with inscriptions regarding the town or the hospital’s history. Unlike the hospitals Darcy knew from school and residency, this one felt like it was part of the community. 
 
    “What happened to your guests of honor?” asked Darcy, leaning forward as she kept her table steady and away from the wall. Despite the coverings over the bodies, there was no denying the smell of them. It was a mix of woods, animals, and rot.  
 
    Lucia glanced back over her shoulder as she stopped at the elevator. A piece of thick dark hair sprung free from her cap and fell over her round brown eye. She said, “Deputy Anders got a call from some campers. They saw signs of a bear nearby. I peeked at the guy downstairs. It’s gruesome.” Her voice swung up with delight. She rarely seemed excited unless it regarded an interesting death. Lucia casually planted her elbow on the table next to the body’s head as she waited for the elevator. “How are you liking it here so far?” 
 
    “It’s charming,” said Darcy. 
 
    “Code for agonizingly small.” 
 
    “It’s big enough for a hospital.” 
 
    “Thanks to Mr. Morgan’s donations.” Lucia fell back into the wall. “This town is small enough that you can escape the big city life, but somehow it’s big enough to have too much of what I can’t stand.” 
 
    “What’s that?” asked Darcy.  
 
    As the elevator door slid open, Lucia pulled her table inside. She replied, “People.” 
 
    Darcy followed her onto the elevator with her table and said, “I’d like to get to know people better.”  
 
    “For a second I thought we might get along,” said Lucia. The elevator door closed. “Maybe there is still hope. I heard you snap at Dr. Porter. It was classy yet brilliant.”  
 
    “He deserved it.” 
 
    “Most people do.” 
 
    The door soon opened, and the light in the elevator flickered. The door stopped moving, leaving barely enough space for Lucia to poke out her head.  
 
    “Great,” said Lucia. “Stuck with a couple dead bodies.” 
 
    Darcy patted her table and said, “You’re always around dead bodies.” 
 
    “Yes, but it’s much more fun in my little shop of horrors. Are you sure you want to be my friend?” 
 
    “You’re by far not the strangest friend I’ve had.” 
 
    The lights flickered again, and the women were finally welcomed by a windowless hallway. The basement was for storage and autopsy. There were no rooms for patients, so there were no frivolities. No paintings. No fancy lighting. There were overhead lamps on the ends of chains and a thick chemical smell. Lucia used her elbow to open a door at the end of the hallway. 
 
    “No badge?” asked Darcy. 
 
    Lucia explained, “Small towns put more money into the school bake sale than security.” 
 
    “Ignorance is bliss, right?” 
 
    “Makes for tasty cherry pies.” 
 
    Darcy brought her table into the autopsy room, wide enough to comfortably hold three tables and an empty spare tucked in the corner. Darcy slid her Jane beside the John already in the room. She rested her hands on her hips and said, “Looks like a full-on party.” 
 
    Darcy pulled on the edge of the covering on the table that had been waiting for them. The body was saturated with blood. It was a Japanese male. He was rather thin, sickly almost. 
 
    Lucia said, “I would put him in his forties. Watch the counter. Fresh organs waiting for pickup.” 
 
    Nonchalantly, Darcy turned to the table she had brought in. It was a female with rich dark skin. She was covered in as much blood as the thin man. She appeared to be younger than him, maybe twenty. Her hair was natural and tightly coiled near the head. There was more blood than hair. Her face was shaped like a heart with round, soft cheeks. 
 
    “They were found out by Lake Casper,” said Lucia. 
 
    Darcy revealed the woman’s torso. There were tears in her clothes, but there were no major cuts or marks on her skin. Lucia went through her cabinets to gather gadgets to investigate the bodies while she hummed a children’s lullaby. Darcy went to the third table.  
 
    It was a Caucasian male. His hair was thick and long enough to graze the bottom of his ears. It was dark and wild and all over his face from the blood and mud. There was stubble along his jaw and round chin. The width of his shoulders didn’t fill the table. It was merely the muscle that made him appear brawny at first glance. As Darcy pulled the cover lower, she found he was narrow and lean. 
 
    “You’re a curious one,” said Lucia. 
 
    “Always,” said Darcy.  
 
    The man was completely still. He had a thin scar that ran from the end of his left brow to the bottom of his ear. 
 
    A tan phone on the wall by the door rang. Lucia muttered under her breath as she answered it. “What?” Lucia asked. “I can’t hear—what did you say? Another one? It’s already lively down here. Wait. What?” She grumbled at the phone before hanging it up. “I need to run upstairs and see if I’ve got a new recruit.” 
 
    “I can stay,” said Darcy. 
 
    Lucia glanced from the body to Darcy. “He may be a good guy, but you deserve better. At least go for someone who breathes.” 
 
    Darcy laughed until she caught something move out of the corner of her eye. The man’s mouth twitched and then fumbled like a fish in its last moment of struggle above water. Gasping, Darcy took hold of his face with both of her hands.  
 
    Lucia said, “If you’re into that sort of thing, I’m not judging. We’ve all got our dark sides. At least grab some gloves.” 
 
    “Are you sure he’s dead?” 
 
    “No pulse. No breathing. Telling signs.” 
 
    Darcy let go of the man’s cold face. He didn’t struggle or mutter or breathe. Darcy glanced down at her fingers, wet with blood. “I get hopeful, I guess,” she said. 
 
    “Ah,” said Lucia, moving to the door. “There’s the real reason I doubt we can be friends.” She slipped out into the hall. “You’ve got a heart.” 
 
    Once the door slammed shut, Darcy leaned over the man’s body and pressed her cheek as close to his mouth as she could get it without touching him. Everything in the room was quiet when she stilled her own breathing. She slowly pulled back. His mouth hadn’t moved again. Not even a strand of hair was out of its wild place. Still, she peered at him. 
 
    She grazed the tips of three fingers over his lower lip. The second she did she jerked her hand back. Though his body was as cold as the autumn night, her whole hand suddenly burned. Then his mouth twitched. 
 
    Quickly, she scanned the room. There was nothing there to put him back together, only to tear him apart. There was no sound or sign of Lucia. Darcy held one hand over the man’s chest. She drew a breath and said, “I’m not giving up on you.”  
 
    Darcy’s fingers started to rattle. The hairs on her arm all lifted in unison. Her knuckles cracked, one by one like her bones were the moving parts of a machine that had been awakened. Then blue light sparked from the tips of her fingers. She cringed as the sparks pulled together into her palm, and then she rammed her hand into the man’s chest. 
 
    His whole body flung up from the table, nearly knocking Darcy off her feet. Blue light swelled in his open mouth like a beacon from a lighthouse. He slammed back down. When all was calm again, Darcy eagerly watched the man. Her heartbeat was her clock. The longer it ticked the closer she drew to her patient. Though faintly, he breathed. 
 
    Darcy covered her mouth with her arm instead of her bloodied hands. Darcy’s fingers locked up as she tried to curl them into her palm. Then there was another sound—a whimper from the woman on the middle table. 
 
    Darcy rushed to the woman’s side and yanked the covering completely off. The woman quaked. There was life in her, but it was painful. Darcy held the woman’s head in her hands and steadied it. There was something rough on the back of her neck. Darcy gently lifted the woman’s head to find a piece of metal lodged in the neck that glowed like a blue ember. 
 
    The woman convulsed. The light in Darcy’s hand this time was a soft ball of mist that she held over the glowing metal pendant shaped like a star. At the center of the star was a sapphire. The metal popped out of the woman and into the ball of light. As the woman coughed, the light and pendant vanished. 
 
    “You’re going to be fine,” Darcy whispered. Pain swelled in the bones of her hands. Carefully, she lowered the woman’s head to the table and moved to the last body in the room. “Three miracles in one night? This won’t be suspicious at all.” She tugged on the covering, and the man beneath it chucked her to the ground.  
 
    Darcy’s head struck the floor, blurring her vision instantly. She opened her eyes to find the man holding onto her throat, his mouth open and teeth bared as he roared at her. A literal roar. 
 
    Darcy jabbed the thin man with all she had. It didn’t free her or harm him. He jerked Darcy up off the ground as easily as a breeze would whip up dust.  
 
    “Your quick death is mercy,” he said, his voice feral. Darcy swung at him again but missed. Before she could strike him, she was thrown onto the table. He was flung across the room in the other direction. 
 
    The man Darcy had brought back to life now stood with his back facing her. He was an easy six feet. The remaining light on the other side of the room dimmed like it feared the sparring men would snuff it out if it didn’t do it itself. 
 
    The thin man ran at the woman who had yet to get to her feet. The man with the scarred brow leapt over the woman with strength and speed Darcy couldn’t compare to any animal. Darcy rolled off her table and went to the center of the room. She pulled the table with her as she stumbled back to the corner. The woman whimpered again, and Darcy took hold of her hand. She wasn’t sure how yet, but she was determined to save her patient. 
 
    The men snarled back and forth, but it was the man with the scar that had control of himself and of the fight. The light flickered wildly as he picked up the other man by his throat. 
 
    “You know what I’m capable of, Naoki,” said the scarred man. There was a hint of an accent, but it wasn’t clear in the moment. He sounded more like a creature than a man. “I will give you a chance to leave. If you don’t take it, I’ll make sure your story is my worst.” 
 
    Naoki said, “Your clan will get what’s due you.” Then he spat. 
 
    The scarred man calmly wiped the spit from his cheek with his shoulder. He sighed, “I tried.” The lights flickered out. Something heavy hit the floor. 
 
    Darcy’s breathing was shallow and fast, but she kept it quiet. There was a thud on the table. She reached out quickly for the woman. She patted the table from one end to the other until she felt something like wet putty. The lights came back on long enough for Darcy to see Naoki’s head now in her hands. It was rubbery and lost its shape as the skin melted into blood. 
 
    She kicked the table away. With little grace, she jumped up onto the counter that lined the wall. She had yet to scream. She focused the pain in her chest into her hand and cringed again as she forced blue light out, this time between her fingers like a chain. 
 
    The glow from her hand showed the scarred man was on her side of the room. He laid the woman down on the table and examined the back of her head carefully. 
 
    “She’s not well,” said Darcy. “I need to help her.” 
 
    He huffed and turned back to the injured woman, cradling the back of her head in his hand. 
 
    Darcy barked, “You’re a monster.” 
 
    The scarred man suddenly closed the distance between him and Darcy to a mere few feet. She pressed her back against the wall, and her mouth parted on a gasp. His pupils were thin and vertical like a reptile’s.  
 
    Darcy leaned closer with her light. She asked, “What are you?” 
 
    “Like you said—a monster. You must be an idiot. You’re not running.”  
 
    “I’m protecting my patient.” 
 
    “You’re going to get yourself killed.” 
 
    Lifting her chin, she asked, “Are you going to kill me?” 
 
    Something untamed bubbled in his voice. He said, “I would find it pleasurable.”  
 
    She tried to strike him with her glowing hand, but he caught her wrist with ease. He didn’t apply pressure. He wasn’t trying to hurt her, but what was spinning in his mind was unclear to Darcy. The light from her fingers illuminated both of their faces. His expression only gave enough to let her know he was dissecting her. 
 
    Hers eyes were wide and unmoving. His changed. The cloud over the color dispersed like fog being swept away. Then his pupils rounded. When the monstrous mask was gone, left behind were fields of rich hunter green in his eyes.  
 
    She said, “I don’t do games. If you’re going to kill me, go ahead.” 
 
    His thumb grazed her wrist as his lips rolled inward. As he spoke, his accent softly wove into his words. It was French, subtle and hidden under all the darkness. He said, “Then I wouldn’t have the chance to figure out what you are.” 
 
    He threw Darcy’s arm to her side. Her light vanished. She tried to bring it back, but her hand didn’t cooperate. Perhaps it was from the shaking or the fact that she heard the man’s strange voice suddenly from the other side of the room. 
 
    She stumbled as she turned about on her heel. She pulled both hands up and gritted her teeth as she brought the light back, this time to all ten fingers. The man was there holding the woman who seemed much smaller cradled in his arms. 
 
    “You can’t take her,” said Darcy. “She needs care.” 
 
    He moved toward the door. Darcy jumped at him. He was taller, faster, and stronger. None of it stopped her from facing him, whether she could handle him or not. He curled his lips and said, “You are stupidly brave.” 
 
    “You think you’re going to walk out of here with her,” she laughed.  
 
    The woman’s head rolled to the side as she moaned. Darcy moved toward her, but the man growled. The sound was bestial.  
 
    To the woman in his arms, he softly said, “I need your help for a mere moment, Winny. We’ve caused a scene we need to erase.” 
 
    Winny nodded, so feeble it seemed the weight of her own head might break her neck. 
 
    “You’re crazy!” Darcy shouted. “She could die with you!” 
 
    He simply laughed. Slowly, he turned to face her. “So could you, ma sirène,” he said as he pulled Winny’s bloodied body closer to his chest.  
 
    Darcy’s eyes rolled back like they were lured by the pied piper’s wicked song. 
 
    “What is your name?” asked the man.  
 
    “Why do you care?” she asked. She stumbled into the table and clung to the edges. 
 
    “If you keep being so sweet, you might charm me. Tell me your name.” 
 
    She drew a breath through her nose. Over the blood and chemical scent of Lucia’s lair, she smelled honeysuckle. The air transported her thoughts to childhood. There was a hike with her father in the woods, her first encounter with the flower. The present started to blur. 
 
    She murmured, “Darcy.” 
 
    He repeated her name with his accent clear, “Darcy.” 
 
    She said, “I don’t know what you’re doing. Gas. Neurotoxin. Whatever it is, I’m not letting you get away with this.” She went straight down to her knees. 
 
    As the man opened the door, the lights in the hallway twitched. He said, “If you don’t get yourself killed, I’m sure we’ll meet again. Perhaps I’ll take you up on your offer to do it myself.” 
 
    The door closed, and everything went dark. Every breath tasted like a summer field until the lights came on again. The door opened. Darcy was ready to bring out her light if needed. It wasn’t the monster or the woman he ran away with that entered the room. It was Lucia. 
 
    “Whoa,” said Lucia as she carried in a cup of coffee. “You look like death.” 
 
    Darcy was flustered. It wasn’t the bang to her head that affected her but the fact that there was no bloody head on a table or body detached from it on the floor. There was only one table in the room with an occupant. It was an elderly man without a wound. 
 
    “Where are the other three?” asked Darcy in a daze. 
 
    Lucia replied, “Coffees? Your shift is almost over. I prescribe sleep instead of caffeine. Or whiskey. I always prescribe whiskey.” 
 
    “There were three bodies in here when you left,” said Darcy. She was sure of it, but there was no sign of them. 
 
    “Unless you chopped them up and hid the pieces, I’m not sure how that’s possible,” said Lucia. 
 
    “Where is the blood?” asked Darcy. If Naoki’s body had finished melting, the floor should have been a sea. 
 
    “The custodian cleaned it, remember?” asked Lucia. “You’re the one that knocked over my organs. They were good too!” 
 
    Darcy rubbed the back of her head. Her neck was sore and her hand stiff, but why they felt that way wasn’t clear. She knew it, but she didn’t know it. Her trust in her own memory was as weak as the lingering scent of honeysuckle. She asked, “You didn’t have any other guests in here all night?” 
 
    Lucia said, “Just you, and you were no fun. I didn’t get to cut into anything.” She looked Darcy over, and the wicked grin slipped away. “You okay?” 
 
    “My mind is a little frazzled,” said Darcy. 
 
    “You did doze off,” said Lucia. 
 
    Could that be the explanation? It was a dream—a very vivid, awful dream. Darcy tried to piece things together. She remembered the woman and the two men, the one that walked out and the one whose head had melted in her hands. There was no sign of them, not in this room and not in Lucia’s memory.  
 
    Darcy sighed, “It must be the move catching up to me.” 
 
    “You should head home,” said Lucia as she downed half of her coffee in one take. It seemed the caffeine hit her soul immediately. She picked up her tools, eager to dig into her guest. 
 
    Watching her feet slide toward the door, Darcy nodded and said, “I think I will. Sleep may help clear my head.” 
 
    “I doubt it. Everyone is scrambled here.” Lucia rolled her finger in small circles by the side of her head. “Welcome to Cape Emerald, Dr. Shaw.” 
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    There was no record of three bodies coming into the hospital. The campers that had reported the incident were tourists and nowhere to be found. The hospital security footage showed the ambulance arriving, but the screen went on the fritz before Darcy could make out what came off the truck. The driver said that trip was just to return to flirt with Lucia. The only evidence of anything from that night was the sapphire attached to a metal star, and even now Darcy was starting to question how she came to have it. 
 
    She had only a couple hours before she had to be at the hospital, and there was a stop to be made on the way. She didn’t have an address, but Lucia had given her directions. The details entailed going up the hill past the pharmacy and turning left at the tree that looked like Elvis. Then a right just after the bridge. Don’t turn again or risk running into people that don’t like to be ran into. Straight on through would get her to the quaint baby blue house in the woods. 
 
    Darcy parked at the edge of the gravel next to a bed of bushes that had lost their summer blossoms. There was half an acre of open lawn before everything around the home was consumed by woods. Adornments outside were homemade and nature-inspired like twigs and branches woven into suns and moons. There was an old red truck parked in the grass near Darcy’s car.  
 
    Tapping on her collarbone, Darcy drew a breath and walked only on the round stones leading up to the covered wooden porch that spanned the width of the house. After she knocked on the white front door, she debated scurrying away. Her feet wouldn’t let her. They had come far to get here. She started to knock again, but a man opened the door before she could. 
 
    The man’s neck drastically leaned forward. Darcy was of average height and had to look down to catch his earthy brown eyes. His nose was large and wide, the most prominent feature of his wrinkled face. He wore a brown button-up vest and a yellow polka dot bowtie. 
 
    A drought plagued Darcy’s throat. She asked, “Mr. Redwood?” 
 
    “Sorry,” he said as he squinted. “Do I know you?” 
 
    “I doubt it. We’ve never met.” 
 
    “I don’t remember the last time I had a visitor. It’s nice to know people around here still think I’m alive.” There was a hop in his voice, something spunky. 
 
    Darcy slipped her hands in the back pockets of her jeans. “I actually haven’t lived here long,” she said. 
 
    “Do you fancy talking to little old men knocking on death’s door?” 
 
    “I talk to a lot of people flirting with death. I’m a doctor.” 
 
    “Aren’t you a little young?” 
 
    “I graduated high school and undergrad early.” 
 
    “I bet your parents are proud.” 
 
    “He was,” said Darcy, warmly. Her father had been ecstatic to tell anyone that would listen that his girl was going to medical school when most her age had just gone to prom. “I wanted to check on your wife. She was at the hospital recently. I helped Dr. Porter review the case.” She bit down on her tongue to keep from rambling. 
 
    He peered at her, and his bushy eyebrows sank. “Thank you for coming. It’s nice to know we have at least one doctor that isn’t an ass. Why don’t you come on in?” 
 
    Darcy stepped inside the warmth of the Redwood home. On the walls along the L-shaped stairs were antique clocks, the kind that required winding and gentle care. They all had moving parts—little gnomes that popped out of doorways or a girl making her way across a hopscotch game.  
 
    Darcy moved toward the clocks instead of following Russ. She went up two steps when a small gray clock caught her eye. The clock was round with an embossed crescent moon in the center. Darcy waited to see what trick it would have, and it didn’t disappoint. Soon a wooden figure of a green witch on a broom ticked across the moon and into a small opening that then shut behind it.  
 
    On the end of an awed breath, Darcy said, “Wow. These are amazing.” 
 
    “My father made that one,” said Russ. He rested his hands on the stair rail.  
 
    “He was very talented,” said Darcy. She moved up another step. The clock was an exact replica of the house. “This is perfect.” 
 
    He straightened his bowtie with pride and said, “My father was good, but I’m better.” 
 
    Her teeth skimmed over her lower lip. She asked, “Did you pass on the skill to your kids?” 
 
    His reaction was a silent one at first, like he had to play it in his mind. His lips curled and then flattened out, but he didn’t scowl or go cold. He had become accustom to the feeling over time. 
 
    Russ said, “I taught my son. He didn’t get a chance to pass it on.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” She meant it when she said that kind of thing. “Was he your only child?” 
 
    “No.” He turned his head toward the clocks and held his breath. Ten ticks and tocks later, he had yet to divulge any details. 
 
    There was another clock that drew Darcy to it. It was a scene out on the water looking toward land. The ocean was carved and beautifully painted with the lightest brushes of white at the tips of the waves. In the background was a line of trees and cliffs. The colors were rich and dark as though a night sky was cast upon them. Atop the center of the scene was a wooden lighthouse. With each tick of the clock, a small opening in the lighthouse opened and then shut, revealing and then hiding an actual light.  
 
    Russ patted on the railing to grab Darcy’s attention. Then he pointed and said, “She’s this way.” 
 
    He led Darcy through an open doorway. Every nook and shelf and corner of the room had a knickknack or picture. The room was a pentagon. There was a large window that stretched from the floor to the ceiling and five feet across. At either side of the window were thick curtains tied with ivory sashes. Darcy could get lost in this room for days exploring. Then her searching gaze settled in the center of the room where Mary Redwood rested in her chair. 
 
    The chair was on a rug with a celestial design of gold woven into a maroon background. Mary’s hands that rested on the arm of the floral chair were small and feeble with spots of age on skin as thin as tissue paper. It was then that Darcy realized every trinket and treasure in the room faced Mary from all five sides. She had her own treasures—her wedding band and a locket with a pale blue stone on a golden chain. 
 
    “Mary, sweetheart,” said Russ. All the age and struggle melted away from his voice when he spoke to her. He shuffled to her side and stroked her thin silver hair that he teased with a comb every morning. “A doctor is here to check on you. You’ll like her better than Dr. Porter.” 
 
    Mary Redwood didn’t greet Darcy or respond to her husband. She couldn’t. Her husband readied her in a fresh cotton dress every day, and she spent the hours sitting among the antiques. Her gaze was stuck straight ahead and angled slightly downward. She had as much age in her face as her husband. Her features were more petite, a smaller nose and ears. Her lips were fuller, but they couldn’t give mischievous grins because they were constantly moving as though small bubbles popped in her mouth. 
 
    “Hey, Mary,” said Darcy, softly. She knelt on one knee. 
 
    Nothing but Mary’s lips moved.  
 
    “You look good,” said Darcy. She leaned right and then left, giving Mary a quick look over but not touching her. “How long has she been like this?”  
 
    “She had a stroke thirty years ago,” said Russ as he took hold of his wife’s hand. “This may not be how we imagined growing old together, but I have loved her every day.” He leaned down and kissed her cheek. 
 
    “You’ve taken care of her this whole time.”  
 
    “When you truly love someone the way I do my Mary, nothing can make you give up.” His smile was genuine, heartfelt, and tired. 
 
    Darcy pulled a small flashlight from her bag and held it up to Mary’s eyes, not yet turning it on. “Her file said she had a fever and was falling over for the last week,” she said. 
 
    “Only her head,” he said. “I told Dr. Porter not to be dramatic about it. There are people here who think I can’t care for Mary on my own. They’ll see how able I am if they try to take her from me.” 
 
    The flashlight clicked on. Darcy moved it between Mary’s eyes. The pupils shrank as they should. “Nothing else to be concerned about?” she asked. 
 
    “If there were I’d be calling the hospital. I’ll ask for you next time instead of that blockhead.” 
 
    “You’re welcome to call me anytime.” Darcy put one hand on her knee to push herself up. The other hand she placed on Mary’s arm. Instead of standing, Darcy stumbled to the floor. 
 
    The house was still. Nothing had grabbed her. Her balance had been fine, but a sharp streak of pain had shot up her arm and into her chest. It wasn’t the pain that kept Darcy on the ground. It was Mary. 
 
    Sounds rolled from Mary’s tongue. There were clicks at first and then moans and mutterings. Russ shuffled quickly to her side and took up her hand. It was then that the chaotic sounds could be understood in pieces. 
 
    “Ash. Ash. Ash.”  
 
    Russ tried to calm Mary, but the sounds poured.  
 
    “Pen. Pen. Pen.” 
 
    “Mary,” said Russ, stroking her hair. “Are you alright?” 
 
    Mary’s voice then became clear, though it seemed far too deep and profound to be coming from such a fragile woman. She said, “Death.” 
 
    Mary’s head fell back, and her eyes shut. Darcy scrambled to her feet and took hold of Mary’s head to straighten it again. Then Mary’s soft eyes opened, and her lips continued fumbling. She was as calm as before, simply a weak elderly woman taking in her room of treasures from her parlor chair. 
 
    “What was she talking about?” asked Darcy. Mary had startled her, but it didn’t make her want to run. Curiosity won over as usual. Not knowing how Russ would take it, Darcy held herself back from touching Mary again.  
 
    “I don’t know. She hasn’t spoken in years.” He patted Mary’s hair. The wrinkles of his face softened when he rested his gaze on his sweet Mary. “She seems alright now, don’t you think?” 
 
    Darcy paused. Mary didn’t shake or sweat. Her mumbles were her norm. Darcy said, “I suppose so.” 
 
    “I think it’s best if Mary gets some—” 
 
    Four knocks at the door cut him off. 
 
    “I’ll get going,” said Darcy. “It sounds like you have company.” 
 
    “I sure hope not,” Russ grumbled. “The list of people I like in this town is in the obituary records. Though I think I may like you.” 
 
    “Back at you,” said Darcy. She stood straight up and tucked her hands into her pockets as she headed toward the front door, leaving Mary’s quiet mutterings behind in the parlor but fresh in her mind. Darcy opened the door as a man in a police uniform held up his hand, ready to knock again. 
 
    Thin dreadlocks were pulled back, covering his ears. His uniform fit to his narrow build. Every feature of his face was well defined as though he had been precisely chiseled. His nose had a wide bridge and a tip that pointed forward like his chin. Though he was confident and commanding standing on the porch in his uniform, he wasn’t intimidating. Especially when he smiled at Darcy. 
 
    “You’re a pleasant surprise,” said Lance Anders. He couldn’t close his mouth once he had spoken. It hung there, caught on something much like his gaze.  
 
    Russ rapped his knuckles on the door. He said, “I thought we had an arrangement. Whatever anyone said about me, you pin it on Mr. Gutfrey.” 
 
    Darcy chuckled, “Not a fan?” 
 
    Russ huffed and said, “He nickels and dimes my truck, making up problems that don’t exist.” 
 
    Lance said, “I’m not here to take you in. I’m asking anyone who might know something about Randal Mason to call me.” 
 
    Folding her arms at her chest, Darcy questioned, “Lucia’s assistant?” 
 
    Nodding, Lance said, “He hasn’t been seen in several days.” 
 
    “Maybe he just skipped town for a while?” 
 
    Lance playfully pointed and asked, “Are you an investigator?” 
 
    “I’m a curious person,” said Darcy, folding her arms at her chest. 
 
    “I’ve gone by his place. There were signs to cause concern.” 
 
    “Signs? House in disarray?” 
 
    “The details aren’t public.” 
 
    “We’re not in public, are we?” 
 
    Lance laughed. The sound was amused and intrigued all at once. “I’ll tell you because you’re new and you need to know to stay on your guard.” 
 
    Russ muttered, “He’s telling you because of your dimples.” 
 
    Lance gave Russ a quick glare before he continued, “There was blood on his porch steps.” 
 
    “A lot?” she asked. 
 
    Now Russ laughed, “You might as well drive her to the scene.” 
 
    “Maybe another day,” said Lance, warmly. “I need to speak to Jasmine since she’s friendly with Randal.” 
 
    “Friendly?” Russ scoffed. “Is that what you call it these days? I call it frisky.” 
 
    “Who’s Jasmine?” asked Darcy. 
 
    Russ answered, “My granddaughter.” 
 
    “Oh,” said Darcy. She tapped on her collarbone. “Just the one?” 
 
    “She’s more than an old man can keep up with,” Russ scoffed. 
 
    Lance said, “Tell Jasmine to come see me. I need to make a couple more stops before running by the hospital.” 
 
    “What are you going to the hospital for?” asked Darcy. 
 
    He smiled and said, “You’re awfully interested in a deputy’s work.” 
 
    “I work there.” 
 
    He pointed at her and said, “You must be Dr. Shaw.” 
 
    “Guilty. I’m heading there now.” She slipped her thumbs into the belt loops of her jeans as she turned to Russ. “Thank you for your hospitality. Let me know if Mary—” She peered at him. His eyes had glazed over, and he had gone a bit pale. “Mr. Redwood?” 
 
    “Did you say Shaw?” asked Russ. 
 
    Lance asked, “Any chance you’re related to the Shaw family that used to live here? Priscilla and Ernest?” 
 
    “They were my grandparents,” said Darcy. 
 
    “I didn’t know they had grandkids,” said Lance. “I don’t even know their son’s name.” 
 
    Russ and Darcy said it together. “Carter.” 
 
    “My father,” said Darcy, exchanging a quick glance with Russ. “I inherited their house when my dad passed this year.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” said Russ, his brow wavering. “About your father. Your grandparents. Everything.” 
 
    “Thank you,” said Darcy with a nod. She sighed. “I better get going. I hope to see you soon.” 
 
    Russ watched from the porch as Lance and Darcy went to their cars. He gave a shaky wave as the cars pulled away. Spokes of light broke through the trees. Five faint spokes crossed over the walkway, pulsing like strobe lights. 
 
    As the cars pulled away, Russ held onto the doorframe for support for his knees that took to quaking. When the gravel driveway was empty except for his own beat up pickup truck, Russ poked out his head and looked up at the fading colors of the afternoon sky. He whispered, “Keep it up, Mary.” 
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    At the end of her shift Darcy made her way to the reception area after checking on Betsy Miller. Ms. Miller was an elderly woman who checked in with a self-diagnosis of a stroke every now and then after she stopped paying for cable tv. She brought food and snacks for the staff. Her bill was always comped.  
 
    Darcy massaged the back of her neck and turned the corner, almost doing a complete three-sixty upon seeing the doctor waving his pen in Tanner’s face. Before she could make her getaway, Tanner caught sight of her and clapped his hands. 
 
    “Dr. Shaw!” Tanner called out, sending out the flare. 
 
    Groaning under her breath, Darcy locked on a smile and headed toward the front desk. Tanner wiped the sweat from his brow as Dr. Porter turned his back to him and faced Darcy. 
 
    Abner Porter was a Cape Emerald native, one of few to move away. He came back, much to the chagrin of those that had been excited to see him leave for medical school. Unlike Darcy, he didn’t walk the halls without his white coat. There was a rumor he showered in it too. His hair was peppered and receded, aging him a few years past his forty.  
 
    Dr. Porter griped, “And what gave you the idea you had the right to run tests on my patients?” 
 
    Darcy started to reply, but he cut her off. He was dramatic about it as he swung his hand. He said, “Don’t deny it.” 
 
    “I wasn’t going to,” said Darcy, crossing her arms at her chest. “When a man comes in with a dart in his intestines that you failed to retrieve, it will dictate a few additional tests.” 
 
    Dr. Porter’s cheeks burned. He said, “I’m referring to a test on an old woman.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” said Tanner, snapping his fingers. “I meant to tell you, Dr. Porter. Russ Redwood called today and said he’s officially removing you as Mary’s primary care physician.” 
 
    Not even a beach could bake Dr. Porter’s face as red as it was in that moment. “What?” 
 
    Delighted to explain, Tanner said, “He has requested that Dr. Shaw handle all of Mary’s care—past, present, and future.” 
 
    Before Dr. Porter could make a snide remark, Darcy jumped in. “You can have the Radley boy back,” said Darcy. “He’s all fixed up and shouldn’t need anything else. Seems like a good fit, doesn’t it?” 
 
    Dr. Porter gawked at Darcy, quickly shaking his head and searching for a comeback that never came. Unable to rise from the ashes, he stuffed his pen into the pocket of his white coat and walked past Darcy. 
 
    She waved at him though he wasn’t watching and then turned to join Tanner in his snickering.  
 
    “You’re going to run him and his ego out of town,” said Tanner. 
 
    “He’ll be fine,” said Darcy. 
 
    “Let a boy dream!” 
 
    Tanner suddenly stood straight. He ran his hand over his hair and then smoothed out his scrubs. The sudden shift to poised and professional alarmed Darcy at first. Then she twisted at the hip and found a man with a commanding presence striding down the hall toward her. 
 
    Thomas Morgan stopped in front of Darcy. His blonde hair was pulled back into a low ponytail. His face was slender and flat. With thin lips and pillows below hazel eyes, he wasn’t striking or awe-inducing. He did dress sharply in a gray suit, as was expected for the owner of the hospital. 
 
    “It’s a pleasure to meet you in person, Dr. Shaw,” said Thomas. He said her name slowly and precisely. No matter how careful he was with it, he couldn’t completely subdue his British accent. “I have heard only magnificent things about you.” 
 
    Tanner muttered, “You must not have talked to Dr. Porter.” 
 
    “I try not to,” Thomas admitted. He straightened his fitted jacket. “It’s been a while since we’ve shown our faces and thought we would see how my hospital is running.” 
 
    A woman stepped out from behind him. Thomas was soothed by her touch, his shoulders sinking as he sighed. Like Thomas, she was well dressed. She sported a mustard blazer fitted snuggly at the waist and brown pants that matched her boots. 
 
    Darcy focused on the woman’s heart-shaped face. The woman’s hair was near the scalp and so dark and pristine it had a gleam to it even under the dim hallway light that flickered from a glitch in the power. Darcy’s hand twitched as she gasped, “Winny.” 
 
    Softly, Winny questioned, “Have we met?”  
 
    “No,” said Darcy. She pressed her fingers against her forehead. “Forgive me. It’s been a long week.” 
 
    Winny stepped closer. “You’re flustered,” she said. She lifted her hand to trace her own chin with one finger, revealing a scar on her palm. 
 
    Another glance at Winny made Darcy feel dizzy. She said, “Mr. Morgan, it was a pleasure to meet you. I need some air.” 
 
    “Of course,” he said. He held up his hand, inviting her to leave. “I’m sure we’ll see each other again soon.” 
 
    Nodding, Darcy turned away and shuffled her feet quickly until she reached the back door. She threw the door open and slammed her back against it once it closed. Images flashed in her mind. There was Winny’s face but not pristine and smiling. Darcy remembered blood. The memory stirred the scent of honeysuckle. She trembled. The more she leaned into her memories, the less she believed them. 
 
     Darcy used her light to bring out the sapphire and metal pendant. It was real too. Somehow Lucia and everyone that crossed Winny’s path had forgotten her—even the cameras—but Darcy remembered. She still felt the sting in her hand from prying the pendant from Winny’s neck with her light. She trusted her mind to remember that night like she trusted it to hear the shriek that rang in the woods. 
 
    Crickets argued in the shadows of the trees. It wasn’t clear what the sound really was or if it was in her head. Darcy tucked the pendant into her jeans as she peered out into the layers of shadows and moonlight. She reached back for the door handle but let go at the sound of another scream, this clearly a man. 
 
    Between her curiosity and her bleeding heart, she couldn’t not follow the cry from the woods. Further into the trees, the light of the moon became broken and sparse. Twice she ran into a tree and had to feel her way into the next patch of light. She waited for another scream to play Marco Polo with her, but the only sound she heard was guttural and deep like that of a dog. 
 
     The rumbling animal sound continued, luring her deeper into the woods until she found a figure in the shadows at the end of a streak of moonlight between two trees. The figure was difficult to make out that low to the ground. The sound it made was muffled, like its mouth was lost in its meal.  
 
    Darcy pressed her clenched fist against her chest as what she thought was an animal pulled back from its prey and moaned, a grizzly sound. The figure moved upward, standing straight. It wasn’t an animal, but surely it wasn’t a person either. As the manlike figure turned into the light, Darcy’s mouth fell open. 
 
    Blood ran down the man’s chin. His hair was as dark as the night, wild and tangling with the shadows. “So you are a fool,” he said. Not even the shadows could hide the reptile look of his eyes. 
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    Darcy threw up her left hand and prepared for the coming pain. Her fingers curled like claws, but the light didn’t appear right away. The man in the shadows tilted his head. Blood dripped off his chin. Despite the massacre at his mouth, his ivory suit jacket over his fitted black shirt was pristine. 
 
    As blue sparks fizzled on Darcy’s fingers, the man said, “You came into the woods alone, and you can’t even summon your flares.” 
 
    “I heard whoever you killed screaming,” said Darcy, still straining to conjure the light. 
 
    The man put his hands behind his back and leaned forward. He said, “That only makes you dumber.” 
 
    “Was it Randal Mason?” 
 
    “I don’t know their name.” 
 
    “You killed without reason?” 
 
    “I always have a reason,” he said, coolly. “If you must know, I’ll show you my victim.” He disappeared without a sound or even a visible movement.  
 
    “Don’t come near me!” Darcy shouted, still fidgeting with her fingers. “Whatever you are, I can hurt you.” 
 
    He said, “That’s more like foreplay than a threat.” There was a thud like he kicked something sturdy, and a figure lunged from the shadows. It wasn’t a man that hit the ground. It was a bloodied animal. 
 
    Darcy’s throat tensed, but she didn’t cry out. She knelt and reached for the fur. The blood in the moonlight made it appear metallic. The animal was damp at the neck and across its chest. 
 
    “A wolf,” said Darcy, her brow puzzled. “Why did you kill a wolf?” 
 
    “I don’t dance with them,” said the man. 
 
    “The blood is on your mouth. Nowhere else.” 
 
    “I’m not a savage.” 
 
    “Why would you bite a wolf?” 
 
    One corner of the man’s lips curled. Devilishly, he said, “It bit first.” 
 
    “You’re not human,” said Darcy. Instead of putting distance between her and the stranger that had just devoured a wolf, she stood and pressed closer to him.  
 
    He said, “You’re not alarmed that I’m not. That says more about you than me.” 
 
    “What are you?” 
 
    “What do you think I am?” 
 
    Bluntly, she replied, “Dangerous.” 
 
    He wet his lips with the tip of his tongue and made them darker, a deep maroon in the shadows. “That’s obvious.” He took a step forward, bringing his body but not his face into the moonlight. “You’ve been told to be afraid of the big bad wolf. The wolf, my dear, is afraid of me.” 
 
    Her back slammed against a tree as the man thrust against her so quickly she didn’t see him coming. The bark bit into her skin but didn’t break it.  
 
    He tucked his chin to catch Darcy’s eye. His eyes weren’t reptilic as Darcy had expected. He wasn’t feral. He stepped back, giving her space. He was merely toying with her to remind her he was a beast. He asked, “Why don’t you scream?”  
 
    “Because you want me to.” 
 
    “That’s not why.” 
 
    “Then you tell me why if you’re a psychic.” 
 
    Shadow from a tree cut across his face. “Something stole it from you,” he whispered. “Something that frightens you even more than the idea of death.” 
 
    Darcy thought she smelled cinnamon. It seemed odd standing there among the trees. She said, “Whatever you are, I know you’re not a psychic.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “If you are, you must like pain.” 
 
    The man flung into the air when blue light popped on the tips of each of Darcy’s fingers and into his stomach. Branches snapped as the man tumbled through them. Darcy swallowed the pain that boiled up into her throat. She never heard the man hit the ground. 
 
    Something snarled behind Darcy. The man’s angered breath rolled on the back of her neck. 
 
    Darcy turned and lifted her chin. The man’s pupils were vertical and thin again. He bit down on his lower lip, gently but still drawing blood that drizzled down his chin in two thin streaks. 
 
    “What are you?” he rattled. His skin audibly sizzled where the light had struck him. 
 
    The light from her fingers as she waved at him gave her cheek a blue cast. She replied, “Dangerous.” 
 
    He started to growl again, but it fumbled away with the fog in his eyes that had been covering the green since Darcy struck him with her light. As the round pupils returned, his voice turned to silk. “Sapphires,” he murmured. 
 
    “What?” Darcy muttered, airily.  
 
    The moonlight finally uncovered every detail of his face, from the scar to the quiver in his lower lip. He whispered, “You are dangerous, ma sirène.”  
 
    The tip of Darcy’s tongue wet her lips. Before she could make words, there was another scream from somewhere in the layers of trees. 
 
    This sound was high-pitched and feminine. It didn’t last long before it broke into giddy laughter. A woman near Darcy’s age jumped into the streak of moonlight nearby with her hand pressed against her chest. 
 
    “Oh, hello,” said the woman at the end of her next laugh. There was depth in her voice like in her curves. She zipped her yellow jacket up to her ribs. “You must be the new doctor in town.” 
 
    “How did you know that?” asked Darcy. She crossed her arms to fight a chill from the air. Her hand accidentally slipped into her sleeve. “Scrubs.” 
 
    “I would’ve known you were new either way,” said the woman. “You’re Dr. Shaw.” 
 
    “Call me Darcy.” 
 
    “Jasmine,” said the woman. Tucking her hands into the pockets of her jacket, Jasmine strolled toward Darcy. “Hasn’t anybody ever told you not to be by yourself in the woods at night?” 
 
    Darcy started to argue but stopped. She didn’t have to turn around to know the hunter she had stumbled upon was gone. She couldn’t smell cinnamon or feel him on her skin. Though he wasn’t right next to her anymore, he still chilled her. 
 
    Jasmine swayed like she made the rhythm of the breeze. Her dark hair brushed her jawline. She said, “I was out here with Eddie Branch, and he thought he was getting lucky, you know? I knew he made this bet with his friends. I asked him to undress first to get me going. When he was stripped down, I grabbed a picture and threw his clothes in the lake.” She giggled until it hurt.  
 
    “Are you Russ Redwood’s granddaughter?” 
 
    Dancing with her shoulders, Jasmine said, “You’ve heard of me.” 
 
    “Deputy Anders was looking for you.” 
 
    “Dear God. Lance is such a bore. This whole town is. You’ll see soon enough.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Darcy, shrugging. “I think this place is hiding a lot of interesting stories.” 
 
    “Come out to the bar with me,” said Jasmine. “Meet some people. Make a story or two yourself.” 
 
    “Oh, um,” said Darcy. She chewed on her tongue and looked into the trees. Nothing stirred or growled. There was no man there in sight. Darcy had a lingering feeling that didn’t mean her new acquaintance wasn’t out there watching her. “My shift is over, so I guess I could.” 
 
    “Great!” Jasmine squealed. She hopped forward and snatched Darcy’s hand. “Now let’s get you out of these scrubs and out on the town.” 
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    Pearl’s was the only bar in town, and because of the high school rivalry with the next county over, it was the only one within an hour that anyone in Cape Emerald would enter. It was a standalone building on a road with a small strip of other businesses—the smoke shop, a laundromat, and an old video rental store that had been converted into a tanning salon. There were always more people at Pearl’s. 
 
    The building was a few decades old. It had a cabin feel on the outside. The inside was a proud shout out to the town with pictures of local heroes, framed newspaper articles, and Cape Emerald High School Ravens memorabilia covering the walls. There were jack-o-lantern string lights over the entrance. Over the metal bar was a row of plastic skeletons, each wearing sunglasses or biker jackets.  
 
    Patting on the bar with the palm of her hand, Jasmine waited for the woman filling a glass of beer to look her way. It was Pearl Radley, the owner of the bar. Her hair was short and bleached. Her face was narrow and delicate which contrasted the sturdier build of her shoulders and hips. She rarely wore makeup but always had her brow penciled in.  
 
    Pearl said, “I sure as hell hope for your sake you aren’t beating my bar to get my attention.” 
 
    Laying her folded arms on the bar and leaning forward, Jasmine said, “I like pushing your buttons.” 
 
    Pearl fake laughed as she topped off the glass and handed it to a bearded scrawny man waiting by a bowl of pretzels. Pearl turned about as she moved down the bar and snagged two glasses. She talked to a woman that she graduated high school with while she filled the glasses without even looking. Then she moved down to Jasmine with a margarita and a sangria. She handed the first to Jasmine and the other to Darcy. 
 
    Taking the glass, Darcy said, “I didn’t order yet.” 
 
    “You’re a sangria type, Dr. Shaw,” said Pearl. 
 
    Taking a sip of the sangria, Darcy said, “There must have been some announcement about my arrival.” 
 
    “I know faces,” said Pearl, grabbing a towel from a hook on her side of the bar and wiping away a water ring on top. She was always moving. “You patched up my nephew when Porter botched the job.” 
 
    Darcy took another drink and muttered, “The bulletin must have an anti-Porter section too.” 
 
    “Those boys aren’t the brightest, but they’re all I have left of my brother,” said Pearl. “I don’t count their no-good cheating mother. You saved my family. You need anything, you’ve got me.” 
 
    “And that,” said Jasmine, lifting her margarita as though making a toast, “is a very valuable thing to have. Everyone knows you don’t mess with Pearl Radley.” Two other patrons agreed with taps on their glasses and another with a grunt. 
 
    “I ran across this man,” said Darcy, drumming on the bar with both hands. “Maybe you could tell me who he is.” 
 
    “Ooo,” said Jasmine, wiggling her shoulders. “Already playing the field.” 
 
    “Yo, Pearl!” Lyle Gutfrey shouted from the other end of the bar. He was a middle-aged man with a football-shaped head and a basketball-shaped gut. He waved an empty bottle. 
 
    Pearl lifted a hand in reply. That was all Lyle would get for now. To Darcy, she said, “Tell me about him.” 
 
    “Dark hair, a little long,” said Darcy. She kept the feral growl and ability to rip off a head to herself. She added, “Scar at his brow.” 
 
    Starting to shuffle away, Pearl questioned, “Burn, cut, or the bashed in kind?” 
 
    “Uh,” said Darcy, visualizing a bashed in scar for a moment. She shuddered. She waited for Pearl to give Lyle a new bottle and head back her way before she answered. “A cut. Not massive but obvious.” 
 
    Snatching a tip off the bar, Pearl said, “If it’s an older man, you’re talking about Bruce Nickelson.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say old,” said Darcy. “Mid-thirties, probably.” 
 
    “Ah,” said Pearl. Her cheeks pushed up into round balls under her eyes with her grin. “Mr. Lefont.” 
 
    Jasmine swooned, “Xavier? He talked to you?” 
 
    Darcy scoffed, “You could say that.” 
 
    Pearl said, “He lives in the only house left on Thatcher Road. He comes in here every now and then to buy a drink for a lady. He tips well.” 
 
    Jasmine pouted and said, “He’s never bought a drink for me.” 
 
    “I said a lady.” 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    “No judgement here,” said Pearl, waving her rag. “Why be a lady when you can be a queen?” 
 
    A dark hand reached for the bar and laid flat beside Darcy’s. Lance Anders leaned forward to face the women and said, “Xavier is an ass.” 
 
    Jasmine pointed and said, “You mean he has a fine one.” 
 
    Lance said, “You sniff out the wicked ones, don’t you?” 
 
    Jasmine playfully sniffed the air three times. 
 
    Cautiously, Pearl said, “It’s early to be hauling off my customers.” 
 
    “I’m off duty,” said Lance. He tossed his credit card onto the bar and sat beside Darcy. “A scotch for me. A round for the ladies, whatever they’d like. First time here, Dr. Shaw?” 
 
    Pearl snickered, “Real smooth.” 
 
    “I think Hutch has an order,” said Lance, pointing his thumb back over his shoulder. Pearl handed Lance a scotch and the women a second round of drinks though only Jasmine was ready for it. When Pearl walked away, Lance took a sip. “Two chance encounters in one day.” 
 
    “Sorry about your luck,” said Darcy. 
 
    “Sorry isn’t the word,” he said as he took another drink. 
 
    “Lance,” said Jasmine as she draped an arm over Darcy’s shoulder. She waved her glass at him. “Thanks for the drinks, but three’s a crowd.” 
 
    He laughed, “You want me to leave so you can talk about Xavier and all the other men you’d like to be with right now?” 
 
    “Stuff it,” said Jasmine. 
 
    Lance nudged at Darcy and said, “I wouldn’t trust Xavier.” 
 
    “Do you even know the guy?” asked Jasmine. 
 
    “I know who he hangs out with, and I’ve heard stories,” said Lance. His tongue tucked into his cheek. “That’s enough for me.” 
 
    Darcy said, “Never said I trusted him. He doesn’t seem the type I’d want to grab a drink with.” She tapped her glass against his before finishing off her first sangria. 
 
    Lance slid off the chair and stepped toward Jasmine. Any charm in his voice was gone. He said, “I need to talk to you when I’m on duty.” 
 
    “Ooo. Bad cop role play,” said Jasmine. Shaking his head, Lance took his drink and found a free table. Jasmine finished off her second drink and pressed closer to Darcy. “Sorry no one in this town knows how to handle fresh meat. Give it a few weeks and you can get a drink without being swarmed.” 
 
    “You were born here, right?” asked Darcy. 
 
    “Moved here when I was five. Right after my mom left.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “No big deal. Her family never liked my dad much.” 
 
    “Native American, right?” 
 
    “Mom was,” said Jasmine, plucking the lime from her drink and biting into it. “I’ve lived with my grandfather since then. I took classes at the community college nearby, so I never really had to leave.” 
 
    “That’s nice.” 
 
    “It’s incredibly boring.” 
 
    “Not at all,” said Darcy. “I never had a place to call mine. My father moved us around a lot for construction work. He’s gone now.” 
 
    “Aww, I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I get by,” said Darcy, shrugging a shoulder. She teased the rim of the other glass of sangria with her fingertip but wasn’t yet tempted to take a drink. 
 
    “Just you?” asked Jasmine. 
 
    “And my dog. That’s really all a woman needs.” 
 
    “Not anymore,” said Jasmine as she brushed her hand over Darcy’s hair. “You’ve got me. Dogs are great, but every woman needs a friend, especially in this town.” Jasmine took up Darcy’s spare sangria and downed half of it. “Dancing is about the only thing to do around here. Show me your moves, doctor.” 
 
      
 
    ξ 
 
      
 
    Darcy was the only one left at closing that Pearl would let drive home. She took Jasmine though there was an offer from Benny Woolery to do it. Pearl had a policy on men that didn’t bring a woman trying to take her home, so Benny left with cheap beer on his crotch and a mark across his cheek from Pearl’s towel.  
 
    The windows of Darcy’s truck fogged over. Jasmine dug through the piles of belongings in the floorboard and pulled out a jacket to drape over her legs. Her words were still warm from margaritas and sangria. She curled her legs up under her and smiled at her driver. 
 
    “Did you see Shane Peterson?” Jasmine rolled her head back into the seat and tasted the flavor of his name melting on her tongue. “The Marines did him good.” 
 
    “I don’t know who that is,” said Darcy, both hands on the wheel as she turned.  
 
    “Of course you don’t!” Jasmine squealed. “What about before here? Did you have friends? A man?” 
 
    Darcy swallowed before she answered, “More friends than men but yes. There’ve been a few.” 
 
    “I bet more than a few,” said Jasmine, raising both hands and waving her fingers. She took to giggling. She soon stopped and pointed at the front window. “You can stop there. I’ll walk.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” asked Darcy, slowing the car. 
 
    “My feet are a lot lighter on that gravel than your tires,” said Jasmine. “I’d like to not wake my grandfather. I hear enough from him and everyone else about my late nights.” 
 
    “I won’t preach to you about them,” said Darcy, completely stopping the car. 
 
    Jasmine stroked Darcy’s chin with her finger. “That’s because you’re out here with me. I think we’ll be good friends. You can never have too many of those. Thanks for the ride.” She slipped out of the car and closed the door gently as though Russ could hear it. The house wasn’t even in view. 
 
    Once Darcy had driven away, Jasmine sang aloud a Johnny Cash like her father used to do instead of bedtime stories. She could see clearly, but her feet were a little under the influence. She turned the missteps into square dancing and entertained herself until she was in sight of the Redwood house. 
 
    Jasmine went quiet, but the trees didn’t. The wind flirted with the leaves that still clung to the branches and stirred up the piles on the ground that had long given up. She closed her eyes to take in the sound. Her grandfather said listening to the wind was important, but she didn’t remember much of what he said. She was always distracted by the feel of it more than the sound. What she wasn’t expecting was the scent of it to change. 
 
    It was something smoky. Her tongue twisted in her mouth as she opened her eyes. The moon had turned the outlines of the trees silver and the grass of the ground a deep jade. She tasted the wind again. The flowers from the Redwood house couldn’t mask the smell, and not even the wind could muffle the sound of moving gravel. 
 
    “Randy?” Jasmine murmured. She hoped there was no one there to hear her. As she turned on the toe of her shoe, no one heard her scream of disappointment either. 
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    Come morning Darcy still smelled the sangria on her skin until she washed it away in her late grandmother’s antique bathtub. The Shaw house was large. There were two main stories and a small basement for storing wine and tools. The walls were either covered in wood paneling or paper. In Darcy’s room the paper was navy with a regal looking white pattern. She dried her hair with a thick white towel that hadn’t been used in over a year as she stood in front of a silver-framed mirror as long as the hand-carved dresser it was over. 
 
    From what Darcy could tell from her belongings left behind, Priscilla Shaw had been a woman of pride. The house wasn’t filled with extravagancies, but what did dress the nooks and corners were items picked with care. As Darcy cleared the dust, she felt Priscilla’s approval from knowing her home was being cared for again. 
 
    Something scampered across the hardwood floor in the hallway. Darcy closed the drawer of the dresser so gently it didn’t make the scraping sound it usually did. She laid the towel in a woven hamper and tiptoed behind her open door. The scampering drew closer. Darcy bit down on her lip and held a breath as a creature leapt into her bedroom. 
 
    Darcy lunged forward and latched her arms around the brown dog that thought he could be the one to surprise her. His tail swung and smacked her but not as wildly as his tongue. 
 
    “Won’t you learn, Watson?” Darcy laughed as she flung Watson’s long ear up over his head. “You can’t sneak on these floors.” 
 
    Watson shoved into Darcy’s knees, nearly knocking her over. She rubbed his back and then patted him away before he could take her down. He ran around her twice before jumping onto the bed. His tail continued to tick back and forth as he rested his head on his front paws. 
 
    “Goober,” Darcy said with a smitten grin. She moved toward him, unable to resist the chance to love on him again. As quickly as Watson had bound into the room, he darted out again. 
 
    Darcy followed the sound of his nails down the narrow hall. She sighed as she entered another room. Watson was in the corner near a dusty bed with a handmade quilt that had been in that very spot for decades. Darcy hadn’t spent much time in this room after realizing it had been her father’s. 
 
    This was a time capsule that held a man she was closer to than anyone else in her life, yet the pieces of him in this room she had known very little about. There were pictures of Carter on his high school basketball team. In a box she left open on a desk Darcy found his valedictorian speech. He never told her he was first in his class, not even on the day she gave her own speech.  
 
    She went to the box to close it but was tempted by it instead. She moved the speech and found more pictures. There was one of him and his father. They looked like the same person from two points in life. There was another of Carter as a boy with a dog. She flashed the picture at Watson. His tail flailed. The picture below the one of Carter as a boy started the trembling in Darcy’s hand. 
 
    She knew who it was though she didn’t at the same time. It was a teenage girl in a homecoming dress. Her hair was a flame. She was slender and delicately built though there was a strength in her eyes. Perhaps it was something other than strength. Whatever it was, the young woman’s rich brown eyes were mesmerizing. Darcy understood why Carter was enchanted by her mystery. It was the piece of thin paper beneath the picture that told a piece of the mystery as to why Carter Shaw left Cape Emerald, never to return. 
 
    It was her obituary. It was bare, sharing few details about Felicia. There wasn’t even a picture. She was only nineteen when she passed. The clipping didn’t say how it happened, only that Felicia left behind her parents, an older brother, and a niece. All of them were listed by name. They were like pieces of Felicia for the world to view if ever they wanted to remember her, like her own display in a museum.  
 
    Darcy knew Felicia hadn’t married. Carter had planned to propose but never had the chance. The article didn’t list him. There was no mention of any other family member. Darcy kept her hand from crumbling the fragile paper. The article wouldn’t explain the absence of Darcy’s name. 
 
    It did Darcy little good to hold onto the past when no one in the present could explain it to her. Before she put the top back on the box, one last glance at the newspaper clipping hooked her attention. 
 
    The name was right, assuming this was the same Felicia Darcy’s father had loved as a young man. The other details seemed right as far as Darcy knew. There was a typo. The year of Felicia’s death was wrong by a year. Darcy would be thirty come December. Her mother had to have passed in the summer twenty-nine years ago, not thirty. 
 
    Darcy finally closed the box on the woman she would never truly know right as there was a knock at the door downstairs. 
 
    She glanced at the mirror over Carter’s old dresser. Her hair was wild from the bath. She made her way down the stairs without a creak and caught a glance of the shape of her guest through the clouded glass window. It was a short man with a hunch in his back.  
 
    When Darcy opened the door, she sighed, “I wasn’t expecting company. Is Mary okay?” 
 
    “She’s fine,” said Russ. He fiddled his fingers with the bottom of his sweater vest. “Jasmine didn’t come home last night. I thought you might know something since the two of you were together.” 
 
    “How did you know that?” 
 
    “Lance told me. Did she stay with you?” 
 
    Darcy shook her head. “I dropped her off at your place.” 
 
    “Did you see her go inside?” 
 
    “I dropped her off at the road. She wanted to walk the rest of the way so she didn’t wake you.” 
 
    He slid his unsteady hand down his jaw and gripped his chin. He muttered, “Don’t be in the woods at night.” 
 
    Watson came bounding into the foyer with a tattered chew toy that had once resembled a tiger. He flung it with ferocity until it struck Russ across the shin. Darcy apologized and waved Watson back. He lunged forward instead of backward, paws up to land on Russ. 
 
    “Watson!” Darcy snapped. 
 
    “It’s alright,” said Russ, scratching the back of Watson’s ear. “He can’t help himself. I’m a magnet for furry friends.” 
 
    Darcy was soon able to get Watson off Russ and to sit a few feet away. Watson kept his eyes on Russ like the man truly was a magnet. Darcy stepped between the two of them and asked, “Is there any chance Jasmine ducked out before you could’ve seen her?” 
 
    “No,” he laughed, the first warm sound since he had arrived. “Mornings are her enemy, trust me.” 
 
    “I can help you look for her if you’d like.” 
 
    His lips rolled inward, pulling on the deep-set wrinkles of his face. He started to decline her offer, but he soon took to trembling. Closing his eyes, he said, “That would be wonderful.” His shoulders sank like something heavy fell away and he could relax. “Come with me.” 
 
      
 
    ξ 
 
      
 
    Darcy drove Russ’ truck to the Redwood place. The ride was filled with anecdotes from Russ about Jasmine growing up, broken by questions here and there about Darcy. If she was an only child. Yes. Why she had gone into the medical field. Her father. How her father had passed. He had multiple sclerosis, she explained. It was true enough. 
 
    The wind chimes hanging from the porch played a soft morning song. Leaves surrounded the base of a crooked tree in the front yard. The curtains were drawn over the large window where Darcy knew Mary was living out her day. Darcy parked by a garden where pumpkin vines ran wilder than ocean waves. An old treehouse clung to the sturdiest tree around the side of the house.  
 
    “Go a little closer,” said Russ. “Always park past the hydrangeas.” 
 
    Darcy pulled the truck up further until she was past the thick bushes that had lost their blue blooms for the year. They both donned a leather jacket, Russ’ black with cracks from years of wear. Darcy’s was teal and not as tattered. When she wasn’t in scrubs Darcy preferred jeans and nothing extravagant. Her clothing budget went to paying off med school. 
 
    Darcy zipped up her jacket and waited for Russ to shuffle around the truck. He lifted his arm and pointed a curved finger toward the woods. Darcy drew in a full taste of autumn air before leading the way. 
 
    There was somewhat of a trail made by the years where Russ and his wife would take morning walks, by foot at first and then by a wheelchair. He could barely shuffle himself around the trees now, and the trail was overgrown.  
 
    “Tell me something,” said Darcy. She stepped around a low hanging branch to be closer to Russ. She let him set the pace. “Have you always lived in Cape Emerald?” 
 
    “Me? No. I came here for Mary. Her family has roots here that go back for generations.” 
 
    There was a whistle through the trees from a breeze. Both Russ and Darcy glanced toward the sound but didn’t jump. When the whistle faded, they turned away from it and tucked their hands into their pockets. 
 
    “Do you have other family around here?” she asked. 
 
    “If anyone is still alive, I haven’t seen them in decades. I lost my son years back. It’s been me and my girls since.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” said Darcy, taking an extra step closer to make sure he heard her. “About your son.” 
 
    Russ stopped for a second. His knee stiffened on him sometimes. He tried to smile, and it ended up being something close but not quite enough. He said, “Me too.” 
 
    “It hurts,” said Darcy, softly. “When I lost my dad, I realized I didn’t know who I was without him.” 
 
    “Your father was a good man,” sighed Russ. 
 
    There was a break of silence where Darcy watched Russ’ expression melt and reform and fall apart like he was watching a movie only he could see. He started again down his trail, and Darcy remained close. When the trail became too wild and overgrown to recognize, Russ stopped and felt the pain of it. 
 
    “My father never would tell me where he grew up,” said Darcy. An auburn curl fell over her eye. Rather than brush it away, she tilted her head. “He would say that it was a peculiar place.” 
 
    Russ grunted and said, “He wasn’t kidding.” 
 
    Darcy pressed closer from the side. “He said whistles on the wind were signs though he never would tell me what the signs were for.” 
 
    Batting his lips, Russ turned toward Darcy and looked her over. He shook and continued on, creating a trail of his own. 
 
    Darcy didn’t follow him. She said, “My mother told him that.” 
 
    Russ stopped and turned again though it seemed to strain his muscles to do so. His breath went in but caught on something in his throat. “You look so much like—” He cut himself off. “Never mind an old man’s broken memory.” He turned and reached out for the nearest tree to help him keep his footing as he walked ahead. 
 
    Darcy kept herself planted where she was. Her thumbs tucked into the back pockets of her jeans. Like throwing a stone at antique glass, she called out, “Like Felicia.” 
 
    Russ stumbled into a tree and wrapped his arms around it. He waited for a moment. Then he slowly turned and clung to the tree. The rest of the weight he carried shattered with his next words. He said, “You know.” 
 
    She questioned, “Did you?” 
 
    Two animals stirred nearby, one chasing the other for its lunch. Russ let go of the tree and shuffled a few steps toward Darcy, keeping enough distance between them to stomach the revelation.  
 
    He said, “I was there the day you were—” He shook his head as tears sprung to his eyes. “You were so tiny when I held you.” 
 
    Darcy’s mouth ran dry. She had yearned for this moment for thirty years. She had never planned on it being so difficult. “You knew about me from the beginning,” she said. 
 
    “Yes,” he admitted. A haze drifted over his eyes as he stared into his memories. 
 
    “My father wouldn’t tell me anything about you.” 
 
    “How did you find me?” 
 
    “I knew my mother’s name, but there’s not much about her to find,” she explained, taking a step toward him. She tried looking him in the eye, but he wasn’t ready. “When my father got sick, I took care of everything. About a year ago I found out who his parents were.” 
 
    “When they died,” said Russ. 
 
    She nodded and said, “A lawyer contacted me about the house. It was the first time I knew my grandparents’ names or where my father grew up.”  
 
    “You knew when you came to the house,” said Russ. 
 
    “I tested Mary’s DNA with mine when she was at the hospital with Dr. Porter,” said Darcy as she wiped a tear from her cheek with three fingers. “I shouldn’t have, I know. I had to be sure.” 
 
    “No, no,” said Russ, shuffling closer yet again. “It’s alright. You deserve to know your family.” 
 
    Darcy laughed once and rolled her eyes until they crossed paths with Russ. They both went still, taking in the look of each other and the truth. The two of them didn’t have many similar features, but they had similar aches in their souls from years of knowing the other existed. Softly, she said, “What’s killing me right now is that I’ve never understood why I couldn’t know.” 
 
    “The story is complicated.” 
 
    “I’m ready to hear it.” 
 
    Weakly, he said, “I’m not sure I’m ready to tell it. If I was right from the beginning, you’ll need to know.” 
 
    A breeze bumbled through the trees, low at first and brushing leaves against Darcy’s feet. She was ready to hear the tale she had written a thousand times in her imagination. 
 
    “You need to understand one thing before anything else,” said Russ, holding up one finger. “You’re going to think I’m crazy.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s a family trait,” said Darcy. Then a tremor rippled throughout her. “Wow. That’s a strange feeling. Family. It’s real.” 
 
    “It is,” said Russ. “I’m so relieved to finally meet my granddaughter.” 
 
    Brush moved across the ground, but neither Darcy nor Russ had budged. Jasmine stepped between two trees wearing the same outfit she had worn to Pearl’s. Her hair was like a nest atop her head. While her appearance was of still waking up, her expression was fully alert. 
 
    “Jasmine,” Russ gasped, stumbling as he turned to her. He wavered back and forth, suddenly dizzy from the surprises. When his eyes rolled back, Darcy jumped to his side. 
 
    “Don’t kick over yet,” said Jasmine, pursing her lips as she popped her hip to one side. “I think this mystery cousin warrants an explanation.” 
 
    Darcy helped Russ gently sit on the ground and remained close until he gathered his composure. He waved once at the air and said, “I want mine first. Where have you been?” 
 
    Jasmine said, “I went out. I’m a grown woman.” 
 
    “I’m an old man you’re driving to his grave,” he said. “You didn’t come in last night. Darcy said she dropped you off at the road. I worried.” 
 
    Jasmine hung her head and sighed, “I slept in the treehouse.” 
 
    “Why?” asked Russ. 
 
    Jasmine glanced to the side and said, “I was walking to the house and thought I saw something. I’ll admit it was kind of blurry from Pearl’s tequila, but I could have sworn there were snake eyes floating in the air.” 
 
    “A floating snake,” said Russ.  
 
    Jasmine said, “It smelled like smoke. All the sudden a skunk rushed me.” 
 
    Russ laughed, “A skunk?” 
 
    “The bastard chased me!” Jasmine whined. “It beat me to the porch. I couldn’t go inside. The treehouse was the only safe place.” 
 
    Darcy and Russ snickered before rolling into full gut laughter. Russ tried to stand while laughing, but it came in phases because he had to stop to let another wave of cackling run through him. Darcy helped him up while Jasmine waited impatiently. 
 
    “I’ve been through a lot,” said Jasmine. “Now I want some answers. Since when did you have another grandkid? Did you have an affair?” 
 
    Russ snipped, “Of course not. Let’s get on to the house first. I’ll freeze before I get through the story out here.” 
 
    The women agreed. Darcy walked at Russ’ side. Jasmine kept her distance and slipped between two trees. She leaned into one to catch her footing. Before she wove between the next set of trees, a branch snapped. That alone wasn’t overly alarming, but the thud that followed made everyone wish they hadn’t ventured into the woods.  
 
    Russ started off toward the sound. Darcy quickly stepped in front of him, quiet as she made her way around a few trees and closer to Jasmine. She stopped with her heel on the ground. She kept Russ back with her hand when she saw a bloodied body beside the broken branch. 
 
    Jasmine saw him a second before Darcy. Her voice flailed. The sound rolled like an ambulance siren, and she fell back into the tree. The bark caught her unkempt hair and held a piece as Jasmine yanked away and fell into Darcy. 
 
    “Who is it?” asked Russ, poking his head around Darcy. 
 
    “R—R—” Jasmine started. Darcy held onto her, trying to keep her from slipping through her arms. Jasmine’s stomach coiled and rumbled. Vomit soured her tongue as she cupped her mouth. “Randy!” 
 
    Quickly, Darcy pulled her phone from her pocket and handed it to Russ. She said, “Call 911. I’m going to check on him.” 
 
    Russ lost his hold on the phone three times before securing it upside down. Darcy knelt beside the body and examined it from head to toe. The man was in a t-shirt and jeans without any kind of jacket. There was dried blood down his throat and chest. There was no visible sign of head trauma beyond a fresh scratch obviously from the fall to the ground. There was no mark anywhere on him, but there was something missing. 
 
    Jasmine cried, “Holy shit! His hand!” 
 
    “Breathe, Jasmine,” said Darcy. “Look away.” 
 
    Whimpering, Jasmine stepped back and turned. Her gut rumbled, and she spat out the vomit that filled her mouth. 
 
    “Yes. This is Russ Redwood. I am out on my property. I’ve found Randal Mason.” He waited and nodded at the person on the line that couldn’t see him. Then he looked to Darcy. “Should they send an ambulance?” 
 
    Darcy sighed, “Just the police.” 
 
    There was blood enough to insinuate a knife fight, but there was no sign of a blade anywhere. She inched closer to his head. His lips were cracked and plum. Darcy assumed he had been out there overnight if not longer. A bug crawled out of his ear, down his neck, and under his shirt. Darcy reached for the collar of his t-shirt and pulled it back. 
 
    “They’re on their way,” said Russ.  
 
    Still with her back to the scene, Jasmine asked, “What happened to him?” 
 
    Darcy said, “It may have been an animal or a camping accident.” She swallowed to keep from saying anything more. She tended to ramble when she was lying. 
 
    While Russ had his back turned, Darcy stole one more glance at Randal’s body just between his neck and shoulder. Lucia might determine this death was caused by a bear or a wolf. Maybe the punctures were from a scrape with the branches. Maybe it was anything else that would appease the family. Lucia would see the evidence and draw a rational conclusion. 
 
    What Darcy saw—or what she thought she saw—drew her to conclusions that weren’t rational at all. She wasn’t new to crazy. What she was planning now only proved it.  
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    Sitting on the trunk of her car, Darcy watched the sun slip down behind the woods. Here the trees were like a wall meant to keep out anyone daring enough to venture to the end of Thatcher Road. Plum and orange lights reached across the horizon of green, desperate to hold onto day or to take Darcy with them away from the night. 
 
    The land was secluded as Darcy had expected, but the house wasn’t exactly what she had pictured. It was boxy and plain on the outside. Bare shrubs lined the perimeter of the front side. There was a stone swan in the yard surrounded by decorative bricks and dead weeds. There was a crack in the neck of the once elegant creature.  
 
    If there was a light on inside it was impossible to tell for all the windows were blocked by closed black shutters. The home wasn’t grand or inviting. It was like a fort or trading post, a place meant for sleep and moving along. It surprised Darcy that anyone lived there. Perhaps that was the catch. No one was alive in there. 
 
    The last rays of day fell behind the sea of trees, leaving behind a mountainlike silhouette. The moon gave enough light for Darcy to watch the last trace of her breath unravel. The woods made little noise. The quiet was worse than the cold. Darcy hummed a few lines from one Foreigner song before jumping to another. Before she hit her favorite part, cinnamon drew out her silence. She bit down on her lips, and the only sound left was the hint of a feral growl. 
 
    “I’ve had many find me addictive, but few have resolved to stalking,” Xavier taunted from the darkness. There was no hint of French audible through the rumble in his voice. 
 
    Darcy spun. He sounded like he was behind and around, above and below. When she faced the house again, Xavier was merely inches away from her. His body put off heat as did his breath that brushed against Darcy like a teasing summer breeze. As his gaze drifted down from her face and swayed along on the line of her neck, a haze drifted over his eyes. The pupils started to shift. 
 
    Not even trembling, Darcy said, “Back off, Xavier.” Her hand burned as she lifted it, fingers bared like talons. Blue light dazzled on her fingertips. 
 
    He obliged but only a little. His tongue skimmed the tips of his upper teeth. “You hunted down my name. I would have given it to you myself, for a price.” 
 
    Bluntly, she questioned, “Would that price be blood?” 
 
    His wild hair fell across his forehead as he said, “I would be careful with being so direct around here. People go missing more than you know.” He took a step toward her, and she knocked him to the ground with a blast of blue light. 
 
    As Xavier clutched onto his gut, Darcy said, “I don’t take kindly to threats from anyone or anything, including vampires.” She winced. The light was gone, but the sting of it still clawed into her bones. 
 
    “You know enough to get yourself in trouble,” said Xavier. Then he lifted his head to reveal his clouded eyes with their slivers of dark pupils. More noticeable were the fangs that caught the light of the moon. “Your trick only nibbles, but we bite.”  
 
    “Xavier!” called a man from a now open front door. The candlelight from inside the house stretched out into the night. 
 
    Xavier murmured, “Do not show your trick again. Keep your cards to yourself a while longer, ma sirène.” A sound followed like snapping bone. His fangs shoved upward, and the sharp tips flattened, disguising themselves as normal canines. 
 
    “Do not harm her!” the man shouted from the porch. He strode into the yard. He was tall, his presence demanding attention. “For once, Xavier, could you please not make me imagine you walking into the sun?” 
 
    Leaving her car and walking toward the house, Darcy’s forehead wrinkled. “Mr. Morgan?” 
 
    Thomas was more casual than before, leaving behind the suit for a gray sweater. His hair was loose and framed his long face. He was older than Darcy, but the hair and clothing made him appear younger. He questioned, “What are you doing here?” 
 
    Xavier replied for her, “Hunting vampires.” 
 
    There was an unintentional growl in the pit of Thomas’ chest that he quickly silenced. He swallowed and draped on a smile. “Dr. Shaw,” he said. “I’m sorry if Xavier has put wild ideas in your head.” 
 
    Another joined the night. Winny appeared in the doorway. “Are you boys already at it?” she called. Her voice was playful. Then her grin faded, and she reached for the cross around her neck. “Who has come?” She moved quickly to Thomas’ side but did not spark whiplash quite like Xavier. She settled her sight on Darcy. “Something is troubling you.” 
 
    Darcy waved her hand about and exclaimed, “You’re all vampires! Is this some twisted group thing?” 
 
    “I think you misunderstand,” said Thomas. 
 
    “That depends,” said Xavier, slyly. “Are you into that?” He wickedly kissed the air. 
 
    Ignoring him, Darcy said, “I came because I thought Xavier could help me.” 
 
    Leaning back against Darcy’s car, Xavier said, “I can help with many things.” 
 
    “One minute you call me an idiot and the next you’re putting on the bedroom eyes,” said Darcy. 
 
    “You’ve imagined my eyes in the bedroom, have you?” Xavier teased. 
 
    Darcy curled her lips before she replied, “Yes. Opening up to the sunrise.” 
 
    Winny giggled and said, “I like the fight in you. He does too.” 
 
    Xavier scoffed. 
 
    Winny warned, “I’ll share your other feelings too if you don’t watch it.” 
 
    Xavier wet his lips as he examined Darcy from a distance. He questioned, “Why didn’t you know what I was in the woods?” 
 
    “In the woods?” Thomas pressed. He clasped his hands, holding them tightly to keep them from lunging at Xavier. “Did you hunt her?” 
 
    Xavier said, “She found me feeding on a wolf when I was looking for whoever attacked me and Winny.” 
 
    Darcy said, “I thought you ripped off his head.” 
 
    “There was another with Naoki,” said Xavier. “We didn’t see that one. We were ambushed. They had sapphire weapons.” 
 
    Winny added, “They sprayed a sapphire mist. Naoki was caught in it too, though not as much as us from what I could see. We all passed out.” 
 
    “A mist?” Thomas questioned. “Was it magic?” 
 
    “I’ve never seen anything like it,” said Winny. “Whoever else was there has new weapons.” 
 
    Xavier picked at his fingernails and said, “They don’t have Naoki anymore though.” 
 
    With a fiercely angled brow, Thomas glared. “You’ve been careless,” he said. 
 
    Winny cupped her hand around the muscle of Thomas’ arm and said, “Naoki was going to kill the doctor.” 
 
    “See,” said Xavier, with a devilish twist to his lips. “I was a hero.” 
 
    Winny said, “What I don’t understand is how the doctor remembers that.” 
 
    Darcy laughed, “Not an easy thing to forget though you got everyone else to.” 
 
    The three vampires exchanged quiet glances, their expressions tweaking and shifting to speak without words. Darcy watched them. The men were civil, but it was apparent in their tense postures that neither wanted to be. There was more a chance that one of them would face a death by vampire than Darcy, but she still wasn’t counting that out. 
 
    “Do any of you know Randal Mason?” asked Darcy. 
 
    “He’s missing,” Winny replied.  
 
    Darcy said, “I found him in a tree. He was covered in blood and missing a hand.” 
 
    “Sounds like a fetish,” said Xavier. 
 
    Without even a pause, Darcy said, “There were no other marks on him except for two puncture wounds, like fang marks.” 
 
    Thomas said, “I am the first to tell you not to trust one of our kind, but I promise you—for all that my word is worth—that it was neither I nor Winny that hurt Randal.” He glanced at Xavier. Then he sighed. “Nor Xavier.” 
 
    “I believe you,” said Darcy, wrapping her arms across her waist. “You can help find the vampire that did this.” 
 
    Xavier sneered, “We’re not avengers for victims of vampires.” 
 
    Thomas tilted his head to search the stars. Or to not look at Darcy. “We have made it a rule not to interfere in the affairs of other vampires,” he said. 
 
    “Break the rules,” said Darcy. 
 
    Xavier muttered, “Some rules are why you’re still breathing.” 
 
    A star sparked like an ember, flashing with spokes of thin white light. The common eye wouldn’t have seen it, but Thomas had spent centuries waiting for grand simplicities. His gaze fell from the sky and rested on Darcy. He questioned, “What was Randal to you that makes this so important?” 
 
    “I don’t know more than his name,” Darcy admitted. 
 
    Xavier said, “She’s a doctor and a bleeding heart.” 
 
    Winny shook her head and said, “No. She is riled.” 
 
    “Ooo,” said Xavier. His fangs popped out on purpose. He skimmed them over his lower lip. “It must be me then. I can have that effect on mortals.” 
 
    Making sure to keep her focus on Thomas, Darcy said, “The man was found on Redwood land. Mr. Redwood’s granddaughter spent the night in a treehouse because she thought she saw something in the woods.”  
 
    “What did she see?” asked Winny. 
 
    “Well,” Darcy replied, hesitant to explain. She sighed. “A skunk came by, so Jasmine never actually made out what she saw.” 
 
    Xavier said, “You’re telling me that you came out here to find me—a creature you saw rip off a head—to ask for help with a skunk problem? You’re either the dumbest doctor that ever lived or you’re a horrible flirt.” 
 
    Darcy couldn’t help but recoil. She said, “She said she saw strange reptile eyes floating. I’ve only ever seen them one time before.” 
 
    Xavier said, “I wasn’t on Redwood land last night. I finished my stroll through the woods and went for a drink at Pearl’s.”  
 
    “I was there and didn’t see you,” said Darcy. 
 
    “I found mine outside,” he said. His lips curled, like the flavor came back to him and it was sweet. “I didn’t have a deputy to cover my tab, but I still got it free nonetheless.” 
 
    Thomas sighed, “Please tell me she was willing.” 
 
    “Very much so,” said Xavier with a little groan in his throat. “She doesn’t recall a thing. Don’t worry.” 
 
    “I don’t want anything to happen to Russ or Jasmine,” Darcy argued, stepping closer to Xavier. He stood up straight and closed the distance even more. 
 
    “Alright,” said Thomas, ending the fight before it could get interesting. “We will help.” 
 
    Jumping away from the car, Xavier snapped, “Are you insane?” 
 
    “If I am, it is from having survived you this long,” said Thomas. 
 
    Xavier ranted, “We’re sending in the troops because a drunk woman thought she saw snake eyes in the dark?” 
 
    Darcy said, “Don’t help me then. I’ll investigate on my own.” 
 
    “We will help,” said Thomas, loudly and sternly. 
 
    Xavier started to argue, but a quick glance at Thomas proved there was no storm of words that could sway him. Xavier cringed as he conceded. Though much time had passed since they were in an official clan, the power of their old ranks still popped up every now and then.  
 
    Xavier pressed closer to Darcy, lowering his head to catch her eye. “Are you some enchantress?” he asked. “What have you done to cloud Thomas’ mind?” 
 
    “It’s not her,” said Thomas. “I owe it to Mary.” 
 
    Xavier lingered near Darcy in the warmth of her breath. She didn’t budge even as his pupils thinned. He blinked twice, and his eyes returned to normal. He pulled away and turned to the others. Begrudgingly, he said, “Let’s get it over with then.” 
 
      
 
    ξ 
 
      
 
    They took Thomas’ Lexus after a back and forth between Thomas and Xavier over who should drive. The men ended up in the backseat with Winny at the wheel. Darcy tried first to play the radio, but the sound went in and out. So she gave them a live performance of Madonna.  
 
    They went first to Redwood land but found no trace of a vampire there that night. There were signs one had been there recently. Xavier found branches with boot prints. Vampires sometimes perched in trees like birds to stalk prey.  
 
    The search continued into neighboring lands. Xavier suggested that they give up or at least take back the dead weight of the living doctor. Darcy refused, and none of his quips could change her mind. They soon parked on the side of the road near Radley land and went into the woods with only the moonlight to guide them through the thin fog. 
 
    Xavier took the lead and cursed under his breath. He made sure to make the good jabs clear enough for Thomas to hear in the back. Darcy and Winny walked side-by-side for a while until it became easier to weave around the trees apart. Night animals scurried nearby. No one stirred. They were after much more dangerous creatures. 
 
    “Tell me more about your kind,” said Darcy, requesting it from anyone that would talk to her. To her dismay, it was Xavier that replied. 
 
    Xavier questioned, “You came to three vampires for help without knowing anything about them, is that right? Don’t you have to be smart to be a surgeon?” He stepped off the beaten trail to keep distance between them. 
 
    Winny waved at the darkness. Though it was hiding in the shadows, Winny could sense the animal watching her pass. She said, “Forgive him. Xavier has never been properly trained.” 
 
    Thomas said, “Or don’t forgive him. It’s stubbornness, not lack of education.” 
 
    “I’m assuming Hollywood gets it wrong,” said Darcy. 
 
    Thomas said, “Vampires are not the beautiful, sensual creatures stories of your generation describe.” 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” said Xavier. 
 
    Thomas said, “Witches made our curse to create the ultimate killer to fight in their war against elves. We are merciless hunters. Our shells may appear human, but it is only to lower your guard. We are barbarians at our core. Anything enticing about one of our kind is part of the game.” 
 
    Xavier appeared at Darcy’s side as though he had been there all along. He said, “Or part of who we are for those of us lucky enough to have had swagger in their mortal lives. The curse does amplify our traits.”  
 
    Thomas sighed, “Like Xavier’s cockiness.” 
 
    Xavier moaned, “And Thomas’ self-loathing. The worst part of my curse is that I have to hear about his for eternity.” 
 
    Darcy tucked her hands into the pockets of her jacket. She said, “I met a man once that knew about a lot of supernatural things. He said vampires started rumors about false weaknesses like garlic and silver to make it easier to blend in. Sun is a real threat.” 
 
    “Oh, look,” said Xavier to the sky. “She’s an expert.” 
 
    Thomas said, “The sun is a danger to us, yes.” 
 
    Darcy snapped and pointed when she recalled something else. She said, “Because it was the price paid for the magic that made you the royals of the night. I may not be an expert, but I know things.” 
 
    Xavier stopped before starting up a hill cluttered with rocks and trees. Any hint of bedroom eyes was gone. He scowled. “Did your man tell you that a bite from a vampire can stun its victim? It’s like a venom to make you helpless, but you still feel everything. Snakes were sacrificed when witches made us.” He hissed at her.  
 
    “That’s enough,” said Thomas. 
 
    Xavier laughed, “I’ve had enough of this group bonding. I’ll break away and cover more ground. She’s slowing us down.” Thomas started to argue against the idea, but Xavier was gone before Thomas could finish a sentence. 
 
    Thomas brushed his hands together like he hoped it could rid him of Xavier. If he didn’t heal so easily, his hands would have been raw from how often he tried. He said, “I apologize for Xavier.” A breeze carried through the trees. It chilled Darcy, but it didn’t seem to bother Winny or Thomas. “I do think splitting is a good idea to make sure we’ve covered our ground and returned before sunrise. Winny, would you escort Darcy? Unless of course, Dr. Shaw, you would prefer to catch up with Xavier.” 
 
    Darcy slid over and looped her arm with Winny’s. “I’ll take a girls night,” she said. 
 
    Thomas said, “I may have been cursed younger than Xavier, but I am older and not as flashy with my exits. I will simply walk. Be safe.” He strode up the hill. A minute passed before he was out of sight. 
 
    Patting Darcy’s elbow, Winny said, “Things are much more peaceful now, aren’t they?” She unwove her arm and led Darcy to the right, remaining on a flat trail rather than go up the hill. 
 
    While it was cold, the air was still and made it bearable for Darcy to breathe. She walked a couple steps behind Winny and took in the sound of the leaves rustling under her feet. No matter where she lived as a child, her father would take her out in autumn for walks in nature. It didn’t matter if they had to drive two hours to find some. He told her that he used to walk in the woods with Felicia. Darcy thought he probably never strolled through the woods with vampires. 
 
    Darcy doubled her steps to catch up to Winny and walk beside her. “Do you care if I ask some questions?” 
 
    Winny replied, “Not at all. I could sense your curiosity. That seems like a continuous thing with you.” 
 
    “I already like you more than Xavier,” said Darcy. She glanced at Winny. There was a softness in her round cheeks and plush lips that made her seem at peace even in eternal darkness. The peace spread to Darcy. “How long have you been stuck with them?” 
 
    “Since I was cursed in 1852,” Winny replied. 
 
    “Whoa.” 
 
    “Xavier and Thomas are not always easy, but we have been through lifetimes and nightmares together. We are family in this death.” 
 
    Darcy cupped her hands over her elbows to hug a sudden chill. It might have been the cold. It might have been the word. The curse didn’t sound all that appealing, but the idea of family forever did. She said, “They bicker like brothers.” 
 
    “Ah,” said Winny, nodding. She couldn’t argue that. “I try to keep the peace, but there are some wounds that no vampire talent can erase. My turn. You’re very comfortable around us, but you’ve never met a vampire. What have you met?” 
 
    Darcy answered, “I’ve done research on anything to do with unusual stuff. Most of it has been bull, but a few people have seemed legit. Like that guy I told you about. Alex was in a coven.” 
 
    Now Winny went stiff. Her next step was heavy. She asked, “Are you a witch?” 
 
    Darcy said, “No. Most of the people in his coven weren’t either. They liked playing with fake stones and reading auras. Alex was the real deal and his friend Chess too.” 
 
    “You don’t associate with witches anymore?”  
 
    “I was only there long enough to learn what I needed, and then I left.” 
 
    “What did you need to learn?” 
 
    “That they couldn’t help me.” 
 
    Brushing away a leaf that had fallen on her shoulder, Winny said, “If only witches had known what they were doing when they made vampires. Maybe they would have realized that cursing others to a life of darkness wouldn’t truly help witches in the end.” 
 
    Darcy wondered what it would have taken for witches to reconsider. Would knowing vampires would slaughter from dusk to dawn be enough? That’s what they wanted—to have soldiers take out the threat of elves. Did they know just how much damage would be done? Where would the line have been drawn? Darcy said, “Witches lost control of them.” 
 
    Winny nodded. “We often create our demise in our search for our salvation, don’t we?” She pointed toward an incline.  
 
    A few minutes passed without further questions. Darcy listened to the woods for any sign of life or living dead. They were close enough to Thomas at one point to hear him cross paths with Xavier and bicker before going their separate ways. When it seemed it was only the two women again, Darcy grew anxious in the silence. 
 
    Darcy tucked her hands into the pockets of her jacket and said, “I watched Xavier rip off a man’s head. Then it melted in my hands.” 
 
    “That does happen when a vampire dies,” said Winny. “The body will become blood, some faster than others. It’s one reason why mortals have never found evidence of us. All that’s left of us in the end is our cursed blood.” 
 
    “I’m a surgeon, and that still seems gross.” 
 
    “We may look human enough that no one questions us, but our bodies work differently.” 
 
    “How can you die?” 
 
    Winny pursed her lips while she let the answers stew on her tongue. When she could sense Darcy’s question was from pure curiosity, she said, “The sun will kill us with too much exposure. We can have stored blood, but if the body is dead when the blood is taken, that is fatal.” 
 
    “Ripping off heads works,” said Darcy. 
 
    Winny said, “That would kill most things I assume. A vampire’s bare hands are strong.” 
 
    Darcy’s curiosity jumped. She asked, “Why am I the only one that knew you were ever in the morgue? No one else remembered you coming in, not even Lucia and she brought you down.” 
 
    An owl hooted nearby, high in a tree on a branch unseen. Winny stopped and held up her hand, signaling Darcy to pause. The moon caught a shimmer in Winny’s dark eyes. She slowly lowered her hand, nodded at the silent shadows, and continued walking deeper into the woods. 
 
    Winny explained, “I’m empathetic. I do not need to use blood to alter memories, and I can do more than make someone forget.” 
 
    “What about the guys?” asked Darcy.  
 
    Still moving effortlessly through the brush while Darcy kicked and stumbled, Winny turned her chin over her shoulder. She said, “Xavier is particularly skilled at stealth. He is faster than most vampires and can track better than any I’ve met.” 
 
    “He seems to disappear in shadows,” said Darcy. 
 
    “Ah, yes,” said Winny. “He doesn’t disappear, but he’s not easily found. In his mortal life he was skilled at scraping by however he could. He would say he has a talent for other things as well.” She gently rolled her eyes. “Thomas was chosen for his strength though the curse only amplified his physical skills. His talent is rather beastly. He prefers not to show it.” 
 
    “What do you mean by he was chosen?” 
 
    “A vampire must be made, but we can no longer make others. Our maker was rather particular when adding to our clan.” 
 
    “You all have the same maker?” 
 
    Winny stopped sharply on her next step and turned on the toe of her pointed boot to face Darcy. Her movements were youthful and graceful. The deep crease between her worried brow was something aged and serious.  
 
    Darcy said, “I’m guessing the maker is a sore subject with you three.” 
 
    “He is with any vampire,” said Winny, coldly. “I’ll answer your questions, but for now, please do not make me speak of him.” 
 
    “Of course.”  
 
    Though it was distant and faint, Thomas called Winny’s name. Winny paused and soaked up the sound. She said, “He is concerned. He must have found something.” 
 
    Darcy said, “I’ll follow. I bet you’re faster.” 
 
    Winny’s dimple dug deep when she smiled. She took off, not quite as quickly as Xavier but still eerily unhuman. 
 
    “You’re chilling with vampires with hundreds of years between them,” Darcy muttered to herself. Her words formed clouds at her lips like Morse Code. “I wish this was the craziest thing you’ve ever done.” 
 
    She followed the faint trail of honeysuckle. Beyond that scent there was no trace of the vampires. No footprints. No sounds. Soon honeysuckle disappeared. Darcy started to hum a tune but bit down on her lips when it dawned on her that she didn’t want to be the only thing in the woods making a noise. 
 
    Winny called Darcy’s name from the distance, somewhere to her left. Then another sound called from the night. After a brief silence, it came again—a feeble cry of a child. 
 
    Turning her back to Winny’s call, Darcy crept toward the cry. It seemed like a spirit’s call, a whistle on the wind perhaps. Then it came again, this time with words. 
 
    “Help! Please! I’m cold!” It was a boy. 
 
    “Hold on!” Darcy exclaimed. 
 
    She swatted at a branch in her way and kicked at a bush, her focus more on the boy than the path. The cry grew louder. Her steps came faster. Two animals rustled on the ground in the shadows. Darcy called out once more that she was coming just as she found him. 
 
    In a blue puffy coat with a hood over his head, the boy cowered on the ground with his hands in his lap. His fingers were covered in mud. He was even younger than he sounded, a twig of a thing. He shuddered as he curled into a ball, hiding his face from the moon. 
 
    “Oh, honey!” Darcy gasped as she drew closer.  
 
    The boy was near a fallen tree. She knelt and crawled toward him to close the distance and grab his hand. The frosted ground crackled under the weight of her knees, but it wasn’t nearly as cold as the boy. 
 
    “What’s your name?” asked Darcy, her voice dry and strained from the cold. 
 
    She jerked her hand away. The boy’s crying twisted into low, rattling laughter. Darcy’s heartbeat fluttered as she scooted back.  
 
    “Kip,” said the boy, hissing on the end of his breath. “But that doesn’t matter.” He lifted his round head. His eyes were a cloud of gray, his pupils long and thin. “You won’t live to tell it.” 
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    Kip’s tongue rattled on the tips of his teeth between his fangs. Darcy clawed at the ground around her until she could recall how to stand. Then she ran backward, away from the child that she was certain was older than he appeared. Before she could bring out her blue light, someone grabbed her, but it wasn’t Kip. 
 
    Cinnamon devoured her. Xavier’s cold arm clung to her low back, picking her up off the ground. She fell forward into him. The cold of him struck her chest like she had fallen into a river in winter. His other hand drove into her hair and yanked her head to the side. 
 
    She had held countless lives in her hands in hospitals. She fought to save them. She wanted to give them hope, more memories, and extra time. It gave her a rush that warmed her to the bone. To be the life in someone else’s hands was entirely different. To know the hands holding her thrived on death made every second feel like a gift she wasn’t sure she would have again. 
 
    Xavier’s mouth rolled over her ear. Soft enough that only Darcy could hear, he ordered, “Act afraid.” 
 
    Darcy forced a piercing cry that rippled throughout the branches and stirred the animals of the night. The animals ran away, but Darcy was trapped with two beasts. 
 
    “That is mine!” Kip barked, still crouched on the ground. 
 
    Keeping his hold on Darcy, Xavier turned at the waist and snarled at Kip. His reptile eyes were vibrant and glaring. His fangs were sharper and larger than Kip’s, but that didn’t mean Kip wasn’t as dangerous. 
 
    Xavier growled, “I’ve hunted her since nightfall. She is mine.” His stern words silenced Kip, the woods, and Darcy. Then he turned and latched his mouth onto Darcy’s neck, drawing forth another forced cry to the world. 
 
    Darcy rolled her eyes back to keep on the charade as Xavier sucked on her neck. His hand pressed into the small of her back. Though his hand was cold through her jacket, his mouth was warm. Then it was like a flame lit between his lips. His fangs teased her flesh, skimming but not yet breaking through. 
 
    “Do share,” said Kip. Despite the youth of his appearance, his tone was more mature and sinister.  
 
    “Go limp,” Xavier muttered on Darcy’s skin. “Don’t move for anything.” A growl rolled up his throat and burned on Darcy’s neck before he shook her hard at the hip. When she went limp in his arms, he leaned over and dropped her on her stomach like she was a bone cleaned of its meat. 
 
    Grass and leaves brushed over Darcy’s face and covered her mouth. She didn’t dare open her eyes. Xavier stood and licked his lips as he turned to Kip. 
 
    “Sorry,” said Xavier, his accent evident. “Dead blood now.” 
 
    “What a shame,” said Kip. He pouted. “I’m hungry.” 
 
    Xavier brushed his hands together like he was done weeding a garden. He said, “These woods rarely have much. There is a bar in town. You can’t walk in there in your case, but a lost boy a few miles down the road would get a drunk to stop.” 
 
    “I’m not a fan of beer on the blood,” said Kip, twisting in the face like someone had offered him spinach instead of cake. “If I want to march into a bar I will. Then I’ll drink from everyone in it.” 
 
    “Not much for being discreet?” 
 
    “We’re vampires. Mortals shouldn’t be oblivious. They should be afraid.” 
 
    “Ah,” said Xavier, nonchalantly. He had heard talk like this before. The notion of rising from the darkness to show mortals their nightmares were real had a cult following. Any time those like Kip tried to do anything in the name of their beliefs, something squashed them. 
 
    Kip questioned, “Do you not wish to be free from the shackles of eating scraps in the woods?” 
 
    Xavier wiped his lip with the back of his hand and smirked. “Never scraps. I dine on caviar.” 
 
    Somewhere nearby, Winny called, “Xavier! Where are you?” 
 
    Xavier groaned. 
 
    “That’s French on your tongue,” said Kip as he peered at Xavier. Kip pushed himself up to his feet without using his hands. As the pieces came together in his mind, his youthful face aged with an angered brow and gritted teeth. “Xavier Lefont.” 
 
    Xavier gave a playful bow. He asked, “Part of the fan club?” 
 
    Kip hissed, “I thought you looked familiar. You were choking with Naoki when I saw you.” 
 
    Winny emerged from the woods, sighing upon seeing Xavier. Her boots were caked with mud and leaves from running toward Darcy’s cries. “I heard screaming,” said Winny. “She wasn’t scared though.” At the sight of Darcy, Winny gaped. 
 
    Flashing his fangs, Kip said, “Traitors.”  
 
    Xavier said, “We prefer rebels.” 
 
    Kip moved before Xavier realized his intention. Kip was on Winny like a rabid dog, blood foaming at his mouth. Winny ran forward with him into a tree, but Kip kept his hold on her. Then he plunged a knife into her shoulder. 
 
    Winny hollered, the sound full and infuriated. Kip finally let her go and withdrew the blade, and she stumbled back into a streak of moonlight. The knife in his hand wasn’t large. There was a line of tiny sapphires down the middle of the blade. The handle was wooden and hand carved. The flesh around Winny’s wound sizzled like a coal burned within it. 
 
    Xavier roared. He didn’t make it to Kip before Thomas did. Thomas latched onto Kip’s throat. Kip cackled while he swung the knife at Thomas, missing him twice. On the third swing he sliced Thomas’ elbow. Thomas held his reaction in his chest, rumbling like the Earth at the brink of eruption. Kip rolled on the ground around Thomas and went straight for Winny. 
 
    “Don’t touch her,” Xavier warned. He stomped toward Kip with his shoulders up and his tear bared, as riled as a grizzly. Each step was just as threatening.  
 
    Kip didn’t tremble. Bears feared him, not the other way around. He pushed Winny to her knees so he could stand behind her. He steadily held the sapphire-laced knife to her chest. 
 
    “She deserves to bleed out for her sins,” said Kip. He yanked on Winny’s hair, slamming her head back into him. “You all do.” 
 
    Biting into the grass and mud, Darcy focused on the pain in her fingers. Though it couldn’t be seen wedged between her stomach and the ground, she knew the blue light had come and gone. She felt the heat of it. She felt the trinket in her fingers that the light left behind. 
 
    “We’re doing no harm,” said Thomas, hands up as a sign of peace. “We migrate. We stay below the radar and feed.” 
 
    Xavier said, “He’s old school.” 
 
    Thomas still yearned to keep the peace. He said, “This is our home. We did not breach anyone’s territory.” 
 
    Kip said, “You have no claims to any territory. You gave up any marks with your treason. I can leave a mark on this traitor.”  
 
    He pressed the knife into Winny’s chest. Her flesh sizzled as the tip drew blood. She cried out but not as loud as Kip when Darcy lunged at him from behind and rammed the sapphire pendant and its metal teeth into his right eye. 
 
    Dropping the blade, Kip fell back into the fallen tree. The end of it shattered. He roared and hissed as his eye melted. The jewel and metal relentlessly dug deeper.  
 
    “Bitch!” shouted Kip. He climbed out of the broken shards of the fallen tree. Then he jumped at Darcy.  
 
    Xavier appeared and caught Kip before he could reach her. His grip tightened. Kip’s neck began to snap like a branch struggling to hold the weight that burdened it. Xavier could have made it quick, but he didn’t want to. 
 
    Thomas took Kip from Xavier and tossed him into a standing tree. It then broke and fell, opening the clearing a bit more to the moonlight. Kip tried to stand, but the other three cold creatures growled at him.  
 
    Like a scorned pet, Kip remained low to the ground as he crawled. He snarled at Darcy and exclaimed, “I’ll drain you and dance in your blood!” 
 
    Darcy stepped back, calm and silent. She was enchanted by the blood that oozed out of Kip’s wound.  
 
    “Where did you get that?” Xavier snapped, suddenly at Darcy’s side.  
 
    Though his eye sizzled with smoke from the searing sapphire, Kip answered for her, “She got it from Winny’s neck.” 
 
    “How did you know that?” asked Darcy. 
 
    Kip sneered, “Naoki and I were sent to find that traitor.” Kip clawed at the pendant in his eye. Soon his hands seared from the sapphire, and he buried them in the pockets of his pants to calm the burns. Blood from his eye dripped on the superhero character on his left shoe. 
 
    “Move and you’re done,” Xavier warned. 
 
    “You’re done,” Kip cackled. His fangs bit through his lips, and blood drizzled down his chin. His voice bubbled in his throat as the sapphire drove far enough into his eye it disappeared from view. “You three betrayed our law. The debt will be paid.” 
 
    Thomas deepened his voice. “Who sent you?” 
 
    Lips peeled apart and curled, wild and relishing in vile joy. Kip said, “You know who.” 
 
    “Say it,” Thomas ordered. 
 
    Kip opened his mouth but not to answer. He sprung at Darcy and clamped down on the curve of her leg with his teeth. 
 
    Everything paused for Darcy, every second passing like an hour. Her flesh around Kip’s fangs was numb, but the rest of her surely wasn’t. Heat charged up her leg and into her thigh. As though her leg had crumbled already, she fell to the ground. Kip didn’t let go until Xavier yanked him up by his hair. Blood spilled from Kip’s mouth and over Darcy’s leg. 
 
    “He’s mad,” said Winny as she knelt at Darcy’s side and picked up her head. Even in chaos she was gentle. “You’re alright. There is nothing to—oh, you’re not afraid.” 
 
    As Kip thrashed, he exclaimed, “They are food! They are nothing!” He reached for Darcy. His next breath was his last.  
 
    With as much ease as one might topple a child’s tower of blocks, Xavier ripped out Kip’s throat. Kip’s knees struck the ground first. The rest of his body swayed for a moment like it had forgotten something. Then it laid over, gently and with a thud. Xavier held the head by the hair. The face already started to melt into blood. 
 
    Thomas curled his hand into a fist and held it firmly at his chin. Doing his best to hold his composure, he said, “That wasn’t necessary.” 
 
    “But it felt right,” said Xavier, coolly. He looked into the one open eye on Kip’s head before it melted. “Do you agree, Kip?” He nodded the head. One half of it slipped down like warmed candle wax. “Majority wins.” 
 
    Slapping the back of one hand into the palm of the other, Thomas lost a bit of his control. He barked, “We could have had answers.” 
 
    Xavier pressed closer, daring Thomas to do more than slap his own hand. “How many pints of Darcy’s blood is each one worth? I thought you were the righteous one.” 
 
    “Enough,” said Winny, calmly but with a warning that they would only hear it like that once. “Priorities, boys.” 
 
    “It’s her own fault,” said Xavier. 
 
    Winny said, “It’s not her fault for being attacked.” 
 
    “But stupidity is,” said Xavier. 
 
    “Shut up,” Darcy groaned. Her neck strained as she pulled herself up to sit. Muscles in her leg throbbed. She reached down to rub the tender wound. “I thought I was helping a kid.” 
 
    Thomas said, “You shouldn’t have wandered. Xavier is right in that.” 
 
    Winny crawled forward and checked the bite marks on Darcy’s leg with a tender touch. She said, “Our blood can heal this.” 
 
    “I don’t want to drink it,” said Darcy. 
 
    “It won’t curse you,” Winny assured her. “I wouldn’t suggest drinking it. A dab right on it will do fine.” Her eyes didn’t have to go hazy for her fangs to jut outward. She pierced the tip of her thumb on her fang. The blood that followed was dark and red like any, though hers scented the air with honeysuckle. She reached down and brushed blood on Darcy’s wounds.  
 
    “So you guys are breakable,” said Darcy. 
 
    Winny said, “If a weapon has a sapphire in it, definitely. Our fangs can break our skin as well. A fall can break our bones, but we heal quickly if we have enough blood in us.” 
 
    It took about thirty seconds before the bite marks on Darcy’s leg pulled back together. Winny’s thumb had healed in half the time. She sucked on her thumb and then brushed her clean hands on her coat as she stood. 
 
    Darcy did not yet get up. Airily, she said, “You were a witch.” 
 
    Clasping her hands, Winny said, “Any vampire’s blood can do that.” 
 
    “No,” said Darcy in a daze. She batted her eyes like she was trying to see through the glare of the sun. “Your mother taught you. You were very young. There was a rabbit in a field.” She winced and pressed her fingers into her forehead.  
 
    All three vampires slowly surrounded Darcy. Winny said, “Memories ride in our blood, but you only see them if you drink it and much more than that.” 
 
    Lowering her hand, Darcy no longer smelled honeysuckle. “It’s gone,” she murmured. 
 
    Xavier said, “I’ll tell you what’s not gone. This isn’t over. There will be more vampires that come and call for our penance.” 
 
    “Sounds like it has nothing to do with the Redwoods,” said Darcy. Though the wound was gone, the stiffness and dirt were still there. She stood up and shifted her weight to the leg that hadn’t been attacked. “And all to do with you.” 
 
    “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Xavier snipped. 
 
    “That kid seemed pretty clear he was here on some revenge plot,” said Darcy. She stumbled when she tried to move onto the wounded leg. “Who did you piss off?” 
 
    The vampires exchanged glances. Thomas sighed, “We have a few suspects.” 
 
    Shaken, Winny said, “We should leave. She needs rest to recuperate. I’m not giving her more blood.” 
 
    “Dr. Shaw,” said Thomas. “Would you mind getting the pendant and the blade? We’ll take you back to your car, and I’ll drive you home.” 
 
    “I can drive,” said Darcy, huffing at the idea of being escorted around like a child. 
 
    “A vampire wound and blood in the same night,” said Thomas. He looked her over. She was pale but not clammy and hurt but not fragile. Still, he worried. He always worried. “You don’t know what that could do. Let me take you.” 
 
    Winny warned, “Dawn is coming. You’ll have to come home by foot.” 
 
    “I’ll take her,” said Xavier, not eager at all. “I’m faster.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Darcy said, sternly. 
 
    “Then walk,” said Xavier. “There are other vampires out. I can smell them.” 
 
    Wincing again from her leg, Darcy grumbled through gritted teeth. When she conceded to the plan, Winny took up Darcy’s arm and helped her to the car. The night air was frosted, but Darcy’s body was slick with sweat from the heat coursing through her blood.  
 
      
 
    ξ 
 
      
 
    The ride back to the Morgan house was layered with arguments between Xavier and Thomas and Xavier and Darcy and Xavier and himself a few times. Winny and Thomas escaped, but Darcy was stuck with Xavier. For the entire ride to her house he didn’t say a word. 
 
    The second Xavier parked Darcy’s car in her driveway, Darcy threw the passenger door open and freed herself from cinnamon and the loathsome silence. Pain shot up the back of her leg when her heel hit the ground, and she leaned into the door until the pain passed. 
 
    “Shaw,” said Xavier, slowly to let the sound linger on the tip of his tongue. Standing outside the car, he stared up at the Shaw home that seemed as though it was bound to the rock on which it stood. “I didn’t think you were from here.” 
 
    “I’m not,” said Darcy as she closed the car door behind her. She wrapped her arms around her ribs and strode toward the front door.  
 
    Xavier questioned, “Were you related to these Shaws?” 
 
    Darcy gasped, “You mean people with the same last name had the house that was left to my father?” Under her breath, she begged for the sun to come early. 
 
    Xavier appeared at her side suddenly and without a sound. He said, “I didn’t know Carter had a daughter.” 
 
    She snapped, “You don’t have to walk me to the door. This isn’t a date.” 
 
    “I did gnaw at your neck,” he said as he strolled alongside her. 
 
    Darcy stepped onto the porch and laughed, “I’ve had better.”  
 
    She pressed her back into the door. The sound of the waves behind the house was calm in this in-between hour when the horror of the night scurried to rest. The saving rays of sun prepared to strike across the sky. Some dangers lingered into the last minutes of darkness. 
 
    “Thank you for getting me out of that situation,” Darcy sighed. Without turning, she pulled her keys out from her back pocket and fumbled with the lock behind her.  
 
    Xavier leaned into the porch banister. “Your curiosity put Winny in trouble too,” he said. 
 
    “I’m sorry for that, but I can’t be sorry for checking on a child,” she said. “It’s because I care that you’re here.” 
 
    “What?” he scoffed. 
 
    She replied, “I saved you in the morgue with my light.” 
 
    He cackled, once. “I would have recovered on my own,” he said. 
 
    Arching one eyebrow, she said, “Unless Naoki got to you first. He didn’t need any help at all.” 
 
    His tongue skimmed his lips. He questioned, “Was it that you cared or that you were curious?” 
 
    She shrugged and said, “Just like with the kid, my intentions were good. I’m not going to let fear keep me from helping people.” 
 
    “Hard to help people when you’re dead.” 
 
    “You helped me. You could’ve bitten me instead of pretending.” 
 
    The breeze brushed three pieces of his wild hair over his brow. “I’ve had many chances already,” he said. 
 
    “But you didn’t.” 
 
    “In my free life I do not feed on the unwilling.” 
 
    “Thomas’ rule?” 
 
    “Mine,” he said. Dropping his hand, he smirked as his mind raced through memories. He took one step toward Darcy. “Of course, I do make exceptions for the deserving. My line is far easier to cross than Thomas’.” 
 
    The lock clicked, and the front door crept open. Watson was there and eager to see her. Darcy pushed back inside the house, one foot crossing the threshold and then the other a little faster than the first. Xavier’s next step suddenly brought him right against the doorframe. 
 
    He tilted his head. “You’re banking on vampire folklore, aren’t you? You’ve seen what we’re capable of yet you think a threshold will keep us out.” 
 
    Darcy pressed as close to the threshold as she could get. Her friends from the coven had told her about the rule that kept vampires from entering a home without permission. They hadn’t met vampires, but Darcy didn’t dismiss their tales. There was enough in the world she didn’t understand but believed existed. Herself, for example. 
 
    She stretched out her neck and held it only inches away from Xavier’s parted lips. Silkily, she taunted, “If you can reach it you can have a taste.” Darcy wasn’t sure if her game was worth playing. 
 
    The clouded haze drifted over Xavier’s eyes, erasing the green. The pupils thinned and stretched from top to bottom. When his mouth opened only slightly, two of his teeth were far sharper than before. “Be careful tempting a vampire,” he warned. “You’re right that we can’t enter your home without invitation, but vampires have had centuries of practice of luring out mortals.” His next breath rattled. He closed his eyes. “I can smell the day coming. I must return.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Darcy murmured as she straightened her neck. “Thank you again.” 
 
    His eyes opened, green again but still as haunting. “Are you afraid of me?” he questioned. 
 
    “I’m cautious, but I’m not afraid.” 
 
    “I told you about my rule. I’m not going to hurt you.” 
 
    “But you can.” 
 
    “I promise I will never intend to do you harm.” 
 
    She peered at him while she pursed her lips, curious to understand what it meant when his voice smoothed over like it did then. She said, “You’re starting to tolerate me.” 
 
    He drew in the scent of ending night. He murmured, “I will see you soon, ma sirène.” 
 
    Then he was gone. 
 
    Normal had been something Darcy lost long ago, if she ever really had it. It seemed Cape Emerald had never known it either. Between witches and vampires, this town was a hub for dangers normal people would deem the things of myths and nightmares. Darcy knew this dream was real, that a vampire had only moments before stood right at her door.  
 
    While the scent of cinnamon lingered in the cold air, she wondered if Xavier’s words were a casual goodbye or a warning promise.
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    The day slipped past Darcy as she slept off the throbbing ache in her leg. She hadn’t lost that much blood, but her new cold acquaintances were right. She felt drained of more than blood. She had lost the will to move. At times she thought she felt fangs digging into her muscle, and she would spring up from the bed in a sweat. She remembered everything, but there was enough of a blur to make it seem like a dream. If the venom could do this, she could see how a little trick with it might make someone not recall the entire attack.  
 
    Darcy would have slept through the night too had she not realized she had a shift that started at three. It was five before she hopped across the bedroom floor to the dresser to grab her scrubs and head into work. 
 
    The venom had run its course enough that Darcy could make her rounds without wincing. Luckily no surgeries had been scheduled. The most exciting event of the shift had been Chuck Robbins’ sugar spike. His wife was no longer able to drive after an incident in which she took out a dollar store window. She called the ambulance and finished baking the next batch of her famous snickerdoodles. She brought them with her to feed the doctors while her husband was admitted. 
 
    After finishing off her second cookie, Darcy wiped the back of her hand over her mouth and turned the corner of the hall. Tanner and Lucia were bickering at the front desk about a patient. The receptionist was out receiving a late delivery for supplies. It would take him twice as long because he fit in a few rounds of games on his phone while he was out of sight. 
 
    “I’m only saying that he’s got some time left. Not much but some,” said Tanner, squeezing his fingers as close together as he could get them without touching each other. “You can’t go poking around on him.” 
 
    “He’s going to go anyway,” said Lucia. 
 
    “Whoa,” said Darcy, hands up in the air. “You’re not talking about carving a turkey before it’s cooked, are you?” 
 
    Tanner said, “More like while it’s still gobbling.” 
 
    Lucia said, “It’s Old Man Ricker. He has survived jumping off the rusty bridge, supposedly as a dare. He was shot in the back of the head with a nail gun.” 
 
    “Wait, really?” asked Darcy. 
 
    “He was friends with Pearl Radley’s father,” said Tanner. 
 
    Darcy nodded and said, “Explains that.” 
 
    “His second wife stabbed him in the neck with a spork,” said Lucia. 
 
    “Don’t forget the lightning strike,” said Tanner. 
 
    Lucia added, “He fell off the boat during a storm when he was coming back from Snake Island.” 
 
    “Are you sure he’s human?” asked Darcy, chuckling. 
 
    “I can’t be sure until I’m allowed to investigate,” said Lucia, gawking at Tanner. “I’m afraid if we wait until he actually dies, whatever hex keeps him alive is going to go with him. This is a matter of science.” 
 
    “Or ethics,” said Tanner. 
 
    Lucia twisted her face, mocking Tanner. 
 
    “What is he dying of?” asked Darcy. 
 
    Tanner replied, “In the end Old Man Ricker will be taken down by the flu.” 
 
    With a wicked grin, Lucia said, “I’ll be waiting for the second he goes, in the name of science.” 
 
    Sliding back from the reception desk, Tanner said, “On that note, I’ll head to my break before I get tagged for early autopsy too.” 
 
    Darcy leaned into the gray reception desk with her elbow. Lucia continued to make faces at Tanner until he was out of sight.  
 
    “Why do people try so hard to be my friend?” asked Lucia, shaking her head. 
 
    “They like a challenge,” said Darcy.  
 
    “I have to finish up the report on Randal,” said Lucia, tapping on the desk with four fingers. Randal hadn’t been her assistant for more than a few months. Darcy wasn’t sure how long of a tenure it would take for Lucia to show any signs of grief. Like it was something seductive, Lucia whispered, “There are bite marks.” 
 
    Darcy tapped too, only once. “What bit him?” 
 
    “That’s the thing,” said Lucia. She gazed up at the ceiling, recalling the mauled body with reverence like an afternoon daydream. “The arm was chewed on by a dog. It’s probably what took the hand, but it’s not what killed him. He has snake bites in more than one place. It seemed the scare caused a heart attack. The police were happy to hear it wasn’t a murder. The mayor can sell that to the press. My brother Dante was happy.” 
 
    “Your brother?” 
 
    “He runs a tourist company selling overrated outdoor adventure. Speaking of my brother, here is his assistant.” Lucia didn’t look excited in the least, but she wasn’t scowling or searching for an escape. She had tiers for how much she disliked someone. This was as close to liking someone as she could get. 
 
    Jasmine stopped walking when Darcy turned to face her, like she had stumbled upon one of the snakes that had found Randal. She pushed her weight toward one hip. One hand was tucked in her red jacket that was zipped up to the center of her chest. Her black boots came up above the knee. At the bottom the boots were flat and caked in mud. She handed Lucia a brown paper bag with a grease stain and said, “Dante sent me.” 
 
    Lucia snatched the bag and took a whiff. The scent soothed her like a massage. She shook off the spell and peered at Jasmine. “What is he after?” 
 
    Tucking her thumbs into the back pockets of her jeans, Jasmine replied, “For you to come to Thanksgiving this year.” 
 
    “Mios dios!” Lucia exclaimed. She chucked the bag at Jasmine. “And listen to our abuelo ridicule him? Dante may have a heart of gold, but whatever is in place of mine will not listen to it.”  
 
    Jasmine grumbled, “He said you would say that.” 
 
    Lucia said, “I most certainly will not have Matteo hear it either.” 
 
    “He mentioned that too,” said Jasmine. She brushed grease off her hand. “He said to tell you that your abuelo won’t be there this year.” 
 
    “Oh,” said Lucia. She tapped on her chin twice. “I can list more names I don’t like.” 
 
    “Everyone but Dante,” said Jasmine. 
 
    “If he’s lucky,” said Lucia. She took the bag again and held it up to her nose to let the scent warm her soul. “Alright, alright. I’ll come. You tell him he best be at my house by four on Halloween. Matteo is expecting him.” 
 
    “Will do,” said Jasmine, promising with a salute. 
 
    “I have to go autopsy this hunk of meat in the breakroom,” said Lucia. She stuck her nose into the brown paper bag and moaned a little. 
 
    Once Lucia was out of ear shot, Darcy chewed on her tongue in hopes Jasmine would spark a conversation. When the silence became painfully awkward, Darcy asked, “How are you holding up?”  
 
    “After finding my dead ex? Peachy.” Jasmine tucked her tongue into her cheek and looked Darcy over. Then Jasmine softened her tone, but it wasn’t any less bitter. “That was crazy, but I’m more messed up by the fact that no one ever told me about you.” 
 
    Darcy sighed, “I didn’t know about you either.” She meant to explain herself until she heard Dr. Porter’s booming voice. 
 
    “The diva doctor finally made it in!” Dr. Porter hollered from down the hall. 
 
    Darcy cringed. She murmured to Jasmine, “I want to explain.” 
 
    “You owe me nothing. You don’t know me.” 
 
    “But I want to. If you’re free tomorrow, come by my house.” 
 
    Jasmine looked away and clenched her jaw. 
 
    Darcy pleaded, “Please. One chance. Then if you want, we can go back to the way it was when I didn’t exist.” 
 
    It seemed there were a few more barbs on Jasmine’s tongue. She held them back and nodded. She didn’t get a chance to say anything before Dr. Porter caught up to Darcy. 
 
    “I don’t know how things operated in whatever hole in the wall hospital you were at before,” said Dr. Porter. 
 
    “Chicago,” said Darcy. 
 
    “Maybe the city air gave you a big ego,” he scoffed. The lights overhead flickered. “Here when a doctor has a shift they work it. They don’t come in whenever they damn well please and act like they run the place.” 
 
    Darcy offered a fake smile to the doctor, a peace offering while she turned to Jasmine. “I’ll see you tomorrow,” said Darcy. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Jasmine. It sounded more like she had signed up for jury duty than a visit. She shuffled away. Before she was out of view, she turned and flipped Dr. Porter off behind his back. 
 
    “I don’t run the place,” said Darcy. Her mind spun from the revolving door of people this evening. She glanced over Dr. Porter’s shoulder and down the hall. The parade continued. She said, “But he does.” 
 
    Dr. Porter went clammy as he turned on his heel. “Mr. Morgan,” he said, jumping to his toes. The sharpness fell from his voice. He smoothed his white coat. “I—I—I didn’t know you were visiting today.” 
 
    Thomas tilted his narrow chin downward. He was far taller than Dr. Porter and made him aware of it. He said, “I’m following up with Dr. Shaw about the assignment I had her work for me today.” 
 
    “She didn’t mention an assignment,” said Dr. Porter. 
 
    “I asked her not to,” said Thomas. “In her short time here, she has shown exemplary work and dedication to this hospital. I needed her special skills but did not want to make a scene of it.” 
 
    “Special skills,” Dr. Porter scoffed. “She is straight out of residency.” 
 
    “She is the talk of the town,” said Thomas. “So are you, but the talk is a little more concerning.” 
 
    Dr. Porter tried to make a sound, but nothing came out of his wide-open mouth. 
 
    “We should discuss your recent lapses in judgement,” said Thomas. He twitched, doing his best not to curl his lips. “I have a few steps in mind for you to prevent more serious action on my part.” 
 
    “Mr. Morgan, I—”  
 
    Thomas held up a hand, cutting off Dr. Porter’s plea. Thomas said, “Step one will be for Dr. Shaw to monitor your patient list. If she has recommendations or needs to intervene, she has full authority to do so.” 
 
    “I don’t need supervision from a greenhorn!” 
 
    “I don’t need a doctor that’s both an ass and a screwup,” said Thomas, calmly. “My options for replacements are limited. I will give you a chance only with the conditions. No exceptions.” 
 
    Dr. Porter could say nothing more. He pulled on his coat and swung his head like he was fishing for another remark. His hook came up empty, and he swung his whole body around to walk away from the crime scene of his beaten pride. 
 
    Darcy’s brow had yet to come down from its high after Thomas’ first jab at Dr. Porter. When it was only the two of them, she said, “You really didn’t have to go that far.” 
 
    “I’d love to go further,” said Thomas, finally grinning and relishing in the moment. “He really is pompous.” 
 
    “Thank you,” said Darcy. Then her leg locked up on her, and she ached all over. It was the same feeling that had come in waves every couple of hours. “You all were right. Last night did a number on me.” 
 
    Thomas lost the spark from scraping Dr. Porter over the coals. He said, “I fear that any continued involvement with the three of us will take its toll, far more than a child’s bite.” 
 
    The receptionist returned with his sights glued to his phone. Darcy said hello to him. He didn’t grunt this time. Thomas nodded for Darcy to walk along with him toward the elevator. 
 
    When they were a safe distance from the desk, Thomas said, “However pleasurable it was to make Dr. Porter’s knees shake, it’s not the reason I came by. It’s my understanding that Randal’s body is downstairs, correct?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said. “Except for the hand.” 
 
    “I need to see the body,” he said. 
 
    The elevator dinged. The doors opened. Darcy stepped inside first and spun on the toe of her shoe to face Thomas. “Let’s go to Lucia’s playground,” she said. 
 
    Thomas entered the elevator and straightened his jacket as the door closed. He said, “You’re a trusting sort.” 
 
    “More curious than trusting,” she said. “I don’t know what you’re up to, but anything a vampire could need to do with a dead body must be interesting.” 
 
    The elevator dinged again. The door tried to open twice but didn’t make it very far either time. The lights flickered. 
 
    Darcy groaned, “That seems to be a thing around here.” 
 
    “Around vampires,” he said. “I can’t explain why, but electricity has never liked us much. Phones and radios don’t work well either.” 
 
    “That explains why the lights went on the fritz when I met Xavier and Winny.” 
 
    “It’s worse when we’re angry. As our curse comes to the surface, I think it goes for the power that threatens darkness.” 
 
    Stepping off the elevator, Darcy said, “Let’s do the stairs next time.” 
 
    “You intrigue me,” said Thomas as he shortened his steps to walk alongside her. “You are smart, though I do question your choices. You are humorous and far more outspoken than the women of my time.” 
 
    “You’ve got me pegged.” 
 
    “Xavier says that isn’t the whole story.” 
 
    Reaching Lucia’s door first, Darcy opened it for Thomas to pass through. She said, “I bet I know his story. Let’s see. He was turned when he was in love with some little French baguette. She didn’t want him after he became a bloodsucker, maybe even before. He became some Don Juan to compensate. He’s never known real love. The scar is from losing a bet in a game gone wrong. And I doubt he was the favorite in your clan.” 
 
    Darcy closed the door behind her and turned on the lights. They twitched immediately. Thomas had moved to Randal’s table with ease. Randal and Thomas weren’t the only men in the room. 
 
    “Far cry from the truth,” said Xavier. He was near the wall in a space between a cabinet and a counter. He propped one foot up on the wall behind him and leaned back. One hand fiddled with a silver ring on the other. “There was a woman, but I did not reciprocate her affections. Everything you said was wrong, except the Don Juan part. I have shown love to many.” 
 
    “And the favorite part,” said Thomas, glancing up from the covered table. “You were no one’s favorite.” 
 
    “Albert favored me,” Xavier argued. 
 
    Thomas said, “He died in his first battle. Had he lasted longer he would have come around.” 
 
    With a quick glare at Thomas, Darcy said, “You could have told me he was here.” 
 
    Thomas gently pulled on the cover, bringing it down from Randal’s head. He said, “Then I would have missed the mating banter.” 
 
    Xavier and Darcy both huffed and rolled their eyes. 
 
     “Argue it later,” said Thomas as he unveiled half of Randal’s body. “We’re here on business, not pleasure.” 
 
    Darcy grumbled to herself before stepping toward the table. The light overhead made Randal paler, even more than when she had found him in the cold woods. She had seen her share of dead bodies. It was never easy, especially when the thought crossed her mind that perhaps something could have prevented it. “How sad,” she murmured. 
 
    The men seemed numb to it all. Thomas examined Randal like he was a piece of art rather than someone who once breathed. 
 
     “What are you checking for?” asked Darcy. 
 
    “You found a set of marks near the shoulder I assume,” said Thomas, walking around the table. His fingers grazed over Randal’s body. There were two marks on his wrist less than two inches apart.  
 
    Darcy said, “Those have already healed.” 
 
    “Which confirms my fear,” said Thomas. He gently placed the arm back on the table. 
 
    Xavier asked, “Are you certain it’s her?” 
 
    Thomas exposed Randal’s entire body, now cleaned of the grime of the woods. His hair was short and coarse. Thomas pulled on Randal’s wide knee to turn his thigh, revealing another set of marks. 
 
    “The trifecta,” said Xavier. He popped three fingers up in the air, one at a time.  
 
    Closing his eyes and releasing the knee, Thomas said, “It’s Yin.” The word sank into his chest and rippled inside of him like a never-ending echo. 
 
    Darcy questioned, “Yin? Is that vampire poison or something?” 
 
     “Yin is a vampire, and she’s far worse than poison,” Thomas said. He pulled the cover up, letting the dead finally rest. “She favors keeping a body alive for days. She feeds from the groin, the wrist, and the neck. She doesn’t heal her prisoners or make them forget what they’ve experienced.” 
 
    Xavier added, “She does remind them she will feed from them until they die.” 
 
    Darcy wasn’t the type to get queasy. The idea of the wounds and feeding didn’t bother her as much as the intent behind it all to hurt someone. That twisted her stomach. She cupped her hands over her elbows and tried to remember there was good in the world, even if there were monsters hoping to drain it all.  
 
    She asked, “Any idea why she would go after the pathologist’s assistant?” 
 
    “Yin’s tortuous craving was for men,” said Thomas. 
 
    Xavier said, “It was payback for all the horrible things done to her as a mortal.” 
 
    Thomas said, “Beyond that, there would be no reason for picking him. Yin was part of our clan though she didn’t care much for the rest of us. She went her own way when our clan broke apart. She had followers like Kip and Naoki that viewed mortals like she did. The only things she cared about were her bloodbath and our maker.” 
 
    “You don’t think—” Xavier started but cut himself off. “She can’t.” 
 
    “We thought we couldn’t, but we did,” said Thomas. 
 
    “What do you think Yin is doing?” asked Darcy, more curious than frightened. 
 
    Xavier skimmed his fingertips through the scruff along his jaw. His mind raced one direction while his words went another. He said, “We’ve outcast ourselves from other vampires. We broke the code of our kind.” 
 
    Thomas said, “The most sacred of bonds is that between a maker and his sangora, a descendant of its blood. A sangora will do whatever a maker says if commanded, regardless of desire to do it. It’s a price for the gift of eternal night.” 
 
    Xavier said, “Such a gift. Our maker forced us to kill innocents and torture them for his pleasure.” 
 
    “There was also the money,” said Thomas. The deeper he went into the details, the thicker the bitterness in his voice became. “We were a troop for hire—our maker and his seven soldiers. We were brought into any major war of the last few hundred years by the highest bidder.” 
 
    “Sometimes both sides,” said Xavier. 
 
    “And somehow you broke that bond,” said Darcy. Silence followed as she glanced back and forth between the two cold men. “Did you kill him?” 
 
    “A sangora cannot kill his maker,” said Xavier, disappointed. 
 
    “We did break the bond,” said Thomas. When he reminded himself of it, feelings came in waves. Relief. Regret. Fear. “We made a vow never to speak of how.” 
 
    Darcy’s mind raced, trying to make something coherent out of it all. The pieces of this puzzle were each their own maze to navigate. Then she gasped, “Can she bring him back?” 
 
    Despite the impossibility of it, Thomas went paler. Xavier’s features hardened. The lights overhead flickered. 
 
    “Yin knows nothing,” said Xavier, bitter as though spitting at the thought. “No one knows how we did it.” 
 
    Thomas sighed, “They assume we used witchcraft.” 
 
    “Did you?” asked Darcy. 
 
    Xavier and Thomas slowly shifted their eyes to Darcy without moving another muscle. Darcy swallowed and then scraped her tongue over the dry roof of her mouth. Whatever they did, it was enough to unify these otherwise battling men. If it was worth the chains that bound them to be forever rebel outcasts, she wondered what price they paid to do it. 
 
    Darcy said, “If there is a way to bring him back, we need to figure out how to stop Yin. Your maker sounds like a real monster.” 
 
    Thomas said, “Traian would find his kind at the table of the devil. He is the maker of the Eternal Eight. He made us kill for power and the thrill of it.” 
 
    Snarling, Xavier said, “We find Yin. We rip her head off.” 
 
    Thomas groaned, “Vampires already want us dead. That will only give them more ammunition to spark a movement.” 
 
    Xavier struck the nearest table with his fist and bent the metal. The sound cracked like thunder. He offered, “Then we give them the showdown they’ve always wanted.” 
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    After breakfast the next morning, Darcy wrung her hands while she hummed a Journey song. Watson followed her as she went to the living room every twelve minutes to glance out the window to an empty driveway. She couldn’t eat her lunch. It wasn’t until she heard a car pull into the driveway that Darcy realized she hadn’t brushed her hair all day. 
 
    She slid on her socks to the door and pulled a band from her wrist to throw her hair up before Jasmine could knock. The first sound came as Darcy slipped on her shoes and reached for the door handle. 
 
    “Hi!” Darcy chirped, a little more enthusiastic than she meant for it to be. Jasmine was not as excited. It was hard to tell if the mood was from Darcy or the man behind her at the bottom of the stairs. “Need back up to talk to me?” 
 
    “I’m off duty,” said Lance. He smiled at her, always wide and bright. 
 
    Jasmine grunted and said, “You can go now.” 
 
    “I’m your ride,” said Lance. 
 
    Pressing closer to Darcy, Jasmine said, “I’ll walk if I have to. He only plays music that came out before I was born.” 
 
    “I should arrest you for not knowing who Bon Jovi is,” said Lance. 
 
    Darcy’s jaw dropped. “You don’t know Bon Jovi?” 
 
    “Go join an old geezer club and leave me out of it,” said Jasmine. “I’ve never heard half of his music in my thirty-two years.” 
 
    Darcy grinned and said, “I’m younger, and I bet I’ve heard it all.” 
 
    Jasmine groaned, “I’m beginning to regret agreeing to come. Can we get this over with?” 
 
    Darcy nodded for Jasmine to follow her. They passed Lance at the bottom of the stairs.  
 
    “I’ll hang back here,” he said, awkwardly pointing at the ground. The women walked away, leaving him alone in the front yard. He whistled radio tunes to himself and traveled back through the decades. 
 
    When the two women couldn’t be heard by the law, Darcy said, “I’m kind of surprised you came.” 
 
    “Weren’t expecting me to show?” asked Jasmine. She tucked her thumbs into her back pockets. “I sure as hell wasn’t expecting you.” 
 
    Darcy felt the first barb. She wasn’t going to try to stop them. She said, “I promise I didn’t know I had a cousin until Russ told me.” 
 
    “But then you did know and still didn’t say anything,” said Jasmine, tapping on her chin. “You move to this town. You stalk my house. You go get drinks with me and never say a word.” 
 
    “I had to be sure.” 
 
    “You ran a test on my grandmother without permission. If the shock of the news isn’t enough, the sketchiness sure doesn’t put a good flavor in my mouth.” 
 
    Only the waves and breeze spoke until Darcy stopped walking and faced her cousin. There were barren bushes along the backside of the house. Darcy couldn’t tell what kind they were without leaves or blossoms. They were tangled and brittle, ready to weather a bitter winter. Darcy was ready to weather this storm between her and Jasmine. 
 
    "I know how it sounds," said Darcy.  
 
    After residency in Chicago, Darcy could have gone anywhere for work. She had the grades, the skills, and her magic backup. She chose Cape Emerald on some hope that there would be a beautiful reunion worthy of a movie. It was crazy. She knew it.  
 
    Darcy said, “I didn’t know what I’d find when I got here.” 
 
    “You uprooted your life for the chance you might have some distant relative lurking about,” said Jasmine. She tucked a loose piece of hair behind her ear. “Pretty nuts.” 
 
    “But it’s true,” said Darcy. She massaged the back of her neck like that was the key to releasing the why behind it all. It brought the sadness with it that she had tried to leave in Chicago. “There wasn’t much life to uproot. My dad died, and I had no one.” 
 
    “No friends?” 
 
    “None worth staying for.” 
 
    “No lover?” 
 
    “They’re gone.” 
 
    “It’s still crazy.” 
 
    Darcy nodded and said, “It was the only chance I’ve had my entire life to know anything about my family. I only knew my mother’s name and that she died. I don’t even know how.” 
 
    “Oh,” said Jasmine, stiffly. She wet her lips like trying to oil rusty parts to get them to move again. “You have to know my grandfather is sensitive about it. What she did runs in the family.” 
 
    Darcy’s chest tightened. She filled in the blank that had been there all her life, one her father always kept empty. “She killed herself, didn’t she?” 
 
    Jasmine nodded. “People know she died, but the details were left to the imagination. I was a couple years old, so you couldn’t have been out long yourself. Maybe that’s why your dad left, you know? The heartache of being here might have been too much.” 
 
    “I can see that,” Darcy sighed. Carter Shaw had been her world her whole life, though he kept slices of his past from her. All she knew was that any mention of Felicia brought him heartache that he couldn’t face. It made sense that he would leave this town and never return.  
 
    “I’m sorry that’s the first thing you got to know about your mom,” said Jasmine, sincerely. 
 
    Darcy never anticipated the story behind Felicia Redwood was a rosy one. She said, “I wanted to know something about her. Some part of me hoped—no matter how crazy it might sound—that I might finally get to have a bit of family too.” 
 
    Jasmine pursed her lips. Her foot tapped on the cold ground. She huffed, “You don’t get a family just by sharing DNA.” 
 
    “I wasn’t expecting to be in the next family portrait.” 
 
    “What were you expecting?” 
 
    Darcy sighed, “I have no idea. Whatever could happen, it’s better than never knowing anything about who I am or the people I come from. I can’t even put a face to the people I miss. They were never there to leave a mark, but they all left a hole in me.” 
 
    The ice around Jasmine shattered, like she suddenly could see the holes in Darcy. “That does sound lonely,” she said. “I’m worried, you know? My grandfather is all I have left. I don’t want someone coming in and breaking his heart or screwing him over.” 
 
    “Or getting in the way,” said Darcy, plainly. Jasmine didn’t argue. “Look. I don’t want to mess with what you two have. I can’t. I don’t have the history. I’m asking that you let me share something new with both of you. For now, just let me know you.” 
 
    Shrugging her shoulders, Jasmine said, “I’d kind of like to know you too. Right now I’d like to know a heater.” 
 
    “Come inside.” 
 
    “I probably should get on home. Dante is picking me up in a bit. Some crazy kids paid to come up from Florida to go camping. I have to lead them out to their spot.” 
 
    “Are you sure that’s safe? There have been animal attacks, if you haven’t heard.” 
 
    “I’ve done this plenty of times,” said Jasmine. She punched the air twice, playfully. “Animals don’t scare me.” 
 
    “Except skunks.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” 
 
    Darcy stuffed her hands into her pockets and headed around front. Jasmine followed, closer now than when they had gone to the back. Darcy had to remind her feet how to move. After all the years of never knowing she even had a cousin, to be walking beside Jasmine now was overwhelming. Before they reached the side of the house, Darcy asked, “Do you not have a car?” 
 
    Jasmine said, “I did. Now I don’t have a car or a license.” 
 
    “Guessing that’s a story you can’t tell on our short trip?” 
 
    “I could but not today.” 
 
    Once he saw the women, Lance let go of Watson and stopped trying to steal his warmth. He stood straight and brushed dog hair from his shirt. 
 
    “You didn’t pitch her off the cliff,” said Lance to Darcy. “I wouldn’t have done a thing. It would’ve been self-defense from that mouth of hers.” 
 
    Jasmine’s hips popped hard from one side to the other as she strolled toward Lance. She said, “Or because you don’t know the first thing about being a deputy. You sure know a lot about being an asshole.” 
 
    “Most people wouldn’t talk that way to an officer,” said Lance. 
 
    “I’ll talk that way to your mother,” said Jasmine, puckering her lips and swaying her head from right to left. “You know, I’ve never met another Anders. Are there others?” 
 
    He said, “Close by. They don’t leave the house much.” 
 
    “Ashamed of their son I bet,” said Jasmine. 
 
    Lance only let Jasmine see a glimpse of annoyance. Then he nodded at the house and said, “The Shaws were a good family. They were quiet but respected.” 
 
    “I never knew much about them,” said Darcy. 
 
    “The old man used to run a business around here,” said Lance. He stepped closer to Darcy. “I could stop by some afternoon and tell you all I know.” 
 
    Jasmine lifted her voice before Lance could pop out any roses or chocolates. She said, “I’d like to get home.” 
 
    Darcy asked, “Do you have a ride for after work?” 
 
    “I’ll call Tanner,” said Jasmine. 
 
    Darcy offered, “How about I get you?” 
 
    Jasmine mulled the thought over only for a few seconds. “That’d be great,” she said, warmly. 
 
    Lance said, “One thing before I go. The Shaws never mentioned a granddaughter.” 
 
    Darcy explained, “They never met me. I don’t even know if they knew about me.” 
 
    Lance tsked and said, “What a shame. They were missing out.” 
 
    Jasmine gagged and pulled on Lance’s arm. “Thanks for the chat,” she announced on her way to Lance’s car. “I’ll talk to you soon. Sadly, I’m sure he will too.” 
 
      
 
    ξ 
 
      
 
    The trail where Jasmine had led the campers to their site happened to start at the hospital. Darcy picked her up a couple hours past dark, and they headed to Pearl’s for a bite and a drink. When Lance Anders showed up to arrest a man from the neighboring county that caused a fight, Jasmine asked to go home with a headache. 
 
    Darcy pulled up past the hydrangea bushes and turned off her car. She and Jasmine both continued to sing the song they had been listening to even after the radio was off. After hitting an off-key note together, they laughed and headed into the windy night. 
 
    Darcy zipped up her jacket and pulled her hat down over her ears. Russ’ truck was there, but there was no light on in the house. Only the front porch lights were guiding the way home. They flickered once. 
 
    “Hold up,” said Jasmine, turning with the wind that had ripped her argyle scarf from her neck. She followed the scarf past Darcy’s car where it finally dropped on the ground. She grabbed it but then lingered, unmoving. 
 
    “You okay?” asked Darcy. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Jasmine, slowly standing. Her face soured. “Do you smell that?” 
 
    Darcy tasted the air. “It’s kind of smoky,” she said, nodding. “Not in a good way.” 
 
    “It’s familiar,” said Jasmine. She wrapped her scarf around her neck. She found the source of the scent at the same time as Darcy. There was a growl, something more sinister than an animal. It came from a woman standing between the two cousins. 
 
    “How kind of you to remember me,” said the woman. “I meant to introduce myself the first time, but I’m not a fan of skunks either.” 
 
    The first sight of this stranger had made Darcy uneasy. Once she realized who it was, her hands seared. It was like the sensation she had as a child when she thought the shadows in her room were the monsters from a bedtime story come to life. This was no trick of her imagination. This monster was real and wasn’t there to simply scare her. 
 
    Darcy whispered, “Yin.” 
 
    “You’ve heard of me too,” said Yin, high and airy. She turned to Darcy. She traced the shape of Darcy’s figure in the air with her middle finger like it was a new creature she had discovered. “Who are you?” 
 
    Even with six-inch heels on her red boots, Yin was still shorter than both of the other women. Her hair was bound atop her head, adding three inches more, and it trailed down to the backs of her knees. Around her chest and waist were layers of red satin that matched the ribbon around her neck. From the ribbon dangled an antique metal vial like a small perfume bottle. She had a doll-like appearance. The fragileness was deceiving.  
 
    Yin’s hands hooked together by two fingers. “Does Mary still live here?” 
 
    “What do you want with my grandmother?” asked Jasmine. 
 
    “You are a Redwood witch,” said Yin. 
 
    Jasmine laughed, “I’ve been called a Redwood bitch but never a witch.” 
 
    Yin stroked two fingers of her left hand along her jaw. Each finger bore a ring near the end that was tipped with sharp metal. The ring of her middle finger cut her cheek, drawing blood. She said, “I thought I’d drained all those that practiced magic, but by the time I got around to Mary, it was more satisfying to let her ride out her pathetic life in that chair.”  
 
    Jasmine said, “Lady, I think you’re off your meds.” 
 
    Yin tsked four times and said, “Too bad your grandmother couldn’t warn you not to claim her blood as your own.” 
 
    Yin moved quickly and without warning. There was no way Darcy could make it before Yin would have her fangs deep in Jasmine’s flesh. Yin already had her hands latched onto Jasmine, one on her shoulder and the other dug deep into her hair.  
 
    Discovering Darcy was her family was one thing. Darcy wasn’t sure how Jasmine would handle seeing her strange light. There wasn’t time to think. If it made Jasmine shun her, it was worth it to protect what family she had left. Darcy cried out from the searing pain that burned through her bones. 
 
    Blue light struck Yin’s face like a blunt spear, flipping her backward and to the ground. The spear skimmed Jasmine too. A tremor kept Yin on the ground long enough for Darcy to reach Jasmine and pull her back toward the house. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” Jasmine exclaimed. There was a new tender bruise across her chin. 
 
    “Inside!” Darcy ordered. If they could make it past the threshold, they would be protected by it. Whether it would be enough or not had yet to be determined. 
 
    Latched at the arms, Darcy and Jasmine ran for the front door. Lights inside the house came on. Darcy hoped Russ didn’t look out on this scene. She knew it could get bloody. Yin growled as she stood. Jasmine and Darcy pushed harder. Their feet would fail them in this race. Jasmine dared to look back over her shoulder in time to see Yin lunging at her. 
 
    Yin came within inches of the other women before she slammed hard against an unseen wall and stumbled back. The blow frazzled her hair and the red satin layers of her blouse. She cursed in Chinese. She flung herself from left to right like a captured animal. She stopped by the brittle bushes where Darcy had parked.  
 
    “A child’s trick,” said Yin. She kicked at the bush by Darcy’s car but didn’t make contact. The bottom of the bush whipped outward and tossed Yin back a few feet. 
 
    “The hydrangeas,” Darcy gasped. 
 
    “How much did I drink?” asked Jasmine. 
 
    “Another witch in town?” Yin hissed at Darcy. “We’ll take care of you too.” She slid back and reached for her throat. Then she wildly patted her collarbone, frantic. Reptile eyes glared at the ground at Darcy’s feet. “Give that back to me!” 
 
    Darcy kicked the metal vial and its ribbon toward the house and further away from Yin. Chin up, Darcy said, “I will if you wait for the sun to come first.” 
 
    Yin curled her fingers like claws ready to strike. She conceded and dropped her hand. “Fools make enemies of the wicked,” she warned. Yin vanished like a flame whipped to its death by a sudden rush of wind, leaving only her smoky scent behind. 
 
    Jasmine’s knees gave out. Darcy remained on alert with her hands burning. Just because the smoke had subdued didn’t mean Yin was truly gone. 
 
    The front door sprang open. Russ shuffled outside. When one foot hit the porch, he had to cling to the door to keep his heart from breaking free from his chest. “What happened to you?” he hollered.  
 
    “A woman was here,” said Jasmine. Her breaths were quick, shallow, and visible in the night. “She was out of her mind.” 
 
    Calmly, Darcy said, “I think she was crazy, but I don’t think she was wrong.” 
 
    Jasmine scoffed, “She said my grandmother is a witch. That’s ridiculous.” 
 
    Russ’ gut rolled. He covered his mouth to hold everything inside. 
 
    “Right?” asked Jasmine. She was still on the ground. She didn’t trust her legs to hold her. As she watched Russ’ expression twist, she wasn’t sure if there was anything she could trust. 
 
    “Your grandmother is a witch,” said Russ, mechanically. He was on auto pilot. The words came like he had to say them. “Felicia was a witch too.” 
 
    “The woman that was here is a vampire,” said Darcy, pointing into the darkness. She wasn’t surprised at all to hear about her mother. Frankly, it disappointed her that Felicia was only a witch. It didn’t explain what Darcy was. 
 
    Jasmine laughed. When no one joined her, she went quiet again.  
 
    “How do you know about vampires?” Russ questioned. 
 
    “I’ve met a few here,” Darcy replied. 
 
    “They are dangerous,” he warned. 
 
    Darcy opened her hand between her and Russ. Her light bounced between her fingers. The blue drew Russ’ gaze. He swallowed hard, alarmed but not surprised. Darcy said, “I think I am too.” 
 
    “I’ll take you over the crazy bitch,” said Jasmine. 
 
    “It sounds like she has a thing against witches,” said Darcy. 
 
    Every inch of Russ trembled until he covered his chest with his hand. Then he went so still the women could have mistaken him for a sculpture. He said, “I think it’s time.” 
 
    “For what?” asked Jasmine. 
 
    “To do what I have feared your whole life,” said Russ. He glanced up with a scowl as though to curse the stars. “It’s time you learn about magic.” 
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    When the next morning erased the last trace of night from the sky, Darcy left home and parked past the hydrangeas at the Redwood house. Watson jumped out of the car and ran the perimeter of the yard twice before Darcy made it to the front door. The sun was gracious, making it the warmest day Darcy had seen since moving to the east coast town. The door opened, and the look on Russ’ face wasn’t nearly as giving as the sun. 
 
    Watson slipped between Darcy and Russ and scampered down the hall. His paws struck the floor hard on the tick of a clock the second he looked into the parlor. Darcy stepped up behind him. Watson refused to enter and plopped down in the doorway. His tail continued to sway as he watched Darcy’s every move.  
 
    Mary was already in her chair. Her cotton dress for the day was festive for fall. It was brown with small pumpkins linked together by a layered pattern of vines. Her white shawl was wrapped around both shoulders, protecting her from the chill of the house while her lips pattered away to make weak sounds. 
 
    “Hey, witchy cousin,” said Jasmine from a white wicker chair near the window. Above her head was a set of five shelves of glass figurines, small wooden boxes, and vials of flower petals. “Grandpa’s not too happy.”  
 
    Russ grumbled from the doorway, “I’ll never be happy to see my family tangled with magic.” The floor creaked as he took his next step.  
 
    “We’ll be safe,” Darcy assured him. 
 
    Russ scoffed, “There is no being safe with magic. Lesson one for you both—magic sets its fee and always collects. You get nothing without paying for it. To taste magic is to be in danger.” 
 
    Five ticks and tocks passed from the hallway. Jasmine clicked her tongue and said, “That’s a cheery way to start the morning. How about this magic lesson?” She snickered under her breath. “Let’s bip this boppity and—what are we doing? Oh, yes. Stopping a vampire.” 
 
    Removing her teal leather jacket, Darcy strode toward Jasmine. Each strike of her gray boots filled the room like a war drum. She placed the jacket over the arm of Jasmine’s chair and said, “You saw what I did to Yin. Can you not believe magic is real?” 
 
    Leaning back in the chair, Jasmine said, “I believed in the boogieman, but then I went to kindergarten.” 
 
    Stepping back with a grin, Darcy said, “He’s child’s play, trust me.” 
 
    “Well then,” said Jasmine, draping her arms off the chair. “Teach me the ways of magic.” 
 
    Pointing sternly, Russ said, “I don’t want you learning anything.” He made his way to an antique desk without a chair. It had a rounded wooden door like a breadbox. There was a click as he unlocked it with a brass key from his pocket. The door sounded like it broke a dozen times as he slid it open. It hadn’t been touched in decades. 
 
    “Then why am I here?” Jasmine huffed. 
 
    “For family bonding,” he grunted as he turned with a small stack of books between his hands. “These should get us started.” 
 
    Darcy met Russ in the center of the room beside Mary and took the top book from his pile. The brown spine was tattered. Rather than like the leather that bound it, the book smelled like the earth—moss, leaves, and dirt. The scent had soaked into the cover from years of wandering the outdoors while its owner filled its pages. 
 
    “That was your mother’s,” said Russ. 
 
    “Is this a—” Darcy started. She tilted the book in one hand. The cover fell open. Felicia had signed her name—Felicia Abigail Redwood. As she flipped through the pages, Darcy saw they were each filled with steps like recipes and hand-drawn sketches in old ink. She said, “This is a spellbook.” 
 
    Russ said, “There are no formal spellbooks, but witches tend to keep journals to collect the spells and tricks they learn as they deepen their connections with other realms.” 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” said Jasmine. “What’s a realm?” 
 
    He explained, “We are in a realm right now. There was fear that having so much magic in one place was dangerous. There were fights to control it. Other layers of the world were made to hold different kinds of magic or keep it away from here.” 
 
    “Ooo,” said Jasmine as she waved her fingers. “I assume you’re going to teach us about these realms and spells.” 
 
    “No,” said Russ, holding out the next book in his pile to Darcy. Just as she was going to take the book from him, it fell. Rather than land at Darcy’s feet, it struck the floor, opened to a page near the center, and slid toward Jasmine’s chair. 
 
    Watson whimpered. Darcy lifted her brow. Jasmine sat up straight but wouldn’t dare put her feet on the floor. 
 
    Russ said, “Your grandmother will.” 
 
    As though to check if the book was alive, Jasmine nudged it with her toe. When the book didn’t bite back, she reached down and picked it up. The black leather cover had been stitched back together at least once. Leaving her thumb between the open pages, Jasmine turned to the first page. “Mary Augusta Bishop,” she murmured. “Nice trick.” 
 
    “What page did it turn to?” asked Darcy. She pressed Felicia’s book to her chest. 
 
    Dumbfounded, Jasmine said, “It’s a list of realms.” 
 
    “Only the ones Mary knew about,” said Russ. He wasn’t alarmed by books taking on a life of their own. His life had been full of magic for longer than he wanted to recall. “Think of a realm like a room of mirrors in a funhouse. When you step into it, you are repeated over and over. In this house, each reflection is a variation. Realms are copies of our world, each with their own people and different rules.” 
 
    “Rules?” Darcy questioned. 
 
    Russ explained, “You are bound to the rules of the realm where you are born. Mary told me there is a realm without gravity. Someone from there once got through to here, and they could practically fly.” He wiggled his brow like he was telling some fantastical bedtime story. 
 
    “I think realms are crazy talk,” said Jasmine. 
 
    Darcy said, “So are vampires, but you believe in them now.” 
 
    Jasmine chuckled under her breath as she read to herself. “This is a well-done joke,” she said. She skimmed the page. “What does it mean if it has an X but with double lines like two of them on top of each other?” 
 
    “That you don’t read it, look at it, or think about it,” said Russ, his voice clear and deep. “Those are realms Mary said no one should ever touch.” 
 
    “There is a realm of ash?” asked Jasmine. 
 
    “I said not to speak it!” Russ barked. 
 
    Darcy stepped between the two and said, “Then let’s learn something we can talk about.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Russ, nodding as he patted his free hand on his last book. “Pick a spell. Let’s give it a try.” 
 
    Jasmine scoffed, “You just wigged out because I read a line from this book, and now you want me to pick a spell and go with it?” 
 
    Shrugging his shoulders, Russ said, “Preferably one without the double X.” 
 
    As Jasmine rolled her eyes, Darcy opened her mother’s book. Felicia’s handwriting was thicker than Mary’s and not as pristine. She wrote more like free-flowing thoughts than coherent steps. There were no stars or double Xs. Everything was free game. 
 
    “This one is the Spell of Tears Past,” said Darcy. She followed the details with her finger. Some of the notes were horizontal as though added in later. “It draws on the realm of the muse. I’ve never heard of that one.” 
 
    Russ said, “The realm of the muse runs on pure emotion and feelings. It sounds safe. Let’s give it a try.” 
 
    Jasmine laughed, throwing her head back. “What did I smoke last night?” she muttered. 
 
    Darcy tilted her head rather than turn the book. She said, “It says it works best with a necklace, not a ring. Necklaces connect to the heart better or something. I can’t make out all of her notes.” 
 
    Snapping his fingers, Russ went to a shelf closer to the doorway. Watson sat up, his tongue hanging. Russ scratched Watson behind the ear before plucking a bronze chain from the shelf. Attached to the chain was a bronze star, each tip formed by a small ruby. 
 
    Shuffling back to Darcy, Russ held out the necklace and said, “Magic is a bitch.” 
 
    “Grandpa!” Jasmine gasped. 
 
    “It has to travel from other realms,” said Russ, speaking with his hands to show the movement. “Our bodies can’t bear it, so witches use vessels. Necklaces, rings, bracelets.” 
 
    “You take it,” said Darcy, pushing Russ’ hand toward Jasmine.  
 
    Jasmine scoffed, “You’re plotting against me, aren’t you?”  
 
    “No,” said Darcy. She rolled her lips inward and filtered her thoughts. Some she didn’t want to share. “I’ve played with magic before. It’s best if I don’t use a vessel.” 
 
    Russ slid back a few inches, his mouth agape. “You do magic without vessels?” he asked. It was impossible, at least for a witch. 
 
    “I can do some things but not everything works, and it hurts to do anything with magic,” Darcy admitted. Her hands rolled by her chest. It was like the feelings from memories swelled with each passing heartbeat. “When I’ve tried using a vessel, it’s like if you put cables on the wrong ends of a car battery to charge it.” 
 
    “Alright then,” said Russ as he dropped the necklace on Jasmine’s hand. 
 
    Jasmine grumbled and put on the necklace. The star rested at the base of her throat. It glistened even though there was no light directly on it, like it knew it had found a new home. 
 
    Darcy said, “There is a note that if you’re inside you should be in the middle of a room. Otherwise you may cause some roof damage. Hold onto the necklace with your right hand. Now you’ll read from here. It looks pretty simple. If you feel something, don’t worry. It’s normal for magic to tingle a bit, but the vessel keeps you from feeling the painful stuff.” Darcy turned the book around for Jasmine to see.  
 
    Jasmine snickered, “Who writes this stuff?” 
 
    Russ said, “Smaller spells are like baking recipes. Most don’t have official rules, so they are passed down or changed.” 
 
    Jasmine glanced over the page again. With a roll of the head, she said, “Open the door to pains of past. Marry the muse to the wounds that last. From my heart, I give the tears cried long before. Give life to the earth. Be mine alone no more.” 
 
    The ceiling rattled. The women steadied their feet as though they expected the ground to follow. Russ strolled to the doorway and reached around the wall. The plain white ceiling bubbled and darkened. Darcy and Jasmine stepped closer together as the rattling turned to rumbling. 
 
    Drops of water fell from above like seeds scattered from a tipped hand, a few at first that struck Jasmine’s nose and Darcy’s mouth. Both women laughed and hopped away from the line of fire. Where they landed rain found them. Like a zipper undone, light rainfall filled the parlor. 
 
    Russ stood over Mary with a black umbrella covering her and himself. Rain dusted Jasmine and Darcy’s hair like dew drops until thunder drummed on the ceiling. Then the women’s clothes became thoroughly soaked and clung to their bodies. Their cupped hands filled with rain within seconds. 
 
    From the dry comfort of his umbrella, Russ said, “That is your first successful spell.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” said Jasmine. She smacked the top of her head, and water sprayed from her full palms. She laughed heartily. “My dad never said anything about witches in the family.” 
 
    Russ said, “He wasn’t as drawn to it as his sister. He knew about the family, but he also knew the danger in knowing it.” 
 
    Jasmine asked, “What’s the price for a bit of rain?” 
 
    “Mary used to do this,” said Russ, gently resting his hand on Mary’s dry shoulder. “The price isn’t physical. You’ll see things you would maybe rather not. It’s only temporary” 
 
    “I am high,” said Jasmine. 
 
    He sighed, “Not like that. To change the weather is to alter the heart of nature. You’ll see something that draws on your own sadness.” 
 
    Jasmine started to crack a joke, but her smile was taken from her before the first sound. She stared at the corner of the room behind Russ. He wouldn’t turn, but Darcy did. Darcy saw nothing, but it was clear by the shiver that trickled down Jasmine’s every limb that something appeared for her. 
 
    “So this is magic,” said Jasmine before she swallowed. The taste of the past remained heavy on her tongue. “A little fun and a lot of pain.” 
 
    “Precisely,” said Russ. His chin dipped down, sinking with his heart as he watched his granddaughter ache. 
 
    “What are you seeing?” asked Darcy. The rain brought a chill to her skin, but it was the solemn sight of her cousin that brought the goosebumps. 
 
    Jasmine was still in a trance. She replied, “An old boyfriend.” 
 
    Darcy wrung her hand. She didn’t know a thing about this man she couldn’t see in the rain but knew Jasmine’s body. Those were eyes that could never find what they wanted. Those were hands that could never fix what was broken. Every inch of Jasmine was sore with wanting to forget what would always be remembered. It was regret. 
 
    “What did Grandma see?” asked Jasmine, finally breaking her gaze from what haunted her. 
 
    Russ brushed Mary’s thin hair with his fingertips and replied, “Her brother.”  
 
    Jasmine gripped the star and squeezed it until the rubies bit her. The rain eased to a drizzle and soon to nothing. The floor still glistened.  
 
    “Is there a spell for drying the aftermath?” asked Jasmine. 
 
    “Yes,” said Russ. He shook his umbrella before closing it. “It’s called the spell of the towel.” 
 
    Russ leaned into the umbrella like it was a cane. He stared at Jasmine. She sighed and stomped out of the room, heading toward the laundry room for a bit of practical magic. 
 
    Darcy wrung her hair and said, “That was pretty incredible. You should share more with her. It’s her family. She deserves to know.” 
 
    He batted his lips, chewing on the first words that came to mind because they weren’t what he really wanted to say. He didn’t want to be cruel to her. He soon said, “I know you’re excited to know her, but I’ve known her all her life. I’m not ready to watch her go down this path.” 
 
    She said, “I’m not trying to cause trouble. I just want to know my family.” 
 
    “I want to know you. I’m simply scared.” 
 
    “To know me?” 
 
    “To have you know yourself.” 
 
    Jasmine entered the parlor with all the towels she could carry. She said, “Next magic lesson—how to make money rain from the ceiling.” 
 
    Russ laughed, “That’s called get a better job.” 
 
    “My boss is great,” said Jasmine. She shimmied her shoulders. “And dreamy.” 
 
    “You probably shouldn’t pine for your boss,” said Darcy. 
 
    “He calls me dreamy too,” said Jasmine with a wink. “We’re a perfect pair, especially since we have the same taste in men.”  
 
    “His sister is a little loony,” said Russ. He didn’t seem to dislike her. Lucia’s oddness amused him. “The strangest thing you’ll find in that morgue is her.” 
 
    Darcy snapped her fingers and grinned. “Maybe not,” she said. As her breath skimmed her palm so did a brush of blue light. 
 
    “What exactly are you doing?” asked Jasmine. She was curious though nothing like Darcy. She put a bit more distance between her and the unknown. “Is it anti-vampire light?”  
 
    Though Russ had already seen it, Darcy’s light still enchanted him. He said, “That is magic in its purest form.” 
 
    In the light appeared the metal star. The light vanished, leaving behind the star with its blue jewel. “I found this lodged in Winny’s neck,” she said. 
 
    Russ drew closer to examine the piece. “Ah, it’s a verdad pendant. It’s something witches stole from elves.” 
 
    “Elves,” Jasmine snickered. “Let’s call the deputy and have him hunt down the little cuties.” 
 
    Russ scoffed, “Little bastards is more like it. Most enchanted jewels came from elves long ago. Their weapons are made from wood from their sacred trees, but a witch has taken the sapphire and put it to metal. Another key indicator here is the shape. Elves use a square of some kind for earth, wind, fire, and water.” 
 
    “This is a star,” said Darcy. “Five points.” 
 
    “Exactly,” said Russ. “Five is a witch number. The sapphire may have been taken from elves, but the rest is a witch’s work.” 
 
     “Do you know what it is supposed to do?” asked Darcy. 
 
    Russ explained, “This pendant was used in the days of the Spanish Inquisition to help the witches discover who had been accusing them of witchcraft. They could use this to extract pieces of the past. It was a way to get clues.” 
 
    Impressed, Jasmine asked, “What would they do with the accuser when they figured it out?” 
 
    “Some would blackmail them with other truths they discovered,” said Russ. He rolled his hand as he rattled off the details. “If that wouldn’t silence them, they would curse them. Boils. Disease. Impotency. Anything to scare them from further accusations.” 
 
    “Truthful accusations,” said Darcy. 
 
    Russ said, “If they were going to go down, they might as well go down with some vengeance.” He winked. 
 
    Darcy took back the pendant and rolled it between her fingers. She said, “So the vampire that lodged this into Winny’s neck could have figured out from her past how to bring Traian back.” 
 
    Jasmine laughed awkwardly. She said, “I don’t think I’m ready for that. A shower feels like magic 101 and this sounds like a PhD.” 
 
    Darcy tucked her tongue into her cheek and examined her cousin. This was her first brush with magic, and she was already afraid. She had no idea what magic was truly capable of. Darcy knew enough to fear letting Jasmine go any deeper. 
 
    “You can stop now,” said Darcy. Part of her wished she would. “My gut says dealing with these vampires is going to need tricks a lot more difficult than rain.” 
 
    Jasmine huffed, “I don’t have a choice. This Yin lady brought the fight to me by coming to my home. I don’t care if it’s easy or not. It won’t be easy for her either. I’m going to give her hell.” 
 
    


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    10 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sun began to dig its grave for the evening. Darcy pulled on an oversized sweatshirt and stepped outside the Shaw house to see the dying colors of the sky. Watson ate his supper in the kitchen, not to be disturbed. Darcy made her way to the back of the house alone. 
 
    The air was still for once. The cold didn’t bite as hard, allowing Darcy to soak in the smells of the water and the oncoming evening. The waves challenged each other, clashing on rock. Darcy hadn’t seen the ocean before moving to Cape Emerald. Carter moved them all over, but he made sure the coast was never one of their stops. The longest stint she had anywhere was Chicago for residency. That’s where she met Alex and the coven. That’s where her father died.  
 
    Every time she was near the water it reminded her that this move wasn’t only to take a job or find her family. It was also to get a fresh start, like the waves could wipe out the last few years and take them out to the ocean to be forgotten. Here there were no traces of the life she knew, only the life she had always wanted to know. 
 
    The water could hold her focus for hours, but it was the sound of a nearby whistle on a wind that wasn’t there that caught Darcy’s attention. The sound was straight ahead. Darcy searched for a source without knowing what it would look like. Her father had told her about the whistles. As a kid it was a game. As an adult she started to believe that the whistles were signs of something Carter Shaw hadn’t understood. Over the years, the whistles had led her to important moments and places. Her friends in the coven had a theory the whistles were connected to other realms, but she left the coven before they could prove it. 
 
    Whether or not the sounds had anything to do with magic, Darcy had hunted down many of them over the years. Sometimes she would feel a change in the air or a pressure. This was the first time she saw a lavender gleam. It was straight ahead and floating at eye level. 
 
    Others might turn back or flee, but Darcy’s curiosity often overrode her logic. As though reaching for a falling snowflake, Darcy held up two cupped hands and walked forward. Soon she grazed her fingertips over the gleam. Something nipped her skin, cold on some fingers and searing on others. All the sensations dissolved and trickled down her arms. Her body trembled from the tingling, but it was the sight at the edge of the cliff that took her breath away. 
 
    From where Darcy stood night was arriving. At the edge of the cliff the sun was rising with its arrows of gold and peach-tipped amber aimed at the woman standing there. The woman turned to face the arrows, and her wild hair fought the rain to dance with the wind.  
 
    The ground around the woman was slick, but Darcy’s skin was as dry as autumn leaves. Darcy couldn’t quite explain how she came from the chill of an oncoming October night and now somehow felt and saw a summer sunrise, but she didn’t need an explanation. She followed her curiosity toward the woman in the soaked dress.  
 
    Darcy made it within ten feet of the woman without even a drop of rain touching her skin. It was as though she was in this place in a bubble, part of it but not quite breaking through to it at the same time. Perhaps it was because it was a different time, of that she was sure when she got a better look at the woman listening to the tempting call of the waves below her. 
 
    “Are you—” Darcy murmured, starting because she wanted to know and stopping because she didn’t.  
 
    An orange arrow pierced across the sky and barely missed the woman’s bare, muddy feet. The woman was thin though it didn’t seem natural. It was like something had drained her. If the wind picked up much more, it would lift her from the rock and use her night gown as a sail to send her away.  
 
    Darcy swallowed and bravely tried once more. “Are you Felicia Redwood?” 
 
    It had to be. She was everything Darcy had imagined from the pieces her father had given her. Felicia’s hair was a blaze, in color and in its vibrancy. She had a thin nose and small ears. The only jewelry she wore was a black necklace with a tiger’s eye woven into it. Her eyes were a plain brown. There was nothing striking about her. She was a spirit more than a person, physically there but mentally disconnected from the present. This wasn’t the present. It couldn’t be. 
 
    Felicia’s nails had been chewed. The edges of two fingers bled as she tapped on her stomach. Her lips fumbled with sounds that meant nothing until Darcy took a step closer. Then Felicia shut her mouth, turned her chin over her shoulder, and looked right at Darcy.  
 
    “It is the only way,” said Felicia, airily but not feeble. She licked her wet lips and savored the flavor as though to make it last a lifetime. 
 
    Rain slapped Felicia hard in a thick sheet, but she did not waver. Nothing could change her course. She faced the horizon once more as another arrow struck her chest. 
 
    “Wait,” said Darcy. Her brow furrowed. She watched Felicia’s toes curl. This wasn’t an average morning where Felicia came out to the Shaw house simply to watch the sun. This was a special sunrise—her last. “Don’t jump!”  
 
    Darcy reached out for Felicia’s arm. Felicia grabbed Darcy by the hip first. Darcy’s jaw fell, but no sound followed. Somehow this ghost of Felicia Redwood was touching her. Seeing her. Speaking directly to her. 
 
    “This isn’t the end,” said Felicia. Her words weren’t comforting or soothing. They were more like a warning. 
 
    Felicia jerked Darcy against her. Darcy could feel her warmth and the tightness of Felicia’s stomach that protruded out slightly more than the dress had let on. Though it was subtle to look at, Darcy realized when pressed against her mother that Felicia was carrying a child. Then Darcy felt her feet leave the ground. With her arms latched onto Darcy, Felicia pushed off and away from the cliff’s edge. 
 
    Felicia was quiet and calm, almost welcoming the plunge. Darcy’s mouth fell agape, but all her breath had escaped her before she could cry out. As her body went parallel with the sky above and the water below, someone else grabbed hold of her and joined the fall. 
 
    In the present the sun was gone. The moon struggled to claw through the clouds for a view of the scene. Darcy felt Xavier’s cold skin and the heat of his fear all around her. She also felt the nails of her mother digging into her back as though her spine composed the keys of an instrument. Felicia was desperate to play the song of death. Despite the pressure in her head, Darcy opened her eyes and saw the fierce look in Felicia’s as she orchestrated her crescendo. 
 
    As the ground approached, Darcy turned as though on a spit. The sky fell out of view. She had a clear line of sight to the rocks that reached out from the waves. Felicia’s face blurred, and a desperate hunter green gaze tore through it to capture Darcy. 
 
    “Look at me!” Xavier called out as though Darcy was a thousand miles away. The waves thrashed, foaming at the rocks for a taste of flesh. “Nothing else. Just you and me.” 
 
    She focused on him. On his scruff. On the tender skin around his scar. On the whipping of his hair. Though he didn’t face the waves, he must have seen them in Darcy’s eyes. His chin trembled.  
 
    Then the night vanished for both Darcy and Xavier, consumed by the frigid waves and the minefield of rocks meant to nail their coffins shut. 
 
    Xavier shielded Darcy from the first rock that found them in the water. Through the tangled spirals of waves, Darcy still heard something snap within Xavier. He was only able to guard her from the initial blow. The dark water then pried them apart and sent Darcy backward and upside down. 
 
    Darcy broke free from the water long enough to beg for a breath and not long enough to fill herself with the icy air. With what little air she could capture, she fell prey to the tumbling waves. Her back banged against a rock, stopping her long enough to keep herself from turning upside down again. She fanned her arms to push herself forward. The water pushed her into a rock with teeth. 
 
    The last of her breath peppered the water with bubbles as she cried out, a pointless effort. No one could hear her when the rock dug into her hip. She kicked herself away and up, breaking the surface so that something—if only the stars—would know she was fighting. 
 
    Two opposing waves battled to own her. She cleared her hair from her face to see the endless horizon. She clawed her way toward the shore. The ocean taunted her, bashing against the rocks around and in front of her. She wouldn’t stop. She couldn’t. 
 
    With the help of a wave bulldozing her forward, Darcy made it to the shore. The same wave meant to carry her back into the ocean’s dark playground, but Darcy clung to crevices in the rock with her fingers. She coughed up two rounds of water once the wave gave up its game of tug of war. 
 
    Salt from the water soaked into her wounds as she crawled over the slick rock. No sting could hold her back as she fought her way to Xavier’s side. He was on his back when she reached him—what was left of his back.  
 
    His shirt had been shredded to streamers. Though there were no cuts or gouges, his skin was bruised in a parade of black and blue. Darcy slowly reached down and grazed her fingers down the largest exposed streak of skin. The cold of his flesh chilled her. She was unable to tell if it was his curse or his death. 
 
    She had never seen a sight quite like it. Blood poured from his ears and spewed from his mouth as he coughed. The skin around his brow was dark and hard, but his eyes were still soft when they fluttered open. Even when he wasn’t hacking, blood trickled out from the corners of his lips and down his cheeks.  
 
    “You’re not cut, but you’re beaten,” said Darcy. She remained calm, but her voice did waver.  
 
    Wincing, he said, “Rock can’t cut me, but it can break me.” He strained to pull up his arm to press his hand into his chest. The next round of coughing sprayed blood over Darcy’s face. 
 
    She wiped the blood from her eyes with her sleeve. A streak remained on her cheek like a battle scar. She said, “You look awful.” 
 
    Xavier tried to be snarky, but blood swallowed his tongue. When it poured out of his mouth, he said, “I’ll heal eventually.” 
 
    “Are you sure?”  
 
    “How does my neck look?” 
 
    She leaned down to investigate. She said, “Your veins are dark.” She poked his neck with one finger. “And stiff.” 
 
    “Damn,” he groaned. He licked his lips to catch the blood lingering there. Another round poured out from his ears. “I’ve lost too much blood.” 
 
    “Too much?” she questioned. “What does that mean? Are you going to die?” 
 
    “You wish,” he scoffed. Then he gritted his teeth and winced. “Get Thomas and Winny. We have blood at the house.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving you like this,” said Darcy. A thick wave hit the rocks and sprayed over her. The water cleared the last of the blood from her face. “Does your numbing venom happen if you don’t have to bite?” 
 
    He shook his head though he had grown so stiff he could barely do it. He replied, “No. That’s in our fangs, but I don’t want to drink from you.” 
 
    She pulled back to point at her hip. “I’m already losing blood,” she said, gently touching her tender wound. She brought her fingers up to show him.  
 
    His nostrils flared. Straining, he said, “No.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “I don’t want you to think of me as a predator.” 
 
    She cupped his cheek with her palm and brought her nose inches from his. So softly the waves could muffle the sound, she said, “After what you did, you look like a savior to me.” 
 
    Darcy felt the warmth of his breath on her lips as he searched her gaze for something she couldn’t understand. She took both of his hands and pulled him up to sit. Then she leaned back onto her elbows, not once breaking their bound gaze. 
 
    He said, “You’ll stay with me for a while this way. It won’t last long, but until your blood runs its course, I will feel you.” 
 
    Clouds covered the moon, darkening the world below. The rocks went black like the sky. The waves became an abyss.  
 
    Confidently, Darcy said, “I’m not afraid of that if you’re not.” 
 
    Surprised, eager, and anxious, Xavier descended toward her hip. The wound had split the skin an inch wide, and the blood was fresh and inviting. He nudged her shirt away from the wound with his nose. His lower lip grazed her gash, and together Darcy and Xavier shuddered. 
 
    Rather than pain that shot up the last time a vampire drank from her, this was like cool fingers massaged into her hip and trailed up into her ribs. The sensation brushed each bone like it was stroking the key of an antique piano, only meaning to tease with a faint sound. Xavier’s hand latched onto her other hip, and the cool hands under her skin flared across her whole body. 
 
    Xavier rocked his head from one side to the other but kept his mouth bound to Darcy’s hip. She drove her fingers into his hair. From his chest rumbled a sound that could strike fear in the waves. His arm that supported him flexed, and the muscles rippled. He clutched onto Darcy as his mouth pulled harder on the wound. The pressure struck Darcy in her chest more than her side. 
 
    Flinging himself away from Darcy, Xavier sat up on his hands and feet like he was perching on the edge of a cliff. His mouth was on fire with her blood. His shirt was still tattered, but the bruises had nearly completely melted. His neck was strained but not from rigid veins. The green of his eyes was fierce and bright, glowing as though an unnatural light had lit within them. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” asked Darcy. She was alarmed but didn’t push back. She drew closer, curious. 
 
    Xavier’s head tipped back. This was an ecstasy he had never known. Spokes of moonlight broke through patches in the moving clouds and scattered over his awe. He said, “You taste like eternity. Blood can’t do this. I feel the past and the present at the same time. I feel the future.” 
 
    Frantic, Darcy asked, “What’s happening to you?” 
 
    He answered, “You.” 
 
    “Are you drunk?” 
 
    “I feel my life before the curse. The smells on the streets of Paris when I was a boy.” He shivered. “Mercedes’ perfume.” 
 
    “Xavier,” said Darcy, reaching for him. “Did I hurt you somehow?” 
 
    He covered her hand with his own. “No,” he laughed. He licked the last of her blood from his lips and let the flavor linger. Waves crashed. So did his high. “You’re hurt. My blood could help, if you want it.” 
 
    “I only need stitches,” said Darcy, poking her hip. Blood didn’t come as quickly now, but the flesh was still sore. She barely felt it. There was enough on her mind that nothing her body felt could override it. “Take me to the hospital, and then do me a favor.” 
 
    “Anything.” 
 
    “Bring me Russ Redwood.” 
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    Morgan General was as quiet as usual, and no one was in a panic when Russ arrived. That didn’t stop him from hurrying down the hall despite the creak in his knee and the pain in his lower back. He passed Dr. Ramirez as she wheeled Margot Peterson to the elevator. He gave her a wave, and she gave him a grunt. Russ passed Dr. Porter and made it a point not to make eye contact. 
 
    He reached room 124. Holding out a shaking hand, he muttered though no one was there to hear him. He said, “You took enough from me. You can’t have her too.”  
 
    The room was dimly lit by a soft light above the bed. Russ came to see Darcy after a call from Lucia, but it wasn’t Darcy he first saw. It was Mary from a memory. The only time Mary’s hair had been this short was nearly fifty years ago. Mary sat with her knees pulled up, and in her lap was a baby wrapped in a white blanket. Russ looked at his hands, but his toddler son wasn’t there pleading to see his mother. In the bed it wasn’t Mary and a newborn Felicia. It was as though they were there somehow. Pieces of them were trapped in Darcy. 
 
    “Dear God,” said Russ as he covered his chest with his hand. Darcy’s color was off. There were a few scratches on her face and a bruise on her arm. Beyond that she looked okay on the outside. There was something else about her though, something that told him she wasn’t okay. “You don’t look well.” 
 
    “That’s one way to put it,” said Darcy. Her hair had curled as it dried, the salt making the texture nearly brittle. Though she had pulled it back, a few smaller pieces pried free.  
 
    Russ shuffled two steps closer. The door closed behind him though he hadn’t touched it. Startled, he turned.  
 
    Xavier propped his foot up on the door behind him. He locked his tongue in his cheek to keep quips from flying right away. They were there, ripe and ready. He would be polite for now. 
 
    Russ slowly turned to Darcy and questioned, “You fell from a cliff?”  
 
    Darcy felt her stomach flip like it did on the way down from the cliff. She said, “The one behind my house. Xavier took the trip with me.” 
 
    Russ stumbled though he hadn’t been moving. “You should be dead,” he said. 
 
    “Lucky for her I already am,” said Xavier. 
 
    “I’m so grateful you’re alive,” said Russ, tears brimming at his eyes. “Is there anything you need? Anything at all?” 
 
    She spoke slowly so that he didn’t miss a single word. She replied, “I need you to tell me why Felicia jumped from that cliff.” 
 
    Russ’ next sound was a broken gag. It took a few seconds before he could muster words. He said, “No one knows that.” 
 
    “Jasmine told me Felicia killed herself,” said Darcy. 
 
    Russ shook. As Jasmine had warned, the topic was like a landmine. He argued, “Not even Jasmine knows the details.” 
 
    Darcy rolled her lips inward. She knew what she was about to say sounded crazy. Just because something was crazy didn’t make it untrue. She said, “No one told me. I saw her.” 
 
    Russ started to say something like it was impossible, but he stopped. He had lived a long life. He knew the list of what was possible was much longer than its counterpart. “Felicia was troubled for a long time,” he admitted. He trembled. “I can’t believe you saw her.” 
 
    She was too stiff to tremble. “You didn’t tell me I had a sibling,” she said. 
 
    “You don’t,” said Russ, confused. 
 
    “I saw she was pregnant. Maybe a few months,” she said. There was yet another piece of her family kept from her that she would never know. Between the blast from the past and the parade of secrets, she had to cling to the bed to keep from falling apart. 
 
    Russ’ stomach churned loud enough for all to hear. He swayed to the side like he would go to the floor. He caught himself and held his composure as best he could. It was difficult to do in the face of his worst memories. 
 
    Darcy said, “Before she jumped, she said it was the only way. Then she grabbed me and took me with her.” 
 
    Russ moved forward whether he meant to or not. “She touched you? Are you sure it was her?” 
 
    “I saw a picture of her in my father’s things,” said Darcy. “I know that was my mother.” 
 
    Xavier huffed, “Felicia can’t be your mother.” 
 
    “Darcy is my daughter’s child,” said Russ. He was proud and guilty all at once. “No one knew about her because Carter took her away from here.” 
 
    “He’s lying,” Xavier scoffed. 
 
    “How dare you,” Russ snapped. 
 
    Darcy became light-headed but fought through it. She wanted answers. Darcy questioned, “Why do you say that? Why can’t she be my mother?” 
 
    Xavier asked, “How old are you?”  
 
    Russ closed his eyes. His breathing strained. 
 
    Darcy replied, “I’ll be thirty in December.” 
 
    “Then you can’t be her daughter,” said Xavier with a simple shrug of the shoulders. 
 
    “Don’t,” Russ begged. 
 
    Xavier said, “She was dead before you were born.” 
 
    Darcy laughed, just once. “That’s insane,” she said. She waited for someone to fill her in on the joke. Then the obituary came rolling back into her memory. Perhaps she had been the one that was wrong. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    Xavier said, “I remember Thomas telling me. We move every so often so by the time we come back to a place no one realizes we never change. We weren’t here when it happened, but Thomas kept tabs on the town because of the hospital. It was early in the summer thirty years ago.” 
 
    “You’re mistaken,” said Darcy.  
 
    Russ sighed, “No, he’s not.”  
 
    The air changed. Truth didn’t set anything free. It came with heavy chains.  
 
    Russ brought himself to the edge of Darcy’s bed. He tried to paint the picture with his hands. Nothing could tell the story. He wasn’t sure if words could. He said, “Your mother died six months before you were born.” 
 
    Darcy scooted down her bed toward him. She thought he would disappear like a mirage, just as unreal as his tale. She pressed, “Tell me.” 
 
    “Felicia died in the summer,” said Russ. “Then come the winter solstice, I held you for the first and last time when you came into this world.”  
 
    “That makes no sense!” Darcy exclaimed, throwing her hands up. “I couldn’t be born months later!” 
 
    Russ quaked like he was crying though there were no tears. There was barely a sound. He couldn’t speak right away. He had to sew himself back together. Finally, he said, “You were never born.” 
 
    Xavier pulled away from the door and stood straight, like the words had pushed him to his feet. Darcy pulled back from Russ but kept her eyes on him. It was like meeting him for the first time, but this time she realized that he had known her from the beginning. She was his biggest secret. 
 
    Darcy tilted her head and said, “You’re serious.” 
 
    “It was so early we didn’t know she was pregnant,” Russ explained as bitter memories hardened his features. “The autopsy told us. It drove your father mad. He started to dream of you.” 
 
    Darcy knew the dreams he spoke of. Carter had them even when Darcy was grown. He would call out to Darcy, saying he never got to hold her. He made up different explanations when he awakened. None of them were as dark as this. 
 
    Russ kept going despite the pain that came with it. He said, “He came to us four times begging for Mary to do something. She turned him down because witches had long ago promised not to venture into the realm of death again in fear of the Lady of Ash. On the fifth time she realized perhaps you weren’t there either.” 
 
    “Everyone is born into a realm and bound to it until they die,” Russ explained. “When your mother jumped, you had never taken a breath. You’re not bound to any realm.” 
 
    Darcy quaked. There was too much to absorb. “What does this have to do with never being born?” She said it like it was a conspiracy theory no one could possibly believe. 
 
    “Witches draw powers from other realms to cast their spells,” Russ explained. He looked his granddaughter over. He was fearful at first. Then proud. Then everything at once. “You are already from other realms.” 
 
    “Which ones?” she asked. She was in a daze and lost in the unbelievable. 
 
    Holding up his hands and drawing a full circle with them, Russ answered, “All of them and none of them. It’s hard to say if you’re really from anywhere. You were gone before you were ever here. Mary said you were nowhere and everywhere. You were unborn.” 
 
    Xavier scoffed, “Unborn? I’ve never heard of such a thing in all my years.” 
 
    “Which has no bearing on its truth,” Russ said without hesitation. “To bring back the dead would defy the rules of witches. There was no rule about bringing an unborn to life. There was no way Mary could have known what would happen.” 
 
    Darcy asked, “Are you saying that I—” She swallowed the vomit that burned her tongue. 
 
    “There is no magic that doesn’t take something in return,” said Russ. He slammed his hand on his chest. As it had done many times over the years, the echo of magic from the past tripped his heartbeat. 
 
    Her throat tensed. She wanted to know everything. Maybe it was curiosity. Maybe it was need. As always, curiosity won. “How?” she asked. 
 
    Russ replied, “She waited for the longest night of the year to draw on its power. It was that night I came to fear magic more than anything else in this world. Mary put herself in a trance to find you, and something found her.” 
 
    Xavier and Darcy both drew closer to Russ in enchanted silence. 
 
    Russ said, “I feel in my heart it was magic taking its fee. Whatever happened, it worked. Your father and I heard your cry from the waves, and he ran down to the water to get you before death could.” 
 
    Darcy feebly said, “So I wasn’t meant to be. That’s why Mary had to suffer.” 
 
    “No,” Russ argued, pushing toward Darcy and cupping her hand. “You were destined to be. That’s why you had to leave Cape Emerald.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” she cried. 
 
    “You are special,” he said, his voice tender. “You crossed realms before you ever existed in the flesh. What you can do and what you can be are limitless.” 
 
    “Is that what her magic is? The magic between realms?” asked Xavier. 
 
    “That has to be it,” said Russ.  
 
    Darcy lifted her hand up out of his hold. She managed to bring a soft blue light that looped in and around each finger until it formed a chain. For something so delicate it came with a wicked sting. She said, “I’ve spent years trying to understand it.” 
 
    Russ watched the light as though it controlled him. “You’re incredible,” he whispered. “Mary told us you would have a connection to the sapphire light. You are the magic between the realms—the seams that bind everything. It’s in you.” 
 
    She said, “It’s not a gift. It’s a demon.” 
 
    “We don’t really understand what it is, but I know you’re nothing dark,” said Russ. 
 
    Darcy said, “It’s a miracle some days, but you don’t know what it can do when it’s not tamed. I do.” She cringed, not wanting to say anything more about the painful light. 
 
    Russ said, “We knew that if anyone discovered what you are that you wouldn’t be safe.” 
 
    Darcy pinched her brow and said, “Because of light? Most people think I’m a witch.” 
 
    “Once they realized you were more, you would be hunted,” said Russ. He clenched every muscle. He had thought of that possibility many times over the years, never knowing if it had happened. He never had a face to put to the images. Now he did. “Some would want to use you. Some would want you dead. Some would want worse. Between your unnatural beginning and the things your families have done, you weren’t safe here.” 
 
    “No one can know,” said Xavier, his voice deep and shaken. “Not about her magic or that she’s your granddaughter.” 
 
    Darcy said, “I don’t see why that’s a big deal.” 
 
    Russ pointed at Xavier and nodded. He said, “It would lead to questions. Answers could be deadly for you.” 
 
    The thin hospital sheet felt like sandpaper between Darcy’s fingers. There wasn’t much to argue, and there seemed to be nothing she could do. She was stuck. What could be done to her was unknown. What others might want from her was unthought of. She was unborn. 
 
    Darcy dropped the sheet and focused on Xavier. “What do you think Traian would do if he met me?” she asked. 
 
    The dimness couldn’t hide Xavier’s fangs as they protruded out at the thoughts that stirred in him. He said, “I am not the vampire who loathes what he is or regrets the blood he’s tasted. That is for Thomas. I am a ruthless creature, yet I tremble at the thought of my maker walking again.” 
 
    “What will he do if he returns?” asked Russ. 
 
    Xavier said, “If there is only one way to describe my maker, it is that everything he has ever done—what drives him more than blood—is power.” 
 
    Russ wove his hands together to try to keep them from shaking. Nothing he did could keep his breath from whistling as panic settled in. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” said Darcy, calm as could be.  
 
    Xavier started to raise his voice and throw out his usual jabs, but he knew she wasn’t stupid. She wasn’t naïve. But she didn’t know the real horrors of the night. He said, “You should be worried. You don’t know what could happen.” 
 
    “And your maker doesn’t know what I could be,” said Darcy, lifting her chin defiantly. “I don’t want Mary’s sacrifice to be in vain. There may be something in Mary’s books that could stop Traian from returning.” 
 
    “I don’t know where to start,” Russ whimpered. 
 
    “We’ll start with anything we can find,” said Darcy. “Mary gave up everything so that I could be something. Let’s see what I’m capable of.” 
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    Darcy had a couple days off from work after the cliff incident. The recovery wasn’t as rough as getting over a vampire bite, but Thomas didn’t give a choice when he heard what had happened. He only knew about the fall, not the how. Darcy had promised Russ not to tell anyone about her mother jumping off a cliff with her, not even Jasmine. Darcy didn’t plan on it. She knew how crazy it sounded. 
 
    The days off allowed Darcy to spend some time settling into the Shaw family home. She carried her bowl of cereal into a bedroom upstairs she hadn’t yet thoroughly explored. There was a twin-sized bed along the wall. A sheet covered a piece of furniture as tall as the room itself. She took a spoonful of cereal and crunched down before she tugged on the sheet. It slipped to the floor with a swooping sound. Dust flurried about. Darcy swatted at the air. 
 
    The freed wardrobe was another antique. It was less cared for than items in the rest of the house. There were visible scratches on the sides like something with three claws had torn at it with one fierce swipe. There were no hard edges to it. The doors came together into an arch.  
 
    Darcy poked at the door. It didn’t pop or budge. There were no knobs or handles either.  
 
    She took another bite of cereal and turned away from the wardrobe. Unlike the other rooms, there was little decoration in this space. Beside the bed was a small table with a splintered leg. No wall bore a painting. No corner held a trinket. It was out of place in this palace Priscilla had crafted. 
 
    As she stepped out of the room, Darcy thought of how she knew so very little about her mother and that side of her family. The longer Darcy dwelled among the collection of antiques and carefully selected embellishments that made up this museum-like home, she realized she knew even less about her father’s line. Now that Carter was gone, Darcy thought that she might never really know Priscilla and Ernest Shaw.  
 
    Darcy turned at the bottom of the stairs toward the kitchen, but three knocks at the door caught her foot before it took its next step. It seemed no one in Cape Emerald texted before they made house calls. Watson ran across the foyer. Darcy shifted gears and gently brushed Watson back to open the door. 
 
    “Jasmine,” said Darcy, stepping back to let Jasmine zip past her and into the house. Darcy closed the door behind her and tucked her bowl into her chest. Milk dribbled out of the corner of her mouth. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” said Jasmine. She wiggled her brow, her smile giddy. “I have an idea.” 
 
    “One worthy of getting a ride over here,” said Darcy.  
 
    Jasmine explained, “Tanner needed to borrow money, so he was already at the house. I found more of our grandma’s books in the attic. Her library has some scary shit.” 
 
    Darcy chuckled, “Sounds like magic.” 
 
    Shimming her shoulders, Jasmine said, “We can find this vampire maker.” 
 
    “I’m thinking whatever you’re about to suggest is going to sound like a bad idea.” 
 
    “Bad is what we say when we’re too scared to give it a try.” 
 
    Darcy placed her bowl on the bottom step of the stairs. Watson jumped over the bowl and headed to Darcy’s bedroom. Darcy said, “Let’s do it.” 
 
    “Just like that? You don’t want to hear the details?” 
 
    Shrugging her shoulders, Darcy said, “I have magic in my bones and have faced vampires. I think I can handle whatever you’ve got for me.” 
 
    “Do you have a candle or something? We need a flame.” 
 
    “How about a fireplace?” 
 
    “Perfect!” 
 
    Per Jasmine’s instructions, the women moved the furniture in the living room to leave enough space in front of the fireplace for them each to sit. “Spells call on another realm,” said Jasmine. She took out a piece of white chalk from her leather bag. The bag was old and had a bear claw design in it. It was one of the few things she brought with her when she moved to Cape Emerald as a child. “Spells sometimes require certain settings, like weather or moon phases. For some you have to give up something. For this we don’t have to sacrifice a dog or anything.” 
 
    “Watson,” Darcy called out over her shoulder. “You stay out of here.” 
 
    Jasmine started to draw on the floor. 
 
    “Go ahead and scratch up my grandmother’s floor however you need,” said Darcy. 
 
    Jasmine dropped the chalk. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “I’m kidding. Go ahead.” 
 
    “Whew,” said Jasmine as she picked the chalk back up to finish the design. “One spell was from our great-grandmother. It called for the head of a cow.” 
 
    “How many magic books have you read?” 
 
    “Don’t ruin my reputation, but I’m an academic like you. I had a 4.0 in college. I got halfway through the program before I dropped.” 
 
    “Did you change your mind?” 
 
    “I didn’t, but life did.”  
 
    Darcy nodded. There was more to the story. Even the house knew it and went silent to hear it. Darcy knew the look on Jasmine’s face meant there were walls that couldn’t be seen, and she respected that they weren’t meant to be climbed. 
 
    Darcy said, “Tell me something before we do this. Some stories make magic seem like some satanic religion. Is there any basis for that?” 
 
    “No,” said Jasmine, confidently. “There’s a book with witch history that Mary wrote. There have been some witches with some really wicked intentions, but it’s never been about Satan or evil. There’s a lot of stuff about keeping that kind of thing at bay with protection spells and whatever else.” 
 
    “So no devil worshipping naked in the moonlight?” 
 
    “No, but maybe that’s in some secret stash I haven’t found yet. Magic XXX.” 
 
    Grinning, Darcy asked, “Why do people get into magic then?” 
 
    “Witches have always been in search of making the world better. When there was no answer in front of them, they looked to realms beyond them.” 
 
    “And what realms are we drawing on this morning?” 
 
    “Nothing bad,” said Jasmine, reaching into her bag for a small red book. “Mary does have some scary spells. One lets you bargain with death, but there are like five double Xs by that. One is the Barren Blood Spell, and it’s so bad she ripped the instructions out.” 
 
    “Ours isn’t scary?” asked Darcy, starting to doubt her cousin. 
 
    “Not at all! We’re calling on the realm of voyaging. It’s for traveling magic, though I don’t really know what that is yet.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound bad,” said Darcy. 
 
    Jasmine crossed her legs and leaned forward. She pressed her elbows into the sides of her knees. She held out her hands, palms up. She said, “In my bag is a lighter. Wanna light us up?” 
 
    Darcy lit the fire while Jasmine glanced down at the open book.  
 
    “This should be simple,” said Jasmine. “The deer is one animal that can be found in all realms and can do the searching for us.” 
 
    “Wait,” Darcy snickered. She turned her head to the left and then the right, examining the odd squiggles and lines. “That’s a deer?” 
 
    Jasmine snapped, “If you can believe in magic, you can believe in my deer.” She sat up straight and held the chalk at the bottom of the supposed deer, two inches away. “I’m going to draw a circle around it. It says you need a vessel with a deer’s antler in it, which I could not find anywhere in Mary’s stash.” 
 
    “Do you have a plan B?” Darcy questioned. 
 
    Jasmine squinted and said, “I was kind of thinking you could be our vessel.” Her voice went higher at the end of her proposal. “You can do magic without vessels.” 
 
    Darcy mulled the thought over. She knew it might not work. It might not be safe. Despite doubt and hesitation, curiosity won. She nodded and sighed. 
 
    Jasmine instructed, “When I complete the circle, put your hand on the center. Usually that’s where the vessel would go.” 
 
    The chalk struck the floor and squealed. Jasmine was far better at drawing a circle than a deer. A quarter of the way around, she said aloud, “We call upon the passer of realms to connect us where we know not. We search for a man lest he not be forgot.” She completed the circle and nodded at Darcy. The second Darcy touched the deer, she cringed. 
 
    The chalk glowed in the same vibrant blue as Darcy’s light. A tremor twisted up Darcy’s arm until it hit her shoulder and swelled. Soon the pain popped, and she jerked her hand out of the circle. 
 
    “Are you okay?” asked Jasmine, freaked out. 
 
    “Magic always hurts,” said Darcy as she massaged her shoulder.  
 
    The deer held its blue glow, alive because of Darcy’s light. There were many people that could say the same. The pain was a small price to pay to give others another chance. This fee might stop a wicked vampire from slaughtering countless people. The pain was cheap in comparison. 
 
    Darcy questioned, “What now?” 
 
    “Um,” said Jasmine. She flipped to the next page of the book. “Of course. We need to tell it who we’re looking for.” 
 
    “Traian,” said Darcy. 
 
    “Um—do we know his last name?” 
 
    Darcy shook her head. Jasmine repeated the name, dragging out the sound as though communicating with a ghost. Nothing happened. 
 
    Clearing her throat first, Darcy said, “Traian, the maker of the Eternal Eight.” 
 
    The wood in the fireplace cracked. The flames vanished. The house grew silent, curious itself as to what would happen. 
 
    “Maybe he’s dead or something,” said Jasmine. 
 
    “They didn’t kill him,” Darcy assured her. 
 
    “How do you know? Maybe they are covering—” Before Jasmine could finish her thought, she choked. She closed her mouth and tried to swallow. The sound was like a bubble forming in her throat, unable to burst. She gripped her throat like something unseen was fighting to take it from her. 
 
    “Jasmine,” said Darcy. Her chest filled with panic, setting her heart on a race to give the speed of light a run for its money. “Say something.” 
 
    Jasmine’s mouth opened like something forced it from within. Instead of words came smoke that coiled upward like a seducing snake. The smoke lingered between the two women and darkened. It drew Darcy toward it like an enchantment. There was depth to the thin veil. Streaks of crimson lightning cracked within the image. The crimson spread, a virus intent to infect everything around it. 
 
    In the smoke was the shape of a man’s profound brow, followed by his nose and a square jaw as the face turned. The crimson streaks dug into the man’s face, and he opened his mouth. A feral roar shook the room, ringing from Jasmine instead of the man. 
 
    Darcy swung her arm at the smoke, splitting it in two. The scene hissed when torn apart. The crimson faded, leaving simple smoke behind that soon thinned to nothing on its climb toward the ceiling.  
 
    The heels of Jasmine’s hands caught the floor. Her next breath was desperate and grateful. Darcy rubbed Jasmine’s back and watched the last traces of smoke trickle up from the corner of her lips. 
 
    Jasmine heaved and asked, “What the hell?” 
 
    “I’m guessing the notes in the spell didn’t explain how that was going to go down,” said Darcy.  
 
    “I saw things,” said Jasmine as she rubbed her throat.  
 
    “Like where he was?” 
 
    “It was my old car,” said Jasmine as she swallowed the bitter flavor of smoke. Her gaze seemed to come from a place far away when she said, “I drank too much. The car wrapped around a tree.” She trembled. 
 
    “It’s okay,” said Darcy, gently touching Jasmine’s arm. 
 
    “It’s not,” Jasmine admitted. The smoke had abandoned her, but the images hadn’t. “My boyfriend was with me. This place where Traian is at knew that memory. All the whispers around town how I only lost my license kept replaying. They said I must have been sleeping with the judge.” 
 
    “We shouldn’t have messed with this spell,” said Darcy, soft and feeble. She didn’t dare raise her voice in fear it might break Jasmine or herself. “I’m sorry you had to feel all that again.” 
 
    “That’s the thing though,” said Jasmine, finally lowering her hand. “I didn’t feel anything. It was some kind of void. I didn’t exist. That was crazy shit.” She tapped on her chest with three fingers. “The realm of penance.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    Jasmine moved up to her knees. “It’s one of the realms Mary put a double X by. It’s a place of judgement for what you’ve done and will do. Any spell that references it has the same symbol. I get the impression it’s a realm Mary wouldn’t mess with at all. Your friends sent their maker there.” 
 
    “They can deal with that,” said Darcy. She bit down on her bottom lip. Jasmine reminded Darcy of Carter when he would try to sweep strong feelings away by focusing on something else that seemed bigger. When Jasmine didn’t give anything, Darcy pried. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Shaken,” Jasmine admitted. 
 
    “We wouldn’t be human if we never made mistakes,” said Darcy.  
 
    Jasmine scoffed, “Have your mistakes ever killed someone you loved?” 
 
    Darcy didn’t answer. She murmured, “He’s the one you saw in the rain.” 
 
    Jasmine said, “I see him everywhere already.” She slapped her thighs, like the sound was a gong meant to signal an end to the unpleasant conversation. “We got what we were after. We know the maker is in the realm of penance.” 
 
    “But how he got there is a different story,” said Darcy. “I’m not sure if I should tell them. Maybe I’ll talk to Thomas about it. He already worries about everything. One more thing won’t hurt.” 
 
    Jasmine said, “I still can’t believe Mr. Morgan is a vampire. Winny too. She’s so nice.” 
 
    “She’s spunky once you get to know her,” said Darcy. 
 
    “And Xavier!” Jasmine gasped. She leaned back, propping her weight on the heels of her hands. “Now I can see him as a vampire.” She rolled her lips inward and moaned a little. “Have any of them bitten you?” 
 
    Darcy quickly said, “No. I think they have personal rules about that. I’m pretty sure at least Xavier breaks his.” 
 
    “He wouldn’t have to break anything with me,” said Jasmine, rolling her shoulders.  
 
    It wasn’t Xavier’s fangs that brought chills to Darcy’s flesh. She said, “I’m pretty sure they all crossed some lines with Traian.” 
 
      
 
    ξ 
 
      
 
    Darcy took Jasmine out for lunch before dropping her off at the Redwood house. They covered stories of Russ and Mary and other Redwoods Darcy knew nothing about. She soaked up every tale, piecing together a past she yearned to know. 
 
    Once home, Watson beat her to the front door. She pointed to the yard, and he reluctantly let her open the door while he sniffed between the bushes. The day was still inviting. Night was hours away.  
 
    As soon as the door opened, Darcy scooted inside the foyer and closed it back behind her. Her hand drifted to the deadbolt and turned it. With the click of the lock, she tipped her head back into the door.  
 
    The house no longer smelled of smoke. A hint of oncoming rain on the air followed Darcy in from outside. A storm would be there soon if reports were to be believed. Darcy went looking for a different kind of rain. 
 
    Closing her eyes, she whispered, “Open the door to pains of past. Marry the muse to the wounds that last. From my heart, I give the tears cried long before. Give life to the earth. Be mine alone no more.” 
 
    Her fingers burned from the first word to the last. Her bones were her bronze, her knuckles the rubies. The difference between Darcy and a witch’s vessel was that the metals and gems didn’t feel the need to shiver from pain. 
 
    She stopped tapping her fingers when rain pattered on the floor around her. The rain clung to her eyelashes, but it wasn’t what kept her from opening her eyes. It was the sound of whimpering that wasn’t her own. 
 
    Darcy opened her eyes to find a man sitting on the floor an arm’s distance away, staring at her as she brought the rain upon him. 
 
    She whispered, “I’m so sorry, Alex.”  
 
    The rain carved muddy trails into his caramel skin. His dark eyes had a hollow expression. He seemed like a lost man wandering. His body told horrific tales. There were open gashes and festering wounds. Half of his face was marred like it had scraped across a road. The bone of his thumb was visible from a clean slice from one end to the other. Then the rain darkened and thickened, and the man was suddenly a victim to a shower of blood. 
 
    Darcy’s breathing broke into a rhythm with her heartbeat. The blood seeped into the crevices between the panels of the floor and into Darcy’s open mouth. She spat it out, but the flavor stained her tongue. She quaked as she watched it fill the man’s mouth and choke him. 
 
    All Darcy could do was close her eyes, tuck her chin, and wait out the storm. She had wanted to feel something, even if it was pain. She needed to feel anything that could drive away the guilt that had lingered with her since thinking of Alex hours before.  
 
    Though this spell called on another realm, Darcy wondered if the realm of penance had any hand in it. It was obvious there was no intent for her to lose the guilt. It surrounded her like it was all she would ever know—that and the emptiness. 
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    On rainy days in Darcy’s youth, her father would light candles and read. He said his father did the same. Darcy had inherited the habit and filled the living area with a dozen candles, as many unscented as she could. A couple did smell like cinnamon. She let those thrive with their thick flames. When the room’s perimeter had a gentle glow, Darcy lit the fireplace and curled up on a small handmade pillow on the end of the couch with a copy of a novel by John Grisham, her father’s favorite author. 
 
    Thunder struck when Darcy turned to the last page of a chapter. The sound didn’t faze her. She was too immersed in the mystery unfolding as she bent the corner of the page between her fingers. Because of the rain the only thing Darcy could see in the window was the reflection of herself turning the page as soon as she read the chapter’s cliffhanger. That was until a streak of lightning tore through the dark sky, creating a brilliant flash of lavender. 
 
    She wasn’t sure what she had seen. Her fingers went stiff like it had been a spirit calling to her. She slowly closed the book and laid it next to the candle on the coffee table as thunder rolled over the top of the house. 
 
    Darcy made her way to the front door and opened it. Rain beat against her. The trees across the road were soldiers standing in a line against the dark clouds above. At the edge of the road breaking the ranks of the trees was Xavier. 
 
    He donned a long coat that whipped back in the wind like a sail. The rain rode through the waves of his hair. He was so still that Darcy wasn’t sure if it was him or merely a trick of her mind until she crossed her toe over the threshold. 
 
    His focused gaze bit through the night like a beam from a lighthouse that burned straight into Darcy’s soul. Darcy brushed her hair back with one hand as she took hold of the banister with the other. Xavier strode toward her through the sheets of rain. Rather than appear before her in an instant, he took each step like he needed something to slow him down. 
 
    Darcy called out, “Is something wrong?” 
 
    Her voice stopped his foot just as it was about to take the first step of the stairs. He patted his fist on his chest three times before he said anything more. “You were frightened,” he murmured, weak enough that the rain almost overpowered the sound. “I feel everything. This afternoon you were scared, and it nearly shattered me.” He was clammy, still in a panic from hours before. 
 
    Darcy stepped down to him. Within seconds the rain soaked her hair. Inches apart from Xavier, she said, “This is from drinking my blood.” 
 
    “I’ve felt others before but nothing like this and never this long,” he said. He tried looking up to her, but it proved too much. “I didn’t want to see you. I thought it might rip out my bones to be so close to you, but it was tearing me apart to feel your fear.” 
 
    She cupped her hand over his face and said, “I’m fine. Truly. Are you?” 
 
    He pressed his face harder against her hand and replied, “I will be.” 
 
    “Come inside,” she said. 
 
    As though she had enchanted him with a spell, he followed her in silence. The threshold didn’t stop him. Darcy closed and locked the door, cutting off the sound of the wind. Xavier stood in the dim foyer, dripping as he looked up at the design in the ceiling. The candlelight from the living room caught the drops of rain that trickled down his face. Darcy brushed her hand over his shoulder, and he turned toward her without letting her hand slide away. 
 
    “Give me your coat,” she said. He obliged, silent. It was the first time she had seen him in a sweater but not the first in black. She hung his coat on an antique rack she had found upstairs. In the mirror beside the rack Darcy caught Xavier watching her like she was a newly discovered constellation in the sky he thought he knew well from centuries of living only in the night.  
 
    “Are you cold?” she said, starting to tremble herself. 
 
    He shook his head. “Are you?” 
 
    “I didn’t get as drenched as you,” she said. She squeezed out her hair. “It’s warmer in here.”  
 
    Darcy walked into the living area, and he followed. She sat on the couch. Xavier remained standing at the other end, watching her.  
 
    She asked, “Do you drink coffee? I think I might have some.” 
 
    “We can have it though it upsets our stomachs like anything that isn’t blood. Coffee is too bitter for my taste.” 
 
    “I won’t put coffee on my vampire menu then.” 
 
    “I only want to know what scared you.” 
 
    “You’re feeling that much of what I feel?” 
 
    He carefully sat at the edge of the couch and replied, “Everything.” 
 
    “Everything? Literally?” 
 
    Then he finally gave a smirk. He said, “Indeed.” 
 
    Her cheeks caught fire. She snapped, “I am never giving you my blood again.” 
 
    He closed his mouth and held it shut. Words were there, but he held them captive on his tongue that still sizzled with Darcy’s flavor. 
 
    She tucked one leg under her and leaned back into the arm of the couch. “You can feel me, but I don’t know much about you. I know you think you’re charming and irresistible.” 
 
    “I do not think that,” he said as he twiddled his fingers with the wet tips of his hair. “I know it.” 
 
    There was the Xavier she knew. She laughed, “Were you witty before the curse too?” 
 
    “Why are you interested in a man that’s dead?” 
 
    “Is he?” 
 
    Xavier went silent like he was waiting for an answer that was buried over a century in the past. He sighed, “I didn’t have time to be witty. I was street smart. I had to be to survive.” 
 
    “When were you mortal?” 
 
    “During the age of Napoleon,” he said, waving his fingers in the air to mock the grand sound of it.  
 
    Sitting up with eagerness, Darcy said, “That sounds like an adventure.” 
 
    He scoffed, “My mortal life was the prison of poverty. The royals couldn’t find enough ways to waste their riches. With no riches to speak of, my parents died early. I stole when I had to and found any work I could. Society called me a filthy criminal, but it made me that way. I had to break the laws or die following them.” 
 
    Darcy bit down on her lower lip and leaned toward the center of the couch. The door into this mystery in front of her had cracked open, and it bewitched her. 
 
    Xavier continued, “I joined a ship. It was the closest thing to freedom I knew to be on a sea that no man could control.” His head tipped back like the ocean air of France brushed it. “Before I could taste any flavor of my real freedom, war grew brutal. Traian came to profit. Moira was his purveyor of new soldiers. She found me in a scuffle after a few drinks and a game gone awry.” 
 
    Grinning, Darcy said, “You cheated.” 
 
    Not denying it, he shrugged and said, “There are many ways to win. I disappeared with their money. Moira found me in an alley.” 
 
    Candles flickered, pained as much as Xavier was by his memories. 
 
    “I don’t know why she offered the curse like I had a choice,” he said, softly like he didn’t want to remember the tease. “She pitched this wondrous life that could elude death.” 
 
    “Were you scared?” 
 
    “All I wanted was to be in control of my destiny—to be bound by nothing and no one.” 
 
    “But you would be. Traian could command you.” 
 
    “Moira said my allegiance to him would reap my freedom. I told her to meet me the next night, but I didn’t show. I didn’t trust the chains hidden in the fine print.” 
 
    “She found you anyway.” 
 
    “I didn’t know how her kind worked. I was sleeping on the ship without a threshold to protect me. Traian appeared and locked my fate in blood.” Resentment tightened his jaw and sharpened his brow. 
 
    She curled her fingers in hopes they might have some trick that could ease him. Then she tucked her hand under her thigh. There was no magic to heal his wounds. Gently, she asked, “Do you miss being human?” 
 
    “I’m quite fond of life in the dark. It took many years and some rule breaking to make a life I enjoy.” 
 
    “That seems like a good way to describe you. Not restricted by rules.” 
 
    “We’re all bound by something,” he said. He gagged, mocking her. “For you it’s doing good and saving lives.” 
 
    “Not exactly,” she said. 
 
    “Then what drives you?” The backs of his fingers grazed the very tip of his chin. His thumb traced the edge of his lower lip. 
 
    She chewed for a moment on nothing but her thoughts. She then answered, “I’m always searching.” 
 
    “For?” 
 
    “A reason to stop searching.” 
 
    He swallowed her reply, and it eased his muscles. He skimmed his fingers through his hair. He said, “You feel a great deal. Now I’m feeling it, so if you could lose that bleeding heart of yours for a few days, I’d appreciate it.” 
 
    She chuckled. It stirred him. He heard the warmth of it and felt it in his blood all at once. 
 
    Then the sweet sound abandoned him, and he went cold. He said, “This afternoon I shook.” 
 
    Darcy rubbed her hand up her arm to her elbow. The whole morning and afternoon had been stressful, but she knew it wasn’t the search for Traian that he had felt. She didn’t aim to tell him about that anyway. She admitted, “I did a spell that made me see something that brings me tears of woe.” 
 
    “What did you see?” he asked. Though his mind couldn’t create the same things, his body knew what hers had felt. Like he had earlier that day, he wanted to fall apart and let rain wash him away. 
 
    Her fingers fiddled in her lap. She said, “Someone I loved.” 
 
    Xavier inched closer. “You were scared of him?” 
 
    “Not of him,” she said. Her throat dried and tensed. “I hurt him on accident. He was teaching me about a spell.” 
 
    “He was a witch?” 
 
    She nodded. “He and his friend Chess thought I was too. I didn’t know at the time that when I use magic, I can obliterate a vessel.” She closed her eyes. Images flashed before her. There was more to the story, but it buried itself deep within her.  
 
    “Now you’re vexed,” he said, his chin trembling. He shook like a wet dog. “Damn. Is this what it feels like to be Winny?” 
 
    “I guess you’ve lost loved ones over the years.” 
 
    “According to you I’ve never loved anyone.” 
 
    “You said I was wrong.” 
 
    “I’ve been around a long time. I’ve had my share of pain.” 
 
    Darcy murmured, “Mercedes.” 
 
    Eyes closing to let the sound of the name ride through him, Xavier said, “She is the worst of my pain. Any that came after could barely scratch at it. I knew her before I was cursed. After I lost her, it was dangerous to get close to anyone.” 
 
    “Dangerous?” 
 
    “Clan above everything,” Xavier announced to the room with disgust. “Traian felt any connection to someone outside of the clan softened our loyalty.” 
 
    “Did it?” 
 
    “Mine was never firm to begin with, and I paid for it time and time again. If you want to know what happened when your heart left the clan for another, ask Thomas. It’s his story, not mine.” 
 
    Darcy pressed closer to Xavier. His muscles tightened all over. She said, “I still don’t feel like I know your story. You were a beast in the dark when I met you, and now you’re something else.” 
 
    He gently tossed his head. A few wet strands of his hair flipped away from his eyes. He said, “I’m still a beast. Trust me.” 
 
    “Would a beast come to check on me because I was scared?” she questioned. She closed the distance between them, stopping his breath the second she moved. “You came because you felt something.” 
 
    “Your fear,” he whispered. 
 
    “And that made your own,” she added. She reached up and brushed a trace of rain from his brow. A moan stirred in his chest. “I don’t think you’re a beast at all.” 
 
    “You’re an idiot,” he grumbled. It sounded more like a last attempt to drive a wedge between them than the truth. The wedge was as weak as his words. 
 
    Her hand slipped to the back of his neck, and she pressed even closer. Then he was gone from her grasp like she had been torn from a dream. Darcy found him standing in the doorway between the lit living room and the shadows of the foyer. 
 
    Xavier’s body slightly curled as he held his breath tightly in his chest like he had been guarding it for longer than his body could remember. “I need to return to the house,” he said. He couldn’t keep his eyes open to look at her. He shook his fist at his side. 
 
    Darcy stood, one foot on the floor and the other up on the couch. Crossing her arms at her chest, she said, “Did I upset you?” 
 
    “Not at all,” he said. He scraped his tongue over the rough patches that had dried on the roof of his mouth. His tongue searched for something to say to explain himself, but nothing sounded right. “I must leave.” 
 
    “I’m sorry if you didn’t want me to touch you,” she murmured.  
 
    Words clawed at his teeth. He would shred his tongue before he would let them escape. He battled them back, and they rumbled in his chest until he clung to his shirt to threaten them. 
 
    Darcy snatched his coat from the rack, nearly knocking over the antique. The mirror gave an eerie glow to Darcy’s riled reflection when another streak of lightning cut through the dark sky outside. 
 
    Xavier took the coat and held his hand there next to hers rather than retreat. He said, “I am not upset. Please believe me.” 
 
    “Then what are you?” she asked, short and cold.  
 
    He replied, “Terrified.” 
 
    Darcy waited for thunder to roll away before she said, “Are you going to disappear and never return?” 
 
    He shuddered. That truly petrified him. He said, “I can’t do that. Not until you turn me away.” 
 
    She rolled to her tiptoes as rain battled with the roof. There was a whistle somewhere, faint but clear. By the way Xavier weakly parted his lips with the tip of his tongue, it wasn’t clear if he wanted to stay or flee. 
 
    She said, “If you must go, I’ll say goodnight.” She offered her arms for a hug. He hesitated and examined the space between them. Then he melted enough to embrace her. 
 
    The scent of cinnamon nearly soothed her to sleep with her chin on his shoulder, but she couldn’t close her eyes. The mirror made sure of that. She felt Xavier’s arms around her. The scruff of his face grazed her cheek. She knew he was holding her only to say goodbye, but the mirror said otherwise. 
 
    In the corner of the glass there was a glimmer of unnatural golden light. There was no candle nearby to cast it that way. The light appeared again, this time like a thread across the top of the mirror. 
 
    The mirror showed Darcy’s head tipped back. Xavier’s fingers dug into Darcy like talons. Darcy in the mirror cried out in pain though there was no sound to match it. The reflection of Xavier turned and revealed his face. The glass gave a shine to the blood that dripped from the tips of his fangs. The reflection of Xavier grinned at the real Darcy, just the one corner of his lips. Then he drove his fangs back into her reflection. 
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    When the sun died behind the trees after Darcy’s shift at the hospital, she changed into jeans and headed outside. If the last few days had been any indication, she knew Xavier wasn’t going to show up and question her poor choices. To be fair, her idea didn’t sound like a good one. If finding Traian before Yin could stop her from bringing him back, the end would justify the stupidity. 
 
    She knew Thomas was there because she could smell coffee even with Tanner out there smoking. He waited for Tanner to go back inside before he emerged from around the corner of the building, dressed in gray from head to toe as usual. 
 
    “Thank you for coming with me,” said Darcy. She wrapped a white scarf she found in one of Priscilla’s trunks around her neck. Her hat with bumblebee stripes was one her father had given her. She hummed the song about a bumblebee they used to sing. 
 
    “I could never let you do something so foolish alone,” Thomas teased. He didn’t have a scarf or hat or anything to keep him warm except for a thin, fitted gray coat. 
 
    Stuffing her hands into the pockets of her med school hoodie, Darcy said, “You sound like Xavier.” 
 
    “Starting the night with insults,” he teased.  
 
    The trail took them over a rusty bridge that crossed a narrow piece of a river. The water wasn’t deep, but it was peppered with rocks. Darcy glanced over the edge of the bridge. The water and rocks below were far enough away to nauseate her. Thomas wouldn’t even take a glance. 
 
    Thomas groaned, “Speaking of Xavier, let’s not mention our excursion to him.”  
 
    “You didn’t tell him you were meeting me?” 
 
    “That’s not the part that would rile him.” 
 
    “It’s the ‘you’re helping her be an idiot’ thing, right?” 
 
    “Precisely.” 
 
    “I don’t think he cares all that much what I do,” said Darcy, obviously bitter. 
 
    Thomas continued walking. There was a split in the trail. One way led to the cemetery, the other toward the ocean. Darcy checked her gut, not that it told her much. The only reason she had picked this trail to start their search was that she had heard a whistle out there before that seemed to come from the woods. She weighed the options in her mind and let the tingle of her bones lead the way. She chose the ocean. 
 
    After a few steps on the new path, Thomas sighed, “You don’t know Xavier well. Sometimes I wish I didn’t. Centuries with him have taught me that he goes after what he wants without question. If something tempts him, he hunts it, has it, and moves on.” 
 
    “You’re saying I don’t tempt him.”  
 
    “Do you want to?” 
 
    She laughed, once and exaggerated. “It’s good that I don’t. I’m not much for being hunted and eaten.” 
 
    Thomas glanced up at the sky and grinned like he and the stars peeking through the wisped clouds had an inside joke. Then he sighed, “But when it’s beyond wanting—when it calls to him like something he can’t refuse—it terrifies him.” 
 
    A fallen tree ended the trail. Darcy and Thomas climbed over it. They weren’t bound to forged paths.  
 
    Thomas said, “Tell me again what we’re looking for.” 
 
    Unsure of how to put it any other way, Darcy explained, “We’re looking for a tear between realms.” 
 
    “Forgive me, but I’m not familiar with what a tear would look like,” he said. 
 
    “There is magic that courses between realms like a barrier. I think I’ll be able to feel it. There are shallow tears all over. Elves made them to hide in. Some are deeper. Those are the ones we should worry about.” 
 
    “You know a good deal about this.” 
 
    “I read about it,” she said. She had been thumbing through Felicia’s book. The second she had read about these tears she knew she had encountered them. Out on the cliff with her mother. In her foyer with the mirror. They were everywhere. She was drawn to them or they to her. 
 
    “But you’re not a witch,” he said. 
 
    “I’m interesting.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “For being interesting?” she laughed. 
 
    “For caring. You meet three monsters of the night, and you help us to stop our adversary as though we’re family.” 
 
    “My father died not too long ago,” said Darcy. She brushed her hand over the bumblebee hat and swore she could feel Carter’s hand instead. “The only family I can have now is the family I make.” 
 
    “Perhaps you would prefer a warmer sort,” said Thomas, leaning toward her. “We can’t come to summer afternoon picnics.” 
 
    Darcy giggled. They finally reached the edge of the woods and could see the waves that had been calling for them. The water was far away and far below with no easy path to reach it. Darcy wasn’t aiming to meet the water, neither by foot nor by falling. 
 
    “Tell me about the others,” said Darcy as she turned to walk a few yards away from the edge. She wasn’t keen on steep falls anymore. “The three of you and your maker. You’re only half of the Eternal Eight.” 
 
    “The more you know of our days in that clan the less you may want to know us,” Thomas warned. The moon was waning. There was enough of it and the stars still to show Thomas’ stone-cut face. He said, “There have been many of us. Our maker replaced them like we were merely broken cups.” 
 
    “How about the ones that were in your group when it ended?” 
 
    “Yin was Traian’s first sangora. She was a concubine to a Chinese emperor when Traian found her. He favored Yin because she is as insane as his maker.”  
 
    “She seemed a little odd,” said Darcy as she crossed her eyes. 
 
    He crossed his eyes as well, a rare playful moment. He said, “She wears blood around her neck she swears is from the first trial.” 
 
    “First trial?” 
 
    “Witches failed the first few times they tried to make a vampire.”  
 
    “Failed vampires,” said Darcy. She pursed her lips and tried to imagine the possibilities. “That can’t be pretty.” 
 
    He painted the picture. “The first result was uncontrollable, the thirst unquenchable. The tales say the thing was rabid, even less human than what I am.” His voice trailed, weakened by his self-loathing. 
 
    “What did they get wrong?” asked Darcy. 
 
    “Many call our condition the blood curse, but it’s actually a type of sapphire curse. They weren’t using the sapphires initially. When not bound, this curse creates a monster.” 
 
    “A sapphire cursed you?” she questioned, not quite believing a blue gem could be so powerful. 
 
    His voice dropped. He knew the power firsthand. He explained, “A sapphire curse is one in which the victim is consumed and controlled. For vampires, blood and night are how we live. We thrive on them. We are at their mercy.” 
 
    “There are other sapphire curses?” 
 
    He nodded. “They are not easy to create from what Winny tells me. It takes a very special sapphire and a great deal of sacrifice.” 
 
    Hands in her pockets, Darcy skipped to catch up with Thomas’ longer strides. She said, “Still have three vamps left to tell me about.” 
 
    “Next came Moira,” said Thomas. “Europe came to the colonies in droves. Traian and Yin followed for the buffet at sea. They dined on Moira’s mother and brother. Traian cursed her on her eighteenth birthday, and her first kill was her own father.” 
 
    There was a whistle. Darcy stopped moving until she realized it really was the wind skimming across the tree branches. She continued without explaining the pause. She asked, “Is she crazy too?” 
 
    “No,” he said, though the answer did not put him at ease. Yin alarmed him. Moira frightened him. “She’s vicious and calculated. Every move is planned three steps ahead. Add in her delight in watching others suffer, and she could rule the world.” 
 
    The path between the trees and the edge narrowed. Darcy stepped in front of Thomas to lead the way with the itch in her hands as her guide. Despite the distance, the scent of the ocean overpowered the trees right at Darcy’s fingertips. 
 
    “What about the rest?” asked Darcy. 
 
    “There was a belief more than a rule among vampires that a maker should have no more than two sangoras,” said Thomas.  
 
    “I’d say Traian crossed that line.” 
 
    “Over and over again,” Thomas scoffed. “There were a few others that didn’t make it to the end of our days. Then came Xavier. After a few more ghosts, eventually we got Abel.” 
 
    “Another loyalist,” said Darcy. 
 
    “He was not as loyal as Moira and Yin, but he would never break the bond of his maker,” said Thomas. He spoke of Abel with a tone like one would the high school quarterback jerk. “He didn’t want to worship Traian. He wanted to be him, so much that he gave up Winny despite their connection.” 
 
    “What connection?” 
 
    “Abel is Winny’s blood brother.” 
 
    “No way,” said Darcy, jaw dropping. The woods seemed surprised too. Branches rattled as small creatures scurried about in the trees. “He had Traian curse her?” 
 
    “He thought Traian would simply kill her.” 
 
    “Family love right there.” 
 
    “Winny only remembers pieces of what happened,” he said. He paused to relive old memories of meeting Winny. He had hated to see another bound to Traian, but she had been the first bit of light in his dark world in many years. “The few witches that have been cursed do not recall their spells. All I know is she was doing magic, and she didn’t get to finish.” 
 
    “Glad I never had a brother,” said Darcy.  
 
    Thomas said, “I had two. I was very fond of the older one. I could never face him to tell him what happened to me, but I did follow his children and their children until they spread too far. They all turned out as brave and kind as he was.” 
 
    “What about the younger one?” 
 
    “He was a brat. Luckily every woman saw it, and he died a childless bachelor.” 
 
    It was nice to hear him talk of fond memories rather than all his regrets. Darcy watched the nostalgia fade from his expression. When he returned fully to the brooding creature of the night Darcy had come to know, she realized the memories were part of why he was so solemn. They were centuries ago, and there had been so few good moments since. 
 
    Thomas sighed, “The last was Frederick. He was neither loyal nor a rebel. Traian loathed mortals more and more. They were nothing to him, and Frederick didn’t agree. That’s why Traian fed him dead blood.” 
 
    “He killed his own sangora?” 
 
    “Which was very uncharacteristic of him. Even when he broke us he would never kill us.” He gave one long sigh. “Traian chose another to curse but never got the chance.” 
 
    “Vampires lost their ability to curse others,” said Darcy. She waited for him to agree or nod. When he didn’t, she peered at him. “Was that a coincidence?” 
 
    He leaned forward as his hands clasped behind his back. “It’s the reason I owe Mary Redwood a debt I can never repay,” he said. He winced. The dart of pain was in his chest, but he felt it all over. “She made our blood unable to pass the curse.” 
 
    “Mary? What did she—” She stopped walking when the answer hit her as hard as the cold air. “The Barren Blood Spell.” 
 
    The spell’s name stopped Thomas’ heel on the ground. “Yes,” he said. 
 
    “That spell has a double X next to it. The rest of the page is ripped out. That had to be pricey magic.” 
 
    He was still paying the fee, whether it was the magic that called for it or his own guilt. He said, “I hated asking Mary to do it, but she was my only option. We both knew the anger it would breed. It’s why you’re the first beyond Xavier and Winny I’ve told. I will forever regret it, and I will forever be grateful for it.” 
 
    The wind calmed. The waves softened. The world was as curious as Darcy. “Who was he?” asked Darcy, her arms folded at her waist. “You don’t put your existence in danger and stop your maker from his next conquest for just anybody.” 
 
    His next breath sank him, like it broke the damn that kept the memories from flowing in. “He was a flavor of life I never knew, before or after the curse,” said Thomas, airily as though his spirit spoke for him. “I would have died a thousand times for him, but everyone says things like that.” He shrugged and glanced to the stars. 
 
    She pressed, “What happened?” 
 
    He stroked the tips of his fingers up the length of his neck, like the words needed help on their way up from his heart. He said, “I gave up love for the sake of love. I told Mary I would pay the price for the spell though that’s not how magic works. It chooses its fee and its payer. It took my reason to live and will make me remember it as long as I walk the earth.” 
 
    “He died?”  
 
    Thomas glanced back over his shoulder. “The bridge,” he said. He shuddered, like he had left a trail of the pieces of his shattered heart since they had passed that point.  
 
    When it clicked, Darcy gasped, “He killed himself?” 
 
    “He killed us both.” 
 
    Despite the still air, there was a whistle nonetheless. It was like a bell meant to save them from the solemn conversation. The sound pulled Darcy toward the trees and called, “Follow me.” 
 
    Darcy hurried through the woods, sliding twice on slick leaves. Thomas heard the odd whistle and rushed to Darcy’s side. Next to a wide and weathered tree as old as Cape Emerald, Darcy stopped with one hand up and fingers curled to catch the tail end of the breeze. 
 
    “I don’t see anything,” said Thomas, eagerly looking around. “Perhaps we should go further.” 
 
    “It’s here. I’ve felt something like this before,” she said. Her head tilted, mesmerized as though it was pulled down by a string. “It’s like a summer sun in my skin. Give me your hand.” 
 
    “To touch the sun?”  
 
    “Trust me.”  
 
    He sighed. Why he trusted her he couldn’t quite explain. He wouldn’t have so easily gone along with Xavier. Darcy joined a very short list of people when he gave her his hand. 
 
    “Whoa,” Thomas gasped, losing the end of his breath upon feeling the prickling sensation of the air. “This is a tear?” 
 
    “I think so. Realms are all around us. Sometimes the threads come loose.” 
 
    Leaning closer to Darcy, Thomas asked, “Can you tell if Traian is there? I don’t know what realm we sent him to. We didn’t have any say in that.” 
 
    “I might be able to see. Don’t freak out on me, okay?” 
 
    He nodded though he wasn’t confident in his reply. Like Darcy, he was curious. 
 
    The burn started in her knuckles, knocking each one as though with a mallet. Then the pain tore up through the bones until blue light sparked from the tips of her fingers. The second the pain struck the warmth around Darcy’s hand, it was a flame to gasoline. 
 
    Blue light spread in a sheer barrier like a tulle curtain. The light built a wall that went higher than Darcy or Thomas could see and curved between and around trees. The barrier of warmth and magic cast a blue glow over Thomas’ awe. 
 
    Darcy stumbled away from the wall. Thomas caught her before the tree could. The wall of light remained but didn’t expand any further. Darcy saw the light as her eyes rolled forward. She felt its teeth in her chest. 
 
    Shaking Darcy’s shoulders, Thomas asked, “What did it do to you?”  
 
    “I’m used to it,” said Darcy before she locked her jaw. The pain swelled on her tongue with a putrid flavor. 
 
    “Used to it?” 
 
    “I think that light you see is the same that’s in me all the time.” Her lashes fluttered as she breathed. 
 
    Thomas glanced at the wall and then back to Darcy. He checked her fingers, wrists, and neck. “You called that out without a vessel,” he said.  
 
    “It’s better if I don’t use vessels.” 
 
    “Incredible. It’s painful for you though.” 
 
    She pulled away from his arms and rubbed her hands up to her elbows. “Can we add this to the list of things not to mention to Xavier? He didn’t think it was best to share this with anyone, but I trust you.” She would still oblige Russ’ request not to share other details, like how she came to have this light within her. 
 
    Thomas said, “You’re not a witch, but you can do this.” 
 
    “I could feel the energy in my stomach, like my body was hungry to connect with it. I don’t know if I control it or it controls me.” 
 
    “It’s your own sapphire curse,” he said. His voice wavered, almost unable to finish the words. He wasn’t scared of her. He was scared for her. 
 
    “There,” she said, pointing with her eyes to a bend in the light that didn’t flow with the rest of the wall. The bend lost its gleam. 
 
    “Is that normal or is that someone trying to break through?” asked Thomas. 
 
    Without a word, Darcy knelt and reached for the darkness. Thomas questioned if that was wise. She replied with curious silence. 
 
    In the bend where there was no light there was no warmth either. Rolling her lips inward and biting down, Darcy pressed her hand through the darkness. 
 
    “Please,” said Thomas, reaching for her but not touching her. “We don’t know what’s on the other side.” 
 
    “Emptiness,” said Darcy, looking up at him. “I don’t mean there’s nothing. It’s full of that feeling right after someone you love dies.” Only her eyes moved, darting back and forth in all directions. “It’s the moment when you’ve felt everything imaginable that is draining and painful and there’s nothing more to feel.” 
 
    “That’s worse than darkness,” said Thomas. 
 
    Darcy jerked her hand out from the opening and rubbed feeling back into it with the other. Gazing at the tear between realms, she said, “I’ll try to seal it.” 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m alright, but that place isn’t. Whether Yin is messing with this realm or not, I don’t want anything from there coming over here.” Darcy bit down on her tongue with her back teeth until the blue light emerged onto her hand. 
 
    Like a welder’s torch, Darcy brought her hand to the bend in the light. Sparks buzzed between her and the wall as she aimed to fill the dark space that had torn the shimmering blue curtain. The light started to sew the tear back together, tearing through Darcy’s arm all the while. When there were only inches left to be mended, another hand ripped through the tear from the other side. 
 
    The hand that latched onto Darcy’s arm was covered in crimson tar. The nails were thick and gnarled. The moment the fingers drew Darcy’s blood, the creature on the other side roared. The wall of light rattled.  
 
    Not only did pain blaze up through Darcy’s arm but so did a web of crimson markings. The lines crossed over her shoulder and up her throat, intent on consuming her. Darcy’s eyes suddenly sprung open as wide as they could with a glow that matched the markings. 
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    The Morgan house had been purchased by Thomas’ grandfather in the eyes of the law though it had been Thomas himself. It was a safe house made to keep the light out. When the rebels broke from the clan, the house remained with Thomas. Now it was a place to keep the three targets locked inside and away from more than the sun. 
 
    Inside the house with sealed windows Xavier and Winny sat around a cold fireplace. Winny read Jane Eyre in the cushioned chair in the corner next to a red candle. Xavier took the loveseat with a wine glass in hand. He had first warmed the blood over a flame, but it had gone cold in the time it took him to sip his way through half. He gently swayed his hand, swirling the blood in the glass until the front door snapped from its hinges and slid across the floor. 
 
    Thomas rushed through the doorway with Darcy in his arms. She was a map and the crimson lines the trails the realm of penance had carved into her. Winny and Xavier both sprung up from their seats. Xavier’s glass shattered on the floor. Blood and glass shards mixed together over the wood.  
 
    “What the hell is going on?” Xavier growled. 
 
    “She was attacked by something from another realm,” said Thomas. He carried Darcy to the longer couch and laid her out. She remained curled up as though she had been molded that way. The crimson lines wrapped up over her face and into her scalp. Thomas said, “She was sealing a tear she found between our realm and another.” 
 
    Xavier questioned, “Seal it? With what?”  
 
    Thomas restrained himself as best he could. He replied, “You know with what.” 
 
    Winny said, “She meant well. I can feel it.” 
 
    Xavier scoffed, “It looks like she feels like dying.” 
 
    “No,” said Winny. She went to the other side of Darcy and took up her hand that wasn’t marked with crimson. It burned and chilled all at once. “It’s emptiness.” She reached across the table for Darcy’s wounded arm. The gashes from the nails were deep, like the fingers had gone in too. “Give her blood.” 
 
    “We don’t even know what this thing did to her,” said Xavier. 
 
    Winny said, “I don’t think they had a tea party. There’s no medicine in her hospital that can help. Were you planning on watching her die?” 
 
    Darcy’s arm visibly swelled. Blood oozed out—the darkest, deepest red. Her mouth parted, fumbling with sounds that made no sense. 
 
    “Alright,” said Thomas. He winced as he flexed and brought out his fangs. 
 
    Though the word bounced in the jail of Darcy’s clenched jaw, it was clear. She said, “No.”  
 
    Winny begged, “Darcy, please.” 
 
    Once again, Darcy gave only one word. “Xavier.” 
 
    The sound of his name on her lips stirred Xavier. The angered haze over his eyes disappeared, leaving behind concerned green. “What if it hurts her more?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s what we risk in order to save her,” said Winny. 
 
    Kneeling at Darcy’s side as though at a shrine, Xavier brought out his fangs and bit into his wrist. He brought his wound to her mouth and whispered to her ear, “Don’t let me feel what it is to see you die. Fight, ma sirène.”  
 
    Darcy sucked at his wound like a starved dog, and Xavier’s blood flavored her tongue. It wasn’t like cinnamon as she had expected. The taste wasn’t a flavor at all. It was a feeling, like the way one was elated and relieved all at once when they finally got something they had yearned for after years of waiting. The blood struck her immediately and went to fight the crimson pain. It also threw her mind into Xavier’s past. 
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    Mercedes hummed as she straightened the portrait of three small children and their two parents with powdered wigs and cheeks highlighted with heavy rouge. She then moved the settee back into its spot in front of the portrait. Her tune hit a crescendo. It was a song she had heard on the streets one night as she passed the ballet. Her song faded like the weakening end of a melody of a hand-turned music box. She clasped her hands as she stared at the portrait of a family of five stuck in time. 
 
    Mercedes’ lips curled on one side. She said, “You may be a hunter, but you will never scare your sister.” 
 
    Xavier stepped into the room. His hair was tucked behind his ear. It was far tamer than it had ever been. He donned a loose white blouse and embellished silver pants, something tailored to him compared to Mercedes’ dress. She had borrowed and altered it from another who had borrowed and altered it. He playfully strode across the room with his hands behind his back. When he reached her, he held out his hand. 
 
    “You spoil me!” Mercedes giggled, taking the pale macaron from his palm and snatching a bite.  
 
    Stroking what little raven hair was left in the gray that had consumed his sister, Xavier murmured, “I failed you, mon soeur.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” she replied, her mouth full. She swallowed the bite and then brushed her hands on her dress. “This is the home we dreamed of.” 
 
    Frowning, Xavier said, “To own and live within. Not for you to still be cleaning in your old age.” 
 
    She snapped, “I am not digging a grave tomorrow. I have things I aim to do with this life, and I am too close to them to die. My apologies, but I am not leaving you yet.” 
 
    Xavier’s smirk was not as devilish as usual, but it was still charming. He said, “I cannot imagine a life without you.” 
 
    “I can,” she said, catching that devilish look he had misplaced. Hers simply had a few more wrinkles. “I imagine your life filled with adventure and a woman as stubborn as you. There is a daughter that will pester you as much as I did.” 
 
    He watched her face in wonder, waiting for her to realize the impossibility of her dream. It seemed her hope rested in the youth that clung to her despite the decades. It was in the bubble in her laugh and the way she swayed her hips like she was dancing to a song even in the silence of midnight. Then Xavier realized it wasn’t the years long ago painting her vision. 
 
    “Mercedes,” said Xavier. He pinched his brow. “What have you done?” 
 
    Clasping her hands together by her mouth, Mercedes gently bit down on the top of one finger. She bounced twice on her feet until she burst. “I have done it, Xavier.” 
 
    “Done what?” 
 
    “Found the answer.” 
 
    “To what question?” 
 
    “How to give my brother the life he deserves.” 
 
    While she beamed, he shook his head. “You said you were done with magic,” he said. 
 
    She said, “I was. Then I changed my mind.” She grabbed his hand with both of hers and brought it to her chest. “You never wanted this curse—to be a killer for hire.” 
 
    “I am good at it,” he said, halfway teasing and fully proud. 
 
    “It is stripping you of your humanity. I cannot bear it. I found a way to break it.” 
 
    “Break it? It cannot be done.” 
 
    “You are a vampire. Nothing is impossible.” 
 
    He pulled away from her and warned, “Whatever you have found, it is dangerous to even think it.” 
 
    “Danger is life, Xavier. I hope that one day you may have a chance to live and love and die as you should.” 
 
    He turned back to her. The light from a candle illuminated the solemnness of his tight lips and frigid expression. “I will die when you die whether I breathe or not,” he said. 
 
    She swatted at him. “You sound like that gloomy friend of yours. I have seen a future for you, and I am doing all I can to bring it to fruition.” 
 
    “Seen it?” 
 
    “From the realm of time.” 
 
    “You have been witching behind my back.” 
 
    “Respect your elders, big brother.” 
 
    The flame of the candle on the table shivered, stirring the shapes of the shadows on the wall. The cinnamon of the room muddled with that of coffee. The balcony doors hadn’t been open when Xavier arrived. Now the ivory curtains lifted on a breeze that whipped inside, fanning forward at either side of Thomas. 
 
    As Thomas moved into the room, he appeared to be gliding through clouds. His stone expression was from something deep within the ground that only the darkest souls could find. 
 
    Xavier became a wall between Thomas and his sister. He said, “Tell him he is no longer welcome here.” 
 
    “It is not her home. It will do no good,” said Thomas.  
 
    Xavier asked, “What reason have you to be here?” 
 
    Thomas groaned as though trying not to let the words out. “My reason is not my own,” he said. 
 
    Xavier’s chest and everything in it wanted to fall apart so he didn’t have to accept the truth. He said, “Traian.” 
 
    Mercedes pressed up against her brother’s back and protectively wrapped her hand around him. A gray curl escaped the silver clasp Xavier had given her in her youth. “That monster has hurt my brother enough,” she said. “Give him a night’s peace.” 
 
    “You defied him,” Thomas said to Xavier. He couldn’t bear to look at Mercedes. “You insulted his authority.” 
 
    “I defied nothing,” said Xavier, tossing his head as if to spit at the ground. “If he had made it an order, I could not have refused.”  
 
    Another wave from the summer breeze picked up the curtains and held them hostage above the ground. Thomas grimaced. Xavier had seen every pained expression Thomas had made over the years. He knew so few other looks on him. This one was reserved for special occasions.  
 
    Xavier’s skin was chilled with death, but his insides were aflame with fear. He said, “You had no choice in coming here, did you?” 
 
    Airily, Mercedes said, “Fight him. Do not let him take you from me.” 
 
    Covering Mercedes’ hand with his, Xavier whispered, “I cannot beat him. He is the strongest of us all.” 
 
    Mercedes pleaded, “Run. You are quick. I have seen it.” 
 
    “But you are not,” said Xavier, his voice breaking. He brought Mercedes’ hand up to his lips and skimmed over her knuckles with small kisses. He pressed her silver ring with its emerald jewel into his cheek and closed his eyes. “Je t'aime mon soeur.” 
 
    Mercedes’ chin took to trembling as the breeze weakened. They both now understood the inevitable. “Je t'aime mon frère,” she said. She had to say the words in case she never had the chance again. 
 
    “I beg you to stop me,” said Thomas, closing his hazel eyes. 
 
    “If you do this,” said Xavier. He paused and shook his fist at his side. “I will never forgive you.” 
 
    Opening a hazy reptile gaze, Thomas painfully admitted, “Neither will I.” 
 
    Xavier knew what he was about to see. The soon-to-unfold scene already played in his mind. He heard the snapping before it sounded, each cry of the bone in sync with the beating of his heart.  
 
    Xavier latched onto his sister’s arm and dashed toward the open window. It was the only chance they had, a sliver of a split second to get ahead. He was faster than Thomas. He had escaped bullets, assassination attempts, and the rising sun. Thomas knew this and all of Xavier’s tricks. Thomas moved first. 
 
    Mercedes cried out when Thomas yanked her away from her brother and dragged her back into the parlor by her hair. In the middle of the room he wrapped his large hand around the back of her neck like she was a farm animal at the end of its days. 
 
    “Stop!” Xavier exclaimed. The sound was more human than any he had made in decades. He didn’t move. He knew it was pointless. 
 
    It was a talent Thomas only used on command, and the words of his maker had sealed Mercedes’ fate. Without touching her anywhere else, he cracked her bone. First it was her left arm. Between her elbow and wrist, the bone split in two and broke the skin. Blood sprayed but not before her hip broke. Next came the shins. Thomas gripped her tighter by the neck since she could no longer hold herself up. 
 
    Xavier went to his knees. Mercedes had no knees left to fall to. When released from Thomas’ hold, she fell into the pool of her blood and small fragments of bones.  
 
    Traian had only commanded she die from Thomas’ brutal talent. There was no condition that it had to be quick. Nearly all her bones had snapped. A dozen protruded from her skin. Muscles and flesh dangled from the sharp tips. Thomas left enough of her intact that she could talk while cradled in her brother’s arms on the floor. He didn’t know if it was a gift to give her a few moments more of suffering for a chance to say her peace. It was all he could offer before he somberly left the home through the window without so much as a glance at Xavier. 
 
    There was no easy way to embrace the pieces of his sister. Xavier was determined to carry her through to her last agonizing breath. His body quaked at the sight of her. She barely bled now. There was so little blood left within her. 
 
    “I thought I could save you before the end,” said Mercedes. Her broken hand tried to cup his cheek.  
 
    “You are my life,” he said, stroking her hand.  
 
    Her next breath was hopeful, like she was seeing something in the ceiling only meant for her. She said, “I will save you still, Xavier.” 
 
    “Mercedes,” he whimpered like he did when she was a child that scraped her knee. At least then he knew she would heal to fall again. There would be no more falling.  
 
    She said, “I do not know when, but the answer will call to you.” 
 
    “I need nothing but you,” he cried. 
 
    “I see her now. She has dangerous eyes.” 
 
    “Her?” 
 
    “What a gift from God,” she murmured, the light of her voice fading. “Knowing you will break free, I feel peace.” Her body soon followed her words, first relaxing in the shoulders. The head tipped back like it was too heavy for her to hold anymore. Still warm, her fingers went limp in Xavier’s hand. 
 
    The blood on Mercedes’ skin had cooled when Xavier ran his thumb over her neck. He didn’t count the minutes he sat there with her. He would have welcomed the sun with praise if it would have only come to free him. There hadn’t been many years left in her body, but Xavier didn’t see the wrinkles of her face or the gray of her hair.  
 
    In his arms was the infant he held when he was a boy, the night his father told him his mother had passed within hours of bringing Mercedes into the world. In his hands was the hair he brushed when it didn’t have a trace of gray. In his lap was the woman he held when their father passed. When her fiancé went to war, never to return. When Xavier told her of his curse and that he had to leave her too. 
 
    Cold tears painted rivulets over Xavier’s cheeks as he softly spoke to the woman that was everything he knew her to be, refusing to let her be what she now was. “What of me?” he cried.  
 
    All this time he thought the curse was about blood and death. He knew now it was a prison of punishment that would sweep over all good things like a plague. She was the last piece of his mortal life. She was now at ease, but he would never have peace. 
 
    He whispered, “I will never escape this agony.” 
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    Darcy had rested a good deal of the daylight hours but had been stirred awake by a shot of searing pain in her hand. It happened every now and then, especially if she dreamed of her mother. This hadn’t been of her mother though. It was a childhood memory of summer camp, one she didn’t want to dwell on once she escaped it. 
 
    Watson sat by the cold fireplace and whimpered. Darcy scratched him behind his ear before she obliged and grabbed some matches from the kitchen. Once the fire was lit, Watson was content to curl up on the floor beside the heat. Darcy nestled into the couch with her mother’s book. 
 
    Felicia’s book of spells was more like a scrapbook. There were pages inserted that came from other books. Some were from lined journals, and others were discolored and tattered. There were some entries that Darcy couldn’t understand. Either the handwriting was illegible or the page was riddled with nonsense and pictures.  
 
    Darcy had learned through Felicia’s book that the best type of vessel to use when calling on the realm of time was one with tiger’s eye, not that Darcy would be using a vessel anytime soon. After reading notes of how Felicia’s mind swirled after such experiences, Darcy wasn’t keen on the realm of time either. 
 
    One note talked about Felicia’s brother William. Though he didn’t practice magic himself, he seemed to be drawn to Felicia in a way witches often were. Blood finds its blood, so said the note. He would call her up after months apart, having felt that she needed him. He knew when she was in trouble. She feared William might one day follow in the footsteps of others in their family and kill himself, but she didn’t write why.  
 
    Chilled despite the fire, Darcy flipped through pages for other lessons. Boundaries were weakest on the summer solstice, making it far easier to travel between realms even unintentionally. The winter solstice was the prime day for dark magic, the day Darcy came to be. 
 
    Darcy skipped some spells based on what was required. Several asked for an animal’s heart or foot. Watson left the room when she read aloud a spell that asked for a dog’s testicles. She tried explaining he was already neutered, but he was afraid of what else that book might ask of him. 
 
    Another spell claimed that the only sacrifice needed was the blood used to write the message. It was a way to communicate with other witches across great distances. Felicia wrote that she had used it once to ask a question about something in Mary’s book. Darcy mulled it over as she read the last note about it. 
 
    Careful with this one. You don’t know who is watching. 
 
    “No social security numbers then,” said Darcy. She left the book on the couch while she went to the kitchen. She needed a curved knife. That took a little more searching. She soon found one upstairs along with an old-fashioned letter opener. The book called for a separate piece of metal to be used as the writing tool. 
 
    Once back in the living room, Darcy sat on the floor beside the coffee table. She rolled up the left leg of her sweatpants as high as she could. The instructions directed her to write the message on the floor. Felicia had a note that it wouldn’t leave permanent damage. Darcy trusted her mother—the same one that had jumped off a cliff with her twice—and took the curved blade to her knee. 
 
    She carved a shallow slice from the edge of her kneecap to the back of her thigh. Careful to get the line to a precise five inches, she counted aloud. When the line was complete and blood trickled out, she finished the design by digging the tip of the blade five times around the middle of the line to create the points of a star. 
 
    The tip of the letter opener couldn’t hold much blood, only enough to do a single letter at a time. It took a while for Darcy to fill out her message. Each time she dipped the metal back into her wound it stung. She hummed as she finished the message to distract herself from the pain. 
 
    SOMETHING DARK IS HAPPENING HERE. ADVICE WELCOME.  
 
    Darcy debated giving more context, but between Felicia’s warning and how long it took to write just that, she cut her first message to the witch forum short. The blood of her hard-earned message sat atop the wooden floor. Some of the blood spilled between the planks. 
 
    She referenced the book once more. To seal and send the message one needed a ring vessel. The note said to not use rubies without explanation. The vessel was to be heated over a flame while worn and then held over the message. There was no verbal spell needed. Darcy chewed on the inside of her cheek before glancing at the fireplace.  
 
    Without a ring, Darcy slipped her hand into the fireplace above the hungry flames. The spellbook wasn’t as clear cut as a cake recipe. There was no time mentioned or if it was a bake until golden brown situation. Darcy winced as the tip of a flame skimmed the heel of her hand. Her skin bubbled immediately. 
 
    She blew on the tender skin and squeezed her wrist, hoping the pressure would take her mind off the burn. Still on her knees, she scooted back to her message. Between her hand and the blood that dried on her leg, she felt she had paid a fee worthy of a simple message. 
 
    A blister swelled on her flesh as she held her hand over the message. She started at the first word and scanned it over to the right. Her hand cooled as she moved it. The words she had bled onto the floor came to life with light. The letters crumbled away, and the glow faded. Soon the message left the floor without a trace, no stain or hint of smoke. Darcy’s hand was free from the heat though her marred skin still proved what she had done. 
 
    She curled her fingers into her palm and muttered, “Witches really need to catch up with the times. Get an app or something.” 
 
    Only the fire broke the silence. When there was no sign of reply, Darcy held onto her rolled up sweatpants and hopped to the bathroom to clean up. She wiped the blood from her thigh. The cuts from the knife were gone. She wasn’t sure if it was a treat or a trick. She would have to repeat the process if she wanted to send another message. 
 
    She returned to the living room and the spellbook. Unless there was a spell with the price of eating brownies, she wasn’t planning to test anything else. She did, however, want to continue reading.  
 
    “Don’t trust the mirror realm,” Darcy read aloud. She shook her head. “No problem. I don’t trust anything anymore.” 
 
    Darcy glanced over her shoulder toward the front door. She couldn’t see the mirror from there. She wasn’t sure if she wanted to. 
 
    The penmanship in the book changed on what seemed more like a diary entry than a spell. The page before was foreign to the book, white and crisp. This loose page was part of the original ivory pages. It was still Felicia’s writing though the words weren’t as clean. The page was dated forty years ago. Felicia would have been only nine. 
 
    “Mama is worried about a sapphire curse,” Darcy murmured. “She won’t tell me about it, but Grandma did.” 
 
    Before Darcy could finish reading the entry, she cried out and dropped the book. It hit the floor and skidded toward the fireplace, stopping before it went close enough to suffer in the heat. It wasn’t fear that had drawn such a rare call from Darcy. It was the bite of pain like that of a blade carving into her leg. 
 
    She flung back on the couch and yanked her pantleg up again. The design she had cut into her leg for the spell had returned anew. When Darcy revealed the marks and the fresh blood, the wound moved with a life all its own. 
 
    The incision twisted and turned, healing the flesh it left behind and no longer needed as it forged new paths. Whoever held the invisible blade had a heavy hand.  
 
    YOU MUST STOP THEM. 
 
    “Oh, the M’s suck,” Darcy groaned. 
 
    The response shifted again, bringing a new message in a new bloody penmanship. 
 
    DARK MAGIC LINGERS THERE. ELVES. VAMPIRES. BEWARE. 
 
    Darcy clawed her nails into her hip to keep from ripping off her leg. “How do I hang up?” 
 
    Another message came from someone different based on the thicker lines of the words that made Darcy whimper. 
 
    WE WILL SEND HELP. 
 
    “Oh, thank God,” said Darcy. She sprawled out and held her leg straight up in the air. “Bye now.” 
 
    But there was one message left from yet another sender, one with no intent to help. 
 
    DO NOT MEDDLE. NOTHING WILL STOP THIS. INTERFERE AND YOU WILL SUFFER. 
 
    Whether it was the warning or the deep cuts that came with it, Darcy slapped the message and flung herself off the couch. She shuffled across the floor on her hands and knees until she was out of the living room. Nothing else carved into her skin. She continued to flee, not knowing how far she would have to go to be safely away from the spell that kept calling for its fee. 
 
    She latched onto the doorknob and pulled herself up to her knees. There was no tug on the flesh of her thigh. A quick glance showed there was no evidence of the witch chat room. Darcy’s eyes rolled right before she went flat on her back. 
 
    Paws scampered on the floor. Watson entered the foyer, concerned about the sound of Darcy hitting the ground. He sniffed her from her feet up to her face before he conceded that she was alright. He laid down beside her and rolled from one side to the other until she loved on him. 
 
    “Any other bad ideas we should try?” asked Darcy. “I’m on a roll.”  
 
    Watson rested his head on her shoulder and looked her square in the eyes. Then he yawned and held his mouth open for a few seconds. 
 
    “Look at those chompers,” said Darcy, playfully. “Almost as fierce as a vampire.” 
 
    She poked his longest teeth. Rather than bite down, Watson licked her hand. 
 
    From her spot on the floor Darcy could see the coffee table in the living room. Atop the table she could see an empty cup and a box of Priscilla’s things that Darcy had meant to sift through but hadn’t yet. Beside the box was Yin’s vial. 
 
    Darcy murmured to herself, “Yin is crazy. There’s no way it’s real.” 
 
    Darcy’s curiosity, however, was quite real. She stood and tiptoed back into the living room as though the simple creak of the floor might ruin her plan. It was daylight still. Xavier couldn’t pop up and tell her how idiotic her thoughts were.  
 
    Despite the metal, the vial was warm like there was a beating heart within it. Darcy knew that wasn’t the case. She wasn’t sure she believed the story that Yin had carried ancient vampire blood around her neck for centuries either. Curiosity opened the vial. 
 
    A quick but gentle tip of the vial released a thick drop of blood that Darcy caught with her knuckle. Darcy closed the vial and put it down before bringing her hand up to her face. The blood was darker than any she had ever seen and smelled metallic, surely from its long stint in the vial.  
 
    “Maybe it is a bad idea,” she muttered to herself. But she did it anyway. She brushed the tip of her tongue over her knuckle. 
 
    The metal scent was only intensified by the flavor, as though she had bitten down on pure silver. Stretching out her arms, Darcy watched her skin for any sign of trouble. Her color remained the same. She could hold her hands steady without the slightest tremble. She sighed, grateful that this was a hoax. If she had to call an ambulance, she wasn’t sure what she would say. Whatever the answer, she would probably end up in an asylum. Then suddenly she wound up on the floor. 
 
    It was only a drop of blood, yet it made all her bones sizzle. When her back struck the floor, images flashed before her. It wasn’t like when she had Xavier’s blood. That had come like a scene played out in a movie. This blood smacked her like relentless waves, giving her pieces and then throwing her back to reality. 
 
    The blood showed her a slender man tied to a baobab tree in Africa. He was panicked but had lost the will to fight. Perhaps it had seeped out from the wounds that covered his dark skin. His body was riddled with symbols and fang marks. It was early into the night, the sun having just escaped the sky in fear of what the thirteen witches around him were attempting with their snakes and fire. 
 
    Flung to reality again, Darcy heaved to try to catch her breath. This definitely had been a horrible idea, but it seemed there was no turning back. How long would it take a single drop of blood to complete its course? Would there be anything left of her when it was finished? 
 
    With the images came pressure in Darcy’s head she had never experienced. The man’s jaw snapped because it couldn’t handle the depth of the cry that leapt from him. The coven had all ages, from young children to the elderly. They all chanted around the man in unison.  
 
    Darcy used the next surge of pain to throw herself to her stomach. Her gut wrenched, and sweat bubbled on her face. Though her bones warned they might not be able to hold her, she was determined to move. 
 
    The man tried to break free from the tree, but it took the last of his strength. His head fell over. The coven went quiet. They weren’t concerned about him. They drew closer, curious. 
 
    Darcy latched onto the doorframe and growled, beastlike and unnatural for her mortal voice. Watson wailed and ran upstairs. 
 
    While the man remained unconscious and draped in blood and wounds, the coven was ambushed by a group of men and women that carried wooden staffs. Their ears were pointed at the top, the only physical trait that marked them as something other than human. They pinned the witches to the ground. 
 
    Darcy gasped in the lull in the images like she had been drowning in the blood and was trying to cling on to life. On her hands and knees, she clawed her way down the hall. She felt as though the walls were twisting and breaking, trying to stop her from moving forward. It was as though they wanted her to remain in the flashes of the images forever. 
 
    The wooden necklaces glowed with white light. The witches squirmed on the ground as their own mouths sprang open. Light from their bodies streamed out as though lured away from them with a song. The necklaces absorbed the light.  
 
    When the last of a witch’s life left her body, she went limp. Eyes rolled back and stayed open, making them more like dolls than humans. The elderly and the children were all victims. There was one woman who watched her child’s life drift away, illuminating the darkness before disappearing into a necklace. She shouted at the attacker, revealing to Darcy that these newcomers were elves. 
 
    By the time Darcy made it to the bathroom her lower half had given up on her. She pulled herself forward with only her arms, moving as fast as she could in fear they would soon abandon her too. Her vision blurred with a red cast like the ancient blood had pulled a veil over her eyes. 
 
    The elves took up the last witch, a sturdy woman who tried to flee. They pinned her down with the ends of their staff. A man adorned with four rings up his neck stood over her, blocking the moon from her sight. She muttered to herself like a prayer, but it was a spell. He smacked her jaw with his staff, stopping her. His necklace glowed, brighter than the stars. 
 
    Darcy pulled herself up to the toilet and fell over it the second her muscles gave way. Her head hung in the opening of the seat. She couldn’t keep her eyes open anymore. Though she didn’t move she could have sworn she was on a ship the way her insides swayed from one side to the other. 
 
    As the light from the witch trailed up to the elf above her, he was knocked off his feet. The other elves that held down the witch vanished. It was no illusion, and there was plenty of proof left behind. Blood sprayed across the witch from every direction. 
 
    Darcy heaved. Her stomach swelled with heat and pressure. She coughed four times though nothing escaped. 
 
    The baobab tree no longer held the slender man captive, if he could even be called a man anymore. He tore the throats of all the elves, drank what he wanted, and let the rest feed the dry ground while he moved onto the next. The witch watched the massacre. Soon there were no elves left. The man turned to the last witch with a growl in his chest. 
 
    Darcy growled too. 
 
    The slender man faced the witch. His wounds had healed though it was difficult to tell from the blood that cloaked his entire chest. He cleaned his fangs with his tongue. The witch tried to order him to back away, but his strides moved forward instead. She scrambled on the ground. The man was feral. He was uncontrollable. He came after her. 
 
    The pressure in Darcy’s stomach finally broke into her throat, and she vomited. Her whole body convulsed. Heat ripped up from her chest and into her mouth. Her tongue was flavored with metal and blood. Her mind was stained with the cries of the witches and the agonizing growl of the failed vampire. 
 
    Then it was done like one might get over eating a bad dinner. Darcy went cold and clammy. It took a few tries, but she soon flushed the blood in hopes of never seeing it again. Watson dared to enter the room to check on her. 
 
    She slid to the floor and let her muscles take their time in remembering how to work. Watson licked her feet. The blood was gone and so were the controlling flashes. She hoped soon the memories of them would follow, but she was prepared for disappointment. 
 
    The thing Darcy had a difficult time keeping down was the realization that the images brought. There were things that lived among mortals that were as dangerous—if not worse—than vampires and witches. Even more unsettling was that Darcy feared she was only beginning to scratch the surface. 
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    Darcy hadn’t seen a vampire in real life since she and Thomas had encountered the realm of penance. Xavier had gone off on him, but the second Darcy was well enough to defend him, Xavier had gone quiet and retreated to his room. He couldn’t look at Darcy, and she didn’t know why. After what she had seen from his blood, she wouldn’t look at him the same anymore. She knew him on a deeper level than he meant for her to. She had tried to see him since, but she was told he wasn’t home despite the cinnamon on the air. Whether it was her curiosity or something more, she wasn’t done digging. 
 
    There was nothing she could do in the daylight hours to understand Xavier. She could learn more about magic. Redwood land was like an autumn wonderland—a painting made of rust, burnt orange, and light browns as though everything had been steeped in tea. Darcy and Jasmine took their magic lesson outside. Watson was with them, chasing falling leaves nearby. The women sought to play with things a little more dangerous. 
 
    “You ready for Halloween?” asked Jasmine. She stuffed her hands into the pockets of a navy hoodie with the logo for Dante’s business. It was a set of two trees with a winding path between them. Around the scene was a circle and within the circle was the company name—Hidden Gem Adventures.  
 
    Darcy teased, “Isn’t every day Halloween lately?” 
 
    “I enjoy dressing up. Tanner always has some incredible makeup, courtesy of me.” 
 
    “How long have you two been friends?” 
 
    “Middle school,” said Jasmine. Her face twisted at the thought of those awkward years. She once thought wearing mismatched toe socks was stylish. “People started to tease me and make up rumors, and he was right there to set them straight. Whatever the truth was, it never changed his opinion of me.” 
 
    “That’s the best kind of friend. I never had that.” 
 
    “You have it now.” 
 
    “Cape Emerald is too good to me,” said Darcy, laughing. “Must be magic.” 
 
    “Speaking of magic,” said Jasmine. She lifted her left hand, revealing a golden ring on her middle finger. She gestured without any words. “I found a book from our great-grandmother. She was a lot more fun than her daughter.” 
 
    A stick raised up from the ground and spun between the women. Despite everything Darcy had seen, somehow this wowed her. With a brush of her fingers, Jasmine was able to make the stick spin and move up and down as though it was on puppet strings. Then the stick whopped Darcy on the butt. 
 
    “Whoa!” Darcy yelped before grabbing her backside. “Down, boy!” 
 
    Jasmine laughed and then flicked her hand again. The stick shot into Darcy’s ponytail like an arrow. It twisted until it held the hair in a bun. 
 
    “What realm is this?” asked Darcy. 
 
    “It’s the realm of trickery. It’s a place where rules and logic that we’re used to don’t really apply.” 
 
    Darcy rolled up to her toes, bouncing like a child who had seen a magician pull a rabbit from his hat. She begged, “Teach me.” 
 
    Jasmine said, “There aren’t any words or sacrifices. It’s vessels and hand motions.”  
 
    Jasmine held out her left hand and showed off the golden ring. Rather than a stone, this vessel had a gold hummingbird. For tricks regarding levitation, the book said to wear a ring with some symbol of flight. She drew a horizontal circle with her palm. As though a bubble had sprung up under it, Jasmine bounced her hand. 
 
    It was Jasmine that lifted off the ground. She wobbled left and right before she caught her balance. There was enough room beneath her for Watson to run under and lick the bottoms of her shoes. 
 
    “This is incredible!” Darcy laughed as she held onto her head with both hands. “You’re floating.” 
 
    “This may be my favorite realm,” said Jasmine, beaming. “I just need a broom. Then I’ll look like a real witch.” 
 
    Watching from the ground in awe, Darcy questioned, “What’s the price?” 
 
    “That’s the thing,” said Jasmine as she repeated the circle, this time in reverse. She quickly fell back down to the ground with a thud, landing on her feet. “Our great-grandmother wrote as long as you play with the easy stuff, you’ll pay with basic things that happen to you already. Stumped toes or spilling a drink.” 
 
    Russ joined the women, heard before seen as he came around the house. He had gone to town for groceries and was still wearing a white and blue bowtie. “It’s not always so fun,” he said. “Mary’s mother went beyond the small tricks. One cost her sense of smell. One took all of her hair as a fee.” 
 
    “For what?” asked Jasmine as she wrapped her own hair in her fingers and held on tightly. 
 
    “Whatever it was, it caused a fight with her and Mary,” he said. “Mary was much more cautious and selective. Her mother would say that life is magic and that any fee is part of life.” 
 
    “Great-grandma sounds like a badass,” said Jasmine. 
 
    Darcy mimicked Jasmine’s hand gesture while the other two continued chatting about Mary and her mother. When Darcy popped her palm, the magic was like electricity and her fingers the rods. Soon the electricity rattled all throughout her and sent her up like a bottle rocket. 
 
    Ten feet off the ground, Darcy started to spin. Each time she saw the sky she felt her lunch in her mouth. It took a few full turns before Jasmine and Russ overcame their shock. Darcy’s stomach jostled around even faster than the rest of her, and it started to show in her face. 
 
    “Oh, look,” said Russ, enjoying the moment more than he should but feeling no guilt. “Magic isn’t so harmless, is it?” 
 
    Panicked, Jasmine snapped her fingers three times to try to recall what she had read. Darcy whipped around like a paper spinning wheel in the fury of a storm. Watson went crazy, barking and jumping for his owner. Russ sighed, more amused than worried. 
 
    “Got it!” Jasmine exclaimed with another snap. Then she repeated the hand gesture from making herself come down, this time with her palm facing upward to control Darcy. As though she had opened a drain, Darcy slammed down to the ground on her back. 
 
    Leaves fluttered around Darcy like a wave of disturbed dust. Her head swelled with pressure, and her eyes rolled. It took a few breaths before she could sit up. Russ shuffled to her side and bent at the hips. He plucked a leaf from her hair. 
 
    “I must say magic can be fun,” said Russ, delighted more than a kind grandfather should have been. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s the realm for me,” said Darcy, wincing. She had yet to shake off the fall or the spinning. Food was the last thing on her mind. 
 
    “I like it,” said Jasmine. 
 
    Russ threw up his hand and said, “Of course you would. You would have liked your great-grandmother. She always enjoyed a good magical prank. She had a whole group that once used that realm to make every woman in Cape Emerald skip their periods. I’m not sure if it was the women or men that were more terrified.” 
 
    Darcy wrapped her arms over her chest. Clouds had drifted across the sun, chilling the air. She said, “Yin mentioned that she took out witches around here. Are they all gone?” 
 
    Russ lost the glimmer in his eyes. He said, “Mary is the only one I know of. Magic has been dead in these parts for a while. There are elves, but they hide where vampires can’t find them.” 
 
    “Why are vampires so good at killing elves?” asked Darcy. 
 
    “Elves are creatures of the sun,” said Russ. “Vampires take blood from mortals. They drape elves with night. I’ve seen it once before long ago. It’s not a pretty sight.” 
 
    “I understand why they hide then,” said Jasmine.  
 
    Russ scoffed, “They were supposed to protect this realm from things far scarier than vampires. They used to be creatures of legend. Now they are known more for abandoning their post.” 
 
    “I’m not sure it’s a bad thing to have them hiding,” said Darcy. She recalled flashes of witches fleeing elves. “They do suck the life out of witches.” 
 
    “You’ve been learning about elves?” asked Russ.  
 
    “It wasn’t planned,” said Darcy. 
 
    “Elves aren’t all bad,” said Russ. “Very few things are completely good or bad.” 
 
    Jasmine muttered, “Except for Lyle Gutfrey.” 
 
    “Except for him,” Russ agreed. 
 
    “Some things are all good,” said Jasmine. She swayed her hips and rolled her mind into a memory. “Your coke floats are pretty amazing.” 
 
    “When you say nice things, you’re after something,” said Russ. 
 
    “It usually works out for me,” said Jasmine. 
 
    He smiled. “They are pretty good, aren’t they? I did buy ice cream while I was in town.” 
 
    Bouncing with the flavor of ice cream and soda already on her tongue from the thought, Jasmine said, “You have to try one, Darcy. You go get one at a diner, and they’ll pour the coke over the ice cream with no love or care. Gramps here slowly mixes and mashes by hand. It’s heaven.” 
 
    “It sounds amazing,” said Darcy, sighing as warmth trickled down her arms despite the cold air. 
 
    Nudging her grandfather with her elbow, Jasmine said, “He used to make one for me whenever I was sad. He would say sometimes cold things can warm our hearts.”  
 
    “Let’s break with tradition,” said Russ. He pulled another leaf from Darcy’s hair and let it go to flutter in the breeze. “How about I make us some because we’re already happy?” 
 
    Darcy shuddered, a good kind. She said, “This is what it’s like to have family.” 
 
    “I’m not sure if we’re the kind of thing you’d find in a family magazine,” said Jasmine.  
 
    “I’ll take what I can get,” said Darcy. 
 
    Russ shuffled backward a couple steps. He said, “Today you get a Redwood treat. Come on inside, and I’ll take care of my girls.”  
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    A fog traveled with the night. It draped over the woods and across Cape Emerald. The fog settled near the ground like a carpet meant to cover the secrets of the town. As a newcomer made her way through the maze of trees, the fog split and scurried away.  
 
    Against her better judgement, Tia had answered the call of a witch she didn’t know and said that she would come. It was an easy decision once she had read the tea leaves and realized just how dark the danger was in this small town hidden between the woods and ocean. All Tia knew for sure was that vampires were involved and that someone aimed to meddle in dark magic. She needed to know more, so she stopped beside the edge of Lake Casper to dip into magic that wasn’t so innocent itself. 
 
    From her bag she first pulled out a small handheld mirror. Then she brought out a piece of obsidian the length of her palm. The stone had been shaped like the head of a spear. Its color could challenge the night sky in darkness and the stars in shine. Using obsidian was the only way to ensure she was calling on the mirror realm and not the other way around. 
 
    Tia knew the mirror realm well, particularly that it was not to be trusted. She came from a rare family of witches that specialized in mirror realm magic. That’s how she knew to keep the mirror flat on the ground so that it didn’t catch her reflection head on while she did her spell.  
 
    Tia sat on the cold ground and let the mud soak into her long brown skirt. Unlike the trees and stars above her, the mirror realm wasn’t truly real but wanted to be. That desire is why Tia used the obsidian to carve the shape of the sun around her for protection. 
 
    In the realm of time there was the past as it was, the present as it is, and the future as it could be. Everything was or might one day be true. In the mirror realm truth was trickier to discern. The mirror realm could see everything, but in its efforts to find a way to connect to other realms and make its untruths realities, it would mess with one’s mind if allowed. Tia draped a belt around her waist given to her by her mother. It was laced with raw black tourmaline, always to be worn at the hip and never near the chest. 
 
    Tia crossed her wrists over each other and rested her hands in her lap. She released a breath and watched the white cloud wisp upward. The cloud scattered as she breathed in and started her spell. 
 
    The mirror quaked, and the dirt stirred around it. She could feel the tremor through her legs. Stopping wasn’t an option. Lifting her arms, she kept her wrists pressed together like they were bound by zip ties. Her hands moved in front of her eyes for the last line of the spell. She lifted her voice like it had to reach across the woods. At the end of her words everything was eerily silent.  
 
    Like pulling back a curtain, Tia lowered her crossed wrists and stared down her visitor. There was a woman sitting beside the mirror. She mimicked Tia’s moves, tilting her head one way and then the other. It was easy to do when she looked exactly like her, minus the belt. Everything else was a perfect replica—the same caramel skin and the scar on her neck from a vampire bite that had never healed. When the moon struck her, there was a glimmer of golden light in her dark hair. 
 
    “There is something dark in the real realm,” said Tia. Her counterpart scowled. Those of the mirror realm didn’t care for the insult that they were not real. “Show me who is behind this.” 
 
    The mirrored version of Tia shook her head. She held out her hand, palm up and ready for payment. Her lips parted, silent at first. After a few seconds, she said, “A memory.” 
 
    Tia rolled her lower lip between her teeth and bit down. She focused on something from her childhood, an afternoon with her sister running through a field of yellow flowers. With a sigh, she nodded. The memory soon disappeared, no longer hers to own. 
 
    Satisfied, the other Tia curled her hand to her chest as though she would hold the memory there. She then opened her hand and moved it up. Her image glitched as though on a television screen. When the hand passed over the face, she changed into someone else entirely. 
 
    The hair was thick, long, and as dark as the woman’s soul. The woman slowly lowered her mouth like a crank pulled down on her jaw. Sharp fangs grazed her lower lip, drawing blood. The woman lapped up the blood with her tongue, and the taste elated her. 
 
    “Yin,” said Tia. She trembled but would not break her wrists apart. “She can’t do this. You’re lying.” 
 
    The hand moved downward. The face changed again. The mirror realm kept moving the hand and changing the faces. Tia didn’t recognize them all.  
 
    “Stop it!” Tia shouted. The changing halted, and Tia went cold. Her stomach twisted, and she tipped back. She quickly caught herself. This could be a trick to get her to break across the line she had drawn. She said, “I gave you my memory. Do not play me.” 
 
    The hand moved again and returned the face to match Tia’s. The mirror version crawled toward Tia with its mouth agape. It dug its hands deeper into the ground and moved faster. Tia trembled though she did not flee. The outline of the sun stopped the mirror version of her like an electric fence. 
 
    The mirror version began to claw at its own neck. Skin ripped and hung from its body like wilted vines. Blood quickly followed like a rain meant to bring life back to the tattered flesh. The mirror version finally made a sound. It was a wail that Tia knew well, like it was from her worst memory. 
 
    Tia waited until it wasn’t the pain in her chest that motivated her. It was important that it was not fear or trickery that led her. It had to be her own will. When she was certain, she broke her wrists apart to the dismay of the mirror realm. The messenger dissolved.  
 
    Tia’s heart still raced. She had seen so little but learned so much. She would need to discuss with the coven to know what not to trust and what to believe. If any of what the mirror realm showed her was possible, they would need more witches immediately. 
 
    She flipped her bag. There were matches, gems, small bottles, and other items that could manipulate magic. The contents rolled past the line of the drawn sun. It didn’t matter. She was back in reality, and the truth was a carving in the ground wouldn’t protect her from the dangers on the horizon.  
 
    Heart pounding, Tia snatched up the blade with a curved end. She had a metal crochet hook she could use to write the message. There was still a bit of dried blood on the tip. She yanked her skirt up to her waist and quickly carved her thigh. Her breath was wild at her lips. The air had grown colder, chilled by the horrors of what could come if no one intervened. 
 
    Ready to paint the words that would detail what was happening in Cape Emerald, Tia clenched her jaw. The pain was worth it to pay the price to call in the troops. She couldn’t handle this on her own. It turned out she couldn’t even send the message. 
 
    Giddy laughter echoed in the darkness. Tia dropped the knife. Dirt mixed with her blood into a strange mud. There was a figure in the shadows. It was too tall to be an animal. They were too much like an animal to be human. 
 
    Tia slid back inside the sun though she knew it would do her little good. She patted the ground. She had brought a sapphire just in case, something that could buy her time if she needed to run. It had rolled away, too far out of reach to grab before the woman that mocked her could catch up. 
 
    Tia had met this woman once before. She never forgot the suffocating scent of smoke. 
 
    “Why are you here?” Tia snapped. 
 
    “You rang the dinner bell,” said Yin, as she stepped out from behind a warped tree. She curved her body awkwardly to mimic the tree beside her. With her head tilted, her hair swung back and forth like the tail of a cat. 
 
    “Whatever you’re planning, you won’t get away with it,” Tia warned. 
 
    “Do you watch movies?” asked Yin, casually and as though this wasn’t a situation of a predator and her prey. “I’ve grown fond of them myself. Have you ever noticed that when someone says to the villain that they will be stopped, that person doesn’t make it to the end?” She giggled, light and airy. “You’re not the lead here, my pet.”  
 
    “More witches are coming,” Tia threatened. She clutched the tourmaline in her belt so hard her skin broke. 
 
    Yin slowly opened her mouth and swirled her tongue around the tip of one sharp fang and then the other. She said, “Good. I like the taste.” 
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    Morgan General hospital pulled out all the stops for Halloween. Every nook had a light up skull or a cackling witch. Fake spider webs covered the paintings. Warning signs were written in fake blood. Turning corners was dangerous as Lucia had set up contraptions to jump from the walls or fall from the ceiling. Every staff member dressed up to hand out treats to the patients and children from town that stopped by. It was a standard stop before heading to the elementary school for their fall festival. 
 
    Darcy didn’t have any procedures and was able to stay in her pirate costume while she made her rounds to check on patients. She left the fake sword behind as there was a no weapons policy, even fake. She had to toss the eye patch after frightening a child. Her costume became rather plain. At least the parrot on her shoulder was a hit. 
 
    She passed Tanner. Dressed as Frankenstein’s monster, he led a group of kids on a haunted tour of the hospital. His makeup was eerily perfect as Jasmine had promised. He told the children stories of a ghost that lingered in the cafeteria and a monster that lived in the bathroom. Though it was obvious a small girl had to pee, she refused to go after hearing the tale. 
 
    A full-sized skeleton fell from overhead when Darcy rounded the corner. She pressed against the wall to avoid it. It cackled at her with red glowing eyes. Slowly, it started to retract upward to prepare to haunt the next passerby. Darcy turned into another hallway to find Lucia arguing with a four-foot lizard in front of the reception desk. 
 
    “You have too much candy, mi hijo,” said Lucia to the boy. Lucia’s hair stood atop her head, sprayed to stand straight. She wore thick goggles and purple gloves. Matteo wore a long-sleeved green t-shirt. Someone had painted scales on the arms and chest. Darcy doubted it was Lucia being as she hated anything artistic. There were scales painted on his brown face too. His tennis shoes were wrapped in green plastic bags.  
 
    “I’ll save it,” Matteo argued. His voice was small but mighty. He rolled up to his tiptoes to bring himself closer to Lucia. “I knocked on the doors. I keep the Snickers.” 
 
    Lucia mumbled to herself and threw the candy bar back into Matteo’s bag. She said, “I gave birth to you. I think I deserve a piece of candy.” 
 
    Matteo said, “I know you stole three when I was in the bathroom.” 
 
    Dante said, “Always call her out.” He gave Matteo a high five. Dante had a naturally buff chest, perfect for the fake armor he wore like that of a medieval knight. There was no helmet to cover his round face or to hide that he looked almost exactly like Lucia, only taller and with a smile. 
 
    “I see there is a monster scary enough to take on Lucia,” said Darcy. She bent over and propped her hands on her knees. 
 
    Matteo said, “I can hear you from down here. You’re not that tall.” 
 
    Dante squeezed Matteo’s shoulders and said, “If you’ve met his mother, you’ve met Matteo.” 
 
    Lucia said, “If you’ve watched Mr. Rogers, imagine him as Latino. Then you’ve met Dante.” 
 
    “The tour business guy,” said Darcy. 
 
    “I like to say the good-looking Ramirez,” said Dante. 
 
    Lucia huffed and said, “I like to say I have a million dollars. Delusions only bring us pain.” 
 
    The lights flickered, nothing too odd with all the flashing and the cloths draped everywhere to darken the halls. Dante moaned like a ghost, but Matteo was unimpressed. Biting down on her lip, Darcy turned about to search for something more alive than a ghost—only a little. 
 
    “Mr. Morgan,” said Lucia.  
 
    Thomas came down the hall with Winny at his side. Lucia waved. A string of a fake spiderweb fell over his face. He pried it free from his hair as he approached the group.  
 
    Lucia said, “Your costume is terrifying.”  
 
    Thomas was in the same gray suit he always wore to the hospital. Winny stepped beside Thomas, today in an orange petticoat. She wore dangling spider earrings. Halloween was her favorite holiday. She winked and said, “He’s going for the corporate zombie look.” 
 
    Dante held out his hand. Thomas hesitated at first, but he eased and soon took it. Dante said, “I’ve heard a good deal about you, but I’ve never had the pleasure of meeting you. I haven’t seen either of you at the picnics and festivals my company puts on.” 
 
    Thomas explained, “I’m very busy during the day.” 
 
    Winny patted Thomas’ arm and said, “We have businesses in other areas as well.” 
 
    Dante didn’t glance in her direction. To Thomas he said, “If it’s the night that brings you out, we’ll come up with something new.” 
 
    Thomas’ lips curled, and he quickly glanced away. 
 
    Dante pulled Matteo closer and said, “We do have a spooky tour of the woods going on tonight. I’m not running it though, thankfully. It goes through the cemetery. Graves give me chills.” 
 
    “Is Jasmine doing it?” asked Darcy. 
 
    Dante said, “She’s somewhere giving out candy. The group is meeting her here.” 
 
    “I’ve been up that trail,” said Darcy, glancing at Thomas. 
 
    Dante warned, “I’d be careful. You’ve heard the rumors of the terrors in the woods.” He wiggled his fingers in the air. “Perhaps you could go out and scare them with your business suit, Mr. Morgan.” 
 
    Thomas said, “Call me Thomas.”  
 
    Lucia asked, “Where is your third wheel?” 
 
    Winny replied, “Xavier came with us but is taking care of something.” 
 
    “You three sure do spend a lot of time together,” said Lucia. One eyebrow curved up high. “You live in the same house. You all must be very close.” 
 
    “We share the same blood,” said Winny. She watched Lucia’s brow drop and a crease dig into her forehead. Winny smiled. “Can’t you tell?” 
 
    When something cracked Lucia up, her laugh bubbled in her mouth before she let it out. She said, “I like you. Xavier is still my favorite.” 
 
    Dante nudged his sister’s shoulder with his arm and said, “I doubt anyone has ever put you on their favorite list.” 
 
    “I can name a few men,” said Lucia. 
 
    The siblings kept their quips coming. Darcy ignored them as she leaned back and glanced down the hallway in each direction. Two kids in matching superhero costumes ran wild, and candy flung out from their bags. Their parents chased after them. 
 
    “He really is preoccupied,” said Winny, pressing toward Darcy and keeping her voice between them. 
 
    Darcy scoffed, “The only reason I’ve seen him since he ran out of my house is because I was dying.” 
 
    “He isn’t trying to be an ass,” said Winny. 
 
    Darcy said, “He’s so good at it he doesn’t have to try.” While Lucia and Dante tried to out-insult each other, Darcy slipped away and marched down the hall. 
 
    She followed the faint trail of cinnamon past dangling ghosts to the lab where the blood was stored. The three vampires often snuck a few bags home to keep from having to hunt. Darcy picked up her pace. She was on the prowl. 
 
    Darcy burst into the lab and slammed the door behind her. The room was smaller than Lucia’s office downstairs but large enough that Xavier could keep a safe distance from Darcy by standing in the center of the room. He looked like he knew he was about to stand trial. 
 
    She started the prosecution. She said, “You leave my place and say I didn’t do anything wrong, and then you don’t come around again.” 
 
    “I’ve been busy,” he said. The sound was feeble.  
 
    Darcy snapped, “Don’t give me that ghosting shit. You can’t even look at me.” 
 
    He tried, but she was right.  
 
    She demanded, “Tell me why you can’t stand to be around me anymore.” 
 
    His tongue jabbed his cheek. He tossed the three bags of blood in his hand to a nearby metal table. He conceded and said, “You frighten me.” 
 
    She snickered before she realized he wasn’t kidding. “How?” she asked. 
 
    “What you saw about Mercedes,” he started. The name struck his chest, making him pause. “She spent her whole life thinking she would save me. When she was dying, she saw something.” 
 
    “You think the woman with dangerous eyes is me?” 
 
    Xavier rolled his lips inward and bit down. “I don’t know,” he soon murmured. “She thought there was hope for me in that vision. I have to say—from the moment I saw you, even when I thought you were an idiot—there it was.” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “The closest feeling to freedom I’ve ever known.” 
 
    “And that scares you?” she asked as she drew closer to him, unintentionally. 
 
    “That’s the trick with searching for freedom,” said Xavier, soft and hazy. “You become a slave to it. I have never known a prison as captivating as that of wanting you.” 
 
    Darcy ran out of questions and all words. Xavier drifted closer like a ripple in the air brushed him toward Darcy. He towered over her in height and width, yet he felt he was the overpowered one. 
 
    Darcy’s mouth ran dry. She questioned, “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Hating myself,” he replied. 
 
    “That’s Thomas’ thing, not yours.” 
 
    “I promised myself I wouldn’t take anything from you that you didn’t offer. I was trying that honorable hat on, and it is hideous on me.” 
 
    She leaned closer, her hand grazing up his arm. He stopped her by gently taking her hand and turning the palm up. Her flesh was still marked from her spell. Without a word, he traced the outline of the burn with the tips of three fingers. The caress sent a shiver up her arm that crawled down into her chest before it settled in her core. 
 
    “Are you trying not to bite me?” she asked. 
 
    “In my head that comes later,” he answered with a rasp in his chest. His fingers stopped moving on her hand, but he didn’t let her go. “Of all people I shouldn’t break a promise to myself.” 
 
    She whispered, “Who said I didn’t want the same thing as you?” 
 
    Swiftly, he pushed toward her. They were aligned, body against body and nose against nose. He kept a sliver of space between them. He didn’t want to sway her with his touch. He said, “Say you do.” 
 
    Both reading from the spaces between the same lines, they took hold of the other and kissed. In unison, they filled their bodies with a breath without breaking apart. Xavier moved his hands down to the backs of Darcy’s thighs. He lifted her and pushed her onto the counter. 
 
    Lights pulsed with the rhythm of Darcy bucking forward into Xavier, not once letting go of his hair. She pulled away only long enough to play out on him what his mouth ached to do to her, making its way down the length of his neck. His veins hardened in the heat between her lips. At the bottom of his neck, she lingered. 
 
    Xavier broke free and drove his hands into her hair. He quivered as he held her. She still bucked. He composed himself for a moment before returning her favor, tasting her neck with only his lips. Cinnamon filled the room. There was a snap, and his fangs came out to skim her skin without breaking it. 
 
    Darcy’s head fell back as did her eyes. Her lips parted. A groan rolled up from her chest and fluttered on her tongue as muffled screams pierced through the walls. The screams were from neither Darcy nor Xavier. 
 
    Legs still locked around Xavier, Darcy went silent. Xavier tried to calm his panting. Both waited for another sound from the hall. They didn’t wait long. 
 
    They tore apart and ran out of the room. They pressed together, back against back, and turned to examine the scene. Skeletons rattled and witches cackled. There was something eerie beyond the haunted decorations. There were no children running or adults giving out candy. Darcy and Xavier moved down the hall until Darcy lost her footing and grabbed hold of Xavier’s arm. 
 
    There was a mark on the ground like mud. Darcy turned her foot up. Despite the black cloth over the closest light, Darcy could tell what was on her boot. She gasped, “Blood.” 
 
    Tanner’s cry drew them toward him. He was in the corner of the hall beside a cauldron that had tipped over. Candies spilled out from it across the floor. So did a thin trail of Tanner’s blood from two punctures high on his calf. 
 
    Darcy went to the ground at Tanner’s side. His eyes were open and looking at her, but he didn’t move at all. He was stiff from the waist down, and his upper half was strained. His hands curled like the joints had warped. He whimpered when Darcy pressed the heel of her hand into the bite marks. 
 
    “Sh—sh—she bit me!” Tanner cried. 
 
    “Where are the kids?” asked Darcy. 
 
    “Outside,” said Tanner before he winced. “Someone called the police.” 
 
    “Add more to the buffet,” Xavier muttered. 
 
    “Is he going to be okay?” asked Darcy, her voice trailing to a weak end. 
 
    Xavier knelt beside Tanner and quickly examined him. He went still, not wanting to answer. 
 
    Squeezing Xavier’s shoulder, Darcy questioned, “Can you heal him?” 
 
    Tanner quaked. Blood poured out of the wound. He gargled as he tried to breathe. 
 
    Xavier waved Darcy back from Tanner. “I’ll do what I can,” he said. 
 
    “Am I going to die?” asked Tanner. A tremor rocked him. 
 
    Xavier whispered, “Think of something lovely.” He opened his mouth, revealing his fangs. 
 
    Tanner squirmed. 
 
    There was another scream, real as could be. It was young yet powerful. It came from the reception desk.  
 
    “Matteo,” said Darcy, standing. 
 
    “No!” Xavier snapped as he pulled away from Tanner. “Not alone.” 
 
    “Hurry up and find me,” she snapped back. “I’m going.” 
 
    When Darcy made it to the reception area, she found Yin standing over Dante and Matteo. She looked like something from a history lesson. It was Yin’s Halloween tradition to pose as the mortal she once was and lure a man to his drawn-out death as a special trick. This night was a special treat. She didn’t waste time trying to woo a man. She was going right in for the kill and more than one. 
 
    Lucia was sprawled out on the floor. There was no bite mark, but her forehead was bruising quickly. Yin had tossed her into the front desk when she tried to fight back.  
 
    Blue light burned in Darcy’s hand. Thomas intervened before she used it. Yin grinned at her former comrade and playfully hopped onto one foot. He stirred and growled. Far more agile than Thomas, Yin lunged at Dante. 
 
    She took a bite out of Dante’s neck like she was opening a bag of chips with her teeth. She didn’t aim to drink from him. She tore a chunk of his flesh and spat it at Thomas’ face. Dante bellowed while Matteo cried. Matteo had yet to be harmed, but he had seen enough to scar him for the rest of his life. 
 
    Thomas ripped Yin away from Dante and chucked her into the wall, cracking it from the blow. With only the quick touch, he snapped her knee with his talent. She snarled from the ground. Thomas reciprocated with a thunderous sound, echoed by a cackling plastic ghoul on the reception desk. 
 
    Yin rolled to her back and laughed, high-pitched and amused. Though her knee bent inward unnaturally, she lifted her leg like it was merely a scratch. “I’m not the only monster here tonight,” she giggled. She turned up to her hip and rested her head on the ground. She stared straight at Darcy with a vile grin. “It’s a witch hunt, my pet.” 
 
    With eyes clouded over, Thomas turned to the mortals. His shoulders hunched over. He ordered, “Get out of here!” 
 
    Darcy yanked Matteo up to his feet. Despite his marred neck, Dante scooped up his sister. He ran with Darcy and his nephew behind the reception desk. Matteo immediately went to the corner of the small storage room and curled into a ball on the floor. Dante laid his sister gently on the ground. 
 
    “Hide in here,” said Darcy from the doorway.  
 
    “What about you?” Dante questioned. 
 
    “I have to find Jasmine,” she said. She slammed the door shut and ran past Yin and Thomas in the middle of their gladiator battle. 
 
    Traces of smoke tainted the air in every hallway. At every scream, Darcy twisted on her heel only to find a fallen skeleton or a witch waving on a broom. Her heart pattered with the pattern of the lights. Darcy wasn’t sure if she wanted to find a sign of Jasmine or not if it meant finding her in the middle of vampire chaos. 
 
    Darcy slid as she turned the hall and grabbed a chair to steady her feet. Lights flickered like broken strobe lights overhead. In the flashes she found a man and woman standing in the center of the hall. 
 
    “Run!” Darcy shouted, waving at the two. Neither of them budged. Darcy was far enough away that the scent of smoke was gone. Now there were two distinct flavors to the air—hickory and sandalwood. 
 
    “You’re the plaything,” said the woman. She pursed darkly stained lips. She had a thick Scottish accent. 
 
    She wore navy boots that laced up to her knees, no height to the heels. Like the rest of her, her shoes appeared made for show but were practical and prepared for a battle. She had a navy corset with golden accents. Within the ribbons she had tucked a small dagger. She wasn’t petite. In another time her curves may have filled the grandest dresses on the most adorned courts, arm-in-arm with men of the highest society. 
 
    The woman sneered, “I smell Xavier on you. He used to have better taste.” 
 
    Darcy slid back. “Moira?” 
 
    “The traitors haven’t forgotten my name,” said Moira. She delicately swayed her hand near the man beside her. “Isn’t that sweet, Abel?” 
 
    “Like candy,” said Abel, his voice gruff and untamed.  
 
    Flashing her reptile eyes, Moira said, “Let’s take a taste of Xavier’s treat.” 
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    Abel wasn’t a towering man, but there was no denying the willingness within him to take another man down. He favored Winny in appearance except for his cold expression. His attire was plain aside from the leather padding over his chest. It was like an extra layer to keep any feeling from reaching his heart. There was a burn across his face that distorted his right eye. A web of scars consumed his hands.  
 
    “Only a taste?” he questioned, menacingly. 
 
    Moira rushed forward and yanked Darcy against her chest. Moira said, “Soon I’ll make you mine before Xavier can beat me to it.” Then her fangs broke through Darcy’s flesh at the wrist. 
 
    Darcy couldn’t feel her left hand when the venom struck her. Her right hand was still controllable, and she punched Moira square in the temple with her fingers gloved in blue light. Moira tossed Darcy back into the wall and clutched her head.  
 
    “You’re the witch Yin ran into,” said Moira as she rubbed the flesh that sizzled where Darcy had struck her. “I’ve never seen magic work like that, not even from elves.” 
 
    Darcy scrambled to keep on her feet and squeezed her left wrist as tightly as she could, feeling nothing but the vicious sting of the venom. 
 
    “Hmm,” said Moira, wiping the back of her hand over her chin and examining the blood. “I thought you would taste special. I see Xavier’s standards have fallen.” 
 
    A nearby ghoul hanging from the ceiling wailed at the same time as a familiar voice, one more feral. Before anyone could react, Xavier had Moira by the neck and off her feet like she was his puppet. By the look of her red-lipped grin, the true puppeteer was debatable.  
 
    “You will not touch her,” Xavier barked.  
 
    Darcy’s blood drizzled out of the corners of Moira’s mouth. She licked it up and said, “I won’t if you won’t.” 
 
    Xavier squeezed Moira’s neck before he tossed her at Abel. She landed on her feet and didn’t skid. She had control of herself from the moment she left Xavier’s grip. 
 
    Moira’s nearly white hair covered one of her eyes. Her hair was shaved close to her head on one side. The other side was shoulder length and cut at an angle. She blew the hair away from her eye and sneered. 
 
    “You don’t know him,” said Moira. She held herself steady, one hand flat on the ground as she remained low on a bended knee. Her clouded gaze traced Darcy’s shape like she was studying a chess game. “I’m starting to think he doesn’t know himself anymore. His old friends will have to remind him.” 
 
    Abel knelt beside Moira. His movement was stiff and rigid. He was his sister’s opposite. Winny’s skills allowed her to feel everything around her. Traian selected him because he was adept at feeling nothing. He said, “In due time. There are more important matters.” 
 
    Moira stood with Abel. Xavier tensed, watching their every move. Moira spat blood at Darcy’s feet. “Have it back,” she taunted. “We got what we came for.” 
 
    Darcy’s shoes sizzled. Moira and Abel snickered and abandoned the scene. Xavier growled at his former comrades. He wouldn’t leave Darcy’s side to go after them. He kicked at her foot to clear it of the blood that ate at her shoe like acid. 
 
    “I’ll kill them,” said Xavier, snarling. 
 
    Darcy winced and stumbled back into the wall. “We have to go after them,” she said, panicked. “They’ll devour everyone here.” 
 
    Xavier argued, “If that was their plan it’d be done by now. I saw an elderly man on the floor in his own blood around the corner.” 
 
    “Old man Ricker,” Darcy gasped. Her chin trembled. It wasn’t the flu in the end. “What about Tanner?” 
 
    He sighed, “I’m sorry.” 
 
    She winced and bit down on her tongue as though tears were in her mouth instead of her eyes. They came anyway and trickled down her cheek, but she didn’t have time for them. “Why were they here?” 
 
    “To piss me the hell off. Ma sirène, what were you thinking?” 
 
    “I know, I know. I was being an idiot.” 
 
    He drew closer to her and ran his hand up into her hair. He rested his forehead on hers and said, “No, no. You are smart, but it’s your kindness I adore. Kindness is often dangerous.” He brushed his lips over her brow. He couldn’t help but add more. “In your case kindness can be stupid.” 
 
    The ghouls cackled again. This time it was Thomas that came into view. His shirt was covered in blood. His cheek had been sliced open. It was almost done healing. 
 
    “They’re gone,” said Thomas. Like his face, his shirt had been torn by a slash from Yin’s metal ring. That particular ring was tipped with a tiny sapphire. It constantly burned her, but she rarely took it off. He asked, “What happened here?” 
 
    “Moira and Abel,” Xavier answered. 
 
    “She bit me,” said Darcy before she cringed.  
 
    “I’m already cut,” said Thomas, walking toward her with his hand out in front of him. Despite Xavier’s grumbling, Darcy welcomed Thomas to hold his wound over hers. 
 
    The marks healed once Thomas’ blood found them. Thankfully the blood didn’t whisk her away for a mini movie. Her mind and body were too focused on the pain from the venom that still had its teeth in her. She did see a few pieces of his past. There was a redheaded man on a battlefield. Thomas pushed him out of the way when a bullet came flying. 
 
    “The town is going to lose their minds,” said Darcy. 
 
    “Winny is already on it,” said Thomas. 
 
    Darcy laughed, “She can honeysuckle all of Cape Emerald?” 
 
    “She’ll get to everyone in the hospital,” said Thomas. He was confident, but it didn’t ease the worry. “Some people left. She’ll scan the town. This isn’t something she can erase, but they won’t recall it the way it was.” 
 
    Darcy questioned, “What about Lucia? Her brother? Matteo?” 
 
    “They are safe,” Thomas assured her. “They are already healing. I made sure of it.” 
 
    Darcy sat up on her knees and said, “She barely bit me, and I feel like my arm is about to burn off.” 
 
    Thomas said, “Her venom is particularly awful. How much of your blood did she have?” 
 
    Darcy replied, “It only lasted a few seconds. She wasn’t trying to kill me. She was toying with me.” 
 
    Xavier said, “She had enough to feel you for a day or two. I’ll guard you at night. She won’t hurt you again.” 
 
    Unstirred by Moira, Darcy brushed her hand over the smooth flesh that had been marred by fangs only moments before. She said, “Moira didn’t react to my blood the way you did. No trippy ride through her memories. It was like it bored her.” 
 
    “She lied,” Xavier scoffed. 
 
    Darcy held out her hand. Her blood was still wet on her fingertips. “Try it,” she offered. 
 
    “I don’t need it,” he said, though it was difficult to say the words. 
 
    “It’s for science,” she urged him. She waved her fingers near his mouth. 
 
    He moved too fast for her to see the motions and caught her wrist in his hand. He licked his lips gently before bringing her fingers to his mouth. He breathed over her hand, more to calm himself than her. He sucked the blood from her skin. 
 
    Darcy pulled her hand away. By the glaze over Xavier’s eyes, she wasn’t sure if he would have ever let her go. “You see your childhood?” she asked. 
 
    “No,” he replied, puzzled. “Nothing like that. It’s normal.” 
 
    Darcy brushed her fingers over her lips. She could taste the flavor of him with the slightest touch. She tapped her fingers until she dropped her hand and her jaw. The revelation brought her to her knees. She said, “When you drank my blood before, I had seen my mother. The light I saw was purple instead of blue like mine, like it was from a different place. It was the realm of time.” 
 
    “I’m not following,” said Xavier, looking up at her with fierce curiosity. 
 
    Thomas stepped closer and said, “I thought you had no living family.” 
 
    “She’s dead,” said Darcy.  
 
    “You saw your dead mother?” Thomas questioned. 
 
    Darcy nodded as though that would satiate him. She said, “It’s pretty hard to actually go to another realm. Maybe because I’m not from any realm I can go more freely.” 
 
    Xavier grimaced. 
 
    Thomas peered at her and asked, “I’ve never heard of such a thing.” 
 
    Darcy nonchalantly said, “Long story short, I was never born.” 
 
    “What on earth do you mean?” asked Thomas, British accent as thick as ever. It came heavier when something sounded ridiculous. 
 
    “You’ve seen my magic,” said Darcy. “That’s how I got it. Don’t question it.” 
 
    Xavier pulled on Darcy’s hand and held it tightly, like it was the only thing he could keep just between them. He asked, “You’re saying you were actually in this other realm when I saw you fall off the cliff?” 
 
    “That’s why you saw your past in my blood,” she explained, sold on her theory far more than he was. “Stepping into that realm must have sent my blood there too.” 
 
    Xavier brushed his hand up over her cheek and into her hair. He said, “You do realize how ridiculous you sound.” 
 
    She took hold of his head much the same. “Almost as ridiculous as you sounded when you drank my blood that had just been in the realm of time.” 
 
    “What did he do?” asked Thomas. 
 
    Darcy answered, “He went on about his youth and Mercedes and laughed like a toddler.” 
 
    “Are you sure you didn’t have drugs in your blood?” asked Thomas. He pointed at Xavier with his thumb. “That sounds like him in the 60s.” 
 
    Xavier groaned, “It was different.” 
 
    Thomas sighed, “I see why you didn’t tell me this. I wouldn’t share this beyond our circle.” 
 
    Xavier leaned forward again. “Please be careful,” he whispered against Darcy’s mouth. “There are realms that are sealed away for a reason.” 
 
    Darcy said, “I’m not going on some realm hopping adventure. The good thing is that if I keep getting eaten by a vampire, they won’t necessarily know they can make realm cocktails.” She laughed, the sound slow and hazy. She was suddenly soothed over, calm and at peace. She shook her head. “Honeysuckle.” 
 
    “I believe I’ve gotten everyone,” said Winny as she came down the hall. There was blood on her petticoat. “We may need to get Darcy out of here.” 
 
    Thomas said, “Moira and Abel were here. This isn’t what we thought.” 
 
    Winny paused to feel the air. She didn’t argue when she could sense he was serious. It still didn’t add up. She said, “Yin doesn’t associate with them anymore. They weren’t as eager to bring back Traian.” 
 
    “They’re back in one happy family now,” Xavier scoffed. 
 
    Darcy tucked her chin toward her chest.  
 
    Winny moved toward Darcy, cautiously as though approaching a wounded animal. She pressed, “What is it? You’re hesitant.” 
 
    Darcy said, “Moira said that she would soon make me hers before Xavier could.” 
 
    Winny said, “They would have to—” 
 
    Thomas quickly said, “—No. They can’t.”  
 
    Xavier said, “It’s more plausible than saving Traian.” 
 
    “I don’t even remember the Barren Blood spell,” said Winny.  
 
    “You’ve done that spell?” asked Darcy. 
 
    “I tried,” Winny replied. She wrung her hands. The very thought of the memory—even if she didn’t remember it—made her anxious. “Abel stopped me. It was the last magic I tried before I was cursed.” 
 
    “The sapphire,” said Darcy. She moved to Winny and patted furiously on her shoulder. “The one they put in your neck. It can draw truth out of people. They could have gotten that spell from you, maybe even if you don’t remember it.” 
 
    Darcy watched Thomas fall without moving. He wavered. Winny held him up. It seemed the slightest breeze would topple him over. “If they got that spell,” he started. He couldn’t finish. 
 
    Lightly, Darcy gasped, “Are you all saying they’re trying to undo it?” 
 
    “They can’t,” Thomas repeated. 
 
    “They must think they can,” Winny argued. “You had Mary cast the spell. They assume her granddaughter can break it.” 
 
    “Her granddaughter,” said Darcy. Neither Winny nor Thomas knew Darcy’s connection to Mary. That could only mean one thing. “What about Jasmine?” 
 
    Steady and strained, Thomas said, “They don’t know what they’re doing.” 
 
    “Neither do we, apparently,” said Xavier. 
 
    Reality swelled within Darcy’s stomach. She vomited but held it in her mouth and swallowed it back down. “Jasmine,” she said through the ache. “They took her!” 
 
    Winny gently covered her own chest with her hand. She didn’t have the heart to nod or speak. She had her own sadness about it. To feel Darcy’s on top of it kept her from moving. 
 
    Darcy’s next three breaths were fast, like a stone had struck her lungs and the ripples raced over her. She said, “She can’t help them. What will they do if they realize that?” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    Fist shaking at Thomas, Xavier growled, “That stupid spell has been the bane of our existence.” 
 
    “Stop it,” said Winny. 
 
    Xavier said, “No. He risked the wrath of Traian because he couldn’t handle his lover being a vampire, who—by the way—wanted to be one.” 
 
    “It wasn’t right,” said Thomas, unable to look Xavier in the eye. 
 
    “According to you,” said Xavier, scowling. “That’s what you do. You stand on that pedestal and think you know what’s best. You choose for other people, even when it’s against their wishes. What makes you any different than Traian?” 
 
    Winny snapped, “That’s not fair.” 
 
    “But it’s right,” said Thomas, his voice and heart sinking. “Don’t defend me, Winny. I’ve thought the same things since that night by the bridge.” 
 
    Winny didn’t give up so easily. “What I remember about that night isn’t that you had Mary do the spell. I remember all three of us agreeing to become rebels.” 
 
    “Because he’d already screwed us over,” said Xavier. 
 
    “Shut it,” Winny snapped. “You are no saint, and we are not going to fight tonight. If Yin and the others reverse the spell, we have more problems than your cock fight. Get it together.” 
 
    “I’m on Winny’s side here,” said Darcy. She cupped her elbows and clung to them like it was all she knew to do to keep from falling apart. “Whatever happened in the past, I really don’t care. Jasmine is in danger, and I need you three to work together if I’m going to get her back.” 
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    Forty Years Earlier 
 
      
 
    The Eternal Eight hadn’t planned on stopping in Cape Emerald that summer. There were no battles to be swayed, but Traian made a last-minute order to divert and relocate to the small coastal town. The unexplained change of plans had Thomas pacing under a bridge in the woods. 
 
    Xavier scoffed, “What is so special about this human of yours?” He leaned against a tree at the edge of the bank and fiddled with the emerald on his ring. 
 
    The insects of the woods stirred with rumors of what the vampires had done. Winny sat on the bank. In the warm months she traded her petticoat for pastel blouses and long flowing skirts. She didn’t mind getting mud on it. There were bigger problems to worry about. 
 
    Thomas said, “He’s special enough that Traian moved all of us here to curse him.” He wore jeans, a rarity for him. For decades it had only been the suits of the times, but in the 80s he did try to be more casual. It was a very different Thomas, less brooding and more fearful. 
 
    Xavier said, “Special enough for you to defy Traian. Does he taste like ambrosia?” 
 
    Taking Thomas’ cheeks in her hands, Winny said, “Once he finds out what you’ve done, he may force you to kill Ben.” 
 
    Xavier kicked away from the tree and shook his head. He said, “That’s too simple. You’re about to take away the one thing that Traian lives for. He won’t let you or any of us kill your beloved.” He mocked the word. “He’ll find the most excruciating way for you to feel the loss every day for the rest of time. Trust me.” 
 
    “Take me to the sun,” said Thomas. His knees buckled. Winny caught him. 
 
    “Save me the pity party,” Xavier scoffed. “You knew this wouldn’t have a happy ending.” 
 
    Winny snapped, “Don’t be cruel.” 
 
    “What am I to be then?” asked Xavier, nearly laughing. He raised his arms up at his sides, welcoming an answer from his companions or even the creatures of the woods. “Isn’t that why he did this? What is cruelty if not to make his lover age and rot, never to be together as they both desire?” Xavier tilted his head. Wild hair covered one eye. “Or does Thomas really want that at all?” 
 
    Thomas’ head rolled until Winny stilled it with her own. He murmured, “In a million lifetimes I’ll never know a love like this again.” 
 
    Like consoling a child with a scraped knee, she whispered against his ear, “Or an agony.” 
 
    “What do I do?” asked Thomas, pleading for help. 
 
    Eager to jab, Xavier replied, “Watch Traian wreak havoc on the world until he finds a way to reverse the spell.” 
 
    “No,” said Thomas, sternly as he pulled away from Winny. 
 
    “He’ll find out who did it,” said Winny.  
 
    The barbs of Xavier’s tongue retreated at the sight of Winny trembling. She reminded him of Mercedes at times, from her days as a witch to the way she could ease the chaos in his soul. He said, “Then we use other magic you sought in your mortal life.” The coldness of his low-kept voice brought cautious glances from the other two. “Thomas’ spell will make him an enemy of Traian. This will make the three of us an enemy of all vampires.” 
 
    “We can’t kill him,” said Thomas. 
 
    “It won’t, unfortunately,” said Xavier. 
 
    Winny clasped her hands together, elated by the web spinning in her mind. She said, “It’ll send him to another realm. It breaks the bond he has over us even if he returns.” 
 
    Thomas exclaimed, “He will return with a vengeance we can’t possibly imagine!” His voice riled the animals in the trees. 
 
    “Maybe not,” said Winny, slowing her voice to try to soothe Thomas. “The magic is strong. He couldn’t cross back on his own, even if he found a tear.” 
 
    Whether it was Winny’s skills or the picture she was painting for him, Thomas let hope ease his muscles. He questioned, “How do we send him there? I’m not asking Mary.” 
 
    Winny said, “Witches can’t handle the magic to do this. It’s killed any that have tried. It’s an ancient magic made for guardians of realms.” 
 
    “We can’t go to elves,” said Xavier. 
 
    “They can do it,” said Winny. 
 
    Thomas threw his hands up and argued, “With their magic drained from the lives of mortals.” 
 
    “It will be used to stop Traian from murdering thousands of others,” she said. 
 
    “What is the fee if we do this?” asked Xavier. 
 
    Pleading, Winny said, “What is the fee if we don’t?” 
 
    Thomas said, “Whoever does this will carry a target for all time.” 
 
    “We’ll all bear it,” said Xavier, stepping forward as a volunteer. “We will never tell which of us pulls the trigger. We’ll be free of Traian.” 
 
    Thomas closed his eyes, mulling over the paths that laid before him. None of them were paved in gold. He opened his eyes and caught the moonlight within them. He asked, “What elf would possibly help us?” 
 
     Winny offered, “I did save the boy from Moira.” 
 
    Thomas snapped, “He needs to be saved from the elves. They’ve been shoving their years down his throat. He doesn’t even realize what they’re doing to him.” 
 
    Winny said, “He will one day only because we protected him. Traian is a threat to elves as much as he is to us.” 
 
    Thomas watched the water split over the rocks into ribbons like tearing flesh. He had seen such scenes in his years, breaking bones and blood flowing. He had never considered betraying his maker. Astounded, he said, “We’re really going to do this.” 
 
    In a rare moment that hadn’t occurred since before Traian’s command to kill Mercedes, Xavier rested his hand on Thomas’ shoulder. He said, “We must move before Traian discovers what you’ve done. This is our chance at freedom. If we do nothing, we’ll be his puppets until the sun burns through the earth in search of us.” 
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    Come morning the hospital was surrounded by cop cars. Something had gone wrong with the hospital’s security footage. Witnesses claimed there was more than one person involved though an exact number had yet to be determined. Those that had been attacked and survived couldn’t remember much at all. Dr. Porter told the reporters it must have been the shock, but he hadn’t seen the patients. Dr. Shaw had handled all of them. She tended what was left of their wounds after a bit of help from Thomas. The bandages kept anyone from knowing how quickly they had healed. 
 
    The one thing that hadn’t been covered up was that Jasmine Redwood had gone missing. The local news was still talking about it. The mayor urged the town to remain calm. Darcy watched the television over the bar from her table tucked in the back corner of Pearl’s. More people were in the bar than usual for the time of day. They needed a drink when the suffocating realization fell over the town that Cape Emerald had, as the anchor described, monsters in its midst. They simply didn’t know how literal the truth was. 
 
    When the news switched to an interview with Russ Redwood, Darcy went numb. It wasn’t the alcohol. She had only one drink two hours ago and had been sipping on water since. She didn’t need to hear Russ beg for his granddaughter’s safe return. She already had his voice in her head from where he had found her at the hospital.  
 
    What she really needed was sleep, but that meant moving and driving and forgetting about the world. She might have been able to quiet the screams from the night before and ease the soreness she still felt from Moira’s bite, but nothing was going to rid her of Russ’ words. 
 
    You’ve mixed her up with vampires, and now they have her. You may have killed her. In the end you may kill me. 
 
    If there had been anything on her stomach, vomit would have filled her mouth. All that came was the flavor of bourbon. She swallowed it back down and peeled out of her seat. She had already paid and wasn’t going to head back to the counter. There were a few people sitting there, immersed in the unfolding news. They had already tried asking Darcy for more details. 
 
    Halfway to the door Darcy stopped as though she had been anchored to the floor. The news had switched to the weather. It would be cold as usual. Snow would come to town soon. For Darcy it seemed either her drink or her lack of sleep was tricking her because her past had come as well. 
 
    There was a man sitting alone and drinking from his second glass. He had a youthful face for someone Darcy’s age. There was a chain visible around his neck, though whatever was on it was hidden beneath his sweater. Darcy knew he didn’t like to keep his vessels visible. 
 
    Darcy pulled on the man’s shoulder, tugging him toward her. She gasped, “Chess?” 
 
    He choked on his drink. He hadn’t changed at all in two years. Though they were stunned in that moment, his brown eyes were still soft. His hair was dark with hints of red woven in like rust. 
 
    “Dee,” said Chess as he checked his drink. He didn’t know her real name. They hadn’t shared such details. He laughed color into his cheeks. “Whoa. How are you?” 
 
    “I think I’m dreaming,” said Darcy as she sank into the chair beside him. “I never expected to see anyone here that I knew.” 
 
    “Me neither,” he said. He traced the outline of her with his gaze, over and over. “Why are you here?” 
 
    “I work at the hospital,” she replied. 
 
    He snapped his fingers and said, “You’re a doctor.” When he was close enough Darcy could see a dusting of freckles over the bridge of his narrow nose.  
 
    She asked, “Why am I seeing you now?” 
 
    “In Emerald Town,” he said. 
 
    “Cape Emerald,” she corrected. 
 
    “Ah, yeah. It’s not even on the map. Well, I have my reasons.” He glanced in each direction, ensuring there was plenty of space between him and anyone nearby. “Coven reasons.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” said Darcy. She scooted closer. “Did you get a message?” 
 
    “Did you get one too?” 
 
    “I sent one and then got more replies than my leg wants to remember.” 
 
    “You sent the distress signal?” 
 
    “Yeah. Is the old coven coming?” 
 
    “I sure hope not,” Chess chuckled. “Not that coven, I mean. They’re too busy with fortune cookies and horoscopes. I run with a different crowd now.” He finished off his drink. “We got your message and started digging around.” 
 
    Pearl yelled at someone that spilled their martini. No one was listening to Chess but Darcy. He said, “Your message mentioned something dark, so my coven used tea leaves to see how bad it was.” 
 
    “Tea leaves? Isn’t that cliché?” 
 
    “It’s cliché, but it gets the job done. We found that someone is messing with a spell that is protecting us all from something very dangerous.” 
 
    Darcy propped her elbow on the table and rested her chin on the heel of her hand. “Whatever could that be?” 
 
    “I’m not kidding. You dabbled with witches, but there is so much more out there.” 
 
    “Werewolves?” she teased. 
 
    “I’ve never seen one, but I wouldn’t count it out.” 
 
    “Or elves perhaps. Not the cookie kind.” 
 
    He straightened up in his seat. “You’ve met an elf?” 
 
    “Not personally, but they probably wouldn’t want to show up around here anyway,” she said. She wiggled her brow. “Not with all the vampires.” 
 
    He nearly fell from his chair. “You’ve met a vampire?” 
 
    “One took a bite of my leg.” 
 
    “You were going to let me make an ass of myself and explain things you already know, weren’t you?” 
 
    “You were doing such a good job.” 
 
    Larry Radley worked the bar. He had a line of customers waiting. Chess sighed at the sight of his empty glass. 
 
    As Darcy skimmed her fingers over a wet trail on the table left behind by Chess’ glass, she said, “I sent the message not really knowing what was going on. I thought vampires were trying to bring back this bad guy, but after what happened at the hospital last night, I think they’re trying to undo a spell.” 
 
    Chess said, “The Barren Blood Spell. It’s far easier to break a spell the closer you are to where it was cast.” 
 
     “Three vampires attacked the hospital, not that anyone remembers,” said Darcy. “They took my friend.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “She comes from a line of witches. She is just getting started with magic herself.” She glanced back over her shoulder. Pearl smacked her nephew with a towel. “It was her grandmother that cast the spell.” 
 
    Chess’ mouth slipped open as he stared at Darcy. He still couldn’t believe the turn of events. He said, “I’m so glad I ran into you. The others will want to hear about this. I was supposed to meet my friend, but she hasn’t shown up at the hotel or answered my messages.” 
 
    “They’re not the most fun to send,” said Darcy. 
 
    Rubbing the back of his neck, Chess said, “I need the coven. I can’t do this alone. If vampires get to where they can create more, their curse will spread faster than the plague.” 
 
    Pearl stepped out from the backroom long enough to put on a fresh pot of coffee. As the pot rattled, the scent whisked across the room and mingled with bourbon and beer. 
 
    “Coffee,” said Chess. His head tilted toward his shoulder as though the scent enchanted him. “It’s been forever since I had a really good cup.” 
 
    Darcy asked, “Who’s coming?” 
 
    “You don’t know them.” He paused and watched Darcy’s expression change. Then he leaned back in his chair and latched his fingers together, hands in his lap. “He’s not coming. From what I know, he stopped practicing magic.” 
 
    Tapping on the table, she said, “Because of me.” 
 
    “Let’s not dwell,” said Chess. “We should focus on our good fortune. I’m lucky we found each other.” 
 
    “I don’t feel very lucky lately,” she said, weakly. 
 
    When Chess smiled one would forget everything around him. He said, “I know the rest aren’t here yet, but I don’t want to waste time if a fellow witch’s life is at stake. It won’t be easy with only the two of us, but we may be able to find her with a bit of magic.” 
 
    “I’ll do whatever it takes,” said Darcy, sitting up straight. 
 
    Chess slapped the table and said, “I always liked your spirit. Come with me.” 
 
    “Right now?” 
 
    “I need to run by the hotel first,” he said. “We need to wait for night. There is a spell I’d like to do that’s stronger with the moon.” He pulled out a tattered brown leather wallet. “Do you know of a place where there has been a lot of vampire activity?” 
 
    “The whole town,” she joked. She followed him toward the register. “I know a place to start.” 
 
    Larry Radley had just walked away after sneaking a shot of bourbon. Chess pulled cash from his wallet and waited for Larry to return. It was Pearl that emerged from the back with a towel in hand. 
 
    “Grab the clean glasses!” she shouted over her shoulder. She went to the register out of habit from seeing the cash.  
 
    “Looks like it might be a busy night,” said Darcy. 
 
    “It’s good for the paycheck,” said Pearl. Then she caught sight of Chess. She slowly took his money. 
 
    “Closing out my tab,” he said. “Two Jack and Cokes.” 
 
    Peering at Chess, Pearl swirled the spit in her mouth from one cheek to the other. Then she said, “I don’t know you. I know everyone around here.” She held his cash over the register and tucked her tongue into her cheek. 
 
    “He’s from out of town,” said Darcy. “He and I are old friends.” 
 
    Pearl said, “You can’t be too careful with everything going on.” She gently waved the cash. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Chess. You?” 
 
    “Same as the bar. I’ve never known a Chess.” 
 
    “I’ve known a Pearl before,” he said. He leaned his elbow into the counter and grinned. “You’re in my top two favorite Pearls.” 
 
    The register popped open. Pearl put the cash down without looking away from Chess. 
 
    “Keep the change,” he said. 
 
    “Come on,” said Darcy, tugging on him.  
 
    “Be safe,” said Pearl as she closed the register. 
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    When night was near, Darcy met Chess at the spot where she and the rebels had ventured out and found Kip. Darcy remembered that leather bag at Chess’ hip. He had it at every coven meeting. Darcy hadn’t seen him do a lot of magic, but he knew more about it than any of those others that called themselves witches. 
 
    “I can’t believe a kid vamp took a bite out of you,” said Chess, shaking his head. He surveyed the small clearing where the rumble had taken place. “Wicked.” 
 
    “It hurt like hell,” she said. There was no sign of the altercation with Kip. There was no footprint or blood spatter. Between the rain and the luck that followed the cursed ones, vampires continued to go unnoticed. 
 
    “This is a good spot,” said Chess. He removed his bag and laid it next to the fallen tree. In the bag were a few gems and trinkets. He pulled out a few to explain what they were like he used to do. He held out a small hunk of green stone. “This is diopside. It helps with spells that deal with nature.” 
 
    While Darcy was eager to learn, she had more specific curiosities. She said, “I’ve been learning more about realms.” 
 
    He slipped a piece of sage back into his bag and teased, “Now you believe?” 
 
    “I was skeptical before. That ignorance is dead.” 
 
    “The best thing for ignorance to be.” 
 
    “Realms are like alternate worlds,” she said. She sat on the fallen tree. The bark scraped her hand, breaking skin and revealing blood. She winced but didn’t complain as the blood filled in a crease on her palm. She asked, “How many are there?” 
 
    Chess spoke with his hands, drawing a vivid picture no matter what he said. “I know of a dozen, but I’ve heard of witches that have drawn on three times that. I don’t know how much I trust them. The more you explore magic, the more it messes with your mind.” He whistled and ran his finger in circles beside his temple. 
 
    “I’ve read about the realm of time but haven’t actually done any spells with it,” said Darcy. She didn’t find it all that important to mention crossing paths with that realm had nearly gotten her killed by her dead mother. 
 
    “That’s one that can drive you mad, I hear,” he said. “But it’s interesting, you know? A place where past, present, and all the futures exist at once.” 
 
    She tucked her hands into the back pockets of her jeans. “I heard something about ash and one about penance.” 
 
    “Please tell me you haven’t messed with either of those,” he said. “They are considered banned realms. Witches don’t really have laws, but if they did, those would be off limits.” 
 
    “I’ve only heard of them,” she assured him. She bit down on her tongue to keep from rambling. He didn’t need to know about her encounter with Traian. 
 
    “Good,” he sighed. “There are realms that hold darker magic and things thrown out of other realms. Penance is a place of torture. Ash holds all forms of destruction.” 
 
    “Like death?” 
 
    “There is a realm for death, and it’s not that bad,” he explained. “It’s one realm witches drew on to create vampires. The banned realms—like the realm of ash—hold magic that is worse than dying.” 
 
    “I won’t touch those,” said Darcy. “I think I may have seen something from there when I was a kid.” 
 
    “That’s impossible,” he said. He dug through his bag again. “Things in banned realms can’t cross into this one. There are boundaries in place for that. What did you see?” 
 
    She said, “Maybe it was nothing. I told the adults at camp. They said it was a dream.” She trembled. “I’ve dabbled with the realm of the muse.” 
 
    “Ooo. Playing with the weather?” 
 
    “I made it rain.” 
 
    Chess clicked his tongue. He sighed, “You saw him, didn’t you?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “What happened with Brick wasn’t your fault,” said Chess. Brick was Alex. Chess never knew his real name, only that Alex chose his nickname from his time spent building houses. Chess stopped rummaging through his bag and focused on her. “You didn’t know what would happen when you used a vessel. We assumed it would be like anyone else.” 
 
    “I’m not like anyone else,” said Darcy, squeezing her elbow to wring out the sting in her fingers. “Have you ever seen someone do a dream spell and nearly kill someone?” 
 
    “Brick survived,” said Chess. 
 
    “Only because of you,” she argued. She cupped her hands over her knees. Her breath hovered at her lips, but it wasn’t the air that burned her chest with its chill. “I dream about it sometimes—what I did to him. When I did the Spell of Tears Past and saw him, it rained blood.” 
 
    “You didn’t mean to hurt him,” said Chess as he covered one of her hands with his own. 
 
    “I like to think most people never mean to hurt others, but they still do,” she murmured. Memories bit into her deeper than fangs could penetrate.  
 
    Darcy hadn’t really understood at the time how realms or vessels worked. In the middle of the spell meant for two witches bound by a belt with a moonstone, Alex went to loop the belt around Darcy’s wrist. The sound of Alex’s excruciating cry the second the belt touched Darcy would never leave her dreams. 
 
    Chess said, “Some people mean to but not you, Dee. I don’t know you well, but I know that.” 
 
    “Did you think that when you saw what I did?” she asked. When Darcy cried, it was slow and calm. The moonlight caught on first, giving her eyes a gleam. “Every wound he ever had in his life opened up—the knees he scraped and the wrist he broke. You saw the lip he busted in high school and marks from the motorcycle accident. And so much more.”  
 
    “I’ve never seen that happen,” Chess admitted as he shrugged his shoulders. “What I have seen are some horrible, selfish people that did mean to bring suffering to others. You tried to stop what you started, and that’s more than most.” 
 
    She shook her head but didn’t argue. Her chin quivered. Chess waved for her to come closer. She took up the offer and fell into his chest. 
 
    He rested his chin on her shoulder and said, “Don’t think about that part. Remember that we healed him. He was fine, only shaken.” 
 
    “Do you think he’ll ever forgive me?” asked Darcy. Her eyes closed as she let out every bit of her breath.  
 
    Chess lifted his chin so that his mouth was closer to her ear. He whispered, “Never seek forgiveness. It’s so relative.” 
 
    A few more tears slipped from Darcy’s eyes. They soon stopped in the comfort of her old friend’s embrace. She shivered, the cold of the air finally catching up to her. 
 
    “Don’t move,” Chess murmured against the curve of Darcy’s neck. “There’s someone in the trees.” 
 
    Darcy held her spit on her tongue. Leaves on the ground stirred. Something rattled in the air like a muffled growl.  
 
    “It’s gone,” said Chess, pulling back from Darcy. He held her arms to keep her in place. “Maybe I was seeing things.” 
 
    Chess saw the phantom in the shadows again. This time he was unable to warn Darcy with words. She knew they weren’t alone when the vampire swooped in and ripped Chess from the fallen tree. With a feral growl, the vampire held Chess up off his feet by his throat like he was a ragdoll. 
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    Chess frantically kicked, but he did little damage to his captor. He had no chance the second his life was in the hands of a vampire. Chess gurgled and choked as his throat was squeezed. His face lost its color.  
 
    “Stop!” Darcy ordered. She jumped on Xavier’s back and latched her arm around his neck. He was ice against her, like his anger chilled him more than his curse. “Put him down! He’s my friend!” 
 
    “Friend?” Xavier barked as he swung his head over his shoulder. Darcy was more like a flea than an adversary. “You thought Kip was a harmless boy. I don’t trust your judgement.” 
 
    “Now!” Darcy bellowed. She jabbed his back with her knee. He barely felt it, but she did. 
 
    The gray haze faded from Xavier’s eyes. He still growled under his breath. Conceding, he tossed Chess into the fallen tree. Darcy jumped off Xavier’s back and ran to his spared victim. 
 
    Free from Xavier’s grasp, Chess heaved. He remained on his hands and knees, waiting to see if the rolling in his stomach would cause him to throw up. When he calmed down, he said, “Thanks, Dee.” 
 
    “I smelled your blood,” said Xavier, making his case. “He was on your neck.” 
 
    “I was hugging her,” Chess argued. 
 
    Xavier wasn’t ready to look at him. There was no promising he wouldn’t attack this man who had just had Darcy in his hands. “You were crying,” he said to Darcy. 
 
    Chess exclaimed, “Which is why I was hugging her!” 
 
    Xavier stepped at Chess with his shoulders pressed back and his fangs bared. Chess crawled back over the fallen tree. 
 
    Darcy snapped, “What part of don’t hurt him did you not hear?” 
 
    Xavier said, “It was a little fuzzy through the sight of a stranger wrapped around you.” 
 
    “Are you jealous?” Darcy laughed. 
 
    “How do you know him?” asked Xavier, glaring. He had moved his line so close to Chess that any wrong move would justify breaking his rules. 
 
    Pressing her palms flat against each other, Darcy explained, “He was in the coven I told you about. Witches are coming to stop the loyalists from undoing the Barren Blood Spell.” 
 
    Unconvinced, Xavier questioned, “How do they know that’s happening?” 
 
    “Tea leaves,” said Chess. 
 
    Xavier lifted one eyebrow while the other sank. 
 
    Darcy said, “You can’t seem to keep your old gang from sucking up half the town, so what’s the harm in having some help?” 
 
    “You’re a vampire,” said Chess. He swallowed to keep from choking. “I’ve never seen one in person.” 
 
    Darcy said, “You ever heard of the Eternal Eight?” 
 
    “No way,” said Chess. He stared as though Xavier had suddenly become a display in a museum. “Which one are you?” 
 
    Xavier scoffed, “Winny.” 
 
    “Chess is the one that taught me about vampires,” said Darcy. 
 
    Still on a high, Chess said, “I’ve read everything I can.” 
 
    “Then you’ve heard of all the witches we’ve killed,” he said, his accent thick as he tried to rattle Chess. 
 
    “That’s enough, Xavier,” said Darcy. 
 
    “Whoa,” said Chess. “Xavier Lefont.” 
 
    “I’m not signing autographs,” said Xavier. 
 
    “You can help us,” said Chess. With Xavier subdued, Chess dared to step toward him. “Hear me out. Her friend was taken by vampires. I was going to do a different spell, but now that you’re here I know a spell that can keep vampires from killing her, at least for a while.” 
 
    “And I help how?” Xavier questioned. 
 
    Chess’ voice cracked when he asked, “Spare some blood?”  
 
    Xavier rolled his eyes and held his wrist up to his mouth. Out popped his fangs. 
 
    “Hold up,” said Chess. “It needs to be taken from you, not given.” 
 
    Kneeling, Chess dug through his bag. He placed a few things on the ground—loose papers with notes, a phone, colorful stones, and herbs. Darcy went down beside him and sifted through the contents from his bag. 
 
    “I’ve seen stones like this before,” said Darcy as she rolled a small, pale blue stone in her palm. “It’s pretty.” 
 
    “It’s angelite,” said Chess. “It is quite helpful in protection spells.” He held out his hand for Darcy to hand it back to him. He scooped everything else back into the bag and stood up. He held the angelite and a silver flask, one in each hand. “Have you done one before?” 
 
    Darcy shook her head. 
 
    Chess asked, “Do you have a sapphire blade? We’ll need something with sapphire to break his skin.” 
 
    “Wait for it,” said Darcy, folding her arm out between her and Chess. As her fingers fanned outward, blue light swirled in her palm. The metal star with its sapphire appeared in her hand, and the blue light disappeared. 
 
    “That’s new,” said Chess. He peered at her hand and then up at her, grinning as though proud. “I’ve never seen a witch pull magic straight from their hand. That’s magic from between the realms—sapphire magic.” 
 
    Darcy said, “I’m not a witch. I was never born.” 
 
     “Go ahead,” said Xavier, shaking his head at the sky. “Tell the world your secrets. Let’s write them in the stars.” 
 
    “No way,” Chess gasped. He was more intrigued by her than he had been by Xavier. “An unborn.” 
 
    “You’ve heard of it?” asked Darcy. If anyone had, it would be Chess.  
 
    Chess said, “I’ve heard it’s possible, but it’s not advised. No offense, but it takes some dark ass magic to pull that off.” 
 
    “That’s me, dark and wild,” she said.  
 
    “It’s nearly impossible to believe,” said Chess though he did believe it.  
 
    She flipped the metal star between her fingers. “So are vampires,” she said.  
 
    Chess said, “It does explain the anti-vessel thing you have going on.” 
 
    Xavier groaned, “Can we get on with the spell? I would take on the sun right now to be done with this conversation.” 
 
    “Um,” said Chess. The flask shook in his hand as he held it to Darcy. “You can get the blood. The closer to the heart the better.” 
 
    Xavier unbuttoned the top of his shirt and pulled the left half back to expose his chest. Darcy drew toward him, flask in one hand and sapphire weapon in the other. She examined his exposed skin with her gaze until she realized the men were waiting on her. She shook herself. 
 
    “Maybe you are susceptible to my charm,” Xavier teased. 
 
    Chess instructed, “You’ll want to make four cuts, one in each direction like a compass. It represents spokes of light from the sun, a protector of all realms.” 
 
    With her bottom lip caught between her teeth, Darcy carved into Xavier’s chest. He cringed. The marks sizzled from the sapphire. He said, “Did you have to make them so long?” 
 
    “Baby,” Darcy muttered. 
 
    “Move quickly,” said Chess. He leaned to get a better view of Darcy’s handiwork. “Fill the flask straight from the marks before they heal.” 
 
    She pressed the cool metal against Xavier’s chest, opening the cuts wider with the pressure. Before the flask was half full, the tops of the marks started to heal like they were being zipped shut. Darcy used the star to reopen them. 
 
    “You enjoy that too much,” said Xavier, grimacing. 
 
    Darcy shimmied her shoulders like Jasmine. The flask topped off with blood. She brought the flask to Chess. The blood smelled of cinnamon. Xavier buttoned up his shirt as the last of his cuts healed. 
 
    The flask was plain aside from an indention on one side. Chess tucked the angelite into the dip in the metal. The metal and stone clicked, and the angelite glowed. 
 
    “What is your friend’s name?” asked Chess. 
 
    “Jasmine Redwood,” Darcy replied. She watched the flask, expecting it to show Jasmine’s image in the metal. It seemed to be a simple flask, nothing extraordinary. 
 
    “I’ll take this back to my hotel and finish the spell,” said Chess as he tucked the flask into his bag. “I can’t promise vampires won’t hurt her, but they won’t kill her.” 
 
    “Thank you,” said Darcy. The sound fell from her like the rope holding all her worries had snapped. “I’ll take you back.” 
 
    Chess said, “I appreciate it. I’m starting to think these woods aren’t safe to be in alone.” He winked at her. 
 
      
 
    ξ 
 
      
 
    After dropping Chess off at his hotel, Xavier asked to drive. Darcy regretted agreeing since Xavier drove as fast as he moved. Xavier headed to the south side of Cape Emerald to Crescent Beach, a quaint spot that attracted families and retirees in the summer. At this time of year, it was more often a place for teenagers to drink. According to Xavier, it was the best place to see the stars. 
 
    The beach was far from the woods, so the smells of sand and ocean were even cleaner than standing in Darcy’s backyard. The beach was shaped like its name and surrounded by rocks at its back while the ocean lapped out its center. There were no teenagers out. The smoking logs of wood with their ash wounds proved the beach hadn’t been abandoned long. 
 
    Darcy and Xavier walked along the line between the sand and water. The line changed each time the waves whipped inward. The dark sea above was riddled with gleaming eyes that watched the glimmers on the sea below where the waves rolled in on themselves. 
 
    “This is beautiful,” she said, airily. She was entranced by the two worlds of sky and ground that ached to reach each other. “I’ll have to come here next time it’s been a long shift at the hospital.” 
 
    “Don’t come at night by yourself,” he warned. “I’m not the only creature that stalks this area.” 
 
    “You’re not going to tell me what I can and can’t do, right?” she asked. She turned her back to the rocks, facing the ocean and Xavier. “Just because I let you kiss me doesn’t mean I’m going to let you boss me.” 
 
    “Let me? That’s not quite how I remember it.” 
 
    “You’re a vampire. No one would trust your word over mine.” 
 
    “I would never dare order you,” he said, playfully. “I’m not much for wasting my time, but I will tell you when you’re being a fool.” 
 
    “And I will do as I please.” 
 
    “I would question who you are otherwise.” 
 
    His smile stunned her. She shuddered to relieve herself from the trap. As she wrapped her arms around her waist, she asked, “Is this place special to you, or are you a softie for a beach picnic?” 
 
    “I used to come here to escape the clan’s bickering,” he said as he let the dark horizon capture his attention. The wind fanned his hair back like a ship over the waves. 
 
    “Why were you all even in Cape Emerald?” 
 
    “We first stopped here in the 70s,” he said. “Traian had heard there was a bounty hunter in these parts. One of his sangoras was killed by one.  
 
    “A bounty hunter? Someone who goes after vampires?” 
 
    “They will take out anything not completely human. They have been known to kill witches too. There were a few that passed through these parts. Traian was determined to flush them out.” 
 
    She said, “From what you’ve all said, he doesn’t seem the type to give up on what he’s after.” 
 
    “He was nearly as stubborn as me. The only difference was that he could use his command if he had to.”  
 
    “I know he hurt you,” she said, softly. A larger wave broke near the shore in a brilliant line of white that stretched from one end of the beach to the other. 
 
    Xavier said, “I was his rebellious one long before I joined the rebels. Traian wanted our loyalty. He preferred we obey without having to force us, and I rarely got on board so easily.” 
 
    “Is that why he had Thomas go after Mercedes?” asked Darcy.  
 
    His silence was answer enough. He watched the meeting point of the sky with the water. It was so far away that there was no true line of division. He said, “Most things I’ve done didn’t bother me. Traian found something that did, and I wouldn’t jump. The moment I tried to be honorable it cost me everything.” 
 
    No wave could wash away the pain in Xavier’s face. It was subtle but obvious to someone that had examined every muscle like Darcy had. She pressed her head into his shoulder and gently kissed him. 
 
    With a voice soothed by Darcy’s touch, Xavier asked, “Why are you drawn to me?” 
 
    “The last person I cared for I nearly killed,” she said, shrugging. “I figure I can’t kill you.” 
 
    He scoffed, “How romantic.” 
 
    “Are you looking for romance?” she asked, making her voice dramatic and alluring. 
 
    “I haven’t looked for anything in over a hundred years,” he said. He searched her expression for answers to questions he couldn’t put to words. “There have been others, I’ll admit. Mortals. Vampires. They were flashes, here for a moment in this endless life and gone without leaving the slightest mark.” 
 
    She teased, “You mean you haven’t wandered the world alone until you found me?”  
 
    “I have never needed someone,” he said. “I rarely wanted anyone. You baffle me.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s not me at all. Maybe it’s some kind of magic.” 
 
    He started to shake his head before she finished her theory. He said, “I considered that when I first met you. It piqued my curiosity until I saw your magic and realized it could be true—that my sister somehow sent us to each other. When you healed me with your blood, it seemed to solidify it further. That made me want to flee.” 
 
    “I’m confused,” said Darcy.  
 
    He said, “My sister’s version of saving me was finding a way to reverse this curse. She didn’t want me to be bound to Traian or blood or anything. She imagined a mortal life for me. Live and die. That was her dream, not mine.” He wet his lips and paused, preparing to share something deeper. “You are not a cure for the curse. You are a rare kind of danger and a force to be reckoned with. You’re not her version of saving me. You’re mine.” 
 
    “That was good,” she murmured. 
 
    One corner of his lips curled, and he said, “I know.” 
 
    She was still in awe. “You know my truth,” she said, digging deeper into his gaze. “You know my flaws.” 
 
    He rattled them off. “You trust too easily. For such an intelligent woman you act on impulse. Your curiosity will get you killed.” 
 
    She didn’t jab at his list. She had her own. “I frighten you, yet you’re still here,” she said as she pressed closer to him.  
 
    “I don’t think I could escape you if I tried. I’m imprisoned.” 
 
    She went stiff. “Don’t throw out any L word,” she begged. She wasn’t ready for that. She hadn’t known him long, and most of their interactions involved blood.  
 
    “I don’t do that lightly,” he said. “I’ve seen love tossed around so carelessly. If I ever say it, know I mean it.” 
 
    Relieved, she said, “I don’t really understand what I feel for you yet, but I feel something as strongly as I feel the magic within me.” 
 
    Xavier suddenly had the back of Darcy’s neck in his hand. Cinnamon overpowered the sand and salted shore. When he breathed, his whole body tensed. He brought his face down near hers. “As a woman of science I thought you wouldn’t settle for not understanding,” he said. 
 
    “Well,” she said, playfully. Her tongue parted her lips before they curled. She brushed her nose against his. “It would require some extensive research.” 
 
    They kissed on the line between the shore and the sea. The glistening eyes of the sky watched in awe and wonder as the two on the ground let everything around them disappear, unaware of what happened beyond the beach. 
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    Pearl called Lance Anders to take her last patron out of her bar. He wouldn’t leave on his own accord, and come 2 AM, the last of Pearl’s patience had gone to rest. When the deputy pulled out of the lot, Pearl wiped her hands and headed inside to close up shop. Even without her nephews, she wasn’t alone. She had her grandfather’s pistol at her hip just like he told her to do if she ever ventured out at night. 
 
    Larry and Joseph had gone home. Pearl preferred to clean up without them. She could do twice the work in half the time if she didn’t have to keep them from stealing a few shots or getting into a tussle with each other. She wiped down the bar and locked up the money. All that stood between her and heading home was a trash run. 
 
    She grabbed the stack of bags and headed around to the back of the bar. Joseph once threw Larry into the dumpster one evening. The truck picked him up and was halfway to the dump before Larry woke up from a night of whiskey. Pearl chuckled to herself. He had smelled like bar bathroom vomit for days. 
 
    She threw the trash into the dumpster and put a hand on her good hip. The other had been replaced. The night was quiet. There were no animals stirring, not in the trash or in the nearby trees. The bar wasn’t close enough to the ocean to hear any crash of waves. It wasn’t a sound that alarmed her. It was the sudden sickening smell of smoke. 
 
    Pearl jerked around at the sound of a high-pitched giggle. A Chinese woman stood ten feet away, a face that had never been in her bar before. Pearl was certain of that. She chewed on the inside of her cheek and went still. 
 
    “Pearl, is it?” asked Yin. She waved her hand. “Ah, it really doesn’t matter. It’s not your name I’m after.” Then baring her fangs, Yin growled and lunged forward. 
 
    A shot fired. The bullet from Pearl’s gun hit Yin’s side, right at the kidney. Pearl stumbled and waited for Yin to fall over, clench her side, or at least cry out. Yin simply dabbed at the hole in her blouse. The bullet popped out and fell to the ground. 
 
    Nonchalantly, Yin said, “Bullets used to tickle. Now they simply ruin a good blouse.” 
 
    Pearl dropped the gun and ran for the bar. She made it four steps before she ran right into Yin who shoved her to the ground. 
 
    Like straddling a squirming pig, Yin climbed atop Pearl. She swung her arm in the air, rodeo style. She laughed as Pearl thrashed in her struggle. Yin pressed her thumbs on either side of Pearl’s right eye. Blood oozed out from the socket. Yin cackled. 
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    The Morgan residence was like the open horizon of the Antarctic—barren and filled with the eeriest of silences. Rest for vampires was good if they didn’t get a chance to feed but not required to survive. There were three bedrooms in the house that were redesigned to have no windows or access to the outside, eliminating the need for Hollywood coffins. As Thomas sat in the living area on the couch, he thought back to the past in which he and the clan slept in caves or underground bunkers. He didn’t miss the surroundings or the company. 
 
    Winny was asleep in her room. She didn’t like to be awake and think of the sun shining. Xavier came home right as the first spoke of light broke through the dark horizon. He said nothing to Thomas as he went straight to his room like a sulking teen. He had been in this phase for over a century. Thomas welcomed the nothing when it came to Xavier. He didn’t love being awake alone, but it had been decades since he had slept a full day. 
 
    He hadn’t lit the fireplace. The magic of darkness was embedded in his bones. When there were four knocks on the front door, he could make his way through the house with ease.  
 
    He was hesitant to answer, but there were times in which locals came by during the day. Twenty years ago when they were staying in a town in Georgia that Winny had chosen, they learned that never answering the door during the day created suspicions. So for the girls selling cookies or the occasional passerby with religious pamphlets, Thomas would open the door with caution and stand back in the shadows. 
 
    Thanks to a set of small mirrors put in place for just this purpose, Thomas could see the visitor and his long dreadlocks that covered his ears. Thomas said, “Mr. Anders.” His long hand pressed flat against the wall. He skimmed his face as close to the open doorway as he could get and still be safely away from any light from the outside. “I wasn’t expecting company.” 
 
    Lance chewed on the edge of his tongue. He leaned and peered through the doorway and said, “I wasn’t expecting to find Pearl Radley in the hospital either, but there are a lot of unusual things in this town lately.” 
 
    “You came by to tell me about the barkeep,” said Thomas. “She and I aren’t that close.” 
 
    “I’m trying to figure out what happened. She was attacked.” 
 
    “By a drunkard, I bet.” 
 
    Lance was colder than a vampire. He said, “Her eye was ripped out.”  
 
    Thomas grimaced, but the deputy couldn’t see it. He said, “That is rather unfortunate.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t know anything about it, would you?” 
 
    Thomas cautiously pulled up his hand and tapped twice on his head. “I have only the two I was born with,” he said. 
 
    “What about your friends?” Lance pressed. “Did they have a night on the town?” 
 
    “Winny was here with me. I can’t speak for Xavier, but I believe he was visiting a friend.” 
 
    “Do you have hours?” 
 
    “The whole night. It’s a good friend.” 
 
    “You don’t aim to come out and talk to me, do you?” 
 
    “You don’t aim to come in here, do you?” 
 
    Lance pulled up on his belt and said, “The woman that attacked Pearl was still there when I found her. She ran off. Is there any chance you might know who it could be?” 
 
    Thomas had two guesses. It didn’t matter which it was really, now that he knew they were together. He questioned, “Why would she run? If she is bold enough to rip out an eye, I don’t think she would be that afraid of you.” 
 
    Lance paused to hold his composure. He had debated sending another deputy to come here, but he decided he could trust himself more than Mr. Morgan. He said, “A young woman was found dead in the woods. It looks like the body has been out there since before Halloween. Both eyes are intact. Do you have any thoughts on that one?” 
 
    “I do,” said Thomas. He waited, knowing full and well the sharpness of his words. “It sounds like we have a deficiency in our police force.” 
 
    Lance popped his neck on one side and then the other, slowly easing out the desire to snap back at Thomas. Calmly, he said, “She had bite marks on her neck and wrist. Another on her thigh.” 
 
    Thomas winced. It was Yin’s trifecta. 
 
    “The woman wasn’t from here,” said Lance, raising his voice when Thomas didn’t interject. “You might think she was crazy. She had a bunch of gems and odd things. There was a note that talked about curses and spells. One even mentioned vampires.” 
 
    “I’m sure the papers will swirl with rumors,” said Thomas as he dared to skim his fingertips along the line of sunlight that cut into the foyer. “Or will they, deputy? These deaths have had a way of dying before anyone hears about them.” 
 
    Lance scowled. He questioned, “What’s the point when witnesses don’t seem to remember?” 
 
    Thomas stirred the pot. He asked, “Will you try to convince them their own memories are falsehoods? Do you want them to question their own people? Perhaps they will go on a witch hunt.” 
 
    Lance’s foot tapped four times. He said, “I get that this town thinks highly of you because of your charity. That means nothing to me. I don’t trust you, not any of you.” 
 
    “You don’t even know Xavier or Winny.” 
 
    “I don’t have to.” 
 
    Thomas rapped his fingers on the wall, paused, and then did it again. “I would warn you about acting on your mistrust. I do believe it would have consequences for you, would it not?” 
 
    Lance clutched his chest with one hand. His nostrils flared as he said, “I’m keeping an eye on you three.” 
 
    “We’re far easier to see in the night,” said Thomas, a slight hiss in his voice.  
 
    Lance clicked his tongue. There were plenty of words boiling in his mouth. He would let them simmer for now. He slid back from the door, but he wasn’t going without one more punch. He said, “I may not be able to do what I want, but I will find a way to keep villains from terrorizing my town.” 
 
    Thomas jabbed, “You’ve done a fine job so far.”  
 
    Thomas watched Lance’s features harden in the mirror and got a thrill out of it. Lance turned back toward his car, not before flashing his middle finger.  
 
    Thomas waved even though Lance couldn’t see him. There were villains in Cape Emerald for sure. The deputy thought he had seen the marks of monsters, but Thomas knew the creatures lingering in this town were capable of much worse than bites and pried eyes. 
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    America, 1778 
 
      
 
    Thomas Morgan had been in the colonies for over a year. His soldiers were tasked with taking out militias before they became problems. They sifted through the farms and cities of the coast, snuffing out any new uprisings. Sometimes they would find soldiers trying to return home after failed battles. Thomas’ men were to ensure the efforts of these battles left no survivors.  
 
    Earlier in the evening right as the sun had gone to rest, they had found a few dozen men that had been hoarding supplies for the rebels. The ammunition had been seized. Food and clothing were taken. What Thomas’ men didn’t have was shelter from the bitter snow. That was until they came across a farm. 
 
    They had started a fire inside the small single-room house. The women and children that resided in the home had been removed. They were relocated to the barn where they were watched so they couldn’t alert any neighbors about the redcoats. There were no men. There rarely were. 
 
    The soldiers ransacked every box and barrel without concern. They found every scrap of food. Thomas took up his post in a seat by the fire while the men that remained inside savored the break from the chill of the night and the thoughts of the battlefield.  
 
    Wallace, the largest among the men, downed his portion of hard cider in one swoop and raised his empty glass to the room. He said, “I’ll be finding something real to drink when we return home. Maybe I’ll take it straight from the king.” 
 
    Two men cackled. Edmund, the oldest, said, “You have your drink.” He had a missing tooth from a pub fight years back. “I’ll be locked in my room with my woman until the next king is crowned.” 
 
    Oswald, a scrawny man, said, “You’ll only be able to afford her for a month.” 
 
    The men bellowed, all but Thomas.  
 
    “What about you, Thomas?” asked Edmund. “What will you do when you return?” 
 
    Thomas gently ran his finger around the edge of his full glass. In the metal he watched the reflection of the flames from the fireplace. Home was like that reflection, a distorted memory. 
 
    Wallace jumped next to Thomas and puckered his lips. He said, “He’ll be married within a fortnight. She’s a blonde like yourself, isn’t she?” 
 
    The men tried to describe aloud the rest of her picture, having never met the young lady. The announcement had been made at a party held by the Morgans. Their son would wed the daughter of a wealthy merchant. A date would be set the second the war was won and Thomas was back in England. 
 
    A boyish man named Sam, the youngest who had eagerly joined the ranks when the opportunity came to fight, took a drink of his cider. It burned him. He hadn’t quite developed the throat for it. He asked, “Then who is the redhead you speak of in your sleep?” 
 
    “No harm in that!” Oswald declared. 
 
    Thomas barely moved. He let the men cheer and answer their own questions with their sleazy imaginations. 
 
    The door opened, letting in a few flakes of snow and a rush of winter air. The men grumbled until Henry closed the door behind him. He turned to the men and rubbed his raw hands together before blowing a warm breath into them.  
 
    Henry was the best of them with a gun. He had a keen eye and steady hands. He had gained admiration from all the men for spotting the enemy before an attack and for three times nailing impossible shots. Despite the cold he let in, the men welcomed him with nods and his own glass of cider. 
 
    “Had a scene in the barn,” said Henry. He bit off a chunk of a dried biscuit he pulled from his pocket. “A woman showed up and let the family go.” 
 
    Edmund slammed his hand on the table and barked, “We better round up the cattle before they find any men.” 
 
    “It’s being taken care of,” said Henry as he strolled closer to the fire. The firelight highlighted his pronounced cheekbones and narrow jawline.  
 
    Thomas took hold of Henry’s arm, firm at first and then easing. He asked, “How do you mean?” 
 
    Henry glanced down at Thomas’ hand and then up to his eyes. He said, “Half went after the family. The others are tending to the woman.” 
 
    The other men snickered. Thomas sat up straight, serious as always. Without a word, he stood and headed out into the cold. He gave his seat by the fireplace to Henry. 
 
    The moon looked cold with a blue tint. Thomas stuffed his hands under his arms as he left behind the sound of the men inside the house. He headed toward the barn where he heard cackling followed by a woman’s shrill cry. The rest of the world around him was quiet and still. There was barely a sound or a stir from the woods that surrounded the quaint plot of land.  
 
    Three men were inside the barn, surrounding a woman they had kicked to the ground. They were the worst of the bunch. Thomas had requested they be removed before they ever set sail for the colonies. There was nothing about them that appeared different than the others, but that was the trick of a monster. Any man could be one. 
 
    Roger, an unremarkable man, snatched the young woman by the ankle. Her gray dress caught on the ground. There was a navy ribbon in her hair. It came undone in the struggle. The men taunted her as Roger revealed her legs and midriff. 
 
    “Leave her alone!” Thomas barked. He didn’t wait for the men to argue or cower. He crossed the light of the lantern hanging on a post. He ripped Roger away from the woman by yanking on his hair, ripping out a handful in the process.  
 
    The other two men shoved Thomas at the chest, a fool’s reaction. Thomas wasn’t the type to snap back. Anger could alter aim or subdue the strength in a blow. Thomas was known among the men as the strongest. He gripped the taller man by the throat with precision and lifted him up off his feet with one arm, muscles taut.  
 
    Thomas chucked the taller man into a nearby barrel. A large piece of wood broke off and penetrated the man’s arm, causing him to shout obscenities at Thomas who did not flinch at the sound. There was another man to teach. 
 
    The third and final man had never been afraid of Thomas, always challenging his orders. Now the man raged forward with a knife in hand. Thomas smacked the knife away like the man was a dog with a bone he shouldn’t have. The blade sliced Thomas’ palm. It didn’t stop him from using the same hand to punch the man square in the jaw, snapping his bone with ease.  
 
    The three men crawled away from Thomas, moaning and bleeding. Thomas stood between them and the whimpering woman. He wasn’t fazed by the blood that dripped from his fingers. It would take more than a flesh wound to make him cringe. 
 
    Waving the men along as though they were dogs begging for scraps, Thomas sighed, “Get out, you worms.” 
 
    The men scowled but didn’t dare challenge him. They had proven again they had no honor or pride. Only their own pleasures motivated them. When they had deserted the barn, Thomas turned to the woman that had braved the men to save the family but hadn’t had the chance to save herself. 
 
    “I am terribly sorry,” said Thomas, sincerely. His voice was tender and caring, having let all the rage crawl out with the rats. “They are monsters more than men.” 
 
    The woman sat up and shuffled on the ground to pull her dress back to where it was intended. She was a curved woman. She had plump, high cheeks and round features. Her brow was light like her long hair, nearly white with a faint kiss of gold from the sun.  
 
    He offered his cleaner hand to the young woman. “My name is Thomas. What is yours?” 
 
    She kept her eyes cast down to her feet and pulled her knees toward her chest. Her hair was frayed and wild from the tussle with the soldiers. Despite her shaking and all the signs of turmoil, her voice was steady. She replied, “Moira.” 
 
    He took back his hand when he realized she wouldn’t take it. He said, “I’m sorry for the actions of my men. They will not hurt you again.” 
 
    Moira brushed her hands over her legs. Her round chin tilted upward. She revealed strange eyes that Thomas had never seen. Wickedly, she said, “I know.” 
 
    Cries from outside reminded Thomas that all men started as boys. Thomas spun, unable to see through the closed door what drew such dreadful sounds from his men. Some simply wailed. A couple cursed. Others called for God. 
 
    “Stay here,” said Thomas. Moira wasn’t there to hear his order. He took only a few seconds to search the dark barn for her before breaking out into the night that had become eerily silent. 
 
    The men that had gone after the escapees were scattered on the ground, some still writhing from tears at their throats. It was like a pack of wolves from the woods had ambushed them. The wounds weren’t from guns or even knives. It had to be an animal and more than one. It had happened so quickly Thomas questioned if he had heard anything at all. The evidence was there in front of him. He had heard their cries echoing between the trees, but now the sounds had moved inside. 
 
    There was enough light from the fire when Thomas burst through the door for him to see the fates of all the men inside. Three men had been tossed to the beams that held the room together, their bodies limp like sacks. Edmund’s arm hung from a beam while the rest of him rested on the ground in his own vomit and blood. Wallace had been castrated by teeth rather than an instrument. Another man’s body snuffed the fire, and the sheer shock and pain muffled his scream until both the flames and his life were out. 
 
    Thomas made it two steps before Moira latched onto his shoulder and chucked him into the wall. A fallen comrade broke his fall, but before Thomas could stand, Moira broke his leg with her foot. 
 
    The fire was out, leaving only the moon peering through the window to light the room. It cast its light brightest at Thomas’ feet. The darkness made it nearly impossible for Thomas to discern the features of the man that lurked in the corner. He did not speak. His mouth explored the blood that poured from the side of Henry’s head after the man had torn the ear away with his teeth. Thomas didn’t know this man at the time, but he would soon know him as Traian. 
 
     “Your men were weak but not you,” said Moira. Her Scottish accent came through clearer now that she wasn’t pretending to be a helpless damsel. 
 
    Thomas could see his foot facing the wrong direction, but he wouldn’t give this creature the satisfaction of seeing his pain. The man in the shadows dropped Henry right before he took his last breath. There was little blood left to spill from his wounds. The last bit of life in his eyes faded away with only Thomas as its witness. Henry’s red hair was darker than normal, saturated with blood. 
 
    Moira said, “That family is a stable source of food. I have to protect what’s mine.” 
 
    Thomas pulled himself closer to the wall and searched with his hands for something to help him fight back. All there was to find were bloodied bodies, crumbs of bread, and spilled cider. 
 
    Moira said, “My maker saw you in battle. You ravaged the field with blood.” 
 
    “Why do you not kill me like the others?” asked Thomas. His back scraped against the logs of the wall.  
 
    Traian swallowed the last drop of Henry’s warm blood and questioned, “Why did you not harm this family like your men did?” His voice was rustic and otherworldly, not of a land Thomas had encountered. 
 
    Thomas replied, “I am a soldier, not a savage.” 
 
    Traian stepped toward the moonlight enough to give an outline of his shape. He wasn’t as tall as Thomas. He had thick dark hair that tangled down to his chest. He held his shoulders back, but he hunched forward and swayed like an animal. He said, “Sometimes you must be both.” 
 
    “I can be brutal,” said Thomas. He knew it to be true, but he wasn’t proud to say it. “I have killed boys on the battlefield and stolen from poor families to feed my soldiers. I have done many things you might say are not honorable, but I cannot hurt an innocent for my own pleasure.” 
 
    Traian proudly said, “I can.” 
 
    Smoke from the dead fire thinned into curled tails in the air. Blood dripped from the bodies draped over the beams overhead. 
 
    Thomas said, “Whatever torture you have planned for me, get on with it.” 
 
    “You welcome suffering?” asked Traian, truly curious. 
 
    Preparing his words to be his last, Thomas said, “It comes to me either way.” 
 
    Traian took another step, his foot now fully in the light. He wore a bloodied and tattered boot. “I have something special in store for you,” said Traian. His voice was neither harsh nor menacing. It was alluring. “It is not torture. It is not death.” 
 
    Moira beamed as she crawled backward, making room for her companion to press closer to the soldier at death’s door. If he had known the wheels turning in the mind of the beast before him, Thomas might have crossed the threshold on his own. 
 
    Thomas’ brow furrowed. He questioned, “You are to let me live?” 
 
    Before he came fully into the light, Traian said, “It is not life either.” 
 
    “Then what is it you will have of me?” asked Thomas. 
 
    Traian reached the ground. A set of sharp fangs replaced two of his teeth. Despite the feral appearance, his movements were controlled and precise. His voice was seductive. He whispered, “I will bring out the real monster within you.” Then he plunged his bloody teeth into Thomas’ neck. 
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    It was three days into November, and Jasmine was still missing. Darcy had to work in the morning and was home before dark. When the night devoured the last ray of sunlight, Darcy found her jacket and her bumblebee hat. She apologized to Watson as she closed him in her room. Normally she would let him go with her to the cliff, but she aimed to go much further than that. 
 
    The night was especially dark with only starlight to guide her to the back of her house. There wasn’t a horizon line when she looked out, only a void of black. She zipped up her jacket and waited. 
 
    It took longer than she had anticipated, but she soon heard a car park around front. Shortly after Winny strode around the side of the house. Her petticoat was the color of a peony with matching boots. The belt was black with rhinestones. The colors were soft and warm, but Winny’s demeanor was hardened and chilled. She wasn’t thrilled about what she was there to do. 
 
    Stuffing her hands into her pockets, Darcy said, “Thank you for coming. What did you tell the men?” 
 
    Winny replied, “To mind their own business. They are doing a round of the woods looking for Jasmine. Why don’t we get started before they’re finished?” 
 
    “Follow me,” said Darcy, heading toward the edge of the cliff.  
 
    “Explain to me what you’re doing,” said Winny as she walked alongside Darcy. Winny moved so smoothly one might think she was gliding instead of walking. “And why I couldn’t even tell Thomas.” 
 
    Darcy replied, “I’m going to poke my head into the realm of time just for a second. I think I can see when you tried to do the Barren Blood Spell.” 
 
    “Isn’t that what happened before Thomas had to carry you into my living room?” 
 
    “Totally different realm.” 
 
    “You’re not convincing me this is a good idea.” 
 
    “I never said it was,” said Darcy. She stopped ten feet away from the edge of the cliff. Her hands tingled as she brought them out of her pockets, warm and cold all at once. “This is where I saw Felicia.” 
 
    “Felicia?” 
 
    “Felicia Redwood is my mother.” 
 
    “Russ’ daughter? How did you see her? She’s dead.” 
 
    Whether it made sense or not, Darcy said, “I think I saw her past. She favored the realm of time. There may be a key in your past that will tell us how the loyalists could undo the spell.” 
 
    Winny silently scrutinized Darcy, waiting for the truth to come out. She took in Darcy’s scent and her feelings. Then she knew the crazy story was true. She said, “I saw a witch once send her spirit to another realm. She was on the ground in the woods for days. She was never quite the same.” She sat down and crossed her legs. “Are you sure it’s safe?”  
 
    “I’m sure it’s not,” Darcy replied. “I also doubt a world in which your old war pals can make a bunch of new vampires is all that safe either.” 
 
    Winny trembled. 
 
    Darcy got a little thrill out of talking about her mother. Felicia’s book gave Darcy a way to connect to another piece of her family she would never truly know. She said, “Felicia liked to look at the future, but she wrote about the past too. You find where there is a connection to the realm and tap into it with a bit of rosemary and magic.” 
 
    Darcy pulled a handful of crumbled rosemary from her pocket and sprinkled it between herself and Winny.  
 
    “You don’t use a vessel?” asked Winny. “I know you’re new to this, but you need a vessel to channel the magic.” 
 
    Like a blossoming flower, Darcy unfolded her fingers and held her hand open. She brought forth the blue light over her hand like a glove.  
 
    Darcy answered, “I kind of am one.” Sparks popped from her fingers. The light reflected in Winny’s rich eyes. 
 
    “I’ve never seen one of God’s creatures with magic like that,” said Winny. She started to pull back. She sensed Darcy’s shame in this power she couldn’t help but have. She made sure not to retreat any further.  
 
    Darcy said, “I read that the realm of time is a tricky thing. This is my first time intentionally trying to see anything.” 
 
    “Don’t give Xavier more ammunition as to why I shouldn’t have helped you do this,” said Winny. 
 
    Darcy pulled out a small white stone that had been smoothed and shaped into a teardrop. She held it out to Winny and said, “Hold this.” 
 
    “A moonstone,” said Winny, taking it and folding her fingers over it. “To help us connect to each other.” 
 
    “You’re holding it so that it hopefully connects me to your time,” Darcy explained. She bit down on her lower lip. There was no point in trying to mask her feeling of hesitation. “I don’t know what will happen, but I’m going to touch you.” 
 
    “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “Sometimes when I use this magic it uses me.” 
 
    “I don’t trust that,” said Winny, eyeing the blue light on Darcy’s hand. “I do trust you. Let’s do this together.” 
 
    Darcy held her gloved hand up like a torch. She felt the buzz trickle down her wrist and into her elbow. She cupped her bare hand over the side of Winny’s head. The moment Darcy touched her the world went still. 
 
    Darcy was the only thing that could move. Winny was a statue, her round eyes open and staring through Darcy as though she wasn’t there. Maybe she wasn’t anymore. There was no sound of waves below and no breeze whipping up from the water. Even Darcy’s light was gone. 
 
    “This can’t be good,” Darcy murmured. Despite the stillness of everything else she was able to move. As she stood a curtain of lavender light shimmered behind Winny. Darcy lifted her hands. Her light was gone, and there was no itch in any of her fingers as she curled and uncurled them. Her steps didn’t make a sound as she moved around Winny and pressed through a slit in the lavender curtain. 
 
    On the other side Darcy wasn’t the only one that moved. She was inside of a small room with a dirt floor. There were salt blocks in the corner. Preserved meat hung from hooks on the ceiling. There were barrels of stored food along the walls. Darcy quickly ducked behind a barrel as three women shuffled down a short set of stairs. 
 
    “What was that?” asked Winny, leading the others to the center of the small cellar. All the women carried candles. Winny turned toward the barrel where Darcy had rustled. The flame from her candle caught the panic in her eyes. 
 
    By poking between the barrels tucked deep into the shadows, Darcy could see this was a different time in Winny’s life.  
 
    Rather than a petticoat, Winny was in a plain cotton dress and white headwrap. The women behind her were worse for wear from their time in the field rather than the house like Winny. Though the attire varied, all three of them had rich dark skin with a map of scars beneath their dresses. 
 
    “Go on, child,” said Sibby, Winny’s mother. She was shorter than her daughter and built with far rounder hips and muscles in her arms. She had a hitch in her back that made her lean forward when she walked.  
 
    Winny put her candle on the ground and stepped back. Maddie, the eldest slave on the plantation, and Sibby placed their candles on the floor to create five points. Maddie was slower to move. Her foot had been hobbled as a young woman many years ago when she ran for the river. She had only one candle for she only had one hand. Her one arm ended at the wrist with fresh wrappings, blood softly kissing through. 
 
    “Sit,” Sibby ordered as she pointed at the center of the room.  
 
    As Winny obeyed, she cried, “Mama, I can’t.” She rattled so fiercely her teeth ached. “The price!” 
 
    Maddie patted at the air with the one hand she had left. She said, “Move now. Night is coming.”  
 
    Heart fluttering with sharp pulses, Winny nodded. Maddie started a small fire in the corner of the room and placed an iron poker in the flame. 
 
    Sibby took Maddie’s severed hand from a pocket in her dress and laid it to the left of her daughter. “Say what I say. Don’t be stopping.” 
 
    “Mama,” Winny whimpered. 
 
    Sibby argued, “We gotta save Abel.” 
 
    Though she couldn’t keep her hand steady, Winny tugged on the threaded bracelet at her wrist. Maddie had made it herself and wrapped within it a piece of black tourmaline. It had been Winny’s vessel in the times she had been brought in for group magic. This would be the first time it had to bear the weight alone. 
 
    Winny hesitantly repeated the spell. It called for the death of animals nailed to the ground. To focus the spell on vampires, three were needed to shape a triangle with Winny at the center—a snake, a rabbit, and a wolf. 
 
    “A hand from a handler of death to reach the realm of death,” said Maddie over the other women as they continued the spell. The walls of the barn rattled. The flames of the candles grew taller. “An eye that has seen the witch’s truth to show the way.” 
 
    Winny stopped though Sibby spout off another piece of the spell. “What eye?” she questioned. 
 
    “Don’t stop!” Sibby exclaimed. 
 
    “What eye, Mama?” 
 
    “An eye that knows who you really are, child,” said Sibby. Her wide cheeks flinched. Then she cried out as Maddie reached around with her one hand and dug a thumb into her left eye. 
 
    “Mama!” Winny cried. She leapt toward her mother, but Sibby kicked her back into her place in the triangle. 
 
    Though she bellowed from the pain, Sibby did not fight against Maddie. Winny hollered from her gut and slapped her chest wildly until Maddie pried the eye free and tossed it to Winny’s right side. It rolled. 
 
    “Don’t let it past the candle!” Maddie ordered. 
 
    Winny’s stomach rolled up, and her chest bucked forward. Despite herself, she managed to follow the order and grab the bloodied eye before it wandered off. 
 
    Sibby rattled from the shock. Maddie picked up the iron from the small fire, the end orange and alive. Through everything, Sibby gave her another line of the spell before Maddie rubbed the hot iron on the wound to seal the flesh. 
 
    If Winny pressed her palms together any harder, her arms would shatter. She rocked a few inches back and forth, sweat beading on her brow as she recited the pieces of the spell her mother gave to her. Through the pain throbbing in her head and the foul smell of her own sizzling flesh, Sibby continued to recite the spell. 
 
    Maddie dug her knees and one hand into the dirt to crawl toward Winny without crossing the triangle. “Bind the spell,” she said. 
 
    Winny shook her head. “But the price,” she argued. “My firstborn! Their firstborn! It never ends!” 
 
    “Never have a child,” said Maddie. 
 
    At the top of the stairs in the darkness, something rammed into the door from the outside. The women caught their breaths, more fearful of that sound than anything that had transpired within those walls. 
 
    “Now!” Maddie ordered. 
 
    “I ain’t got nothing to do it with!” Winny shouted as she clawed at the floor.  
 
    Maddie grabbed the iron and tossed it to Winny. She took hold of it by the wrong end. It bit into the flesh of her palm with a hiss. She dropped the iron and wailed as the door flung open. 
 
    “Hurry!” Maddie shouted. It was her last word before something more than a man thundered down the stairs and took hold of her by the throat. 
 
    “Abel!” Sibby cried. 
 
    He squeezed Maddie until the sound of her choking chirped. She wasn’t quite dead yet. Then he rammed her head into the wall to finish the deed. 
 
    Sibby hollered, “Dear Lord! They took my boy!” 
 
    Abel towered over his mother. While the women’s faces where covered in sweat and dirt, his mouth was buried in blood. Fangs scraped his lower lip as he sneered, “I am the son of Traian. You are nothing but food to me.” 
 
    “Forgive me,” said Sibby. “I failed you.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” said Abel, his voice raspy. “You won’t do it again.” From his mother that heard his first cry, he took her last. He drew her blood until it was dead and poisonous. 
 
    He hung his mother from a hook next to a slab of freshly salted meat. Her body slunk over. The weight yanked on the hook and stretched the tear in her flesh. Abel wiped his mouth with the back of his arm. 
 
    Winny scuffled backward on the heels of her hands. She stumbled into the wolf carcass Maddie and Sibby had staked into the ground an hour before. The other animals were nearby, spreading the scent of death. There was nowhere to go but into the barrels. Winny was a few feet from Darcy when Abel lunged over the top of her. 
 
    Abel pinned his sister down between two barrels. She kicked up at him, but his expression showed that it did no damage. It never did before the curse, and it seemed nothing would make him feel now. Their mother’s blood dripped from his mouth and onto Winny’s cheek. 
 
    “I didn’t finish it!” Winny shouted. 
 
    “You know how now,” he said. He pressed his thumb into her throat until she gagged. 
 
    Darcy inched closer, trembling. There was nothing to be done. This was the past, already set in its course. But it ached in her gut like it was the present. She whimpered, and Winny’s eyes rolled back and made contact with her. 
 
    “I could kill you,” said Abel with no emotion at all. “Traian’s got another idea for you.” 
 
    “Kill me,” said Winny. “I ain’t gonna serve evil.” 
 
    He licked his teeth, extra slow around the tips of his fangs. He said, “You’re gonna be evil.” 
 
    He stood and knocked a barrel into Darcy. She grunted from the blow, unable to move her hand fast enough to muffle the sound. Abel glared in her direction. 
 
    “Another witch?” asked Abel. 
 
    Darcy gasped, her heart the one to pulse now. 
 
    “Don’t matter. You’re dead either way.” 
 
    Darcy jumped into a space between the barrels, giving a feeble barrier between her and Abel. As he latched onto Darcy’s leg, she felt Winny’s head on her hand. Then as though Darcy had been there the whole time, she returned to the cliff with the waves and warm air. 
 
    Jumping up from the ground, Darcy checked her leg and her neck and everything in between. Once her frantic search for blood was over, she made sure both of her hands and eyes were intact.  
 
    “Your own brother,” said Darcy, her head rolling in a daze. “You watched him kill your mother.” 
 
    “You saw it,” said Winny, pushing herself up to stand. “You’re alarmed. What happened?” 
 
    Darcy clutched onto her gut and stumbled. Winny grabbed hold of her before she went too close to the edge. 
 
    “I’m here, but I don’t feel like it,” said Darcy. She felt like she was falling from the cliff again. Then it was like she was awakening from a deep sleep. She couldn’t stay in one state for more than a few seconds at a time. 
 
    Winny said, “For half an hour you only mumbled. I’m grateful Xavier didn’t show up.” 
 
    “Abel grabbed me.” 
 
    “How? It’s only a memory.” 
 
    “You looked at me.” 
 
    “How is this possible?” Winny questioned. She investigated Darcy’s feelings, like the confusion in Darcy would somehow make sense of that within herself. “I don’t recall the details of that night, but I remember your face all the sudden like one of those memories that spring up from the dead.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Darcy, shrugging her shoulders. “But now I know what the loyalists need to break the Barren Blood Spell. They came after you to get this memory. The whole spell is there.” 
 
    Her expression went hollow. She didn’t want to feel the truth. Mechanically, Winny said, “One way to break a spell is to cast it again with a key.” 
 
    “The price of this spell is the key,” said Darcy, finally catching her composure. She still felt light on her feet. “Whoever casts the spell creates a target that can break it. It’s passed to their children and through the bloodline.” 
 
    “Mary cast the spell for Thomas,” Winny murmured. 
 
    Darcy shivered as she said, “Jasmine’s blood is the key to breaking it.” 
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    There wasn’t much time left before the sun would break the dark horizon over the water past the cliff. Winny had left hours ago, and Darcy agonized over what to do. She even braved the witch chat room again in hopes of finding anything that could help her find Jasmine. The answers she received weren’t worth the pain.  
 
    She sat on the bottom of the stairs inside the house. Her baggy sweatshirt was her father’s, something he got from a blood drive. It had cartoon blood drop on the front. The fabric still smelled like Carter from the days before he was sick, back when he worked and smelled dusty and sweaty. As though she could feel the oncoming warmth of morning air, she whimpered.  
 
    Then the air shifted. It was colder than morning yet tingling with heat. Darcy sprung up and raced to the door, skipping on the last few steps. She opened the door with cinnamon already on her tongue, but there was nothing on the air that welcomed her but cold disappointment. 
 
    As Darcy pouted, she heard a voice from behind. 
 
    Xavier said, “I snuck through many windows in my youth.” He offered his familiar grin with just the one side of his lip curling. “Of course youth for me is a flexible term.” 
 
    She gave him a laugh though she tried to contain it.  
 
    “You want me,” he said, low, slow, and confident. 
 
    Heat rose in her chest. She said, “It’s been days since you had my blood, and that was only a taste.” 
 
    He said, “I don’t need your blood to feel that.” He kissed her, deeper than he meant to. He might not have had her blood anymore, but something about her still commanded him. Pulling away was against his will. With the tip of his nose pressed against Darcy’s, he asked, “What did you do today, ma sirène?” 
 
    She stroked his cheek with her own. “This and that,” she replied. 
 
    “Are you not going to tell me about Winny? I smell honeysuckle on you.” He sniffed again and then balked. “And a middle-aged man. Your choice in perfume is questionable.” 
 
    “You don’t like the smell of a construction worker?” 
 
    He finally broke free from the enchantment. He groaned, “I don’t know if I want to know why Winny was here.” 
 
    “I figured out a way to see the Barren Blood Spell.” 
 
    “Did you drink her blood?” 
 
    “The how doesn’t matter,” she said. She spoke with her hands, eager to share her discovery. “The loyalists need Jasmine to undo the spell because she is the oldest child of Mary’s oldest child.” 
 
    “Why haven’t they finished the spell yet then?” 
 
    “Winny said you need to basically recast a spell to undo it. They might need to get the other things.” 
 
    He sighed, “I’m sorry we haven’t found her. Every time we think we’ve tracked down Yin or the others, their scents suddenly disappear.” 
 
    “Can vampires do that? Just vanish?” 
 
    “I don’t know any that can,” he said. He paused and pinched his brow. “You don’t seem as worried as I would expect.” 
 
    “I don’t know if there is a word for how I feel,” she admitted as she cupped her elbows with her hands. “On the bright side, Chess’ spell should keep them from killing Jasmine. She’s strong. She can survive whatever they’re doing to her.” She quivered and dug her nails into her arms. 
 
    Xavier wanted to be as close to her as he could the moment she fell apart. He realized that she had already broken so thoroughly inside that if she were to break any further she would be a pile of dust, leaving nothing to catch. 
 
    “Give me your pain,” he whispered.  
 
    She struggled to swallow her own spit. “I came here to know family. I finally have it in my hands, and it’s been ripped away.” 
 
    He pulled her into his chest and nuzzled his cheek against the top of her head. He said, “She has you fighting in her corner. That gives me hope we’ll find her.” 
 
    A breath of cinnamon was soothing, but it didn’t ease the tension that had locked Darcy’s shoulders in place. She was a statue in his arms. 
 
    He pulled back and struggled to catch her gaze and keep it. “I don’t feel your blood anymore, but something else is surely weighing on you,” he said. 
 
    “I don’t want to burden you with my story.” 
 
    “It would remove the burden of curiosity to know it,” he said. 
 
    “I understand that,” she said. She winced as the words dug into her tongue. “I don’t think I can lose anyone again, not so soon after my dad.” 
 
    There were no words he could say to change the way she felt. Pains of the past were stubborn that way. 
 
    “He had multiple sclerosis,” she explained. “We tried so many treatments. He ended up in a chair and was always in pain. The only thing that seemed to soothe him was a bit of my light though he never saw me use it.” 
 
    “That’s heartbreaking,” said Xavier. For someone that spent over a hundred years as a lethal creature of the night, Darcy could bring out his humanity within seconds. 
 
    She said, “I found the coven hoping that I could use magic to heal him somehow. Even Chess and Alex couldn’t help. I kept my father’s pain as steady as I could, but the day came that he didn’t want to be soothed anymore.” 
 
    “He didn’t want it?” he questioned. 
 
    “He begged me for months to kill him.” She paused. This was her first time reciting the tale aloud. “I came home from work, and he started at it right as I walked through the door. I told him no like I always did and made his dinner. I took a shower. He took the steak knife to his wrist.” 
 
    Xavier became fragile, weak to anything that would have touched him. He heard the pain in her voice and couldn’t do anything about it. If he couldn’t help her, every muscle in his body seemed useless. 
 
    “Blood was everywhere, like a storm had come through with it,” she said before she stopped and chewed on the memory. “I wasn’t scared about him dying. I knew that was coming at some point. I didn’t call the ambulance right away. I knelt beside him and said goodbye.” 
 
    “You didn’t want to extend his pain,” said Xavier. He reached out and brushed his fingers through her hair. “That’s nothing to be ashamed or scared of.” 
 
    She said, “Maybe I didn’t want to extend mine.” 
 
    Xavier said, “Thank you for sharing with me. I know it’s hard to lose someone you love.” 
 
    Darcy’s chin trembled. Though it wasn’t magic, the burn in her eyes was fiercer than anything her hands could conjure. “I don’t want to lose Jasmine before I even get a chance to know her,” she said, her voice cracking. 
 
    “You will have your chance,” Xavier assured her. 
 
    She leaned forward and pinned her head into his chest. She said, “Thank you for listening.” 
 
    Softly, he said, “I would stay silent until darkness dies and the sun takes me if it were your words that needed to be heard.” 
 
    “When did you become such a poet?” she teased. 
 
    “I fought it for lifetimes, trust me. The battle was impossible to win once I met you, ma sirène.” 
 
    “Why do you call me that?” she asked. “Ma sirène.” 
 
    “Because that’s what you are.”  
 
    “A siren,” said Darcy. 
 
    He explained, “When I was at sea, the men talked of the things that could cloud their logic and become their every reason for existing. For a sea faring man, that feeling became a story of a song that could make someone venture out to his death because he was a prisoner to the call.” His thumb rested along her jaw. “You are my call. My siren. Ma sirène.”  
 
    She murmured, “That sounds tragic.” 
 
    He whispered, “The most beautiful things always are.” 
 
    She nuzzled her head into his neck. He breathed in the scent of her and let it trickle down into his every limb. “Damn the sun,” she said into his chest. 
 
    Xavier didn’t have to look at a clock. He knew the warning of the sun innately. It was almost as much a part of him to flee from the morning as it was to find Darcy when the stars freed him.  
 
    “Someone is here,” said Xavier, tensing as he glanced at the door. Four knocks followed.  
 
    “Dee!” Chess shouted. “It’s me! Open up!” He pounded four more times. 
 
    Darcy didn’t hesitate to open the door to her old friend. He passed the threshold without invitation and barged straight in until he spotted Xavier. Then Chess spun on the ball of one foot to face Darcy. “Whoa,” he said, glancing about. “Nice house.” 
 
    “I inherited it.” 
 
    “Rich parents.” 
 
    “Grandparents. What’s going on? It’s not even dawn yet.” 
 
    Chess said, “I figured you’d be up. You know, with a vampire boyfriend and all. You need to hear this.” He held out both hands, a foot of distance between them. “The deputy found your friend.” 
 
    Darcy’s knees gave way. Xavier arrived at her side in time to keep her from going down.  
 
    “Where was she?” asked Xavier. 
 
    “I heard she was out cold by the road near the woods,” said Chess. 
 
    “What woods?” asked Xavier. “Everything is woods or cliffs here.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” said Darcy. “She’s alive.” 
 
    “She’s at the hospital,” said Chess, not as excited to share that piece of the news. 
 
    Darcy pressed, “Why? Is she okay?” 
 
    Chess ran his hand back through his hair and said, “She’s been through a bit. The spell we did couldn’t keep them from biting her.” 
 
    Darcy tried to throw herself at the front door, ready to break through it if she had to. Xavier held her back.  
 
    “I’m going,” she said as she pried herself away from Xavier. “The sun is coming soon. You need to go home.” 
 
    Xavier groaned under his breath and conceded. “Be safe,” he begged. “I’ll find you the second night returns.” 
 
    Pulling away from Xavier, Darcy waved for Chess. “Come on,” she said. “I’m not letting her out of my sight again until those vampires are taken care of.” 
 
      
 
    ξ 
 
      
 
    Morning made the cold ground of the woods crunch beneath Lance Anders’ boots. The animals of the trees hadn’t stirred awake, but Lance had been up for hours. He had taken Jasmine to the hospital. Word of her discovery would travel across town soon. The men that played poker at the laundromat would say it’s a miracle she survived at all. She could have frozen in the night. A passing truck could have struck her as close as she was to the road.  
 
    At least his report would say that’s where he found her. 
 
    The first few hours of daylight were his favorite, like the sun gave him strength. He soaked it in as he wove through the trees as quietly as he could. His breath painted the air, and the breeze drifted to the right. A whistle on the wind came from the left. 
 
    He turned and followed the sound with careful steps. He soon came to a space between two dead trees that mirrored each other like twins. Each were tall and thin with purposeful slashes in the bark.  
 
    As he moved between the trees, he bent at the knees. He pulled out a small knife from his pocket. It was a plain knife with an oak handle carved to fit Lance’s hand. Within the handle were simple markings of organic shapes. When he lifted the tip of the blade over his head, the wood became anything but ordinary.  
 
    The markings in the wood moved, twisting and shifting as though to spell out something new in a language all its own. Lance tapped on his chest. Something glowed beneath the fabric. When it faded the glow moved to Lance’s fingers. 
 
    He moved the light from his hand to the blade of his knife as though lighting a candle. He drew the knife upward in a straight line. Streaks of light appeared out of nowhere, broken apart like the slits between curtains. As he moved the blade the lines zipped back together. 
 
    Once the lines of light were one again, Lance tucked his knife back into his pocket. The light soon faded. He remained on the ground, listening carefully to the quiet. 
 
    He whispered, “No one else is getting out of there.” 
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    Rather than go home when she arrived at the hospital to learn Jasmine was asleep, Darcy curled up in a chair in the waiting area and drifted off herself. Chess went back to his hotel. He couldn’t wrap his mind around why the vampires had let Jasmine go or why she was found in the woods where officers and dogs had searched for days and the rebel vampires for nights. Chess was going to reach out to the coven for help. Darcy didn’t want to participate in the witch’s chat room again even if it was as a spectator. 
 
    Darcy awakened to the sound of Lucia bickering with her brother. She wiped drool from her face and pulled her sweatshirt sleeves down to her wrists as the Ramirez siblings turned the corner. Darcy quickly ran her fingers through her tangled hair before she was seen. 
 
    Her efforts didn’t matter. Dante and Lucia were so caught up in who was right that neither noticed Darcy. Once they passed, Darcy peeled herself from the chair and went to the vending machines for anything with sugar.  
 
    Halfway through her Reese while wandering through the hospital, Darcy passed an open door with a familiar face—mostly familiar. Pearl Radley was awake and in bed, arguing with Larry about how she wouldn’t change the bar’s theme. He thought now that she was missing an eye that Pearl’s ought to be a pirate pub. The banter was too much fun for Darcy to pass up. 
 
    Darcy poked her head into the room right after Pearl snapped at Larry. Pearl had lost the eye. According to her, he never had a brain.  
 
    “You’re looking well,” said Darcy. Pearl would be going home in a day or two. There wasn’t much she could do for the eye, but high blood pressure kept her under watch. One corner of her head was bandaged to cover the missing eye.  
 
    “Are you going to be my doctor now?” asked Pearl. 
 
    “No,” said Darcy. “I’m not on duty.” 
 
    “Damn,” said Pearl. 
 
    “Make sure Dr. Shaw gives you a final check,” said Larry. He was scrawnier than his brother. Whereas Joseph was bald with a beard, Larry was baby-faced with a thick head of hair. “Porter might leave something behind.” 
 
    “Something already got left,” said Pearl. She stared him down with the one eye she had. 
 
    There were cards from locals wishing Pearl well. The ones that really cared hid mini bottles of alcohol in the bouquets of flowers. 
 
    “Forgive me if I’m stepping over the line,” said Darcy as she moved closer to Pearl. “I’m curious. I heard you were attacked. How did you get away?” 
 
    “Pure luck,” Pearl huffed. She reached for a nearby bouquet. It was dry. “The woman was stronger than a bear and wilder than a bobcat. I thought she would rip my face apart and go straight through my brain. Then I saw Lance.” 
 
    Larry patted his aunt’s shoulder and, as genuine as anything, said, “You only saw half of him.” 
 
    Pearl gave a drawn out, stuttered sigh. She said, “The lady wasn’t afraid of Lance at all, but she didn’t stay around too long after he showed up.” 
 
    “He should’ve shot her on the spot,” said Larry. 
 
    “He was a little busy tending to my missing eye,” Pearl snapped. 
 
    “The lady took off with it,” said Larry. “A doctor could be sewing it back in right now if the deputy had chased her down.” 
 
    Pearl looked to the ceiling and said, “Lord, why couldn’t she have taken my ears while she was at it?” 
 
    There were three soft knocks on the doorframe. Dante stuck his head in the room, warming the space immediately. “Sorry to interrupt, but someone would like to see you, Dr. Shaw,” said Dante.  
 
    If there was a spell for teleportation, Darcy would have carved it into her arm and put every jewel known to man in whatever shape she needed. She left Pearl to bicker with Larry and followed Dante into the hallway. 
 
    The hall was quiet. A new nurse left a patient’s room. She was a local, someone born and raised in Cape Emerald. A couple officers lingered, waiting for Jasmine to be cleared to speak. The mayor had already prepared to announce on the news that Jasmine had been found alive and well. He liked to take liberty with the details. 
 
    Dante tucked his hands into the back pockets of his fitted jeans before he asked, “How are you holding up? I’m sure things have been difficult here with Tanner’s passing.” 
 
    “It hasn’t been easy,” said Darcy.  
 
    She meant it about so much more than the events of Halloween. It was true that the hospital had mourned. There was an extra security guard now at all hours. There was an area outside for people to lay photos and flowers for Tanner and the other victims. There had been a rush the day after, but the volume had quickly waned. The staff was skittish every time someone new came through the front doors.  
 
    “It would help calm everyone if they caught the killer,” said Darcy. 
 
    Dante stared off down the hall. His steps were smooth, long, and slow. He said, “At least now you have some good news.”  
 
    “Finally,” said Darcy. 
 
    He turned the corner. They passed the vending machines. Darcy’s gaze lingered on another candy bar. He said, “You have your cousin back.” 
 
    Darcy nearly tripped. “How do you know she’s my cousin?” 
 
    “She let it slip. She was very happy to have someone to connect with. Despite what this town seems to think of her, she has very few people in her life.” 
 
    “I know the feeling,” Darcy admitted. 
 
    “Russ hasn’t told her about Tanner,” said Dante. He shivered. He had been in the same place at the same time, but Dante was back in the hospital alive and Tanner would never return. “He doesn’t want to throw that on her yet.” 
 
    When they reached the hallway with Jasmine’s room, Dante stopped walking. Darcy’s weight pulled her forward, but she held herself back. Dante suddenly examined her, interrogating her with his eyes. 
 
    He said, “Lucia gives me a hard time for going on vibes, but I have the strangest feeling that I can’t shake. Halloween was a nightmare, but I don’t think anyone remembers it right.” 
 
    Darcy scraped her tongue over the roof of her mouth. “How do you remember it?” she questioned. 
 
    “That’s the thing,” he said before he bit down on his plump lower lip. He chewed on the feeling before letting his lip go. “It’s hazy and broken. I remember pieces. You were there. Someone—a woman, I think—tried to hurt us.” 
 
    “I remember that,” she said, carefully. 
 
    “She didn’t have a gun, but I remember her growling. Then there was Thomas.” 
 
    “Mr. Morgan?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, confidently. “I don’t remember everything, but I remember him.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    Dante shook. “I’ll sound crazy,” he said.  
 
    “Try me.” 
 
    “I can’t explain it exactly. I remember him there with me. I have these imagines in my head of him but not from that night. It’s like they’re from his life, not mine.” 
 
    Darcy swallowed. Thomas must have given Dante his blood to drink, not just on the wound. To heal the wound Yin had given Dante it must have been a lot. 
 
    Dante ran his hand back through his thick hair and said, “Maybe the night was too traumatic. Others seem to remember weapons. I can’t kick the feeling that there is more to it.” 
 
    Darcy said, “I think that’s always the case, in my opinion.” 
 
    “True,” he said, lightly laughing. He slowly rubbed his chest in small circles. He wore a thin wire bracelet Matteo had made him. “Thanks for humoring me. You should go on.” 
 
    Darcy nodded before walking away and toward Jasmine’s room. The hall had suddenly become ten miles long. For someone who worked in a hospital, she should have been able to handle the walk as a visitor better than she did. When someone she cared for was in one of these rooms, she was as helpless and weak as anyone else. 
 
    Jasmine’s body was swollen and knotted. There were punctures all over, plenty unseen. The wounds varied, some quick jabs and others deep and surrounded by bruises from a drawn-out bite. Someone had cleaned the mud off her, but there were still scratches and signs of her struggle in the woods. Her hands were stacked on her stomach as she laid in the bed with tucked sheets. A bouquet of pansies sat on the metal stand by the bed. Dante knew her favorite.  
 
    “Hey,” said Jasmine. Her voice was raspy, like that of an elderly man who had breathed in his father’s pipe since birth. “I meant to find you on Halloween, but I got side-tracked.” She laughed until she winced. 
 
    Russ sat at her side. He was still in his night clothes, a flannel button up shirt and matching pants. The fabric was checkered, brown and blue. He brushed her hair again for the twentieth time, as gentle as he did Mary’s every day. 
 
    “Are you not still in costume?” asked Darcy. The floor could have sunk in from the weight that rolled off her chest when Jasmine weakly smiled. “I thought you were going for a transition into a zombie kind of thing.” 
 
    Jasmine fake laughed but still real winced. “Yin took me, but there were two other vampires. Is that guy their maker?” 
 
    Shaking her head, Darcy said, “His name is Abel. He’s part of the clan. You met Moira.” 
 
    “Aye,” said Jasmine, bitterly. “The Scottish bitch.” 
 
    “That’s the one,” said Darcy. 
 
    “They tried to do some kind of spell,” said Jasmine. She squinted as she relived her real nightmare. “They killed animals. They took my blood.” 
 
    Whether Darcy wanted to put it to words or not, she knew Jasmine deserved to hear it. “They need your blood to reverse a spell that Mary did,” she explained. 
 
    Russ said, “I thought they were here to get their maker back.” 
 
    “We were wrong,” said Darcy. She wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not given the alternative. “Mary cast a spell forty years ago to keep vampires from being able to create sangoras—their new vampires.” 
 
    “What does that have to do with me?” asked Jasmine. 
 
    Darcy replied, “They need the blood from the next in Mary’s line. Since your father is gone, it goes down his line.” 
 
    Color abandoned Russ’ face. He went woozy on the bed. Jasmine pulled him toward her to keep him from falling to the floor. 
 
    Darcy waited until the room calmed again, as much as it could. She said, “There is a coven coming to town to try to stop them. One of them is already here. He and I did a spell to keep the vampires from killing you.” 
 
    “So that’s why they couldn’t drain me of all my blood,” said Jasmine like it was a revelation. “It would have been nice had they not gotten close, but I’ll thank him for the favor anyway.” 
 
    “Bring your friend by the house,” said Russ. “Maybe he’ll find something useful in Mary’s things to stop these vampires for good.” 
 
    Darcy nodded, only once. “I’m so happy you’re safe,” she assured Jasmine. “I’m confused though. How did you get out?” 
 
    “Whatever they were trying to do didn’t work,” said Jasmine. She shrugged her shoulders as much as she could. The venom from three vampires made every muscle feel like it had a charley horse.  
 
    “Why?” asked Darcy. 
 
    “No clue,” said Jasmine. She repositioned herself in the bed. Machines that monitored her flashed and beeped, nothing to be alarmed about. “They weren’t happy about it either. Then they started taking bites out of me, and I woke up here.” 
 
    “It was recent,” said Russ, examining the marks that hadn’t healed. The more he counted the weaker he became until he started to slide off the bed again. 
 
    Darcy rushed to his side and pushed him back up beside Jasmine. He was like a cold puppy in her arms, every inch of him rattling involuntarily. 
 
    “I can’t take anything more,” said Russ, sandwiched between his granddaughters. “I don’t want to let either of you go.” He bounced back and forth, pressing his cheek into Jasmine and then Darcy. “You girls are my joy.” 
 
    That was enough to break Darcy. She was wrapped up in family, twice as much as she had ever had at any point in her life. She knew that outside of these walls there were still dangers that were hungry for them. While the sun was still up and they were in her arms, she cherished the feel of them. 
 
    She might never again have the fresh scent of her father, but there in the now she had Russ’ rustic cologne. Though Darcy would never know a sister or brother, her hand touched the very real skin of a cousin. Darcy would never meet her mother—at least not in the present—but when Jasmine was ready, they would all reunite in the Redwood home with Mary. There were so few of them and many years had been kept from her, but Darcy had family. As a clock on the wall ticked and reminded her of time’s lingering presence, Darcy debated keeping her family in her embrace until the world’s end. 
 
      
 
    ξ 
 
      
 
    The Redwood home was usually calm and serene. It was especially so after Darcy and Russ left. She had taken him home for a couple hours to take care of Mary. Before he left to be with Jasmine again, Russ kissed his wife on the forehead and whispered that he loved her like he had done every time he had to leave her the last thirty years. She hadn’t reacted. She never did. He wasn’t sure if she heard him or if her mind was with him at all. 
 
    With only a sliver of a moon having returned to the night sky, there was little light for Mary. There was only a nearby lamp Russ kept on for her. The ticking of the clocks was her only company. That was the case until the front door creaked. Mary’s muttering didn’t cease, not on the first sound of a footstep in the hall and not on the last that ended right at the open doorway of the parlor.  
 
    “Oh, sweet Mary,” said the man that entered the room. He put one foot in front of the other but didn’t push forward. In his hand he twiddled a piece of the hydrangea he had broken off after passing it. Clocks ticked louder, anxious. “Is this what it looks like when life ages to greet death at its door?” 
 
    Mary shivered. Russ had draped a shawl over her shoulders, but it wasn’t enough to warm her against the autumn air that drifted in from the open front door. She kept on with her mumbled sounds. The man drew closer.  
 
    He glanced at her necklace and chuckled, “What good has your angelite done you? What made you pay such a price as this?” He peered deep into her lost gaze as though her voice was trapped within it. “What did you do that was worse than what you took from vampires?” 
 
    He pulled up a wooden pendant from around his neck. It was in the shape of a diamond with shallow engravings that painted a picture of layers of twisted branches.  
 
    Kneeling in front of Mary’s feeble knees, the man tucked his hand into her hair and cupped the back of her neck. A streak of moonlight pierced through the window and separated the youthful man from the elderly woman.  
 
    “I have loathed you for years,” he whispered. “I would forgive you this moment. Tell me how to fix what you’ve done.” 
 
    Mary muttered, nothing new. They were the same sounds over and over as she had done for nearly three decades. Her necklace fumbled on her throat. 
 
    “You’re speaking of dark realms there, Mary,” he said. He muttered along with her, mocking her. Then he gritted his teeth and pressed toward her, their faces close but not quite touching. “Why won’t the spell work?” His grip drew blood that wrapped around his fingers and down the back of Mary’s neck. “You took everything!” 
 
    The engraving of the wooden pendant lit up with white light, casting branch patterns over Mary’s face. He watched her quiver. His hand slipped down out of her hair. He, too, quivered.  
 
    Closing his eyes, he pressed his forehead against Mary’s chin and said, “I wish things were different—that you hadn’t taken what wasn’t your right to take.” His brow trembled. “Please, Mary. Give me this now. What do I do?” 
 
    The ticks told him there would be no answer. The tocks said Mary would not yield.  
 
    “Then I will give you this parting gift,” he said, reaching for his pendant. “I’ll take the only thing you can give me. Know that you owe me so much more.” 
 
    The light slipped through the branches of the pendant and around his fingers, lighting his hand like a torch. He brought the flame to Mary’s mouth, tenderly grazing her lips with the tips of three fingers. Mary’s next sound was strained, a struggling breath. 
 
    Mary quaked in her chair with more than a chill. From her toes to her fingers, her body rocked in the chair. A cold breath passed over her lips and gave the light of his hand a fluorescent glow. Her body went still. He brought the light back to the pendant where it was absorbed before it faded, leaving the parlor dark and quiet. 
 
    The man fell back onto his hands. Mary’s head fell over. Her shawl slipped down. The man’s next three breaths were full and sharply pained. 
 
    “No,” he snarled. He slapped his hand over his mouth, holding in his next sound. He crawled toward Mary’s feet like a babe learning to move. “Why didn’t you say so?”  
 
    He pulled himself up with the arm of her chair. Her skin was cold, as though she had been dead for years. He should have been used to the feeling after all the witches he had drained, but this time it chilled him. 
 
    He carefully lifted her head to look her over. “You didn’t do it,” he whispered. He kissed her forehead and then pulled away. “Then who?” 
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    Carter Shaw’s funeral earlier that year had been scarcely attended. No one in Chicago knew him other than Darcy and the doctors. Only his daughter was at the burial. The rain had made the men that filled the grave hurry away. Darcy stood for hours by his filled plot while her boots sank into the mud. The earth tried to drag Darcy down too. 
 
    That was the day she made a pact with herself. She didn’t want to be alone. If ever she had a chance to have something as precious as family again, there would be nothing she wouldn’t do to protect them.  
 
    Yet there she was at Mary’s gravesite. The room at the funeral home had been full. Even if Mary hadn’t spoken in thirty years, the town knew her and ached for Russ. No one quite understood why Darcy took the news so hard. Lucia jabbed someone in the side when they suggested Darcy was after Russ for herself and reminded them that Mary had been her patient. Then it was decided that Darcy had the biggest heart in Cape Emerald. Darcy surely felt she did from the throbbing in her chest.  
 
    Fewer people made the journey to the cemetery for the burial. Thanks to a visit from Xavier at the hospital, Jasmine had healed up well enough for Dr. Shaw to allow her to leave for a few hours. Dante came along to help with Jasmine’s chair and to lift her spirits.  
 
    Mary had gone down, and dirt had gone atop her. Russ and Lance remained by her plot next to Felicia’s. Jasmine’s father was beside Russ’ future resting place. Whatever the two living men were discussing, it was clear it wasn’t about burial plans. 
 
    Lance was the first to break away as he threw up his hands. He strolled toward Darcy while he grumbled under his breath. He didn’t stop to speak though it seemed he wanted to. It was like he could feel Russ watching him from behind. At the marble gravestone large enough to be a bed, Lance diverted and moved away from Darcy.  
 
    When Lance was safely on the trail back to the hospital parking lot, Darcy started the somber march toward Russ. He grumbled about Lance up until Darcy stood within an arm’s reach. Then he went stiff, like reality had cruelly found him again. 
 
    “Everything okay with the deputy?” she asked, gently. 
 
    “I want him to do his job is all,” said Russ. He glared at the trail though Lance wasn’t in sight. “Even if it’s uncomfortable.”  
 
    “Uncomfortable?” 
 
    “I don’t want to upset you.” 
 
    “Once my curiosity is struck, I’m as stubborn as they come.” 
 
    Snow nipped his nose, and he shivered. He said, “Lance knows what happened to Mary, and he won’t do shit about it.” 
 
    Lucia had determined Mary died from heart failure. Darcy saw the body and agreed. Perhaps Russ didn’t want to face it. To have such an unusual life and die so ordinarily might have seemed strange. Maybe this vendetta was a way for him to cope with the truth that he wouldn’t have anything else to do to care for Mary. Darcy didn’t aim to push his buttons. 
 
    “I need to get Jasmine back to the hospital,” said Darcy as she ran her hand between Russ’ shoulders. “If you need to stay longer, Dante can take her. I’ll wait with you.” 
 
    Russ brought his fingers to his fumbling lips. He had aged over the last couple days. Circles beneath his eyes had darkened and puffed. Wrinkles had doubled. His body had forgotten how to go on without Mary. 
 
    “I have to tell you something about your grandmother,” said Russ. He was robotic about it, like he was programmed to speak rather than he desired to. “When she brought you into this realm, the magic did take its toll and bound her to that chair.” 
 
    Darcy winced. She knew this already. Maybe he simply needed to spread the pain. 
 
    “But she wasn’t mute,” he said. He patted his own arm, like his hand belonged to Mary. “Magic had taken hold of our sweet Felicia and changed her over the years. She never was the same once she dove in, and Mary didn’t want to see magic do that to you. She knew that dark things from other realms would be drawn to you.” 
 
    Darcy brushed snow from her cheek. She was too focused on the tremble in her grandfather’s voice to let the cold stir her. 
 
    “The last day my Mary spoke to me, she said she would love me forever,” he said, the last syllables choked with tears. He cleared his throat. “Whether she was in this realm or any other.” 
 
    “She was here,” said Darcy. She gazed at him, searching for whatever she was missing. 
 
    He quivered, wishing Darcy was right. Knowing she wasn’t, he said, “In body only. She sent her spirit to a very dark realm in exchange for the magic to cast a protection spell.” 
 
    “The one over the house?” 
 
    He shook his head and said, “The one over you. Mary feared that vile things from other realms would latch onto you.” 
 
    “They’ve tried,” said Darcy, plainly. Snow dusted her hair and lingered only a second before melting and darkening her auburn curls. 
 
    “They have?”  
 
    “I think so. Maybe when I was a kid but I’m not sure.” 
 
    He cringed. “She repeated the names of realms she was trying to protect you from. I don’t even know what all she was saying. In every waking moment for thirty years Mary remained in the realm of penance.” 
 
    She gasped, “That horrible place?” 
 
    He grabbed hold of both of her shoulders. Despite his weak frame, his grip was firm and desperate. “Please tell me you haven’t crossed into that realm,” he said. 
 
    She tucked her tongue into her cheek. She said, “I did reach into it. There was a tear near here.” She didn’t want to tell him how the crimson tried to overtake her. Maybe it wasn’t really Xavier’s blood that saved her. It just gave her the strength to hold on for the wild ride. It was Mary that kept Darcy from being consumed.  
 
    “You must not go close again,” he warned. “If the spell even mentions it, do not use it. Don’t use any magic anymore. Please.” 
 
    “It’s okay. I’m fine.” 
 
    He wasn’t convinced. “Mary was keeping away the darkness that sought you.” He rubbed his neck like the words were swelling within his throat. “Now that she’s gone I don’t know what will happen if you cross into another realm.” 
 
    “Any magic has it’s fee,” said Darcy, calmly as though trying to brush the topic aside. 
 
    “Your fee might be you,” he said, sternly. He stilled his shaking hand by resting it on his chest “I’ve lost Mary and Felicia to that road. Don’t go down that path.” 
 
    She took hold of him and said, “I have you and Jasmine. I need family. I don’t need magic.” 
 
    The peace Darcy gave Russ tipped him over, and he fell with his pain and the shards of his shattered heart into Darcy’s embrace. The snow slowed around them, and their sorrows fell to their feet. Time passed, and they warmed each other. 
 
    Darcy pulled away and waved for Russ to follow her back to the car. His feet shuffled. She helped him along around Mary’s new plot and through the family she would never truly know. 
 
    While he clung to Darcy, Russ pointed to a square headstone behind Mary’s. Engraved into the stone was a rose. He said, “That’s Mary’s mother. Evangeline Bishop.” 
 
    “She died forty years ago,” said Darcy, glancing at the dates. 
 
    Russ said, “It was unexpected. Mary took it hard. My children did too. They loved her.” He patted Darcy’s shoulder, and they moved around Evangeline. 
 
    The icy ground crunched. They were in an open area covered in grass. No flowers. No large headstone with beloved endearments. There was a small stone. It was flat and large enough only for a name and dates.  
 
    “Benjamin Bishop,” Darcy read to herself. He was ten years younger than Mary according to the marking. He made it to twenty-five. “Mary’s brother?” 
 
    “Ben,” said Russ, nodding to the flowerless stone.  
 
    “He died the same year as Evangeline,” said Darcy. 
 
    He said, “Months apart. She died from magic. He died from a lack of it.” 
 
    Darcy tilted her head, curious. 
 
    Russ wet his lips. He said, “Ben killed himself at the bridge on the way here.” 
 
    Though it wasn’t the first Darcy had heard of her family jumping to their deaths, each revelation sank into her gut. After the feeling settled, she asked, “What does that have to do with magic?” 
 
    “He left a note behind,” Russ explained. “It’s the only way we know what he did. He didn’t have the same talent for magic like Mary, and she didn’t know magic that could make him live forever.” 
 
    “Ben,” said Darcy like it was the first time she had ever made the sound. “Thomas’ Ben?” 
 
    “He didn’t tell you,” said Russ. 
 
    “He has talked of Ben, but he doesn’t know I’m your granddaughter. The Barren Blood Spell makes sense now. Mary cast it to protect her brother.” 
 
    “Ben wanted forever,” said Russ. “It drove him mad, I suppose. I can’t speak for the dead.” Snow started a pile on his head. He became a statue, ready to join the stones of the cemetery. 
 
    “How about I take you home?” Darcy offered. Her chin trembled. Maybe it was the cold but probably not. 
 
    “What is home when your heart is buried beneath the ground?” he questioned. “I hope you know love like we did, but there’s trouble with a love like I had for my Mary.” The sound of her name on his lips struck him like an anvil. He waited and let a breath try to roll the weight away with little success. “It’s such a bastard to lose.”  
 
    Darcy grinned. “How poetic,” she said. 
 
    He snickered and then sighed. “I didn’t woo her with my words.” There was still an outline of Mary’s gravesite despite the snow that covered it. “When a love like ours leaves, it refuses to take you with it. Yet it buries you at the same time.” 
 
    There was that fact about death that Darcy had learned. It hadn’t been school or work that had taught her. It was the day her father died that Darcy realized death didn’t kill only the dead. It also opened a spicket in those left behind to drain their lives away a drop at a time. As long as the pain of loss coursed through them, they had to die slowly. The trick was they would never really die that way. To die every day but always live was perhaps far worse a fate than to be six feet under. 
 
    “You’re still here,” said Darcy, pulling him closer to her. “She wouldn’t want you to join her sooner than you had to.” 
 
    “It would only be a few years, tops,” he teased. Then he moaned on the end of his breath. “You’re right. Mary would tell me to stop feeling sorry for myself and enjoy what I have with you and Jasmine. Family was everything to her.” 
 
    “It’s everything I ever wanted,” said Darcy. The thought of her family—however few and tattered—thawed the cold pain in her chest. “I’m grateful to have found you. I’d like to keep you as long as I can.” 
 
    “Let’s get Jasmine back,” said Russ. His eyes closed. It was like he thought not seeing the world would keep him from remembering how dark it had become for him. “Then let’s figure out our new normal.” 
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    Like all vampires, Thomas could feel the sun falling each day as though chains slipped off his limbs and he was free. He hadn’t slept at all. He mourned for Mary. At another time he had imagined her as his family. She had been kinder to him than any he had known in his mortal life. All he wanted to do was go back in time.  
 
    Thomas left his room and headed for the living area where he knew Winny would be up by now reading. He found her curled up in her chair with Tony Morrison. There was a glass beside her. She fiddled with her cross necklace and brought the book closer to her face the better the story became. He stood in the doorframe and watched her, one of his few comforts. 
 
    Winny turned the page and said, “You’re pitying me again. You know I don’t like that feeling.” 
 
    “You know I can’t help it,” he sighed. He crossed the room with soft steps like he didn’t want to frighten away the few pleasant memories he had. “I remember meeting you. I returned to two new members. Abel was already cold. You were never meant to be in the dark.” 
 
    Closing her book, Winny offered him the same smile as every time he went down this lane of memories. She said, “Had this never happened there would be so many books I never would have read. That would be the worst darkness ever.” 
 
    “I adore you,” he said. 
 
    “That’s because you have only Xavier to compare me to.” 
 
    “Is he not going to see Darcy? The two have been inseparable.” 
 
    Mischievously beaming, she said, “It’s been lovely, hasn’t it?” 
 
    Thomas replied, “To have someone else put up with him? Yes.” 
 
    Winny giggled. She had learned to neither agree nor disagree in this household. It was part of keeping the peace. She said, “Darcy is coming here. She wants to get out of her house for a while.” 
 
    Thomas lost the bit of warmth he had found in seeing Winny. He went stiff. He didn’t want Winny to feel him though there was nothing he could do to stop it. 
 
    “Mary is at peace now,” said Winny.  
 
    “Can you know she is?” he asked. 
 
    “I cannot, but I can hope.” 
 
    “Where does hope get us, Winny?” 
 
    “The same place as doubt in the end,” she said, confidently. “At least hope is a little less bumpy of a ride.” She eased back into the chair. “Hope is so foreign to you though. I wish you could trust it.” 
 
    He was cold but not toward her. “It’s because it’s not foreign to me that I don’t,” he said. 
 
    “Will you ever be happy?” she asked.  
 
    “Should I?” he questioned. 
 
    “So many people who don’t deserve it are,” she said. “The fact that you question your worthiness shows you have more a heart than those. Yes, Thomas. Be happy.” 
 
    “Like you?” he teased. 
 
    “You act like to be happy you must not be unhappy at any point,” she said. “I have all feelings, sometimes in the same day. I have room for happy too.” 
 
    Tenderly, he said, “You are wise. We don’t deserve you.” 
 
    She huffed, “You finally speak some truth.” 
 
    He didn’t react the way she had wanted. He wasn’t ready to laugh. “I worry though,” he admitted. 
 
    “That’s all you do,” she groaned as she tossed her head back. 
 
    “I mean about Xavier,” he said. 
 
    “Whatever for?” 
 
    Thomas paused and listened to the quiet house for a sign of Xavier. It appeared he had not yet left his room. Thomas said, “He’s so drawn to Darcy. He didn’t want to be at first, but he seems to have conceded to it now.” 
 
    “Do you worry she is bad for him?” asked Winny, nearly snickering. “If anything, shouldn’t we worry for her? He is cursed after all.” 
 
    He said, “Perhaps they are a perfect match. I’m overthinking, I suppose. I simply don’t want Xavier to be hurt.” 
 
    “Aww,” said Winny. “If only he knew how you felt.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare tell him,” Thomas snapped, playfully. 
 
    “I believe he is preoccupied in his thoughts today,” said Winny. She drew a breath to take in the house. “Yes. He is anxious and eager at the same time. He wants to see her, I assume. She has brought out the humanity in him.” 
 
    “Does she love him?” he asked. 
 
    “It is still early for them both,” she said. She sat up straight. She sifted through the feelings from the last time she was near Darcy. “She does not mean him any harm. She does care for him. She is definitely attracted to him.” 
 
    “We all knew that,” Thomas huffed. 
 
    “There is more,” said Winny. She paused, like the feelings of others coursed through her. “They see each other as they are and aren’t afraid to point it out. They both carry such pain. I hope they’ll help each other to heal from it.” 
 
    “She will experience much misery in life with as deeply as she cares for everyone around her,” said Thomas. 
 
    “This is different though. As soon as she finds her long lost family, one of them dies.” 
 
    “Family? Her family is dead.” 
 
    “Most of it,” said Winny as she reached for her glass of blood. She took a sip with poise. Not a drop escaped her lips. “Xavier didn’t tell you either. He’s been rather protective of her. She is related to the Redwoods.”  
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Mary is her grandmother.” 
 
    A deep crease formed in Thomas’ forehead. “Jasmine is an only child,” he said. 
 
    “I believe Darcy is as well,” said Winny. 
 
    “How is that possible if—” Thomas started but then stopped himself. “Dear God.” 
 
    Winny grinned and said, “It’s nice to hear you acknowledge him after all these years.” 
 
    “She was never born,” he murmured. 
 
    “Never born? That’s impossible.” 
 
    “Everything I’ve thought was impossible isn’t,” he said, nearly sick as his stomach churned.  
 
    Winny stood up from the chair and pressed her book into her chest. She said, “You’re terrified. You haven’t felt this way since we rebelled.” 
 
    “This is worse,” he said, the sound rolling up from his gut. He covered his mouth and swallowed everything back down. Silence followed.  
 
    “You’re worrying me,” said Winny. 
 
    His words were barbed as they crawled their way out of his throat. He said, “Everything is my fault. Get Xavier. We must go.” 
 
      
 
    ξ 
 
      
 
    The Shaw house was filled with too much emptiness and far too many memories Darcy never had. She showered at sunset and found a black sweater when she was done. If she went ahead and left, she and the night would meet Xavier at the same time. The day had caught up to her, and she barely wanted to move as she listened to Watson devour food all the way down in the kitchen. 
 
    It had been dark for an hour when her phone started to ring downstairs. It was the only thing that could pry her away from the warm blankets and safe haven of her bed. She hadn’t removed her shoes, so the stairs were louder than normal. On the third go-round of the ringtone, she snatched the phone from the coffee table. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “D—y.” The sound was broken, but the voice was clear. 
 
    “Russ,” said Darcy. “Is everything okay?” He didn’t have to speak. His staggered breathing gave her the answer. “Is Jasmine okay?” 
 
    “No. They took her.” 
 
    “Took her? Who?” 
 
    “She’s gone. There’s blood on the floor. The cameras messed up.” 
 
    “Breathe,” she ordered. She knew what it all meant. When the only evidence left behind was blood and heartbreak, it seemed the cursed ones were surely to blame. 
 
    “They took Lucia too,” he said. 
 
    Darcy squeezed the phone so hard she thought surely it or her fingers would break. “I’m on my way to the Morgan house,” she said. She wished she had a broom to fly on or any magic that could get her across town in seconds. Then she hoped to make sure the vampires wished they had never touched Jasmine or Lucia.  “Whoever took them can’t have gone far. Xavier will track them down.” 
 
    “What? Darcy?” The phone crackled. 
 
    “Russ?” 
 
    There was static. Darcy sighed and hung up the call. She slid the phone into the pocket of her jeans and grabbed her coat off the rack. The coat was halfway on when she opened the door, and then it hit the floor. Three pairs of hazy reptile eyes were there right past the threshold. Three sets of fangs caught the porchlight before the bulb flickered out.  
 
    “Hello, pet,” said Yin. She skimmed the tips of her fangs over her lower lip. One drew blood. 
 
    Darcy’s knuckles whitened as she held the door tightly. “Taunt all you want,” she said with her chin lifted high. “I know you can’t come in.” 
 
    Moira jumped at the door, unable to pass it yet unfazed by the defeat. She scoffed, “Has Xavier taught you nothing?” 
 
    Before Darcy could shoot out the snide remark on the tip of her tongue, a hand covered her mouth and yanked her head back into a man’s chest. The vampires whooped and cackled from the porch. Darcy thrashed her elbows back. Nothing broke the man’s hold on her until Watson leapt into the room. 
 
    Watson’s mouth snapped on the back of the man’s leg. Darcy jumped away and turned just before reaching the open door. Vampires hissed and growled inches from her. Blue light burned on both of her hands. She clenched her jaw, ready to strike until she saw the man kick Watson into the wall. Watson wailed. 
 
    “Chess?” Darcy gasped.  
 
    “That beautiful magic,” said Chess. Watson came bounding at him again. Chess snapped his fingers. His wooden pendant glowed, and Watson laid down and whimpered. The light in the hallway flickered, alive enough to show Chess’ slick smile. “Maybe I’ll have some of it before the night is done.” 
 
    “You’re with them?” 
 
    “I’m with me,” he laughed as he marched toward her. “If only I’d known who you are when you walked into the coven. It’s funny how we find each other, isn’t it?” 
 
    She curled her fingers into her palms, forming fists. She said, “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “I didn’t understand why nothing was working either,” he said, still in the high of his delight. “Then I took Mary’s years and her memories too.” 
 
    Darcy glared at him. Her hands burned. She didn’t want to hurt a friend, but it was clear he wasn’t one anymore. Perhaps he never was. 
 
    He said, “You favor your mother.” The wooden pendant around Chess’ neck glowed. He threw his hand up, and a force struck Darcy in the stomach and chucked her toward the open door. She crossed the threshold, and three vampires were ready and eager to catch her. 
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    The scent of trees on the air triggered a memory. Though Darcy couldn’t remember what had happened after being pushed through her doorway and into the arms of three vampires, she could clearly recall being lost in the woods as a girl. The thought had haunted her dreams for years. She had gone to summer camp when her father had a job out of state that he couldn’t take her to, and she had awakened in the night to a whistle on a wind that wasn’t there.  
 
    A young Darcy had wandered out of the cabin. It had been a cool night for the summer, enough to chill a barefoot girl in shorts. The whistle carried Darcy only so far before it abandoned her, leaving her stranded and away from any beaten trail. 
 
    In that lost state her hand had tingled with a burn and a chill all at once. It was the first time she had felt the sensation that would come to consume her for years thereafter, and it took her to her knees. Back then fear was able to shake her.  
 
    Something crawled toward her from the shadows. When its light tan fur and white spots came into the light, Darcy realized it was a fawn. It quaked as its belly scraped the ground. Darcy wiped her tears with her stable hand and went quiet to watch the feeble deer. It was covered in mud and leaves and smelled like the trees. When it slid under Darcy’s aching hand, its fur hardened. 
 
    The fawn turned into a statue of its former self like a terracotta soldier. Against Darcy’s will, her hand rattled on the clay back. The fawn shattered at her touch and fell over her lap into a pile of ash. 
 
    She had told the counselors the tale, but they had chopped it up to a bad dream. Over the years she had started to believe their version. There could be no such thing as a deer that fell apart at the touch. Every time the dream came back to her Darcy remembered that perhaps it wasn’t the deer that was so strange and impossible. Maybe it was her. 
 
    It was no longer summer, and Darcy was no longer a child. Her cold fingers struggled to uncurl. When they finally laid flat, they grazed stone. Streaks of moonlight broke through the branches above her. As her head rolled to the side, she realized she was on a tombstone in the shadowed cemetery in the woods. She hadn’t been there too terribly long. Neither had the footprints in the snow.  
 
    Darcy’s body ached, stiff as though she had been drugged. She could see the edge of fang marks on her shoulder. Though it hurt to do it, she rolled her eyes toward the sound of footsteps on the snow. What she found wasn’t a vampire, but she wasn’t entirely sure he was human. 
 
    “Hello, Dee,” said Chess, eerily. 
 
    His steps lightly kissed the ground. Maybe it was his glee making him float. He wore a tan woolen coat. It was long, down to the middle of his thighs. Brown leather gloves hung from one of the pockets. His hair was gelled and slicked over to one side.  
 
    “Unless you prefer Darcy,” he said. He stopped with his heel barely touching the ground. He pointed to the night sky with two fingers pressed together. “My favorite is Dr. Shaw, daughter of Carter and a mystery woman.”  
 
    “What are you?” asked Darcy.  
 
    “I am a man trying to right a wrong,” said Chess, finally putting his foot down. “You are the piece of the puzzle no one knew existed.” 
 
    There were five candles on gravestones surrounding Darcy, forming the points of a star. Only four were lit as one candle’s flame had snapped in the cold breeze. 
 
    Chess made his way to the darkened point with a lighter in his hand. “We can’t have that,” he said, tsking. The candle was on Evangeline Bishop’s stone. Chess traced the carving of her name with his gaze before lighting the candle. “Winny had the five, so we must have the five. We brought our animal friends as well.” 
 
    He waved to the three stakes in the ground that formed a triangle around Darcy. The snow was slush from the blood around the stakes that pinned the animals down—a snake, a rabbit, and a wolf. 
 
    “The rabbit is a common sacrifice in spells in which one aims to wrong another,” Chess explained. “It is such a helpless animal. Only those with wicked intentions would slay such a creature.” He rubbed the rabbit blood that had dried between his fingers. “Did you know it was a snake that drew the blood from the first to be cursed?” 
 
    He smiled, enthusiastic to share the history of a curse he knew better than any other mortal. 
 
    “A wolf for the realm of death,” said Chess, like he was reciting poetry. “Wolves are often used for spells for the realm of death, but the Lady of Ash was very fond of them and took her favorite with her when she was banished.” 
 
    Darcy squirmed. She moved to the edge of the stone. 
 
    Chess lifted a finger. He warned, “I need you, but you don’t have to remain in one piece to serve your purpose.” 
 
    She went still. 
 
    He said, “I had meant to kill you when we went to the woods together. I must thank Xavier for interfering. A witch had to die because of your message. I have her magic now, and the loyalists have her blood.” 
 
    The flame of the candle whipped left to right. Chess watched it with pleasure until the breeze carried in a thin layer of snow and a change in the air. He said, “The scent of morning in the night is bittersweet.” 
 
    Snow crunched across the cemetery. Into the light stepped Thomas with vicious eyes. His shoulders were high, and his hands were prepared to latch onto Chess and ripple his bones. 
 
    “Let her go,” said Thomas. The scent of coffee was thick on the air while he growled. “You’re not alone, but I can take those three.” 
 
    Chess did not yet turn away from the candle. He skimmed the tips of his fingers over the top of the flame. 
 
    Thomas took another step and declared, “I’m taking Darcy with me, I promise you that.”  
 
    Chess scoffed before slowly turning. More powerful than the sun, the sight of Chess brought Thomas to a halt.  
 
    Thomas melted. The sound that sprung from his tongue shattered him. “Ben.”  
 
    With Thomas unable to fight back, Moira and Abel dropped down from the trees and captured him with ease. He didn’t notice he had been disabled. If there was any heart left alive within him to feel, it couldn’t decide why it was throbbing—elation or devastation.  
 
    Able to speak clearer now that the venom had eased, Darcy gasped from her slab, “Benjamin Bishop?” 
 
    “Long time,” said Ben to Thomas in a voice like it had been locked away for ages. He, too, stopped in his tracks. He seized the moment like he had waited his whole life to be the captor. “I thought vampires couldn’t change, but you’re different. You’re weaker somehow.” 
 
    Moira and Abel shoved Thomas to his knees. They were careful to ensure his hands did not reach them. They each wore thick leather gloves. Even with the barrier, the sapphire gems in the chain they wrapped around Thomas’ hands still singed their palms. 
 
    Still in a daze, Thomas said, “How have you not changed at all?” 
 
    “How am I not an old man, you mean?” Ben questioned. He shrugged one shoulder and dipped his hands into the pockets of his coat. “That’s none of your doing, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “What enchantment is this?” asked Thomas, quivering. “You know magic costs dearly.” 
 
    “My dues were taken long ago,” said Ben. He strode around Darcy and toward his former lover. It wasn’t love that fueled his heavy steps. “My own sister would do nothing to help me when I begged her to live as long as you.” He mocked the romantic woe in his words. “She said no witch could do magic like that, and she was right.” He pulled his hand from his pocket and grazed his fingers over the wooden pendant at his chest. 
 
    His voice sinking, Thomas said, “Elves.” 
 
    “So quick you are, my love,” said Ben. “I stole a bit of sapphire mist from them. It’s hard to come by, but it was worth it so that it could be used on Xavier and Winny.” 
 
    Thomas winced. Ben’s words dug deeper than the sapphires that seared the flesh at his wrists. 
 
    Tapping on the pendant, Ben said, “These treasures are even more difficult to get, but Yin was able to procure one straight from the elf that helped you three commit treason.” 
 
    “What a pleasure it was to kill them afterward,” said Yin as she entered the cemetery grounds. In her red suit she was a wild flame against the snow. She carried a sapphire-laced chain but didn’t wear gloves. She liked the smell of her burning fingers almost as much as she enjoyed jerking Winny across the ground. 
 
    Ben said, “It takes more sacrifices to keep my youth intact since I am not an elf myself. All the lives have been worth it to bring me to this moment. I found a way to have the eternal life you refused to share with me. Now I will have what you stole from me and your comrades.” 
 
    Thomas went quiet. It was like someone had inverted his talent and snapped everything within him. He was a shell of himself, swollen with the pain of the past standing before him. All his mistakes stared him down. All his misery replayed. All his regrets taunted him. 
 
    “Your own sister,” said Darcy. She pulled herself up to her elbows. Moira and Abel growled at her. She ignored them and said, “You killed Mary.” 
 
    The name struck a chord. For Thomas, Ben’s voice was bitter. For the ghost of Mary, it was strained. “I took from my sister the only thing I ever asked for. In her last moment she chose to die rather than tell me how I could get it.” 
 
    “You killed her for vengeance,” said Darcy, revolted. 
 
    Chess argued, “I took her last years of life and magic so they could be put to use. With it came memories that were fresh on her mind before she died, and that’s what leads us here.” He lifted his hands and turned a full circle. “To you, the secret child.” 
 
    “You didn’t know about me,” said Darcy.  
 
    “I didn’t speak to Mary for forty years,” said Ben. He was resentful and perhaps regretful. “I kept up with her through the news. I adored my niece. I was rather concerned when she mixed herself up with the Shaw boy. I heard she fell from the cliff before Russ asked no one to speak of her again. I always assumed the boy pushed her.” 
 
    Darcy scowled and said, “My father would never.” 
 
    Ben coldly said, “You don’t know your own family, but it seems neither do I.” Standing at Darcy’s side, he reached out and cupped her chilled cheek. “Why would my dear Felicia kill herself knowing you would go with her?” He tilted his head. “What did she see in her visions?” 
 
    Darcy slapped his hand away. “No one knows why she did it,” she said. 
 
    “I’m sure someone does,” he said. In the flicker of light in Ben’s eye Darcy saw the curiosity that must have coursed through their bloodline.  
 
    Shoulders back and eyes level with her great uncle, Darcy said, “You don’t know how to undo Mary’s spell.” 
 
    Ben propped both hands on the slab and leaned toward Darcy. Their noses skimmed one another. He whispered, “It’s not her spell.” 
 
    The loyalists snickered. Darcy’s brow sunk low. 
 
    Ben stepped back and clasped his hands. He said, “Let me tell you a story. I only learned of it at Mary’s end. Perhaps Thomas should tell you since he was there.” 
 
    Thomas was still on his knees. He tucked his chin toward his chest. 
 
    “I promised her I’d never tell,” said Thomas. He sounded like he was in a confessional, his last before his soul was to be judged. “I didn’t know about you or I would have.” 
 
    “Now he keeps his promises,” said Ben, clapping four times. “That’s no problem. Mary helped you break yours with me. I’ll help you break one now.” 
 
      
 
    ξ 
 
      
 
    Before there were hydrangeas at the Redwood home, there were rose bushes. Mary didn’t care much for the flowers, but they were good to use for spells and potions. If someone pricked her middle finger on a rosebush thorn on a night with a full moon and then sucked the blood, anyone who lied to her since the last full moon would come down with hives for a week. Mary was curious if Nancy Radley had told the truth about her pie that beat Mary’s that morning at the summer festival. Mary swore there was no way the pie was homemade.  
 
    She cleaned her finger with the tip of her tongue before holding it to the sky. “See you tomorrow, Nancy,” she whispered. Then she paused and sniffed the air. Though it was the sky that was thick with stars, it smelled like morning coffee. “Hello, Thomas.” 
 
    Thomas stepped out from behind a nearby tree. He nervously fiddled with his fingers. Somehow a weight had been lifted and anchored to him at the same time. He said, “I came to thank you. I know you didn’t want to.” 
 
    Mary propped the back of her hand on her hip. Her floral dress was dusted with flour from making biscuits for dinner. Her days in her garden tanned her skin. “I didn’t do the spell,” she said. 
 
    “But it’s done,” said Thomas, sure of himself. “Traian tried to curse Ben, but it didn’t work.” 
 
    Mary covered her chest with both hands layered over one another, ready to catch her heart should it fall out. “Did he survive?” she asked, afraid to say the words. 
 
    “Yes, but I don’t understand,” he said, rambling. “If you didn’t do the spell, the curse should have worked. Traian was furious. He came after me, but Xavier, Winny, and I had already gone to the elves.” 
 
    Mary questioned, “The elves? What could they—” She couldn’t finish. She shook her head and moved closer to Thomas. “The only way you could break the bond yourself is by sending your maker to a banished realm.” 
 
    “He won’t be able to hurt Ben there,” said Thomas, his voice cracking.  
 
    “But what will become of you?” asked Mary. She lifted her hand to Thomas’ shoulder. “I know you love my brother. What is there for him to love if vampires rip you apart for your treason?” 
 
    “Let me carry that burden,” Thomas begged. “It is worth it to know Ben is safe and alive, but I still don’t know how. So few have that spell, and you’re the only one I know to have even dared to consider it.” 
 
    “Because I love my brother,” said Mary. Then the sentiment faded from her face as a realization hardened everything in her. Her throat tensed. Her eyes went wide and haunted. “No!” 
 
    Mary raced to the base of the treehouse Russ had built for their children. On the ground was a blanket she herself had quilted out of dresses her daughter had worn since birth. Mary had brought it out for a moonlit picnic for Felicia and her dolls. Mary tore Felicia from her pretend party as though she was a teenager caught drinking. Despite the surprise Felicia didn’t startle at all when forced to face her mother. 
 
    “Did you do it?” asked Mary, frantic. “Did you do a spell without telling me?” 
 
    “You don’t make me tell you when I play with magic,” said Felicia. Her voice was high and innocent. She wasn’t even ten years old yet.  
 
    “When it’s with your dolls or flowers,” said Mary, shaking. “You took something from my book.” 
 
    “I was worried,” Felicia admitted. 
 
    “How did you do the spell?” asked Mary, squeezing Felicia’s arms so hard she surely could have drawn blood. “You would need a hand and—” 
 
    “—From Grandma Bishop.” 
 
    Mary went silent and waited for Felicia to say she was kidding. The words didn’t come. Mary said, “Grandma died, sweetheart.” 
 
    Nonchalantly, Felicia said, “She still had an eye and a hand. She told me to do it if you wouldn’t.” 
 
    “What?” Mary nearly gagged. 
 
    Felicia said, “She saw me do magic before she died. She knew my truth. She was always taking care of the sick before they passed. The realm of death was her favorite. I charmed a dog so I could reach her.” 
 
    “You dug up her grave?” 
 
    “I put her back,” Felicia argued like she was comparing her deed to cleaning up a spill. 
 
    Mary covered her mouth to keep the scent of vomit on her tongue from escaping. The prick on her finger hadn’t healed. Her heart never would. 
 
    Thomas went straight down to his knees. He was still taller than the young girl that had done a spell that frightened even her mother. “You made the blood barren,” Thomas muttered. 
 
    “To help Uncle Ben,” said Felicia. She walked past her mother to stand in front of Thomas. She searched around him, above and below. “I saw it. He wouldn’t have survived the curse, and we would all be very sad.” A crease dug over the bridge of her nose as she stared at the house. It was like she saw a different world than that in which she stood. “You will be sad for a very long time. Uncle Ben will be angry, and he’ll find out that you came here. He won’t speak to you or Mama.” 
 
    Thomas trembled. 
 
    Felicia suddenly turned toward the treehouse. “Mama!” she wailed. 
 
    Mary tripped on her way to her daughter. She stayed on her knees. “What is it?” 
 
    Reaching for Mary’s face with a quivering hand, Felicia replied, “An elf’s pendant is going to take your magic, Mama. You’ll die!” 
 
    “Close your eyes,” Mary murmured as she pulled her daughter’s head into her chest. She patted Felicia’s hair as her own eyes welled with tears. She threw her head to the stars. “What has she done?” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Mary,” said Thomas, trembling more than any night of his immortal life. “I never thought this could happen. Whatever I can do to help her, I will.” 
 
    “There’s nothing I know of,” said Mary. She had swallowed the pill, but it hadn’t truly settled. “The spell is done. Magic will have its fee.” 
 
    “Let me pay it,” said Thomas as he beat on his chest. 
 
    “Not even she can pay it,” said Mary. The admission broke her open again. She closed her eyes. Perhaps if she could not see the world, it would disappear. “It will be her first child.” 
 
    “It’s alright, Mama,” said Felicia, pulling away. The fear was gone. “I’ve seen it. I will never give birth to a child.” 
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    Nothing moved, not even the snow. Thomas stood still as though he had paused for a trip to the realm of time to relive the haunting memory of the night he discovered who had truly cast the Barren Blood Spell. Stars above dimmed. They connected the dots between the people below and knew the constellation in the cemetery told a story that wouldn’t turn out well. 
 
    Thomas said, “I’m sorry.” His explanation wasn’t an excuse, but he offered it nonetheless. He needed to finish his confession. “I didn’t know Felicia had a child. I thought there was no way they could undo the spell.” 
 
    It wasn’t magic that set Darcy’s blood on fire. It was fury. She said, “You knew they would go after Jasmine, and you said nothing.” 
 
    Thomas winced. 
 
    Darcy wasn’t done. “Would you have said anything if you knew I was Felicia’s daughter?” 
 
    “Yes!” Thomas cried. He clutched his shirt at his chest. The horribleness of it—of keeping the secret for one life and not another—couldn’t sting him. He was already saturated with guilt. “I didn’t know until tonight. I would have warned you.”  
 
    Ben skipped on his next step like a giddy child at Christmas. He said, “Mary wouldn’t do the spell. She wanted to protect her son and any child he had. I can’t blame Felicia. She was a kid, and her heart was in the right place.” 
 
    There was no whistle on the wind, but something in the shadows stirred. Darcy twisted about. Hairs on her arms stood. She wondered how many seconds would pass before a loyalist would drain her. Would she even see it coming?  
 
    A silky voice whispered from the shadows, “Be still, ma sirène.” 
 
    Ben, unaware of the stealthy vampire lingering by unseen, continued, “Felicia never dreamed that her mother would use magic dark enough to bring you to life.” 
 
    Darcy heard a foot move right as she tasted a hint of cinnamon on the chilled air. There were trees and gravestones for Xavier to weave between. Perhaps no one would see him. A battle would surely ensue. Could he take on all the others? Darcy tried to focus on her hands. She could help with her magic. Xavier made it within a few feet of her before he sprung up off the ground and rattled in midair. 
 
    He soon fell. The loyalists rolled with laughter. Xavier quaked on the ground as though he had been stunned by a taser. 
 
    “I must thank you for that,” said Ben, beaming as he watched Xavier squirm. “My sister’s hydrangeas are from a special line. They keep vampires from getting near the house. You can use a piece of it to make a boundary for one specific vampire if you crush it into powder. Then you simply mix it with his blood in a container with angelite.” 
 
    Moira dragged Xavier to Mary’s gravestone and bound him there with a chain, forcing him to face Darcy. Abel tied Thomas to a wide tree. Yin kicked Winny to the ground and bound her legs in another chain.  
 
    Abel moved to Ben’s side, just as eager though not as whimsically elated. When Abel was excited, his voice boomed. He declared, “Her blood will give us back our ability—our right—to build our clans again. Her purpose won’t end there.”  
 
    Yin swayed her hips as she strode to Darcy’s side. Xavier growled. She cackled. Her upper lip lifted, revealing her fangs that she then drove into Darcy’s neck. 
 
    Darcy bucked up off the table. Yin slammed her back down with one hand like one might do with an animal that had disobeyed. Xavier yanked so hard against Mary’s grave that his arms left their sockets with a snap like gunfire. A thin line cracked across the stone. The chains kept Xavier in place. His eyes were masked in a solid cloud, and his fangs were bared and ready to rip through everyone that stood between him and Darcy. Sapphires overpowered him, simple yet sinister gems. 
 
    The venom lured out a cry from Darcy’s gut. Yin laughed as she pulled away and swished Darcy’s blood back and forth in her mouth. Yin had simply tasted her, taking only enough to finish the ritual. Not a drop had been consumed for it wasn’t meant for her. It was meant for all future vampires. 
 
    Darcy clenched her jaw to keep from letting another pained sound rattle out and delight the loyalists.  
 
    Ben moaned, “The sacrifices.” He tapped his wooden pendant twice. White light filled his palm. He then took his hand to the empty space between two gravestones. He pulled the light down like a zipper. Abel then reached into the streak of light and pull both Jasmine and Lucia out and onto the snow. 
 
    Darcy wailed some combination of Jasmine and Lucia’s names. Her stomach churned. The two women had been unconscious until their faces struck the snow. They both scrambled from the rush of cold before Abel snatched them by the shoulders. 
 
    Winny cried, “Don’t hurt them!” 
 
    Abel scoffed, not even glancing at his sister. 
 
    Lucia barely came to when Moira strode toward her with one of her daggers spinning between her fingers. Lucia’s hair was as wild as a thicket from being tossed around like a cheap toy. She couldn’t see Abel coming for her when he kicked her to the ground. Moira stomped on her fingers, nearly crushing them. Then she swung the blade at Lucia’s wrist. 
 
    Though the dagger was sharp it took two more hacks before it broke the bone enough that Moira could rip Lucia’s hand off. Blood and Lucia’s vomit mixed in the snow. Lucia cursed in Spanish. Darcy shouted her name over and over. Jasmine cried. 
 
    Lucia’s eyes glazed over. Either from the loss of blood or the shock, she fell over. Her exposed bone and tattered flesh disappeared into the snow. Her body twitched. 
 
    “You’ll kill her!” Darcy shouted. 
 
    “She’s a fan of death,” said Ben, mockingly. “We already had her assistant’s hand, but you can’t reuse a sacrifice. I’m teaching you so much about magic tonight. What a good uncle I am.”  
 
    Moira brought the hand between the snake and rabbit. She dropped it and then sucked her fingers clean. The flavor lingered on her tongue. 
 
    “We could go back to the bar,” said Ben. He raised one palm and then the other like a scale tipping back and forth. “She recognized me, even if she didn’t know it. It was my luck. I didn’t want to take an eye from my sister. Then luck struck again. Lucia and my niece happened to be in the same place at the same time.” 
 
    “No,” said Darcy, to herself at first. Though the venom still had control of her, she tried to throw herself from the stone. Yin was there to shove her back in place. Then she shouted for all to hear. “No!” 
 
    With Darcy’s blood still swirling in her mouth, Yin giggled, “Try again, pet, and I’ll drain your cousin dry.” 
 
    Ben moved in front of Jasmine like a cloud casting a shadow over the earth. She squirmed in Abel’s hold. When she realized she wasn’t breaking free, she spat at Ben’s face. 
 
    Ben didn’t swipe the spit off. It trickled down his cheek like a battle wound he was proud to display. He said, “You are your father’s daughter. He had that same spunk of wanting to be something. I knew then he would never be anything just like his girl.” 
 
    Jasmine gritted her teeth. If she could have, she would have bitten him and done more damage than fangs. 
 
    “I’ll have mercy on you,” said Ben, like he was teasing a child with a piece of candy. He tapped his necklace. The tips of his fingers glowed. Then he jammed his fingers into her eyes.  
 
    Jasmine bellowed. The loyalists cheered. Ben remained calm as he carefully pried Jasmine’s eyes free from her head. There was no blood. His light made a clean sever and catharized the flesh left behind. What his light didn’t do was take away the pain. 
 
    Abel released Jasmine like he was done with chewing on a bone. She curled into the fetal position on the ground and brought her quaking hands to the empty spaces where her eyes had been. When her fingers could go further than they should have been able, her voice reached unnatural heights and made the woods shudder. 
 
    Ben returned to his spot centerstage. He rolled one of the brown eyes in his hand and tucked it into his pocket. “Never hurts to have a spare,” he said. Then he tossed the other eye toward Lucia’s severed hand. Trembling with anticipation, he faced Darcy. He said, “It’s time to finish this.” 
 
    Yin pranced to Ben who held out his hand. She stuck her tongue out and let Darcy’s blood drizzle down from its tip and into Ben’s palm. He cupped his clean hand over his palm that held the blood of Felicia’s daughter.  
 
    Ben began to mutter, resembling his sister. He had no aim to protect anyone. The breeze whipped and struck the candles, nearly breaking their flames. He lifted his voice over the breeze, and the flames stood tall and stretched like cornstalks on a summer field. Nothing was stopping the fire that had been burning within him for decades. 
 
    “I give to the realms the blood of the descendent,” said Ben with a voice meant to challenge thunder. “Let this be the penance for the witch’s grievance against vampires. We give you the blood. The life is yours to take or leave.” 
 
    The snake, not yet dead from the blow from the stake, hissed and thrashed on the ground like the words of the spell reminded it that it was still alive. Xavier bucked. Darcy whimpered.  
 
    “You bastard!” Xavier shouted. His chains rattled. If it could have taken only anger to break them, they would have shattered into dust. “She is your family!” 
 
    The last sign of life finally trickled out from the end of the snake. The loyalists nodded at Ben, and he removed his top hand. The blood in his palm caught fire. 
 
    Tremors lifted Darcy up from the stone. Her hips thrashed. A trail of blood from each animal pinned to the ground raced toward Darcy’s slab in three perfect lines. When they came together at the stone and made Darcy the true center, she slammed back down and went limp. 
 
    Delighted by the flames that danced in his eyes, Ben laughed, “Witches gave vampires the curse and then took it away. This night I give back the sapphire curse to those shunned from the day.” 
 
    The blood darkened like a poison rippled across it until the top layer was charred and black. Ben shoved his hand against his forehead. Smoke sizzled when the fire disappeared. He ran his hand back over his head. One hand wrapped around the back of his neck and then slid down his chest, leaving a bright red trail the whole way. There was a thin streak of black in the mix. Not a drop marred the perfect snow. 
 
    As though he had seen Heaven, Ben sighed, “It’s done.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” asked Abel. 
 
    Ben nodded as he relished in the blood. He said, “The curse is alive again. It is yours to bestow.” 
 
    Xavier shoved his back against Mary’s stone until his arms snapped back into place. He had yet to look away from the slab of stone right in front of him yet out of reach. “Darcy,” he murmured. “Speak to me, ma sirène. Move. Live.” 
 
    Lashes fluttered on the breeze. Darcy’s lips parted. No sound came forth. Snow drifted over her body like a veil. Only when the rebels dropped their gazes to the ground in defeat did Darcy move her fingers. 
 
    “Darcy!” Xavier cried, no trace of a beast. 
 
    “What a pity,” said Moira, coldly. She stood and brushed snow from her corset. Her boots struck the snow with precision as she moved to Xavier. He growled at her when she knelt at his side. “Perhaps her life wasn’t special enough to the realm.” 
 
    Yin hopped up to her feet and stomped into the triangle. She said, “Or perhaps it’s a gift to us.” She licked the sharp tip of her metal ring. The tiny sapphire allowed the tip to pierce her tongue. 
 
    Xavier shouted, “I’ll kill you!” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” said Moira, her lips against Xavier’s ear. “She’s not going to dismember her. Her purpose isn’t over.” 
 
    Yin licked blood straight from Darcy’s wounds. She said, “We should make sure the ritual worked.” 
 
    Ben smacked his chest and said, “It should be me first. I have waited decades for this.” 
 
    Darcy’s eyes closed as though she drifted to sleep. 
 
    “You’ll get your curse, but I want my pet first,” said Yin. She stroked Darcy’s hair from root to tip. “I have always understood what Traian preached. You take care of your clan. You live for them. You fight for them. The maker is the blood that keeps our kind going. You follow your maker even into the light if he wills it.” 
 
    Moira held three fingers over her chest to pay homage to the fallen. She said, “Forgive us, Traian, for failing to protect you.” 
 
    Yin continued, “Traian taught me that vampires are destined to take the world, but we cannot do it alone. Clan is everything. Your lover will be my sangora.” 
 
    Xavier roared, “I will rip your ribs out one by one!” 
 
    Yin pointed at Xavier with raging glee. “I’ve waited years to see that spirit in you again!” She crawled over Darcy and straddled her. “If I take it extra slow, will you groan like you used to when you fed? I’d love to hear that.” 
 
    Moira seconded that. 
 
    Yin used her ring to carve a shallow line down Darcy’s neck. She said, “You, my pet, will be my legacy. Should your first kill be your cousin or your grandfather?” 
 
    Darcy’s lips bumbled like bubbles popped between them. 
 
    “She’ll walk the night like you,” Yin taunted. “Under my command, she will never be your lover again.”  
 
    Darcy’s eyes opened slowly. She didn’t move or cry out. Her lips went still. Her gaze pointed at Xavier as though taking in the last image of him, knowing her mortal life would come to an end.  
 
    Xavier’s chains thrashed with more life than Darcy. He shouted, “Fight back!” 
 
    Moira cackled, “What can she do against us? We are destined to rise.” 
 
    “Darcy, please!” Xavier pleaded.  
 
    Darcy was sprawled out on the stone, motionless. It was like she was looking through Xavier with different eyes, gray like an overcast sky over a silent funeral.  
 
    As though hope had fled and the hole it left drained him of all his strength, Xavier murmured, “Ma sirène.” 
 
    Yin hopped off the stone and drove her fangs into Darcy’s thigh, this time intent to drain her until her heart was parched. When she was done, Yin would fill it with the unquenchable thirst for blood. She smothered herself in Darcy’s leg as the jeans stained from the blood that escaped her lips. Darcy remained calm. Not a muscle twitched.  
 
    Jerking back from Darcy, Yin swayed like she had taken five shots of tequila at once. The mark she left on Darcy was deep and dark, bruising already under the fabric of her jeans. The rest of Darcy reacted as though it was a simple chill, a quick shiver trickling down to her feet.  
 
    Yin coughed, and the blood she had taken sputtered out of her mouth like a child revolted by her food. Rather than dribble down her chin, it spewed out as a red, flaky dust. Her chest heaved forward, and her hand clutched her throat.  
 
    “What spell have you cast?” Yin growled. At her last word, more blood dust sprayed over Darcy. 
 
    Darcy closed her eyes and took her first breath since she had realized what Yin was planning to do to her. 
 
    Yin clawed at her own chest. She stumbled toward Abel. He backed away. She fell toward Moira who swatted her away.  
 
    “How can that be?” asked Moira, gawking at her fallen loyalist. “This is like—” 
 
    Now sitting erect, Darcy finished Moira’s line. She said, “—Dead blood.” 
 
    Yin fell to the ground on her hip. Her raven hair turned coarse and fluttered up like smoke. Then went her skin, revealing patches of muscle and bones. The blood had already dried and scattered. Within a minute, Yin was a dry pile of red ash. 
 
    Moira marched toward Darcy who simply sat at the edge of her stone slab. “You bitch!” Moira exclaimed, hand raised and nails bared. Instead of swiping, she cried out as her hand snapped backward at the wrist. 
 
    Darcy’s eyes popped open. They were still gray. There was no pupil or ring or white space. Each of her eyes was textured like ash. She shifted her head toward Moira. 
 
    Moira couldn’t lower her broken hand. She tugged and pulled on it with the other to no avail. Bone where the heel of her hand met her wrist had pierced the skin. 
 
    As Darcy slid off the table to stand, she dipped her head down. The ends of her black sweater turned gray, and the color trickled up her arms. Her sweater and jeans followed, and they turned brittle. Layers of flaky gray fabric wrapped around her pants, making a dress of ash for her. She moved closer to Moira, and a handful of soot fell off her clothes like snow. 
 
    “Moira Flanagan,” said Darcy, the voice not her own. It was from the depths of a cave, something locked and caged yet somehow right in the heart of Darcy. “What a disappointment to see you in person.” 
 
    “Stop this!” Moira barked. 
 
    “I give orders, not take them,” said Darcy, coolly. 
 
    Darcy stroked Moira’s cheek with two fingers. The skin she touched immediately turned to ash, and Moira cried.  
 
    Darcy taunted, “You do value your pretty face, don’t you?” Moira sneered, and Darcy ticked her finger back and forth at her. “I wouldn’t test me, lass. There’s good reason the realm of death couldn’t handle me.” 
 
    As though the ash of her face had turned back the hands of time and returned Moira to a childlike state, she scooted away from Darcy. Moira hit a gravestone and then clung to it to keep from falling. 
 
    Darcy announced, “You may have fertile blood again, but you will not have this body. I’ve been waiting for her far too long. Now go.” 
 
    Moira didn’t hesitate. Abel lingered until Moira waved for him to follow her. His first few steps left a bloody trail after stepping past Lucia. She was still passed out in the snow. 
 
     Darcy examined her own body like it was foreign to her, starting with her hands. Then she traced her face. Her fingers rested over her eyes, and she let out a laugh. 
 
    “She is cursed by sapphires the same as you, but it works so differently,” said Darcy. She held out both hands, fingers spread apart and curved. Then she curled them as though gripping onto a rope and twisted them in opposite directions. The sapphire-laced chains that bound the vampires snapped. “Sapphires are your weakness. Sapphire magic is in her bones as much as it is in the walls between the realms.” 
 
    Lucia was still out of it. Jasmine had followed shortly after, wallowing in the snow she couldn’t see. The rebels were now free to stand though they were uneasy in the presence of whatever had taken hold of Darcy. Ben was stuck between everyone that he had wronged that night.  
 
    “Leave,” said Darcy to Ben. “I won’t protect you once the sun rises, but you did free me by breaking Mary’s protection spell. Go.” 
 
    Ben was even quicker than Moira to leave. 
 
    Once Ben was out of sight, Darcy turned to the rebels. She said, “Don’t be afraid. She cares for all of you. I feel it. I won’t piss her off.” 
 
    Winny tried to speak but failed at first. Her chin trembled before she said, “You’re the Lady of Ash.” 
 
    “That is how I know you,” said Darcy. “I may have been banned from the realm of death, but I still know all that happens there. Thomas, I know how often you yearned to go there. Your role has been to send, not to travel.” 
 
    Thomas had barely moved. He hadn’t watched Ben leave. He was in awe of this possession. The Lady of Ash—known as a plague of destruction—stood before him within the body of a kind doctor. 
 
    “Xavier Lefont,” said Darcy, lifting her hands at her sides. She drew toward him. The snow turned gray under her feet. “One of my favorite creations of the realm of death. Your kills were always my favorite to watch. We have a name for all of Traian’s children. Yours is the eternal assassin.” 
 
    His chest stiffened. Everything in him tensed as Darcy strode closer. He questioned, “What’s happened to Darcy?”  
 
    “She could annihilate you with her magic,” Darcy warned, the voice at its deepest.  
 
    “But she won’t,” said Xavier, weak yet still confident.  
 
    Darcy said, “We shall see. I won’t hurt her. I need her still, and she’s not ready to take me on just yet. 
 
    “Leave her alone,” said Xavier. 
 
    “I can’t promise that,” said Darcy. She patted his cheek. “I do need you to take care of her. There will be others that want her, but she is mine. Enjoy her while you can.” 
 
    The gray ripped away from Darcy’s eyes. Her body quaked. It was like the Lady of Ash had been coiled around her every limb and had to be pried off her. When the sapphire blue of her eyes returned, Darcy couldn’t hold herself up. Xavier caught her, and his knees drove into the snow. 
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    Days had passed. In many ways Darcy wished it had been years. Perhaps in a year’s time Jasmine would accept what happened. Until then she would wail when she awakened and go to sleep only to dream about the cemetery. Come the next fall maybe Russ would understand why his late wife didn’t tell him who had cast the Barren Blood Spell. Until then he would cry when he looked at Jasmine, realizing she would never see him again. He would ache in silence when he saw Darcy. He had many years ago debated if she should come to life, and now he wasn’t sure if Mary did the right thing. 
 
    Darcy slept through the day after returning home from a shift at the hospital. There was a card going around the staff for Lucia with notes about getting well soon. Darcy wouldn’t sign it. She knew she was signing a useless sentiment. Winny hadn’t tried to make Lucia forget. She had lost enough, and now that vampire blood was fertile, Darcy thought Lucia might be safer knowing the truth of what was really waiting for mortals come nightfall. 
 
    If it hadn’t been for Watson pawing at her arm, Darcy would have remained in bed until the sun came up again. There was something about the blankets and the feeling of sinking into her mattress that made her think, however foolishly, that she could pretend nothing had changed. 
 
    Darcy put on a thin blue sweater before she followed Watson downstairs to let him outside. The snow had a rosy sheen from the end of sunset breaking through the trees. Watson galloped across the yard, enjoying the cold far more than Darcy. She closed the door and headed into the living room to wait for Watson to come back. 
 
    She lit a fire and sat at the very edge of the couch with her hands tucked beneath her. The warmth grazed her from one side, but she only felt the cool wooden floor against her feet. That’s how it started.  
 
    Since the night in the cemetery, cold would strike her without warning. Then her body would go numb. She could feel it in her eyes—the loss of control. Going to the realm of death had been like falling asleep without assurance she would wake up. When the Lady of Ash caught her on the way back, it felt like dying that would never end. 
 
    There was feeling enough in Darcy’s feet to shake them. She curled her legs under her and took up Felicia’s book from the coffee table. There had been notes about this lady. The more she read the more she felt she had encountered the Lady of Ash in the woods through the deer. Curiosity wanted to know how. Darcy hoped there was something that could help keep her from encountering the lady again. 
 
    She skimmed past pages she had already read. Felicia must have cast the spell around the time the tone changed in her book, when her notes became more flustered and sometimes incoherent. The one moment in time in which she dabbled with magic beyond her years opened her mind to the realm of time. Russ wouldn’t say it aloud, but Darcy knew he had the same thought she did. It must have been Felicia’s connection to the realm of time that led her to remove herself from the present thirty years ago. 
 
    Loose pages fell from the book. Darcy tucked them back in until one slightly opened in her hand. It was one she hadn’t seen before. The paper was fresher, not as aged or worn. It wasn’t an eye-catching note, at least not to anyone else. There was something at the top corner of the inside of the folded paper that knotted Darcy’s stomach. 
 
    To Darcy. 
 
    The book dropped from her hand, closing when it struck the floor. Her name was there on the page in the penmanship Darcy had come to recognize as Felicia’s. Darcy had flipped through this book a dozen times and hadn’t seen this.  
 
      
 
    If you find this, I must say how sorry I am that you did. I hope to one day make it right. This isn’t the path I sought for you, but I’ve learned a great deal about time and its craving for sending us on roads we never wanted to travel.  
 
    I have seen many comings, like rivulets breaking off a river. There are so many ways your life can go, but if you are here now, there are only a few left that can keep you away from the worst of fates of this sapphire curse. Know that what has happened around you isn’t your fault. My mother made her own bed. So did your father. There was nothing you could do. 
 
    There is one warning I can give, one I hope you take. Otherwise I fear this road more than any I have seen for you. There will come a day in which you cross paths with a vampire. Whatever you do, no matter who you think you are helping or how desperately you want to stay and know your family, run. 
 
      
 
    A natural reaction would have been to scream or shake. Darcy tossed the paper to the floor instead. The nearby fire whipped and strengthened its heat. Surely this letter was a trick. It couldn’t be real, but the chills it stirred in her were. 
 
    Watson barked at the front door. Darcy waited for the book to open on its own. There was nothing odd or enchanted about it. It was a plain book of spells and a letter to a daughter the mother never gave birth to and never knew. Somehow she still called the daughter by name. 
 
    Then paws scampered over the floor, and Watson entered the living room. A cold gust followed him. He smacked into Darcy’s side before jumping up and smothering his face in her waist. Rather than force him down, Darcy looked to the foyer where she found Xavier staring at her. 
 
    “I saw you through the window,” he said, cautiously. He took one step like he was afraid of a creaking board, but that wasn’t the source of his fear. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “My mother’s spellbook,” she said, pointing at the floor with an unsteady hand. She shivered. “She knew my name. She knew my father would die. She knew I’d meet a vampire.” 
 
    He said, “You told me she dealt with the realm of time. She must have seen those things in the future.” 
 
    “Maybe she did,” Darcy muttered. She tapped her fingers on her chin before shaking her head. “What if she jumped off the cliff to try to stop me from existing?” 
 
    “She could have seen you coming back to life.” 
 
    “What if she didn’t know for sure and was hoping I wouldn’t?” 
 
    Quickly but gently, Xavier cupped his hands over Darcy’s shoulders. He softly said, “We can’t know her reasoning. Whatever it was, she was wrong.” 
 
     “I know,” she sighed. She lowered her head and pressed it forward into Xavier’s chest. He wanted to keep her world intact and wrapped his arms around her. She said, “I can’t help but wonder what else she knew.” 
 
    “All I need to know is that you’re safe,” he whispered. He kissed her forehead. His lips remained close to her skin. “And that I may call you mine.” 
 
    She sighed, “As long as you talk in that silky accent, call me whatever you want.” 
 
    He groaned but not from the feel of Darcy in his embrace. “Am I the only vampire you’ve invited into your home?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Could we keep it that way?” 
 
    Thomas called from the porch, “I came to check on you.” 
 
    Darcy playfully pouted at Xavier’s dismay. She replied, “Come on in.” 
 
    Thomas carefully passed over the threshold and closed the door behind him, finally cutting off the line of frigid air. He stepped into the living room and glanced at Xavier. They hadn’t spoken since the cemetery. Neither wanted to.  
 
    “You look well,” Thomas said to Darcy. 
 
    She said, “It helps not being possessed. How are you?” 
 
    Thomas took a moment to search for the answer around the room, like the antiques would help him put to words something he couldn’t. “I’m still here,” he replied. 
 
    Xavier grumbled, “Wonderful.” 
 
    Thomas went silent. 
 
    Thomas didn’t move until Darcy went to him and grazed his arm. She wanted to break him from his misery, but she didn’t know how to free someone from his own bones. She said, “Come in the living room.” She took a seat on the couch.  
 
    Surveying the room, Thomas said, “I knew very little about the Shaws. I didn’t realize they had such a fine home.” He turned toward Darcy. The coffee table caught his eye. “Yin’s vial.” 
 
    “She doesn’t need it anymore,” said Darcy, leaning back. 
 
    “Darcy is okay,” said Xavier. “I’m here. You can leave.” 
 
    “Play nice,” said Darcy. “We didn’t tell him about my mother. He would have said something.”  
 
    “I’m so sorry,” said Thomas. It had to be the twentieth time. Guilt was a cloak he would never remove. 
 
    She offered him a smile. It wasn’t enough to pacify Xavier, and it barely skimmed the surface of easing Thomas. It was enough for her. When the smoke had cleared and her life wasn’t on the line, she was able to forgive Thomas even if he didn’t want her to. 
 
    “There is no sign of Moira or Abel,” said Thomas after clearing his throat. 
 
    Xavier didn’t need to clear his to throw out his jab. “Or Ben,” he said. 
 
    Darcy said, “They got their curse. Do they have any reason to come back?” 
 
    Thomas replied, “They’ll never really let us go. Even if the connection we had as a clan is broken, we’re bound by fate.” 
 
    “Just the clan?” she pressed. 
 
    Thomas bit his lip and went quiet again. 
 
    She said, “My mother said her brother used to be connected to her—that in magic family finds each other. That must be how I crossed paths with Ben years ago. Neither of us knew about the other.” She winced and tapped her foot on the ground. 
 
    “He was never very good at magic,” said Thomas. “The elf’s vessel gives him what he could never master. It must have caused an addiction.”  
 
    “When you want something, getting a taste of it gives it control of you,” said Xavier. 
 
    Darcy’s chest tightened along with her throat. She gagged and coughed. Xavier appeared at her side.  
 
    “What is it?” he asked, alarmed. 
 
    Her cheeks sank inward. Her eyes bulged wide like something swelled beneath them. Then she clawed at Xavier, swatting him back as she growled. 
 
    Darcy’s neck pulled abnormally tight as her head fell back. Her stomach rolled like there was a war within it, a struggle for control over the core of her. Soon her eyes opened. There was no trace of her sapphire hue. Color and pupil alike were both crimson. 
 
    “Do not touch me,” Darcy snapped. The voice was harsh like it had been beaten and burned. Sweat licked her brow.  
 
    “Whatever you are, leave her alone,” Xavier warned. 
 
    “You will not give orders to me, rat,” said Darcy, spiteful. Her neck cracked as she sat up straight. “Did I not tell you that I would have any heart you ever sought?”  
 
    Xavier stumbled back into the coffee table. The vial rolled to the floor. There was a quiver in his voice that few had ever heard. He said, “Traian.” 
 
    Darcy skimmed her fingertips over her chest. She said, “What a pity and a pleasure it would be to tear through such unique flesh.” 
 
    Thomas slid back toward the fireplace like he could no longer support his own weight. He struck the stone, hurting it more than himself.  
 
    “Fiii mei,” said Darcy. She had never spoken Romanian in her life, but it rolled off her tongue like her first language. She wet her lips, and the crimson intensified as she shifted her gaze between the two vampires. “Trădătorii mei.” 
 
    Xavier hissed, “We are not your sons.” 
 
    Thomas coldly said, “You betrayed us long before we did you.” 
 
    Darcy’s nostrils flared like heat pulsed within her face. She said, “Neither of you ever respected the gift I gave you.” 
 
    “By taking our freedom,” said Xavier, straining to keep himself from lashing out at Darcy. 
 
    Feelings swelled in Darcy that weren’t her own. It was like she was hiding in the corner of her mind while Traian’s rage led the charge. She pushed up on her hands and leaned toward Xavier. She asked, “What did you take from me in the end? One of my own sangoras sent me to the realm of penance.” 
 
    Both men went stiff, like dogs ordered to halt by their master. 
 
    Darcy said, “Not every realm could hold me. You knew the elves were sending me somewhere horrid. Where you failed is thinking you would never see me again.“ Darcy lifted her left arm and turned it as though it was a piece of art. “This body is luminescent from the inside. What is she?” 
 
    “A doctor,” said Xavier. 
 
    Darcy growled, feral. “I will not tolerate that tongue of yours. Our bond may be broken, but I am forever your maker.” 
 
    Thomas stepped closer and said, “Give us your threats. Do your worst and get it done.” 
 
    “My worst,” Darcy said, lower and deeper than her natural voice could go. “I thought I knew my worst, but thanks to my three traitors my worst has yet to come.” 
 
    “You’re not even in this realm,” said Xavier. It felt like Traian was holding a sword and Xavier was trying to intimidate him with a feather. 
 
    Darcy curled her fingers. “Realms you could only imagine in your nightmares are about to collide. None will come for you with as fierce a fury as I.” 
 
    “Do it,” said Xavier. “Kill us. I welcome you to try.” 
 
    “I’ve already given you death,” said Darcy, calmly. “I’m going to give my three ungrateful children pains they’ve never known.” 
 
    Both men wanted to be confused, but they weren’t. They clearly knew what Traian meant and what he was capable of. Their stillness wasn’t in fear. It was in hopelessness knowing they couldn’t stop the storm of their maker. 
 
    “You never stopped robbing us from the day you made us,” said Thomas, daring to break the silence. “This is nothing new.” 
 
    “You know nothing of loss,” said Darcy. She dug her fingers into her chest. “I was born in an open grave and clawed my way up in this world. I fought for my power, and I gave you the night. You repaid me by stripping my strength and stealing my soldiers.” 
 
    Snarling, Thomas said, “Your slaves.” 
 
    “No matter what you call yourselves, you were mine,” said Darcy. “You took my loyal children. My cunning Moira. My brutal Abel. But you didn’t take my vicious Yin. She did.” Her head snapped toward her shoulder, the cracking sound vibrating throughout the room. “I’ll start taking now.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” asked Xavier. 
 
    Darcy said, “You both despised my gifts. You loathed your chains. I will bind you again.” Then she tsked at Thomas. “And you, my saddest story. I had the highest hopes, but you ached for your humanity.” Slowly, her head straightened. “Yin left your fate behind. Her vial.” 
 
    As though he had already consumed the blood, Thomas quaked. He calmed his body and said, “You’re insane.” 
 
    “I’m pissed,” said Darcy. “Both of you. Drink.” 
 
    “No,” said Xavier. 
 
    Wickedly, she said, “Then I will.” With eyes like swirls of blood, Darcy tore into her own arm with her teeth. 
 
    Without fangs the punctures weren’t as clean and precise as Traian’s bite may have been. Blood filled Darcy’s mouth quickly and spilled out of the corners of her lips. She pulled her head back. A chunk of her skin dangled from her teeth.  
 
    “Stop it!” Xavier pleaded, the sound like a siren from the pit of his soul.  
 
    Darcy lowered her arm. Blood freely pulsed from the wound. She didn’t show pain, at least not on the outside. She ordered, “Drink or watch her consume herself.” 
 
    Xavier leapt toward Darcy and latched onto her head with both hands. Darcy thrashed. Crimson eyes burned wildly, and her flesh sizzled. Soon Xavier let go, his hands steaming. 
 
    “I have new tricks now thanks to you,” said Darcy. Her eyes closed, and her face contorted. The cry that rolled out was pure Darcy.  
 
    “Stop this now!” Xavier pleaded, falling straight to his knees at Darcy’s side. 
 
    Darcy smiled. Traian had only revealed the pain within her to stir him. “See, my son,” Darcy said, her voice grisly again. “Haven’t I always said it is best to listen the first time?” 
 
    “Bastard,” said Xavier. 
 
    Darcy held up a finger covered in her own blood. “That tongue of yours,” she said, tsking. She lowered her hand to her lap before she spat out stray pieces of skin from her teeth. “I will let go of her once that vial is empty.” 
 
    Thomas pushed away from the fireplace and snatched the vial. He gripped it like it was a snake prepared to strike if given the slightest leniency. He said, “Take her out of here. If this is what Yin claimed, we will kill her.” 
 
    “Oh,” said Darcy, pouting. “Do you think I care?” She bared her red teeth. 
 
    Thomas held up the vial, a sign that he agreed to the deal as is. Xavier watched Thomas open the vial with the same hopeless expression as one might watch a man go to his execution. Then Xavier reached for Darcy but didn’t touch her, not knowing if it would be her or Traian that would feel it. 
 
    Darcy mocked, “I wonder how long that will course through you. What damage will you two do before you’re hunted down?”  
 
    Thomas held the vial to his lips, shaking as he glanced back and forth between Xavier and the shell of Darcy. “I’m sorry,” he said. He tipped his head back and turned the vial straight up. 
 
    “No!” Xavier roared. There was little he could do to stop Thomas before all the blood of the vial poured into his mouth, leaving nothing for Xavier. 
 
    “Ooo,” said Darcy while she clapped six times. “What an honorable act—to become a monster to save the rat.” 
 
    Xavier swung his hand at Darcy but stopped it just shy of her cheek, realizing before the blow that it wasn’t his maker that would take the pain. He said, “It’s done. Let her go.” 
 
    Darcy leaned away and watched Thomas. The blood of the vial swished between his cheeks for a moment. She lifted her brow until he swallowed. Then she sighed, “It won’t be long before we’re all reunited.” Her eyes closed, and her body eased. When she opened her blue eyes again, she panicked. 
 
    Xavier tightly gripped her arm. He ripped his hand with his fangs and held his bleeding palm over her wound. Her eyes rolled when the blood mixed with her own. Perhaps she had been through too much to focus on the images of his past that flashed before her. Or perhaps it was the sight of Thomas convulsing in her living room that distracted her. 
 
    “What do we do?” she gasped, frantic. Her wounds started to heal. She was pale from having lost so much blood. “He’s dying!” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” said Xavier, entranced by the sight unfolding on the floor.  
 
    Thomas went still like someone had hit pause in the middle of the scene. Not a hair moved. His gaze was hollow. 
 
    Xavier whispered, “Uninvite him. Do it now.” 
 
    Darcy’s voice cracked the first time she tried to speak. Thomas slowly turned toward her. The movement was mechanical. She murmured, “You’re no longer invited to my home.” 
 
    There was no grand vanishing act. Thomas didn’t race toward the door. The only thing that changed about him was his expression. The lost look was gone. He had a grin unlike his own, something far more sinister. 
 
    Thomas said, “That’s an ancient rule. My blood is older than that.” 
 
    Xavier stepped between Darcy and the new Thomas. “Get out,” he begged her.  
 
    Darcy ran for the door. Thomas didn’t move after her. He simply watched her out of the corner of his eye. 
 
    “Feel familiar, does it?” Thomas taunted Xavier. “When you live more than one lifetime, you’re sure to have your heartaches return to you.” He moaned a little and looked Xavier over like the moment was one to be savored. Then he struck. 
 
    Darcy was in the yard when Thomas pummeled into her. With Darcy pinned beneath him flat on the snowy ground, Thomas’ fangs popped out. His growl was deeper than usual, something from the darkest depths of the jungle that the lions feared. 
 
    Xavier jumped on Thomas from behind, but Thomas flung him away like swatting a fly. When Xavier struck the house, Thomas plunged his fangs into Darcy’s face. One fang splintered her cheekbone as he ravaged her. Blood poured out from one side of her face and quickly consumed the other.  
 
    Blue light swelled in Darcy’s hands. Though her arms were unmovable between the snow and Thomas’ weight, she was able to send the light to punch Thomas in his sides. He flung off her as though an animal twice his size had kicked him.  
 
    Darcy quickly scrambled to her feet and held her light up like a shield. The light rippled when a tremor ran through her arm. Blood stained the snow beneath her. Running was useless. She wasn’t even sure if her light would help when she saw Thomas glare at her. 
 
    “It seems some rules from my weak blood do still apply,” said Thomas. He lifted his shirt to examine the flesh that sizzled. “I’ll take care of that soon enough.” Nothing could stop him for long, not even Darcy’s sapphire light. He feared nothing. He brooded over nothing. He cared for nothing. 
 
    Again, Thomas lunged forward. Xavier raced after him, but he knew it was in vain. Darcy readied her light as a barrier she knew wouldn’t hold. Before Thomas reached her, something else set up a barricade between them. 
 
    Lance appeared—quite literally—in front of Darcy. He hadn’t been in sight only a moment before. Rather than strike the raging Thomas with his knife, Lance sliced the open air. A streak of light followed the cut like the split of a curtain.  
 
    Grunting, Lance shoved Darcy out of the way before throwing himself onto Thomas. It was like riding a bucking bull. Lance did not let go until Thomas spun into the streak of vertical light. Thomas slipped through the slice as though it led to another room, completely unseen. Once Lance landed on the snow, he scrambled toward the light. He swung his blade upward and closed the opening. 
 
    The world was quiet again. Between Darcy’s face and the battled snow, there was no denying the damage done in a matter of mere minutes. Watson rushed to the scene and wailed at Darcy’s side. She tried to calm him with the brush of her hand. She painted him red and remembered how much of that damage had been done to her. 
 
    Xavier went straight to Darcy. He reopened his hand to heal her. She swatted him away at first until she felt another gush of blood roll down her face. He poured a palmful of his blood straight onto the massacre of her face before he offered to have her drink from him to speed up the process. 
 
    “Hold that thought,” said Darcy. With her wound starting to heal, she stepped away from Xavier. “What the hell?” 
 
    Lance was still there, now standing where Thomas had vanished. He said, “He was going to kill you. I sent him away.” 
 
    “Are you stalking me?” 
 
    “I keep an eye on Thomas,” Lance admitted, unashamed. “He’s a monster.” 
 
    Xavier scoffed, “You must be a saint.” 
 
    “He drank blood from the first trial of vampires,” said Darcy. She crossed her arms. “Something tells me I don’t need to explain that to you.” 
 
    “I’m not a vampire,” said Lance, recoiling like the word insulted him to his core. “You’ve seen me in the day.” 
 
    “Are you a cub scout?” Darcy mocked. 
 
    Lance said, “I’m an elf.”  
 
    Xavier said, “Thomas never mentioned you had a crush on him though.” 
 
    Lance jumped to his next foot but didn’t go after Xavier. He was smarter than that. “Your friend deserves the sun,” he said.  
 
    “I’ve seen what elves can do,” Darcy barked. She still looked like she had stepped out of a battle zone. “Who are you to say they are worse than your kind?” 
 
    “This elf just saved your ass,” said Lance. 
 
    Xavier said, “Elves don’t live among mortals.” 
 
    Lance said, “This isn’t the time for my history. I sent him somewhere, but I didn’t kill him. He’ll find a way back.” 
 
    “He’s safe?” asked Darcy. 
 
    “For now,” Lance laughed, undelighted.  
 
    “What do we do?” asked Darcy. 
 
    Xavier rolled his head to the stars and declared, “We watch the world burn.” 
 
    Lance glared at Xavier yet wouldn’t give him the pleasure of bickering. To Darcy he said, “We won’t have much time. Once the ancient blood rids Thomas of his own, he will be more than a curse on this land. He will be a pandemic. We must stop him.” 
 
    “We must save him,” said Darcy, sternly. 
 
    “He isn’t worth it,” Lance huffed. 
 
    She argued, “He only drank that blood to save me. I’m saving him.” 
 
    “You’re a fool,” said Lance. 
 
    “It doesn’t stop her,” Xavier sighed. 
 
    Darcy’s wounds had almost completely healed, but blood still marred her face. She had felt what Thomas was capable of, and something told her that was only a glimpse. Still, she said, “Fool or not, I will stop you if you try to kill Thomas.” 
 
    Lance went silent, his gaze intensely locked on hers. He thought she might break if he challenged her threat. He soon realized if she hadn’t broken already she wasn’t going to. “Alright,” he said, conceding. “You have until his blood is ravaged. Then I do what I must.” 
 
    


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading! 
 
    Make sure to follow E.E. Martin’s Facebook page and Instagram @eemartinauthor for updates on this series and others. Leaving a review for Sapphire Curse would be appreciated. Amazon and Goodreads are a couple great places for reviews. They make a tremendous impact on spreading the word. 
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    REBEL RUIN 
 
    


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
      
 
    Try these other stories by E.E. Martin: 
 
      
 
    Gift of Saturn Series 
 
    Gift of Saturn  
 
    Curse of Jupiter 
 
    Scar of Venus 
 
    Prize of Mercury 
 
    Rise of Mars 
 
      
 
    Warped Ones Series 
 
    Warped Ones: Hunted 
 
    Warped Ones: Shattered 
 
      
 
    As We Books 
 
    As We Break 
 
    As We Burn 
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
-

e #





