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   CHAPTER ONE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “I’m going to savor each second I spend…tearing every limb from your body.”
 
   My shoulders crimped at the raspy, masculine voice tinged with disgust. I may have practiced various forms of martial arts over the past fifteen years, but when someone threatened you in a dark and vacant alley in Chicago, you couldn’t help but get a little jumpy. 
 
   I slipped a hand into my pocket, feeling for my cell phone. Since I graduated from DePaul University this afternoon, not to mention hit my twenty-first birthday, I wondered if my friend, Brandon, had played a not-so-friendly joke on me. After all, he’d suggested that we meet at a bar named Intensity just a block away to celebrate.
 
   In case Brandon wasn’t standing thirty feet behind me feigning a malicious expression, I slowed to a stop to give the impression that I had nothing to fear. “If you’re into tearing off body parts, I suggest you get a bucket of chicken from KFC.” I hoped my voice didn’t quiver with the same intensity as my thighs. I whirled around, eager to find out who’d caught me off guard. “It’s quicker and less messy. Plus, you’ll avoid that whole jail-time thing. Really, it’s a win-win for both of us.” Whenever I faced indecision, I relied on humor until I found a way to deal with the situation.
 
   A man with tousled hair the color of a STOP sign glared at me. 
 
   Since he mentioned removing my limbs, I was relieved not to see him holding a serrated knife. Then again, he might have planned to shoot me first then slice and dice later. But I didn’t see a bulge in his fitted tweed suit, indicating a pistol or handgun. At least that put us on even ground.
 
   The creepy dude’s eyes flashed black, as though someone had poured a tablespoon of tar inside them, then he blinked and they returned to a natural olive color. If he hadn’t passed under a lamppost, I’d never have noticed his eyes unexpectedly shift. Was he wearing colored contacts? Had they accidentally popped out before slipping back into place again? What else explained that momentary metamorphosis? Taking casual strides to close the distance between us, the creepy guy spread out his arms in a placating manner. 
 
   “Interesting,” he said. “I threaten you with a death, and you…jest?”
 
   “Well, no, because if I jested…I’d be a jester, now wouldn’t I? And I’m not much for the bizarre shoes, the funky hat, and the freaky make-up. It’s all pretty disturbing.”
 
   “Yes,” he said, taking his time while approaching me. He lifted a finger and waved it at me. “Is this how you’d like to spend your last few moments on Earth? With meaningless mockery?”
 
   “No.” My eagerness to escape this predicament made it difficult to latch onto a snappy comeback.
 
   “Ah, your intelligence shines through.” 
 
   If I called the police, I’d need to wait at least five minutes before they arrived. And I got the impression that this creepy dude wouldn’t set aside his desire to rip my limbs from their sockets to chat about why he felt the need to attack women in dark alleys. Not that I was qualified to talk down serial killers. I’d just received a business degree, and I planned to use the skills I’d learned to navigate the recording industry, so I could live my dream of leading a heavy metal band to the top of the charts and tour the world. Nevertheless, while I had a strong voice with great range, I couldn’t unleash a superhuman scream that would bust the creepy dude’s eardrums and make him run for cover in the opposite direction.
 
   The way he strolled my way made it obvious that he had complete confidence in his objective—murdering me. 
 
   He pulled the suit sleeve away from his wrist to glance at his watch. “Shall we turn our attention to tonight’s festivities? I’ve got an appointment in ten, so I’d like to wrap this up within the next couple minutes.” He revealed two rows of shiny white teeth.
 
   Only one rational option presented itself. I took out my phone and dialed 9-1-1. Then I turned and ran. I hoped to evade the creepy dude long enough for the police to track my whereabouts via my phone. Just after I dialed, however, I felt an arm bash into my back, pitching me forward. The phone flipped through the air and skittered across the concrete fifteen-feet away.
 
   I relied on my training to hit the ground without breaking any bones, while affording me the opportunity to bounce back up, prepared to defend myself within moments. But how had he closed the twenty-foot distance between us so quickly?
 
   He stood before me with an eyebrow quirked. “Impressive!”
 
   “What are you?”
 
   The creepy dude threw a left hook, exhibiting quickness I’d never seen before. I’d dodged that punch, along with a right-uppercut, and a kick to the shins, but I hadn’t been swift enough to elude an elbow to the cheek. The blow elicited a grunt, and I used the direction the blow sent me in to correct my balance and face him again.
 
   Miraculously, he stood in front of me, waiting. He grasped my throat with an enormous hand. 
 
   Startled by his inhuman speed, which made it impossible to mount an offensive, I felt waves of intense malice flowing off him. I’d never perceived anything close to the rage emanating from this person, so why had I noticed it now?
 
   His thin lips curled upwards as he tightened his hold around my throat. “You’ll serve as a good warm-up for your family.” 
 
   He must have mistaken me for another woman. I’d only ever had one family member: Grams. I shook my head, wishing he’d give me an opportunity to tell him that he’d confused me with someone else. Not that I found it acceptable for him to murder anyone. Nor would he believe me, shrug his shoulders, and say, “Please accept my apologies. It’s dark out here. You can see why I’d make that mistake, right? Now if you’ll excuse me, I have to go exterminate that other woman.”
 
   “Hmm,” he said. “I actually believe you don’t know about your relatives. It’s too bad you’ll never find out about them.” He leaned in close. “Because they’re my next appointment.” The freckles on his cheeks disappeared in dimples.
 
   If he hadn’t planned to kill me, I’d have mistaken him for a mild-mannered dentist. I clutched his hand and tried to pry his fingers away from my neck. That didn’t work, so I clawed his knuckles, feeling skin peel away from his bones.
 
   His jawbone clamped down, but he held tight, giving me no opportunity to render him defenseless. Feeling the oxygen slipping from my lungs, trying to push away my fright by relying on my training, I found the pressure point between his thumb and index finger and pressed down hard.
 
   The creepy dude didn’t relax his hold. Anyone with pain synapses would have immediately released me, but perhaps a massive infusion of drugs rendered my move useless. His grin broadened as he slanted his head to the side, analyzing me with an amused expression. Curious by my struggle, he giggled. 
 
   He clamped down harder, threw his head back, and laughed. He blinked again and his serene eyes once more flashed dark as coal, as though reflecting the darkness inside his soul.  
 
   I couldn’t comprehend how anyone could disregard two incredibly painful maneuvers. Unsure how to attack him now that he’d cut off air from reaching my body, I dangled like a doll, arms and legs wiggling in every direction, while doing my best to ignore the white stars that flashed behind my eyes. 
 
   Last week, after Master Nakamura ended my training because he had nothing left to teach me, he’d stated that by the time I reached my twenty-first birthday, I would face my greatest challenge. At the time, I thought he’d indirectly proposed a match between master and student. After all, what better way to determine if a student had learned each lesson? How had he known that person would become my greatest challenge? Had he set me up to determine if I’d grasped every tactic and strategy he’d set forth?
 
   As my graduation and birthday neared, I’d relished the time away from my master’s studio and the chance to not punch or kick an attacker. Now the opposite desire flushed a jolt of adrenaline through me. My pulse slowed. My thoughts did likewise. I overlooked the reality that a man was attempting to choke the life out of me. 
 
   Instead, I opened my eyes and scanned his head, shoulders, neck, chest, and waist, looking for an opening, a spot I could pummel with as much force as possible. I settled on the points above either side of his clavicle, so I dug my fingers into those areas and pressed down with all my strength in hopes that the pressure in his grasp would subside.
 
   He glanced at his clavicle. “Ow!” he said sarcastically, entertained by my tactic.
 
   Instead of relying on incredibly painful maneuvers that would have made a normal human fall to his knees in pain, I decided on a move that I should have used earlier. I grabbed his hand and cranked it so hard that I heard the bone crack.
 
   The man finally let me go. 
 
   I flailed backwards. My hands went to my neck as I gasped for air.
 
   The creepy dude looked down at his hand. A bone had torn through his skin. Seemingly irritated by the confines of human anatomy, he sighed with the frustration of an impatient child. He shrugged and raised his other hand. “Good thing I have two!”
 
   Now that I had a few moments to recuperate, I stared at him, unsure how to defeat a man who didn’t feel pain, not to mention someone who had superhuman speed, which meant I couldn’t make a run for it. 
 
   But I could break his other hand, rendering them both useless and making it impossible for him to follow through on his threat. I got into a fighting stance and waited for him to attack.
 
   He smiled and stepped forward.
 
   Without notice, a man in his late thirties who seemed to shave his head weekly, based on the crop of hair that had only recently sprouted up, appeared behind the creepy dude, grabbed the man’s neck, and snapped it.
 
   Before the creepy dude’s body went limp, a puff of murky fog drifted out of his eyes, an effect similar to that of an extinguished flame.
 
   As air entered my throat without jagged hitches, my head cleared, sending a dose of relief through me. “What the hell!” I blinked, thinking that brain damage had caused me to envision the bizarre tuft of smoke drifting from the creepy dude’s eyes. I settled my gaze on the man who killed my attacker.
 
   Wearing a white dress shirt under a tailored black suit, he strode toward me in a non-threatening but purposeful manner. He ignored the creepy dude’s corpse and extended a hand. “We need to leave. They’ll be here soon.”
 
   Part of my brain screamed out not to trust this man, but those steely eyes entranced me, calmed me, and eventually persuaded me to believe in him. “Who are you?”
 
   “My name’s Darius Coyne. I’m a friend of the family. Let me help you up.”
 
   “But there’s only Grams and me.” It shocked me that two people I’ve never met before told me about a family I didn’t know I had. “She’s the only family I’ve got.”
 
   “That’s not true. Lorraine…well, she didn’t tell you some things to protect you.”
 
   “You know Grams?” I asked, a flutter of relief soothing my nerves. “But—”
 
   “We’ve got to go. The police will be here soon.”
 
   “The police?” I took his hand. 
 
   He hoisted me up as though he’d snatched a wrapper from the concrete. “Yes, you called them. Don’t you remember?” 
 
   A police siren in the near-distance cut through the humid night air.
 
   “Yes, but how do you know that? You weren’t even here.”
 
   He went over to my phone, picked it up, and crushed it in his hands. “We don’t want them to track us or get any personal information from that.” He molded the destroyed phone into a ball with ease and hurled it into the night sky. 
 
   I didn’t even hear a clatter, indicating that it hit the ground. 
 
   “As to how I knew about the call,” he said, “we don’t have time for me to explain.”
 
   That statement struck a frightening chord inside me. Now I second-guessed my decision to trust him. But once again, when I looked into his eyes, the tension left my shoulders, and all conflicted thoughts flittered away.
 
   Darius cocked his head toward the empty alley. “Come on, my car’s around the corner.”
 
   Unsure why I followed him, I struggled to keep up until he turned the corner and reached a white Ford Focus with tinted windows.
 
   I couldn’t imagine the man who killed that…thing would drive a compact Ford Focus. Maybe a Corvette or Porsche. After all, he’d need to leave the murder scene quickly, right? But not a Ford Focus.
 
   As though reading my mind, he said, “I drive it to keep a low-profile.” He got inside and unlocked the door. Through the passenger window, he said, “Plus, it’s got Eco-Boost, so it’s better for the environment.”
 
   I entered the vehicle. The Focus had that new car smell, and it was spotless.
 
   Darius stomped on the gas, rocketing us down the alley. When we reached the next street, he made a quick turn without even checking for traffic.
 
   “Jesus!” Fright lurched into my heart as I grabbed the door handle to prevent my head from bashing into the window. “This is a new car. You’re a car thief, aren’t you?” Then another thought caught up with me: “I was in shock a little while ago. And because you helped me, I wasn’t thinking clearly, so I got into the car with you. Oh, my God. You’re a murdering, car thieving…friend of Grams?” I gave him a sideways glance. “You’re not even forty, are you? Why are you friends with Grams? She’s like fifty years older than you.” Then a disgusting thought entered my mind and I couldn’t help but cringe. “You two aren’t… you’re not into—”
 
   Darius chuckled at the attempted question. “No.”
 
   “Then how do you know her?”
 
   “We’ve been on good terms since Prohibition.”
 
   Sarcasm! I could appreciate that. Nonetheless, his hesitance piqued my interest, but the careful way he selected his words told me that he wouldn’t give me any background details about their history. Despite that, I asked, “So how do you know each other?” 
 
   A police cruiser with its sirens whirling sped past us. Darius didn’t look the least bit concerned. “It would be better if she answered your questions.”
 
   Once again, I tensed up. His evasiveness alarmed me. “Well then, at least tell me who that was back there.” With no answer forthcoming, I clutched the doorknob and popped the door ajar slightly to prevent him from locking the door altogether. “If you don’t answer me, I’m going to jump out of this car.”
 
   His cheeks puckered. “I’m going thirty-five. I presume that would hurt quite a bit.”
 
   “Better than getting my throat slit by a murdering, car-thief.”
 
   “I didn’t steal this car, and I’m not a murderer. That man was already dead before you even set eyes on him.”
 
   “So he was a zombie? He sure didn’t look like one. There was no rotting flesh. No putrid scent. No—”
 
   “He wasn’t a zombie. He had full brain activity, quick reflexes, and superhuman strength. And don’t disrespect your grandmother by making salacious comments about her. We’re friends. Nothing more.”
 
   “Fine,” I said, lifting my hands in submission. “But how could a dead man have full brain activity and superhuman strength?”
 
   “That’s simple. He’s a demon.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER TWO
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “A demon?” I asked. “Is this some kind of game to you? I’m asking an honest question.”
 
   “You saw that cloud of filth leaving his eyes, didn’t you?”
 
   A chill passed through me. I thought the lack of oxygen to my brain had tricked me into seeing that anomaly. “A demon? Like the opposite of angels…that kind of demon?”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “Is that what you are? An angel?”
 
   Darius lifted an eyebrow, amused.
 
   “So that would be a no. But then how did you sneak up and kill him so fast? How did you know he was a demon? And how did you know the police were on their way?”
 
   “I have heightened senses. I’m quicker than humans are. And stronger.”
 
   “It seemed that demon was all those things, too. Does that mean you’re dead?”
 
   “Well, not really…but—”
 
   “So you’re not an angel because…you’re a demon?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “But you said—”
 
   “I’m vampiric.”
 
   “Really? That’s the explanation you’re going with?” I just stared at him, hoping he’d clarify his statement. That didn’t happen so I said, “You have no problem snacking on some poor person’s neck, but you drive a hybrid vehicle, so climate change…that’s where you draw the line?”
 
   He didn’t acknowledge a word I said.
 
   “Damn. Wish I had my phone. I could update my status on Facebook to: ‘Getting chauffeured around by a vampire…in a Ford Focus.’”
 
   “I’m not a vampire. But I am…mostly a vampire.” 
 
   “Look, either you are a vampire or you aren’t. It’s like Coke or Pepsi. It’s not a difficult concept. Then again, vampires are dead, right? So maybe you’ve got a minor case of brain damage. I mean, you’re probably decaying as we speak.”
 
   “I’m not a full-fledged vampire. I just have vampiric tendencies.”
 
   “Is that like psychotic tendencies? Some days you just have to go out and kill a person or two. And others, you’d rather just stay in and, what, watch Downton Abbey?”
 
   “You weren’t going to settle for silence or vague answers, so I decided to be honest.”
 
   “Did Grams ask you to follow me?”
 
   “Today? Yes.”
 
   “What does that mean? Today?”
 
   “I kind of…look out for you sometimes.”
 
   My skin crawled at the thought. “Like peering through my windows? Watching me read in bed at night? Maybe even—”
 
   “No. What is it with you and obscene thoughts? Your grandmother asked me to watch after you today. She said you would be attacked.”
 
   I sensed honesty in his tone. Goosebumps formed on my arms. “How could she have known that? Is she a demon? Or a vampire?”
 
   “She’s a witch.”
 
   “Oh, of course,” I said immediately. “What else would an elderly lady be, other than a witch? Then again, she could be an angel I suppose, although they live up in heaven. But she can see the future, so who knows what else she can do.”
 
   “She’s not clairvoyant. When a woman in your line turns twenty-one-years old, she obtains certain powers…if not earlier.”
 
   “Women wait in line to get powers when they turn twenty-one? No, I think I would have remembered getting notified about that. Oh, wait: maybe they got my email address wrong!”
 
   He sighed, losing patience with my sarcastic remarks. “No, your family line.”
 
   “You’re saying I’m a witch? If I had superpowers, then I should have been able to kill that demon.”
 
   “That depends on the witch. And the power she wields.”
 
   “So if I had super-strength, and you tried to bite me, I’d be able to rip your head off.”
 
   “You’re quite violent, aren’t you?”
 
   “Don’t you know? After all, you’ve been stalking me. Some people have personal assistants. Or personal shoppers. Well, I’ve got my own personal stalker! Thankfully, you’re not the twisted, psychotic kind. Just one with vampiric tendencies. By the way, where are you taking me? To your coffin?”
 
   “I don’t have a coffin.” Seeing me about to interject, he said, “Or a castle.”
 
   “Only because there aren’t any castles in Chi-town.”
 
   “We’re going to see your grandmother…and the rest of your family.”
 
   “Are you saying Grams lied to me for all these years about a family I never knew I had?”
 
   “She believed that by shielding you, she was protecting you.”
 
   “To keep the demons, vampires, and witches out of my life? Like that worked tonight!”
 
   “That was the first demon to appear on Earth in nearly a hundred years. And I’m the only living person with vampiric abilities. Besides, your grandmother, I—”
 
   “Wait, you’re dead, so how can you be a living vampire? Do you breathe?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Do you eat food?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “How old are you?”
 
   “Three-hundred and twenty-two.”
 
   “Of course. You don’t eat, but you’re over three centuries old. And you still think you’re ‘living’? Did it ever occur to you that, maybe, you’re just insane? Normal people don’t go around saying they have ‘vampiric tendencies.’”
 
   “And how do you explain the demon I vanquished? 
 
   “A trick. Magicians use them all the time.”
 
   “If you didn’t believe me, why did you get in my car? Why aren’t you now screaming for help?”
 
   “I don’t know. I felt like…I could trust you.”
 
   “But you just met me, and I just killed someone. That’s not something a normal person would do.”
 
   That reminded me of vampires and their telepathic ability. There was no other explanation as to why I’d followed Darius into his car. Anger roiled inside me as the notion that paranormal forces truly existed and that Grams kept that information from me. “You tricked me to trust you. That’s why I’m here.”
 
   “I compelled you,” he said.
 
   Darius hadn’t attempted to harm me, nor did he seem intent to do so. Still, he didn’t find it unethical to force me to do something against my will, so while I didn’t regard him as a threat, I couldn’t entirely trust him. “So if the creepy dude was dead, how did the demon get inside his body?”
 
   “There are only three ways a paranormal creature can enter a human host. First, the host was either weak-willed or weak-minded, meaning it didn’t put up a fight; second, the host had been weak in physical form, which often occurs during a major illness or disease. Finally, the host may have invited him.”
 
   “Invited? That man could have actually welcomed the demon to take over his body?”
 
   “It’s rare but it happens.”
 
   “So an illness: you make it sound like a virus—if your immune system isn’t strong enough, you get sick…or in this case, a demon enters your body.”
 
   “Good analogy. If the demon remains and isn’t kicked out within three days, it stays, and the human is locked inside, helpless to do anything about it.”
 
   “That demon’s eyes flashed black,” I said. “Does that only happen when a demon takes over?”
 
   Darius nodded. “If it’s been less than twenty-four hours, a demon’s eyes will flash black three times to any human he locks eyes with. He’s mandated to show his true self to those on a human plane.”
 
   “Who ‘mandated’ that rule?”
 
   “Again, your grandmother should share this information with you.”
 
   Darius had pretty much convinced me that paranormal creatures walked the Earth, which didn’t surprise me too much. There was so much violence in the world; I always figured something outside of human forces had instigated these acts of cruelty. Regardless, I had the feeling that Grams would need to spend a few hours answering all my questions before I believed everything Darius told me. “Did Grams force me to learn martial arts because of…what we’re talking about?”
 
   “I’m sure of it. It sharpened your reflexes and your mind.”
 
   Four times each week for over fifteen years, neither illness nor holidays prevented me from visiting Master Nakamura’s dojo, where I’d gone home countless times with bloody knuckles, bruised shins, and black eyes, among other injuries, none of which the other students incurred. Unlike any other student, I suffered verbal, mental, and physical abuse week-in, week-out…all at the hands of Master Nakamura, who seemed to take enjoyment out of the pain I’d endured. If what Darius said was true, I could understand why Grams wanted me to endure so much anguish.
 
   More questions flooded my mind. “Why was that the first demon on Earth in almost a hundred years? Why did he come after me? Why does he want to kill…my family?”  
 
   “Your grandmother should probably—”
 
   “Yeah, I get it.” I looked out the window. Until now, I’d avoided only one question because I feared the answer, but I couldn’t go without asking it any longer. “Do you drink blood?”
 
   “If I lose blood, yes. Otherwise, it’s unnecessary.” He paused. “For me, at least.”
 
   “So…you don’t need blood to live.” Catching a smart-ass, half-grin by my use of the word ‘live,’ I rephrased my question: “why don’t you need to drink blood?”
 
   “My blood was cursed by a witch long ago. It granted me heightened senses as well as superior strength and speed. My heart never stopped beating, but my cursed blood created a form of stasis that made it impossible for me to age. Only some of the vampiric legends you’ve heard are true.”
 
   “Sunlight?” I asked.
 
   “It burns. With enough exposure, my skin will light on fire. Otherwise, we don’t have an aversion to garlic, crucifixes, or holy water.”
 
   “Does that mean other vampires are affected by that stuff?”
 
   “No. You will see a vampire’s reflection in mirrors. We are immortal. Quick healing properties? Definitely. Turning into a bat or sleeping in a casket? Ridiculous! But if other vampires spring forth, they will need to feed... to maintain their strength and potency.”
 
   “But how would they spring forth?”
 
   “If a human was killed with vampiric blood in his system, he will awaken as a vampire.”
 
   That put me at ease…a little bit, anyway. “Why are you so sure you won’t turn a human?” 
 
   “Special circumstances would have to occur for that to take place. And that hasn’t happened in almost a century.”
 
   That seemed to coincide with when Darius and Grams were on “good terms.” I sensed a long-winded story about that, but I didn’t want to prevent Darius from continuing to answer my questions, so I let that one fall by the wayside. “Why would other vampires need to feed in order to stay strong?”
 
   “Think of it in terms as a mutation in human evolution. As for me, if I bleed out, I will have an insatiable and vicious desire to feed immediately. That only happens with a regular vampire if he’s starving. Some vampires train their bodies to go without blood for extended period to acclimate their systems to hunger. By mastering their desires, they hone their skills, making them stronger, faster…when they finally do feed. That same way, I grow stronger the longer my blood remains in my body.
 
   “Since the original curse didn’t require a vampire to feed on blood, only the most vicious of vampires feed on a consistent basis. They grow stronger that way too, but the more they drink, the more they want blood, which makes it much more difficult to control their desires.”
 
   I hadn’t expected such a long dissertation on the care and feeding of vampires.
 
   “And here’s another thing that’s different,” he continued. “Vampires must be careful who or what, if it’s an animal, they drink from. If they choose an individual with a disease or someone who has taken drugs of any kind, they will retain the effects of those debilitating effects. But since vampires have heightened powers, those effects will be much more pronounced, at least until a vampire’s blood eventually kills the negative effects of the tainted blood.”
 
   “So if you drank from a person who just did heroin…”
 
   “I’d get high, but it would be like shooting ten syringes full of heroin into my body. But the effects wouldn’t last long. The strength of my blood would overpower it within moments.”
 
   The intensity and seriousness behind his statements knocked all of the sarcasm from my mind. I felt weakened and frightened by what I’d just learned. “I get that you’re telling me all this because I just faced a demon…and apparently vampires and witches exist, but why are you helping me?”
 
   “Because I’m indebted to your grandmother.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “I assist one member of your line until she passes away. Upon her death, I select another witch in your line to protect.”
 
   “If they’re witches, why can’t they protect themselves? Why would they need a vampire to protect them?”
 
   “It all goes back to…” Despite facing no issues on the road, he tightened his grasp on the steering wheel, clutching it so hard that it rattled in his hands. Nevertheless, his expression seemed unaffected and, more importantly, he looked as though he had no idea how furiously he detested serving as protector. “It goes back to the curse. I’ve sworn to protect one member of your line at any given time.”
 
   “But I’m not a witch.”
 
   Darius’s expression turned solemn. “Denying it doesn’t make it any less true.”
 
   What did being a witch feel like? I didn’t sense either a physical, mental, or an emotional transformation since I woke up this morning. And how would I get the powers Darius mentioned? Too many questions remained unanswered.
 
   “Neither your grandmother nor I are on the best of terms with your mother.”
 
   I didn’t know how to process having a mother, especially since I would soon meet her. I’d once inquired about her, but Grams’s furious glare terrified me so much that I had nightmares for weeks afterwards. I’d never dared ask about her again. Her existence seemed too impossible to grasp. Would she like me? Hate me? Ignore me? It led to self-consciousness that made me want to consider every possible angle that she might comment on: my body, my clothes, my attitude, my education, my favorite foods…everything. Self-doubt collapsed my shoulders, and the weight got so unwieldy that, I couldn’t process a single thought. 
 
   “You’re quiet,” he said. 
 
   The comment zapped me back to reality. I tried to push past the idea of meeting my mother, but I needed to get off that topic. “So, are there any other paranormal creatures I should know about?”
 
   “At the moment? No. But soon there might be. It all depends.”
 
   I didn’t like his ominous tone. “Depends on what?”
 
   “On the continued existence of your line.”
 
   I didn’t try to unravel that one. “What about werewolves? Are they real?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Of course, they are.” I chuckled at the absurdity. “My best friend’s a ghost, and last night at a bar, after the Cubs won, I high-fived a female mummy.” I needed to expound on that comment. “I should have persuaded her to wear a headscarf like Muslim women. All those bandages on that poor mummy’s face for thousands of years? She’s going to need one hell of a beauty regimen.”
 
   “You think this is funny?” he asked in monotone.
 
   “No, it’s ridiculous.”
 
   He turned to me and those intense eyes held mine in check. Even though I willed myself to glance elsewhere, I couldn’t even blink. When his pointy fangs came into view, a chill slid down my spine. I may have trusted his words, but I couldn’t trust his actions. I tensed my muscles for an attack.
 
   But more than that, I believed him. About everything. My head ached from the revelations that he’d revealed. I grew silent once more, unable to process another sarcastic remark. I felt like my brain had been placed in a vice, and someone had turned the handle as far as it would go. If Darius attempted to attack me, I didn’t even think I’d respond. I’d just sit there, unable to move, unable to think. That rarely happened. In martial arts, muscle memory allows you to respond without thinking. But how could I defend myself against the supernatural? I felt confused, lost. 
 
   Darius’s fangs retracted, and he turned his attention back to the road ahead of us. “Quiet again?”
 
   “Well, you kinda just threw my world into a tailspin, so I think I’m entitled a few minutes to freak out.”
 
   He glanced at the time on the dashboard. “Okay. Three minutes starting…now!”
 
   That remark broke some of my disillusionment. “What happened to that demon in the alley after you vanquished it?”
 
   “He went looking for another body to possess. If he doesn’t find one soon, he’ll be forced to return to hell.”
 
   “And because the demon’s eyes flashed three times while it approached me, it meant that the host had lost the battle. So did the man’s soul get sent back to heaven?”
 
   “Either that or he’s a ghost. I’ve already told you about your mother,” he said, changing the subject. “You also have a sister and a niece.” 
 
   Mouth ajar, I just stared at him. It was enough to learn that I had a mother, not to mention a sister…and a niece!
 
   “Your grandmother didn’t want you to have anything to do with them.”
 
   “Why?” Without waiting for an answer, I said, “When I was little, I always wanted to meet my mother.”
 
   “That may be, but you’ll soon wish you hadn’t.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER THREE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   After Darius pulled to the curb at DePaul University’s Lincoln Park Campus, I stepped out of the car, and we walked along a sidewalk toward the Quad, where over a dozen trees surrounded various walkways, all of which led to a circular pattern enclosed by manicured bushes. I’d spent the past four years crossing these sidewalks each day. Now that a new world had opened up for me, I looked up at the large buildings I’d once walked past daily and regarded those moments as uninformed and naive. 
 
   “What are we doing here?” I asked Darius. Opposite us, a trio of women and a teenager made their way toward us.
 
   “You’ll understand soon enough.”
 
   His conviction, sounding almost like a threat, made my pulse leap. “And what do you want?” A few seconds later, I looked back, only to find that Darius had vanished. I scanned the area, but I didn’t see him anywhere. I found it unnerving that he vanished without a sound.
 
   “It is delightful to see you once again.” 
 
   Startled, I swung around and found Grams behind me wearing matching gray Chicago Bears T-shirt and sweatpants, while an orange Bears hat collected her thin, silver hair. Grams extended her arms as a vibrant smile lit her hollow cheeks. “I am overjoyed to have you join us.”
 
   I drew back, surprised by her strange greeting, not to mention that she stood alongside three strangers. “You weren’t at the ceremony,” I said, waiting for an introduction to the others. “What happened?” Following the graduation ceremony, I’d chatted with many friends I’d probably never see again, so we all went out to dinner and snapped photos to one day remind us of past memories. Afterwards, I’d called and texted Grams, but she hadn’t responded. So to now hear her all but disregard my graduation, a ceremony she had looked forward to since I entered college, I was puzzled by her disinterest.
 
   To deflect those thoughts, as well as to avoid asking her to break the ice with those beside her, I wondered why she wasn’t wearing her Bears’ headband and wristbands. They were probably beside her Bears’ lamp, under which lay her Bears’ slippers, which lay upon her Bears’ rug. The Chicago Bears were a yearlong love affair for Grams. In her opinion, the off-season didn’t exist: the team played year-round and won every game, existent or non-existent. 
 
   I turned and Grams swept me up in a loose hug that lasted approximately two seconds. How odd! Throughout my life, Grams always wrapped her arms around me and squeezed tight, holding me there for at least six or seven seconds before stepping away.
 
   “Yes,” she said, pausing before saying, “the ceremony: please accept my congratulations. But I am afraid that we have more important matters to attend to.”
 
   I examined her eyes to see if she’d accidentally doubled (or tripled) her dosage of high-blood pressure medication. I often left notes around the house because, over the past few weeks, Grams’s Alzheimer’s had taken a turn for the worse. “You’re right: a demon attacked me.” I waited for a response, but getting none, I repeated: “Eyes that flicker black? Laughs at broken bones as if I’d tickled him? What do you know about that?”
 
   She offered an amused smile, but she didn’t respond.
 
   In her right mind, Grams wouldn’t have overlooked my feelings so haphazardly, but Alzheimer’s had occurred, robbing Grams of her normal thought process, so despite my frustration I overlooked her disinterest. “Do demons exist? Do you know anything about that?” I only asked because I wanted her to explain why she decided not to tell me about their presence.
 
   “Yes.” Grams smiled, as though no further explanation was necessary. “And yes.”
 
   Despite her satisfaction with those answers, I waited for clarification that never came. “So demons exist. Great! Glad we clarified that. What do you know about them?”
 
   “They will go to any lengths to hasten your demise.”
 
   “Why? And how do you know this?”
 
   “Because they have attacked me as well.” Her smile made it obvious that she could expound on her answers, but she pressed her lips together, preventing that from happening.
 
   Her indifference annoyed me. Earlier this past week, upon coming home from the last class of my college career, she hadn’t recognized me and called the police, stating that an intruder had entered her house. With narrowed, distrustful eyes, she’d held a broom, directing me toward the front door as I verbally recalled memories from our past in a shaky tone while tears lined my cheeks. The Grams I knew before this terrible disease attacked her mind and removed her loving, albeit cantankerous personality, would have cursed her poor fortune for a few minutes before accepting her fate and saying, ’God has a plan for me. I just have to trust him.’
 
   Now, Grams’s freaky grin remained plastered in place. “I sense confusion on your part.”
 
   I needed to regain my composure, so I distracted myself by glancing at the words on her sweatshirt, “Property of the Chicago Bears,” and decided to delve into inappropriate territory, a realm that Grams would no doubt take great satisfaction in. “Come on, Grams. There are 53 players on the Bears team. I’m all for you being a cougar, but where do you get the energy?”
 
   She stared at me. No, it seemed more like she stared through me, as though she knew I stood there, so she recognized my presence, but Grams refused to expend any time or attention on me. I’d hoped that she’d fire back an insult. But no. Nothing. Except a blank stare. 
 
   “One day, you shall grow up to be an adult,” she said.
 
   Hadn’t I just hit that milestone today? I looked away, unwilling to speak again, lest sadness creep into my voice. I’d gladly make a deal with the devil to have my real Grams back for one more day just so I could tell her how much I’ve loved and appreciated her time, energy, and sacrifice in raising me. But since her Alzheimer’s struck, I found it difficult to accept this stranger as the woman who made me the number one priority in her life.
 
   Grams’s grin widened even more, stretching across pointy cheekbones. She lifted her arm and pointed behind me. “Allow me to make salutations to your mother, as well as your sister and niece.” She clasped her hands. “Oh, what a joyous occasion!”
 
   It seemed like a different person had invaded her body. Her voice no longer sounded brittle, and she moved quicker and with more pep than anytime within the last two years. I considered Darius’s statements about demons inhabiting humans. The idea petrified me, but then an important question popped into my mind: who would want to take over the body of an elderly woman? Granted, she may have magical abilities, but she also sometimes believed she lived during the middle of the twentieth century and daily lost sight of her dentures. Besides, if a demon had possessed her, wouldn’t it have tried to kill me like the creepy dude in the alley?
 
   Therefore, I attributed Grams’s awkward behavior to the Alzheimer’s. She had probably recalled a conversation with a friend from decades ago and now adopted her speech pattern. While this was the oddest behavior she had displayed so far, Grams had become moody, withdrawn, and confused, which made me realize that I should disregard her words as just another symptom of her disease. I turned away from Grams.
 
   And I set my gaze on my mother, a stunning brunette in her late thirties, whose curly dark tresses fell below her shoulders. Her radiant but insincere smile faltered then returned, dropped then lifted, as though someone in the distance controlled it by flicking a switch. “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” she said, taking a half-step toward me before stopping and strapping her arms across her chest as though too self-conscious to hug a stranger…who wasn’t really a stranger in the broader sense of the term. It was a deliberate attempt to feign affection that ended up coming off as guarded and distrustful. 
 
   “You too,” I said almost inaudibly, unable to look into her eyes. But now that I’d had a few seconds to contemplate her existence, I didn’t trust that my mother had suddenly come forth of her own volition. I could tell that she monitored me from the corner of her eye, giving the impression that she didn’t trust me…for reasons I couldn’t understand. If anything, I should feel distrustful. After all, she’d disowned me, and now she’d appeared after the most momentous occasion of my life. It ticked me off. 
 
   So I thought I’d press the issue, since I figured that I’d earned that much: “What are you doing here?”
 
   “My name is Delphine.” My mother steepled her hands and placed her fingertips against her lips. “I’m so proud of you. You’re the first in our line to earn a degree.”
 
   Proud? If she were proud, she would have made her existence known…years ago! Her praise felt hollow and meaningless. I resented it. And I resented her. But rather than get upset at her, I misplaced my anxiety by striking out at Grams: “What the hell is going on?” 
 
   She notched an objectionable eyebrow. “I beg your pardon?”
 
   “You can beg all you want,” I said, “but I won’t apologize. You never told me about my mother, and now…she just shows up? I think I deserve an answer.” Ordinarily, I wouldn’t have reacted so strongly, but she’d lied and now seemed to play that off as unimportant: again, very uncharacteristic of her.
 
   “Oh, dear!” Grams said. “It appears that I exercised poor judgment.” She snapped her mouth shut, unwilling to offer anything more.
 
   Incredulous, I stared at her, anger jutting through my veins. “It appears? That isn’t just an accident…like you forgot to take out the garbage.” It occurred to me that I was skirting a touchy subject (her Alzheimer’s), but Grams avoided the subject my entire life. “We’re talking about my mother…your daughter! And you’re saying that not telling me was ‘poor judgment’?”
 
   “Indeed.” She looked distant, unapologetic.
 
   Disgusted, I stared at her and waited for an explanation…that never came. I decided to try a tactic that had worked of late: getting off the subject, only to return to it a short time later. I considered it the equivalent of a computer reboot. “It’s still kind of chilly for early May. Where did your Bears’ gloves and scarf go? Some Bears’ boots would look really classy. And hey, I bet I could get a great set of Bears’ earrings and necklaces around this time of season. Guess I’ve already picked out your Christmas gifts.”
 
   Grams offered a plastered-on smile. “Are you feeling ill, my darling?”
 
   Darling? She’d never called me that. Depending on her mood, she’d always had a nickname for me, which usually began with the first five letters of my name. When she was calm, she often called me Serenity. When happy, she referred to me as Serendipity. I now withdrew from her, first because Grams would have met my sarcasm and raised it a notch. Second, she would have tossed in a curse word before using a term like ‘darling.’
 
   “Have you been stricken with an ailment?” she asked, grinning as wide as a jack-o-lantern. 
 
   Then a different female voice entered the conversation: “She has a college degree. Big whoop! Let’s all celebrate that she learned a bunch of stuff that’s useless where it matters: the real world.” 
 
   I redirected my gaze to the person speaking, only to find that she looked…exactly like me! Shocked, I ignored her disrespectful remark and checked out every detail of my identical twin.  Her pouty lips were more seductive, and her dark eyes were captivating and impossible to read. But why stop there? Unlike my pink blouse under a velvet cashmere sweater and jeans, a combo that did a fantastic job of diverting attention away from breasts that were too small, my sister wore a tight, black leather vest over a red tank-top that accentuated…I stopped comparing us, fearing that it would only result in the burden of poor self-esteem. No matter how well martial arts had toned my body, my sister looked fitter and sexier. I wanted to hate her, but I was too fascinated and freaked out that I had an identical twin to let fury resonate inside me.
 
   “Hi,” I said to her, embarrassed that my tone came out sounding like the croak of a frog. 
 
   “Hey,” she said with a disinterested nod. “I’m Alexis.”
 
   Where I aimed for calm and collected, Alexis looked aloof and quadrupled my coolness factor. She reminded me of the popular girls in high school who never turned an eye upon those below their social status.
 
   She turned to her mother. “Remind me not to look in the mirror again.” Her eyebrows arched and her cheeks puckered as she stared into my eyes. She gave a frustrated shake of the head as she focused on me. It made me feel like an insect trapped under a microscope. Based on Alexis’s reaction, she hadn’t appeared any more intrigued by my existence than if I’d never been born. Still upset but also a little disappointed, I had no time to prepare for the onslaught of these emotions. On one hand, I felt incredibly overwhelmed that someone almost replicated my DNA. On the other, I felt unprepared and insecure to see that my mirror image made me look like a spinster.
 
   I broke eye contact, but I felt the need to dissolve the tension between us. “You all right there, Alexis?” I asked, trying to dilute some of my apprehension. “You look like Superman trying to shoot lasers from his eyes.”
 
   She ignored my sarcasm and glanced at the blond thirteen-year-old girl beside her. “Celestina, go meet your Aunt Serena.” My niece examined me with great concentration, as though studying my image because she feared that she’d never see it again. Despite her age, she looked wise enough to deliberate before uttering her thoughts, whereas at that age (and even now), I tended to speak first and then often regret that I hadn’t filtered my thought process. I admired that about my niece.
 
   Celestina bit her lower lip with indecision. She wore a black T-shirt featuring numerous white dots, which formed a stellar constellation and blue jean cutoffs. Her hesitance and discomfort reminded me of… well me, to be honest. And for that, I immediately gravitated toward her. I stepped forward and smiled. “Hi, Celestina. I guess…I’m your aunt.” 
 
   That idea made me smile. When I looked into her eyes, a comforting sensation took hold of me: acceptance. While I had a difficult time recognizing Delphine as my mother, and to a lesser extent acknowledging that I had a twin sister, I felt a special kinship with Celestina that words could not explain. Her presence set me at ease in a way. Instinct told me that we’d come to care a great deal for each other, and seeing her smile the moment that thought crossed my mind, made me feel that I should trust that foresight.
 
   I offered my hand awkwardly, because how do you greet a teenage family member you never knew existed. 
 
   But instead of taking my hand, Celestina went to my left hip and enveloped me in a hug. Caught off guard, but touched by her gesture and the emotion behind it, I wrapped my arms around her, taking in her scent, which reminded me of pinecones and pumpkins, of the winter holidays and… what I always imagined having family would feel like. A ray of sunshine shot into my heart. I held her tightly, just as Grams had always done with me before her illness stole her memory.
 
   “Okay,” said Alexis, irritated. “Enough of that. Get back here.” 
 
   Celestina left my embrace. She craned her neck to the side, glancing at her mother and grandmother, seeking assurance and hoping for acceptance. But she got neither, so she lowered her head, as though silently punished for acknowledging my existence.
 
   “What’s the matter?” I asked. 
 
   Alexis let out an exasperated sigh. “She doesn’t know you. I don’t know you.” She looked down at Celestina and curled a protective arm around her shoulders, pulling her into a hug. “I just don’t want her to get her hopes up about someone who…may not play a role in her life.”
 
   “Who says I won’t?”
 
   She opened her mouth to speak but paused for a long beat, as though reconsidering the response that came naturally in favor of one with more prudence. “We just met. Let’s take things slowly.”
 
   “You don’t trust me. Is that it?”
 
   “You got it, sister!” She glanced at Delphine. “I don’t like this. Any of it.”
 
   “On that, I agree.” Then it dawned on me that if Celestina was a teenager and Alexis was my twin sister, that meant my sister gave birth at…eight years old! But how could that be possible? 
 
   As though understanding my insight, Alexis’s cheeks became as puffy and dark as a storm cloud covering the sun. “Do. Not. Go. There!”
 
   Shocked by her outburst, I almost wavered in place at the barely bottled fury that crossed her face. I found it both startling and frightening that, a moment after contemplating the age at which my sister delivered her child, I felt like someone had plucked my brain with a spoon, as though trying to carve out my thoughts.
 
   It was as if Alexis had read my mind! That thought left me unexpectedly gasping for air. Of course, the idea was ludicrous. But was it any more unheard of than surviving a demon attack?
 
   I set my eyes on Alexis, but she looked up at Delphine, who gave her full concentration to Grams. How odd! In contrast to my sister, who shrugged off my existence as of little consequence, Delphine looked at Grams with great respect. This seemed out of place because, Grams once admitted to wishing she’d had a chance to correct the mistakes she’d made in raising my mother. Based on that response, I had presumed that Grams had inadvertently driven Delphine out of her life.
 
   Therefore, it surprised me to see Delphine look at Grams with reverence. I’d always imagined that they never understood each other, resulting in countless arguments and fights. Of course, my interpretation was based on very little information and lots of conjecture, but I would never have expected my mother to regard Grams with anything but spite. So to see Delphine giving her the utmost respect made it nearly impossible for me to speak. But sensing that she’d kept in contact with them behind my back loosened my tongue quickly.
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me about them, Grams?”
 
   Grams removed her gaze from Delphine, but looked at Alexis instead of me. 
 
   “My mother and sister want nothing to do with me, so why am I here?” Despite that realization, I was hurt that Grams kept this part of our lives from me.
 
   It seemed she’d kept a lot from me, especially an insignificant fact that… I’m a witch! But again, why? Something must have dissuaded her from revealing the truth. So why had she introduced us now, only to remain silent? It didn’t make any sense.
 
   Coming from a place without power (in the sense of information), I needed to establish myself and demand that the trio recognize me. I looked at Alexis. “How long have you known about me?”
 
   “All my life.”
 
   Even though her response made it difficult to swallow, I did my best to appear unmoved by that revelation. “What’s your last name?”
 
   She took a deep breath and let it out, annoyed. “Sykes.”
 
   Well, at least, Grams hadn’t lied about my last name. Alexis didn’t wear an engagement ring or wedding band, so if she’d gotten divorced, she still used her maiden name. Another pluck hit my mental synapses.
 
   Alexis glared at me, obviously thinking that I’d inquired because of Celestina, as though she’d had a one-night stand, which resulted in her daughter’s birth.
 
   But I hadn’t spoken a word! Either she could read my thoughts or…no—there was no other explanation! Alexis had the ability to read my mind. Looking at her smile now, a pang of nausea hit my stomach, but rather than submit to self-consciousness, I catered to curiosity. “Okay, congratulations. You can read my mind. But I never invited you inside my head.”
 
   “So?” She smirked unapologetically.
 
   I looked for some measure of insincerity, but Alexis clearly believed that she had approval to use her powers whenever and however she chose. Rather than contemplate that distorted point of view, I said, “You can’t read me clearly can you? I didn’t ask your last name because I have a twisted need to hurt you. I asked because I wanted to know if Grams lied about my last name.” I turned my attention to Grams. “You know, since you’ve lied about a family I never knew I had.”
 
   Delphine clucked her tongue against the bridge of her mouth, eliciting a tsk-tsk sound. 
 
   “How would you know? You never gave me a chance. You gave me away. So you don’t get an opinion.”
 
   My mother clenched her teeth and couldn’t hide the hint of a snarl. 
 
   “Oh, you disapprove?” I asked, feeling fury churning inside me. “You don’t get to judge me either. So take your mind-reader and leave.”
 
   Delphine gave me a condescending half-smile before it disappeared a second later. “Yes, we should get going. Congratulations again on your accomplishment.” She centered her attention on her daughter and grandchild. “Come along, children.”
 
   Disobeying her grandmother, Celestina took a few steps toward me and with a downcast expression until she stopped just inches away. “The first prophecy is… clouded.” She glanced at Grams, whose expression soured. 
 
   Aghast, Celestina shook her head in disarray. “Oh, no! It’s coming.” Her eyelids faltered. She yawned.
 
   An innate sensation throttled me to her side, but her mother and grandmother certainly knew how to deal with whatever affliction haunted Celestina. Although Delphine didn’t budge a muscle, Alexis ran to her daughter’s side with an urgent, compassionate expression just as her daughter collapsed into her arms, asleep.
 
   Within ten seconds, Celestina opened her dazed eyes, as though she’d just taken a long nap, and settled them on her mother’s gaze until she regained her focus.
 
   Alexis pressed close to her daughter. “Okay now?”
 
   Celestina nodded. She placed her attention on Grams and winced before moving on toward me. She cringed and lowered her gaze to the floor. 
 
   “What did you see?” Alexis asked.
 
   “It was dark, horrible.”
 
   I recalled Celestina talking about a prophecy before narcolepsy had gripped her. It seemed that my niece could see the future! My pulse rocketed. 
 
   “My daughter,” Alexis said, “has premonitions of potential futures.”
 
   I felt the familiar pluck in my mind: my sister had once again read my thoughts, but this time I didn’t admonish her intrusion. “Potential futures? But the possibilities are endless!” That knowledge alarmed me. “But how can she take all that in? Or know which one will happen? Or even know what’s real and what’s not?”
 
   Alexis cringed at the barrage of questions.
 
   The pinging sensation clicked louder in my mind.
 
   “Please don’t talk about this in front of my daughter.” Sincerity made Alexis’s eyebrows close, making it obvious that she loved her daughter a great deal. “Her visions are exhausting, and I’m constantly afraid that she’ll lose her mind.”
 
   At first, upon hearing my sister’s voice barge into my mind without consent, I wanted to shake her, but I disregarded my discomfort because I was far more concerned about Celestina than myself. I had no idea the torture she surely endured: seeing countless possibilities that struck with barely any notice. Had she suffered an attack in school? If so, at her age, she must have been horrified that others looked on without any background, thinking she was probably insane.
 
   “Yes, she has had narcolepsy at school. She tried to explain it to other kids, but they called her a freak and now they avoid her. I’ve spoken with her teachers, and they’ve allowed her to sit near the door in every classroom in case she feels it coming on. That way, she can hurry to a bathroom stall and let it happen privately. She has no friends I know of, she has poor social skills, and she’s naive. Sometimes she acts ten instead of thirteen. So please don’t mention that gift too much.”
 
    Gift? I’d never call those visions a gift! After completing that thought, I felt an incoming sound wave attempt to enter my mind, followed again by an even louder pluck than before. “Stop doing that!” I shouted.
 
   Alexis cradled her daughter’s head, brushing the hair from her forehead. “At first blood,” she said audibly, “Celestina inherited her abilities.”
 
   So she has more than one ability? I hadn’t considered that. But then, if her mother could read minds and push her own thoughts into the minds of others, why couldn’t Celestina have more than one “gift”? And why does she fall asleep before a prophecy appears? Did she have these visions often? Another sound wave came rolling toward me and knowing that an annoying ping would follow, I concentrated on clearing my mind to give my sister nothing to learn.
 
   “She’ll be fine,” Alexis said. She turned to her daughter. “Right, kiddo?”
 
   Celestina rolled her eyes. “Really, Mom? Kiddo? You’re so embarrassing!” She spun around and headed toward her grandmother, who held out a hand while glaring at me.
 
   Alexis watched after her daughter before setting her gaze on mine. “Because you seem to care about Celestina, I’ll tell you this: the first female in our line gets her abilities the moment she first menstruates. Every other female receives her gifts at twenty-one.”
 
   “But if I had any abilities, wouldn’t I have figured it out earlier today?”
 
   “Beats me. Maybe you noticed one of them, but explained it away as something else. Either that, or your gifts may be so diluted that they weren’t strong enough to make a big impact on you.”
 
   “How do you know they might be…diluted?”
 
   “Every firstborn female in our line receives three abilities. But every succeeding female in any line has only one-third the power of her oldest sister.”
 
   “So you can read minds and push your thoughts into my head. Two powers down. What’s the last one?”
 
   Alexis chuckled. “It doesn’t matter if I’m reading your mind or putting thoughts in your head. File both away as mind control. That’s just one power. The other two abilities?” she asked with a mischievous smile. “You’ll find out soon enough. But no one knows which one of us was born first. Not Mom, because she passed out during the delivery, or Lorraine.” 
 
   The ‘Lorraine’ comment told me that either my sister didn’t like Grams or she wasn’t very familiar with her. Either could be true, not that Grams would expound on their relationship, given her strange behavior. But too many more urgent questions came to mind, so I didn’t continue with that line of thought. 
 
   “We never found out,” she said. 
 
   “But one of them has to know. We didn’t come out side by side…at the same time.”
 
   “When Mother asked to see anyone who helped deliver us, she was told that everyone had ended their shifts and gone home. She tried to find out again later, but she hit a dead end.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Two doctors and a nurse carpooled on the way home that night and got into a car wreck. They all died.”
 
   “That’s horrible!”
 
   “The bigwigs at the hospital admitted that they had each worked thirty-six hours straight, and the judge ruled that the doctor who was driving had nodded off while driving.” She shrugged. “But who knows what really happened.”
 
   Her uncertainty sent a chill through me. “You don’t believe them?”
 
   “Not for a second.”
 
   “It seems like you conducted your own investigation. What did you find out?”
 
   “Daughter?” said Delphine to Alexis with a stern expression. “Come along now, child.”
 
   I ignored my mother and looked after my niece. But we just met, I thought. Sound wave. Pluck! 
 
   My sister chuckled, spun around, and headed toward Delphine. Based on what little I knew about my sister, she treated me as an adversary, most likely because she hadn’t determined the firstborn female in our family’s line. Then again, when matters centered on our mutual affection for Celestina, she immediately set aside her personal feelings about me. Which reminded me: she seemed to know a great deal about me. The disadvantage was infuriating.
 
   “Hey,” I shouted to her. When she turned around, I said, “Stay out of my head!” I wanted her to know that, even without any known powers, I wouldn’t back down from a confrontation. 
 
   She hit me with a devious stare. “Good luck with that.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER FOUR
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “I suspect you have many questions,” Grams said, sighing with impatience. 
 
   She had never looked at me with such…repugnance. Yet, she appeared coherent: she showed no trace of panic. So where did her distaste spring from? I tried to overlook her current state, figuring that perhaps she had a very good reason for lying to me about my mother, sister, and niece, or paranormal creatures, or that I supposedly had supernatural abilities. 
 
   On second thought, she didn’t attempt to explain her motives for keeping the truth from me for over two decades. Anger burned through my chest, making it difficult to maintain my composure.
 
   Grams cracked a smile at my frustration. “You appear quite frazzled, darling.”
 
   “Why do you keep calling me ‘darling’?”
 
   “Would you prefer that I substitute that term of affection for another?” she asked, circling me slowly.
 
   The smile on Grams’s face, the way her creepy grin kicked up at my discomfort looked…threatening. A sliver of fear passed through me, clamping my gut tight, locking the feeling in place. It forced me to recognize that something was not right with Grams. That knowledge sent a distress signal through me.
 
   “Is everything okay, Grams?”
 
   “I am quite fine,” she said, stopping behind me. 
 
   Her breath tapped my right earlobe, and I hitched my shoulders at the slight transmission.
 
   “You look nervous, darling. Shall I call upon a physician?”
 
   I had asked Grams that same question out of concern, but her use of that phrase left behind a disturbing quality that made me tense my muscles, a reaction that, in the past, had always precipitated battle on the mat at martial arts competitions. To have that response toward Grams confused me. 
 
   But I shouldn’t have been surprised. Her Alzheimer’s left her oblivious one moment, clear-headed the next several times a day over the past few years. The last ten months, however, had seen an uptick in both the frequency and the length of each episode, so that she either sat silent with a frown, asked (or demanded) to speak to friends who had passed away years earlier, or talked about people or events that occurred up to seventy years in the past…as if they occurred the day before.
 
   Although her deterioration sometimes pained me so deeply that I needed to leave her side to release my tears in private, I only now realized that caring for her had drained me physically, mentally, and emotionally. I probably wouldn’t have even noticed if the illness hadn’t warped her mind. Still, I clung to her few lucid moments because Grams was the only person who had ever loved me. And I couldn’t deny that I was scared to face the future without her.
 
   The person she’d become, however, tarnished her warmth. At this moment, I didn’t know how to handle someone who was unaware that her mind had gotten out of whack.
 
   Grams clutched my shoulders and nestled closer to me, her nose dipping into my hair as she inhaled deeply through her nostrils. “Youth! So vibrant. So potent.” She exhaled and added in a gravelly voice, “Wasted on ignorance and immaturity.” She looked me up and down, a look of revulsion on her face. “Tell me, darling, have you rutted with a man?” 
 
   I swung around, incredulous. Cheeks blazing bright, I shook my head, unable to form a reply.
 
   “Have you permitted him to grind into your core?” She narrowed her eyes, and hunched down a little, approaching me.
 
   I stepped back. “What? Why are you talking like that?”
 
   “Allowed him to pummel you with his rod of shame?” She quirked an eyebrow with curiosity and closed her eyes, inhaling deeply through her nose again. “Hmmm, yes, you have. I can sense it, almost smell it.” Her eyes snapped open. “But our princess has not granted another man such proximity again, has she? No, I think not.” She cackled with delight and turned her back on me.
 
   “Grams,” I said, at a loss for words. “What’s wrong? Why are you acting like this?”
 
   She pivoted back to me, her odd expression fixed. “Whatever do you suggest?” she asked with an inquisitive expression. “I am in fine spirits.” A malevolent smile flashed. “Rather, it is you I worry about.” A moment later, however, the severity of her appearance disappeared, and she now looked pleasant, albeit tuckered out.
 
   Terrified by her swift transformation, I swallowed and tried to grasp the situation. “You weren’t yourself a moment ago…and now you are!”
 
   She stiffened and had a faraway gaze. “Perhaps.” 
 
   Realizing that her eccentric behavior remained, I said, “Tell me about it.”
 
   “There isn’t time.” Her expression fell. “You graduated and you’re twenty-one.” Her face brightened. “Congratulations!” She held out her arms and folded me into her embrace. “And Happy Birthday!” Tears slipped from her eyes. “There’s so much you don’t know, and now I don’t have enough time to explain everything.”
 
   Hugging Grams always left me feeling invulnerable as though her body was a shield that negative outside forces couldn’t penetrate. It felt that way now. Then her last statement echoed in my mind. “Not enough time?” I pulled away from her. “Why? Are you leaving?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   That admission meant she’d be leaving this world, not simply going on a trip. My eyes misted with tears, and I found it hard to speak.
 
   Grams’s eyes turned glassy as well. She placed her hands on my shoulders. “I’m going to tell you something that you’ll find difficult to believe, but just know that I wasn’t forthright because I wanted to protect you.” 
 
   “You mean that demons exist? And the same goes for vampires, werewolves, and ghosts? Or that I’m a witch?”
 
   Her mouth fell open. “How did you know that?”
 
   “Did you plan on telling me that I have a mother? Or an identical twin sister? And a niece?”
 
   She placed a trembling hand to her right temple, and kneaded it as though trying to relieve a migraine. “How did you find out? What happened?”
 
   “A demon attacked me, but someone intervened and snapped its neck.”
 
   Grams scanned me for injuries.
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   “Who…” she stammered, finding it difficult to speak. “Who saved you?”
 
   “Sharp fangs? No sense of humor? Acts like a stuffy university professor? Any of this sound familiar?”
 
   “Darius saved you?” Grams asked, distrustful.
 
   “Then he crushed my cell phone in his hand.” I sighed with annoyance. “A true gentleman.”
 
   Grams put a hand to her chest as though she had trouble breathing.
 
   “You should have told me.” I couldn’t keep the hurt and disappointment from entering my voice.
 
   Giant pools of moisture now beaded in Grams’s eyes. “I’m so sorry.” She had difficulty swallowing. Her guilty expression clarified that she understood how her ancestral secrets had almost gotten me killed. 
 
   “So Darius introduced me to a family I never knew I had, and Alexis told me that I have powers I didn’t even know about.”
 
   “You don’t know because they became available to you today. Only I know the truth: your mother delivered Alexis first. I wasn’t in the delivery room, but I didn’t need to be. I felt Alexis’s power the moment I saw her. But I didn’t tell your mother and sister the truth because I never trusted them. I never told you about them for the same reason: I didn’t want them to distort your good nature.”
 
   “Why don’t you trust them?”
 
   “My daughter was always drawn to the darker side of magic. With her ability to commune with the dead, she spent years trying to reincarnate the dead. She never achieved that goal, thank the Lord, but her granddaughter has that gift.”
 
   “Celestina can revive the dead?”
 
   “Your niece is the most powerful witch I’ve ever encountered.”
 
   That reminded me of Darius’s remark about having known Grams since the Depression. “How old are you, Grams?”
 
   “Far over one-hundred.” She gave that some thought. “Why? How old do I look?”
 
   “Eighty-four.”
 
   “Hot damn!” Seeing that I planned to ask how she’d managed to shed at least twenty-five years from her life, Grams said, “One of my three abilities is to slow the aging process.”
 
   “Wow! But why do you think you’ll be…leaving soon?”
 
   “Because Celestina has foreseen it.”
 
   “But that’s only a possibility, isn’t it? That doesn’t mean you have to…move on.”
 
   Grams elicited a gentle smile. “It’s well past my time. I’ve only made it this long because I refused to leave this plane before I told you the truth about your heritage.” She started down the sidewalk. “I couldn’t even do that. How ironic.”
 
   I fell in step beside her. “Celestina is a special girl. I feel that she doesn’t want to follow the path Alexis and my mother have laid out for her.”
 
   “If you feel that way, you’re probably right. Never ignore your intuition. Many humans believe intuition springs from evolution. That may be correct to a certain degree. But that insight is even stronger within our line, since we have paranormal abilities that force us to listen to sensations that humans often ignore because they don’t believe in the supernatural. Even some who aren’t witches have paranormal insight. Psychics, for instance, have a penchant for identifying that which is hidden from normal human senses. They are born with a sixth sense. They’re attuned to magic, and for that reason, they can perform spells. Those who aren’t deeply in touch with each of the five senses cannot do enchantments.” She shook her head. “Humans can read any given spell but they have no ties to the supernatural, so they are not empowered; their words fall on deaf ears. But I suspect you wish to speak about your niece.”
 
   “Yes. It was immediate and a little overwhelming.”
 
   “That’s because, as witches, we are attracted like magnets to others with paranormal abilities. Unfortunately, Alexis refuses to let me near Celestina. I suspect it’s because Delphine told her I have malicious intent. Your sister admires your mother so much that she is blind to the influence she exerts over her. That doesn’t mean, however, that she likes her.”
 
   I stored that away to consider at a later date.
 
   “But I imagine the way you feel about Celestina is similar to how I feel about you. When your mother wanted to rid her hands of you, I gladly took you in because I felt an immediate connection between us. I also wanted to make amends for failing to guide Delphine along a righteous path. I always felt betrayed that she found more in common with Zephora, the first witch in our line, than me.”
 
   Seeing my confusion, Grams said, “Zephora lived during the Salem Witch Trials. She created the magical rules we live by: the number of abilities we have, the strength of those gifts, the age females receive their powers. She created ghouls, shapeshifters, and almost every other paranormal creature, so she could rule every entity on Earth. She had every paranormal gift you can imagine and almost unlimited power. But in the end, she was limited to human form.”
 
   “What about demons? I saw one leave a human body.”
 
   “Demons are under Lucifer’s purview, but Zephora surely was able to swap bodies with other humans.”
 
   “Is she still alive?”
 
   “No, thank goodness. But every mother in our line has used her exploits as a cautionary tale for our daughters not to abuse their abilities.” She slowed her pace. “I followed that example, but Delphine was intrigued by Zephora, not afraid of her. I’m certain she has tried to commune with her. Whether or not she has succeeded, I cannot say.”
 
   The story made goosebumps form on my skin. “How did Zephora die?”
 
   “She was burned at the stake. Other than Delphine, no woman in our line wanted to think about Zephora for fear that we might allow her to cross back into our dimension. But I suspect I’ll learn more about her when I visit the other side.”
 
   “Is that possible? Could she really find her way back to our plane?”
 
   “Every person on Earth is composed of energy. When we die, our energy doesn’t always leave with us. From what I’ve learned of our line, when we cross over, we retain at least two-thirds of our power. The other one-third of our powers may remain behind, which allows some of us, depending upon our abilities, to communicate with those in this dimension. Every witch has been told, whether true or not, that Zephora has never given up hope to one day reclaim human form and attempt to rule humanity.”
 
   “You said Alexis came first,” I said, trying to steer the conversation back to our family.
 
   “It’s the reason I wanted you to learn martial arts…to develop strength of mind, body, and spirit. You also needed it for structure, discipline, and confidence because when it comes to your sister, you will need it. She has a deep dislike for you, but I’ve not known her well enough to figure out why. Since you received your powers today, you’ll need to harness what you’ve learned in martial arts to control and maximize the abilities you’ve been granted.”
 
   “So when I woke up this morning, I got three paranormal powers?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   I couldn’t remove the huge smile on my face. “That is so cool!”
 
   Grams exhaled, annoyed by my lack of focus. “But your sister is more powerful than you because—”
 
   “She’s three times stronger than me. But why did I get powers on my twenty-first birthday? Why not when I turned sixteen? Or sixty?”
 
   “The reason each firstborn female in our line acquires our powers after her first period is because it’s considered a rite of passage. Now it’s almost a curse: but children were much more mature in the seventeenth-century. Siblings will often fight out of envy or jealousy, so Zephora decided to stretch out the amount of time sisters obtain their abilities.” She paused. “At one time Zephora was virtuous and responsible, but somehow, she lost her way, turned evil and unrepentant.” She shook those thoughts aside. “Nevertheless, she considered twenty-one must’ve been an acceptable age.”
 
   Grams paused. “Do you feel any different from yesterday?”
 
   “No. But it’s been a crazy day. Oh, wait. I felt Alexis reading my mind.”
 
   “Good.” Grams released a relieved smile. “A normal human can’t detect that sensibility.”
 
   “Why do only girls get these abilities? Why not guys? Don’t they have gifts? Aren’t there any wizards around?”
 
   “No,” said Grams. “The women in our line only give birth to girls.”
 
   That sounded preposterous. “Why? How?”
 
   “I don’t know.” 
 
   “You’re saying for 325 years, every woman in our line has given birth to a girl and none of them have delivered a boy? That’s impossible!”
 
   “Highly improbable? Yes. Impossible? Not when magic exists. It tends to manipulate events based on those magical beings who call upon it. I look forward to uncovering the truth when I cross over. But for now, no one knows why. Our line only produces females. It’s so expected that everyone in the line has given up fighting what seems will always be.”
 
   I had a difficult time trying to understand that one, so I moved on to a more pressing issue. “You said there wasn’t time to tell me everything, and now you think you’ll be leaving soon.”
 
   “I’ll hang on as long as I can.”
 
   “That means…you’ll pass away soon?”
 
   Grams shook her head. “Don’t worry about that. Concentrate on what you can control.”
 
   “But you taught me that we can’t control everything.”
 
   She smiled and nodded. “You always were a good listener.”
 
   Her confidence in me sparked another question. “Do you know what powers I have?”
 
   “If you used them, I’d be able to sense the residue from your actions, but since you haven’t done so…” She shrugged. “Remember this though: our line has no history of twins. You and Alexis have not followed the natural path. So I have no idea what powers you might have or what you two might be capable of.”
 
   “Grams,” I said. “I understand why you didn’t tell me, but it doesn’t sound too convincing. There has to be another reason.”
 
   She clamped her lips together as though fearing that she’d rebuke me. A dark grimace flashed across her face. After a few moments, she said, “When you were a toddler, I revealed one of my abilities to you…and you were absolutely terrified. At that moment, I decided to wait until you needed to know. That day is today.”
 
   I didn’t recall the incident that Grams referred to. “Why do my mother and sister hate me?”
 
   “Because they feel you might have more power than Alexis. So they fear you.”
 
   “But I don’t want to hurt anyone.”
 
   “Yes, but they do.”
 
   “What? Why? I don’t understand.”
 
   “Delphine is one of Zephora’s disciples. As I said, I don’t know if they’ve been in contact, but I wouldn’t doubt it. Because Alexis looks up to your mother, she has also followed that path. But to lessen some of your worries, a mother cannot harm her children. Magic won’t allow it. That was one smart rule that Zephora put into place.”
 
   “That means what? Delphine won’t attack me but my sister might? Why? I’m not a threat to her.”
 
   “Your mother thinks you are, so your sister thinks the same.”
 
   “I don’t know anything about being a witch. How can I be a threat to anyone?”
 
   “Common sense doesn’t matter when it comes to Delphine. What matters is what she thinks and how she feels. After all these years, I’ve never been able to understand what she wants or why.” Her face grew stern. “Stay away from her and Alexis, but practice your abilities—once you discover them.”
 
   “How do I do that? Hop on a broom and fly over to Hogwarts for a one-on-one with Hermione?”
 
   She gave me an impatient look.
 
   “Sorry. How do I protect myself?”
 
   A grave expression appeared on her face. “By killing them before they kill you!”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER FIVE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   An hour later, after taking a taxi to Grams’s shop, The Antique Boutique, a small business operation that she’d run since I was a child, we stood at the front of the shop. The room was filled with nondescript items: a dusty iron serving plate from the 1920s, a 19th century bicycle, dolls from the American Revolution, and so many more esoteric items that few would want on any given day, except collectors who must have resorted to searching for like-minded items on eBay, because I’ve never seen customers enter the shop.
 
   I’d spent very few days here with Grams. Then as now, I had no idea how Grams remained in business within such a tiny building that smelled of stale bubblegum. She’d assured me that most of her business transactions occurred each morning, since senior citizens were often interested in antiques, and many of them rose early. 
 
   To my amazement, Grams never failed to meet her financial obligations. We always had a roof over our heads, clothes to wear, and food on the table. Even though she only operated the shop during the business week, she closed up at 3:00 PM daily. I’d concluded that she hid something significant from me. It always seemed odd that she’d close after my school days had ended, regardless of the grade level. After a while, I presumed that she just wanted to spend time with me, since we only had each other.
 
   “This is where it shall begin,” Grams said. “And end, given your perspective.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “The beginning of the end.” She let out a deep breath, as though expelling years of exhaustion. “Thank heavens!”
 
   That admission baffled me. “I don’t understand.”
 
   “Oh, you shall.” A wicked grin appeared. 
 
   I had no idea what she meant, but the certainty in her voice splintered my support. On one hand, I wanted to believe Grams, who had never let me down. On the other, she sounded like a raving lunatic. Why would I kill my mother and sister? How could I trust one word out of Grams’s mouth? But I only had experience to guide me, so in the end, I did my best to reign in my fear. 
 
   “I don’t understand,” I repeated, hoping that would encourage her to explain things.
 
   “Time will reveal the mysteries that confound you.” A vibrant smirk took hold of her, and she laughed as though anyone who dared dispute her would perish in the flames of hell. 
 
   Oh, not again! Grams’s true self had retreated and what I now referred to as The Intruder had taken her place. Her response and her expression seemed so out of character that I didn’t take her statement seriously. Nevertheless, I heeded her advice, no matter how ludicrous it seemed. Even though she wasn’t in her right mind, I needed to play along to get any answers she might provide. 
 
   “Grams, what’s going on?” 
 
   When she didn’t respond, I ignored her demented smile and looked elsewhere, only to discover something completely unexpected: instead of marking the end of the shop, the back wall shimmered in a purplish haze, revealing another room beyond it. 
 
   Until today, a white concrete wall had taken up that space, although the door that led to the alley still remained to the right. I closed my eyes and looked again…only to see the same glimmering barrier. “How is that possible?”
 
   “Pardon me?” Grams asked, oblivious. She yanked out a pile of manila folders from a drawer at the front desk. Then she looked up at me with a crazed expression. “How is what possible?” She returned her attention to the paperwork on the counter.
 
   Since she’d looked up at me, Grams should have seen the room at the other end of the shop. Perhaps her vision had failed her. But even then, she would have noticed the purple effervescence. At the moment, however, the secret room captured my attention, so I walked down the corridor and approached the wall, watching it ripple and glean. But I couldn’t quite identify what lay inside the room.
 
   “Ah, the peculiarities of youth,” Grams said. “If you continue on as such, I shall place a call to the constable and ensure that you are locked in chains and restricted to an asylum.”
 
   Constable? Then her remark registered. She thought I was nuts. She’d threatened to call the cops on me! I turned around, but she stood behind the front counter, rifling through one folder after another, searching for something she must have misplaced. I wanted to hurry over and bicker with her again, but the pull of this miraculous discovery made me think twice. 
 
   I spun around and stepped up to the secret chamber. Extending a hand and reaching toward the glittering structure, my fingertip touched its translucence. A jolt of tempered electricity shot through my fingers and up my arm. I pulled my hand back, expecting great pain, but it reminded me of the rollers in a massage chair. What would it feel like if that sensation traveled through my entire body?
 
   I pressed my fingers into the shimmering wall. Cool vibration swept through my hand, up my arm, across my shoulder, and into my chest. Those body parts tingled with bliss. I closed my eyes, wanting to get lost in the sensation.
 
   “Are you partaking in hallucinogenic substances?” Grams asked. 
 
   I glanced back, expecting her to notice the hidden chamber. 
 
   Without waiting for a response, Grams said, “I have had enough of your impropriety. I am taking leave this instant!” She snatched her purse and headed towards the front exit. “I trust that you will see yourself out?” A second later, she slammed the door behind her.
 
   My shoulders relaxed knowing The Intruder had disappeared. Nevertheless, that brought about a different question: if Grams’s memory had failed her, would she wander the streets, unable to find her way home? Then I recalled placing her wallet, which contained her license, into her purse this morning. Even if confusion took hold of her, she’d look for her license; I’d seen her do it countless times, so my worry subsided.
 
   I faced the room again. Since I never gave in to hesitation, I stepped into the wall, eager to find out what might happen. The electrifying feeling engulfed me, making every body part more sensitive, more alert. Through a lavender sheen, I saw transparent glass cases filled with objects, but I didn’t recognize them. 
 
   Eager to discover what those cases held, I continued through the shimmery wall. The sensation that inundated me slowly left my body, and fluorescent lights overhead lit four walls of glass-encased weaponry. 
 
   Behind me on rows of glass were various rifles and handguns. Moving on, I saw swords, blades, spears, and scythes. Opposite that: crossbows, bow and arrows, and kamas. The final wall featured nunchucks, throwing stars, and sias. I identified each of these weapons because Master Nakamura had introduced each of these weapons and more into my training, after our regular sessions ended, upon which I both attacked with and defended against these weapons. In total, the case held weapons from the last four centuries across every region on Earth. Each weapon glistened as though prepped for an impending battle.
 
   How had Grams obtained these weapons? And why had she assembled them? Even more important, how did she fit an entire room within one foot of brick wall? An easy explanation formed: magic. Now I disregarded the obvious, as well as the physics behind this feat.
 
   In the middle of the room, my hip bumped against a hard-edged, invisible rectangular structure…at least according to my eyes, since I couldn’t see it. Yet it didn’t wobble from the impact. I reached out until my fingers tapped a smooth, solid box that felt cool to the touch, indicating that, like everything else in this room, it was encased in glass. 
 
   I swept both hands across the entire case, which rose up to my chest, but I didn’t find any creases, buttons, or switches that might allow me to find out what was inside. Mystified but fascinated, I wanted to shove it or kick it to discover whatever the case protected. 
 
   But someone, most likely Grams, wouldn’t have charmed the box with invisibility without good reason. Likewise, she wouldn’t have made it impossible to release whatever lay inside. Otherwise, why not just destroy it? 
 
   But Grams had made the item invisible…inside an invisible room. That explained Grams’s second ability: the gift of rendering items invisible. She must have regarded whatever lay inside as very important and potentially dangerous…in the wrong hands. 
 
   I couldn’t avoid the most logical explanation: Grams had crafted a spell to prevent others from seeing the room. Given that, at some point in the last twenty years, one person or another must have bumped into the wall…only to fall into the chamber.
 
   That’s when I recalled Grams stating that only people with a sixth sense even noticed supernatural powers. It meant only those with paranormal sensitivity could see the room, much less walk inside. Grams had certainly withheld quite a bit over the past two decades, probably for my own good, but it annoyed me that I had to soak up so much knowledge with very little time to process it all. And right now, I wanted to know why Grams had stored these weapons in an invisible room. 
 
   I walked toward the violet curtain, and stepped through it, paying no attention to the pleasant sensation it evoked. I came out on the other side.
 
   The front door opened, and Grams stepped back inside. She sighed heavily and glared at me. “I cannot recall the directions to return to my residence.”
 
   “What if I don’t want my powers?” 
 
   “Such preposterous discourse! You cannot simply return your gifts at a local market.”
 
   “Well, if I lost my receipt, of course not.”
 
   She stared at me, clueless to the meaning of my play on words.
 
   I didn’t trust The Intruder with the secret room, and since Grams told me to trust my intuition, I decided to heed her advice. 
 
   “Your abilities are a privilege. Your ancestors would be appalled by your disrespect.”
 
   My real Grams would never have disregarded my feelings so thoughtlessly. Earlier, I’d assumed that she and my new family members had created a cocktail of rage and frustration then hurled it at me. In response, a claustrophobic frenzy seemed to have entrenched itself in every molecule of my body. I gasped for air, unable to restrain all of the anger that had overwhelmed me. I just wanted her out of sight.
 
   “You parked across the street,” I said. “The red Hyundai Elantra. The directions are on the passenger seat.” 
 
   “Yes, of course,” she said, bewildered. She remained in place for a few more seconds before adding, “Then I shall take leave.” With that, she headed toward the door, opened it, stepped into the threshold, and swung back to me. “Would you be so inclined to operate the mechanized structure of which you speak, this Hyundai, to see me home?”
 
   “Hmmm, based on our pleasant conversations today, that’s one hell of a tempting offer. But I’m gonna go with…no!” Despite her negativity and patronizing behavior, I admonished myself for mistreating Grams: I needed to blame the disease…not her. “I’m sorry for being short with you. You go ahead. I’ll be home later.”
 
   “Of course.” Uncertainty clouded her face for a moment before a steely expression took hold. She turned around and exited the shop.
 
   As for Grams’s wavering demeanor, I assumed that Alzheimer’s and magic didn’t mix well. I didn’t have any other theories. Then an obvious thought popped into my head: in the past, during these memory lapses, Grams had never remembered me. But today, while she switched between herself…and The Intruder, she recognized me without any difficulty. She just acted differently. 
 
   But why? Obviously, something wasn’t right. Perhaps slowing the aging process had deteriorated her mind, resulting in splintered realities. I didn’t know what captured my imagination more: getting to the bottom of that mystery…or discovering what was inside the box in the middle of the secret chamber. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER SIX
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   An hour later, after locking up the shop and walking home to contemplate all that had occurred today, I entered our home, catching a whiff of cloves mixed with the scent of iron. Grams must have gone to sleep because I didn’t see a light from her bedroom splashing into the hall at the other end of the house. I crossed through our cramped family room. The walls held framed pictures of me and Grams over the past twenty years. I veered to the right and entered my tiny bedroom.
 
   I fell in bed, trying but failing to cleanse my mind of anything related to magic, so I got out my MP3 player and earbuds and listened to Iron Maiden with my eyes closed. They had created some music built around the themes of magic, premonitions, and the like, so I thought it might give me some insight into the subject without giving it great thought. 
 
   Sometime later, I heard a voice. I opened my blurry eyes and pulled out my earbuds. 
 
   Grams stood in my doorway. A beam of light shone down on her from the hallway ceiling. She didn’t smirk, and I didn’t sense any condescension in her expression. 
 
   “Hello, Serenity,” she said, wearing blue and orange Chicago Bears pajamas.
 
   “What’s the matter?” I asked, sensing no emotions vibrating from her. “Come closer.”
 
   A half-second later, as though triggering the button on a teleportation device, Grams joined me at the bed. I didn’t even see her take a step. One second she was in the doorway. The next, she’d appeared at my bedside.
 
   I jerked back, shocked. “How did you do that?” 
 
   Grams swung back to the bedroom door for a moment. Satisfied not to hear any movement in the hall, she turned back to me. She placed an index finger to lips that didn’t seem lifeless, but on the other hand, they didn’t seem to have life in them either. Her skin looked gray, as though someone had dumped a trash can of ashes onto her, which had immediately melted into her skin. A vibrant smile made her green eyes twinkle.
 
   Now this was the Grams I knew and loved. The woman who took me out for ice cream sundaes when I had an earache as a child. The woman who had stayed up late with me many nights to play checkers, dominoes, or chess. The woman who had been tough but kind while teaching me how to treat others. The woman who had been strict but understanding and supportive when I got bad grades. The woman whose parenting skills I wanted to emulate…if I ever had kids.
 
   “We don’t have much time,” Grams said in a soothing voice.
 
   I sat up. “For what?”
 
   “The truth.”
 
   “It’s about time! Lay it on me.”
 
   She directed a finger at the door. “That woman in my bed…is not me!”
 
   A chill went through me then I realized it was just standard confusion. “Of course, you’re not in bed. You’re right here…with me.”
 
   She grabbed my blanket and shook it in her hand. “Pay attention!”
 
   That reaction persuaded me sit upright. “Okay. What’s wrong?”
 
   “My spirit is here with you, but my body has been hijacked.”
 
   Bewildered, I just stared at her. “Hijacked? What does that mean?”
 
   “I told you earlier tonight that I don’t have much time. Please believe that. I don’t know how much longer I’ll be with you, so you need to understand everything I tell you.”
 
   Based on Grams’s erratic behavior, it only made sense that I’d called her alter ego The Intruder. It turned out my assumption wasn’t as far-fetched as I’d thought. “All right, I’m listening. You’re saying that you’re—what, a spirit? Don’t you have to be dead to be a spirit? Then again, you are glowing a little, even if your skin is kind of gray.”
 
   “I don’t have time to explain everything. I might not be able to give you all the answers you need, but I’ll do my best to try.”
 
   Those words made my eyes grow wide. “Okay, how are you here, if you’re not dead?”
 
   “Astral Projection? When I felt the entity infiltrating my body, my soul got pushed aside while the entity took over my brain and bodily functions. I can only guess that astral projection is a natural reaction to someone else taking control of your body. So while my body is asleep, I’m still conscious as a spirit.”
 
   Grams looked so worried yet sincere that I trusted her immediately, despite her outrageous claims. I guess seeing a vampire snap the neck of a demon dulled the shock factor of what would otherwise seem impossible. “Is a demon inside your body?” 
 
   “No.”
 
   “Phew. Do you know what it is?”
 
   “I’d rather not say, at least right now.”
 
   That answer, of course, made me even more eager to learn the truth. She’d revealed so much already, why could it hurt to tell me who had entered her body? “Does it know what you know? Does it have your memories?”
 
   “Yes to both questions…to a point, that is. The longer it remains in my body, the more it will sync with it, and yes, it’ll eventually know everything I know.”
 
   “But your Alzheimer’s; won’t it prevent that thing from snatching everything you know?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “How long can you stay out of your body?”
 
   “If I get back, but the entity syncs with my body, I’ll be trapped in there, paralyzed. I’ll be an observer in my own body. If I don’t, I’ll be locked out for forever.”
 
   “But if you get back in time, how would we get that thing out?”
 
   “I don’t know, but if she gains control, it will take three days before she has access to my powers, as well as the powers that have remained in this realm since she last incarnated.”
 
   Her uncertainty sent a shard of fright through me.
 
   “Astral projection is a rare ability. Only Zephora had that ability. That reminds me: this interloper might seek out the family grimoire, a guide that we call The Book of Souls. It contains various spells and information about other paranormal creatures. When her daughter took ownership of it, she put certain guidelines in place to prevent any one witch from becoming too powerful, supposedly because of Zephora’s thirst for power. Any witch who possesses it will only be able to ask three questions and receive the same amount of answers.”
 
   “If you ask a fourth question, does a hand pop out of the pages and slap your knuckles?”
 
   Grams overlooked my sarcasm by raising her head to the ceiling. “Be serious, Serena.”
 
   “That’s me: Serious Serena. I guess it’s better than Sad Serena.” Sensing another round of condemnation, I raised my hands in defense. “Okay, sorry. I’m just kinda freaking out here. This is all just way too unbelievable. How do I deal with any of this? It’s crazy!”
 
   “Get ahold of yourself. Concentrate!”
 
   I steadied my nerves, prepared myself to focus, although that was a difficult endeavor. 
 
   “When it comes to our abilities, Zephora created everything in threes. We call it ‘The Rule of Three.’”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “It’s an ancient superstition: if two bad incidents occur, many people think they’re due for one more. In Catholicism, there is The Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. In politics, America is governed by the Executive Branch, Legislative Branch, and the Judicial Branch. In astronomy, Earth is the third planet from the sun. In sports, for the Olympics, there are three metals: gold silver, and bronze.”
 
   “In pop culture,” I said, wanting to add my own interpretation, “we’ve got the Three Stooges. And food? Don’t forget: Snap, Crackle, and Pop! Because, really, who could refuse Rice Krispies?”
 
   Grams ignored my sarcasm. “Serena!”
 
   “This is too much,” I said, almost ready to duck my head under the covers. “I joke around because I can’t cope with all this. I don’t understand—”
 
   “Just know that no witch can consult the grimoire after receiving answers for the three questions she asked. Afterwards, The Book of Souls becomes useless to the witch who owns it. Now that someone has connected with my mind and body, it will block me from trying to return. After three days, it will sync with my body, but I don’t have enough strength to hold out that long.”
 
   That reminded me of the secret room. “The Book of Souls is in the shop, isn’t it? In that secret room?”
 
   “You saw the grimoire?”
 
   “Well, no. But I entered the room. What’s wrong? You look scared.”
 
   She waved off the idea. “Stay focused. Back to the grimoire. Before passing on, the one who possesses The Book of Souls will present it to the witch most worthy of its secrets. Only then can the new protector consult it.”
 
   “Knowing this earlier sure would have made things easier,” I said. 
 
   “As I said, I wanted to shield you from the darkness that persuaded my daughter to turn her back on white magic. She has for the most part manipulated Alexis into being her minion. I wanted you to think for yourself, not have someone feed you lies.”
 
   “Darkness? What does that mean? They’re evil?”
 
   “They practice black magic to bring about…” She shook her head, unwilling to continue.
 
   “What is it? Shouldn’t I know? They’re my family.”
 
   “Bound by blood,” Grams said. “But not spirit. Remember that.”
 
   “If you give me the grimoire, can I find out how to get the entity out of your body?”
 
   “No,” Grams said with a determined stare. “I’m afraid The Book of Souls is not meant for you.”
 
   “Well, who are you going to give it to?”
 
   “Someone who will not be swayed by outside distractions.”
 
   My thoughts immediately turned to Celestina, who seemed pure of mind, body, and spirit. I admired her ability to remain untouched by her mother and grandmother’s scheming and bad intentions. Still, a twinge of envy hit my heart. I wish I could have been the person Grams could turn to.
 
   “So now what?” I asked.
 
   “I’ve nearly fulfilled my last purpose: teaching you about your ancestry. I’ve got to move on sometime. Now is as good of a time as any.”
 
   I scrambled out of bed and bolted to my feet, standing opposite her. “No! I won’t let you. There has to be a way to reverse things.” Her endearing expression made me realize that she’d already given in to passing away. But she also appeared ready to fight the inevitable.
 
   A tap at the window disrupted us. I glanced to the right and saw Darius standing outside, looking in at us. “What the hell!” 
 
   “Let him in,” Grams said.
 
   That broke my reverie. “I can’t. He’s a vampire. If I let him in—”
 
   “He has worked with me for over one hundred years. You’ll need him on your side. He’s the best ally you could ask for.”
 
   I swiveled back to Grams. “Ally? Do you think a war is coming?”
 
   “Yes. Celestina foresaw it.”
 
   “A war between vampires and witches?”
 
   “I’m not sure.”
 
   “Didn’t you say that you’re prohibited from seeing Celestina?”
 
   “Yes, but I visited her before I came to see you a few minutes ago. Each witch in our family has a signature, similar to that of a sound wave. It takes time and practice to identify it, so even if you don’t know where they’re located, if you follow that signature, it will guide you to them. Since I’m in a spectral state, I was able to zip over there in seconds.” She grinned and her joy brightened the aura around her. “It was unbelievable!”
 
   My legs collapsed and my butt bounced off the bed before planting itself there again. I covered my face with my hands. “What else exists? Medusa? Dragons? The psychotic clown, Pennywise, from Stephen King book, It?” I didn’t want to hear anymore. I removed my eyes to find Grams sitting beside me, although she obviously did so without adding weight to the mattress.
 
   “Medusa and dragons? That’s ridiculous. A psychotic clown? It’s possible.” She smiled, making it known she was kidding.
 
   “They’re inactive? This isn’t a sports analogy, right? It’s not like they’re on the disabled list or something, recuperating from a wolf bite.”
 
   “They’re not injured, but since you mentioned werewolves, they can’t turn until a full moon, not to mention a day before and afterwards as well.”
 
   “I thought they only change during a full moon? Is it because of The Rule of Three?”
 
   Grams nodded.
 
   “Hey?” a voice asked outside. Darius splayed both hands at his side as if saying: Remember Me?
 
   “Darius,” Grams said, “is the only vampire who walks the planet, as far as he knows. The same holds true for witches. We’re the only ones in existence. I retract that statement: we’re the only extra-sensory individuals in America. Darius has traveled the world for decades searching for other beings with special gifts, but he’s come up empty. But that doesn’t mean they’re not out there.”
 
   I walked over to the window, lifted it up, and said, “Come on in.”
 
   “I prefer to walk in. Not climb in like a rebellious teenager.” 
 
   I blinked, and he disappeared. I walked past Grams, tiptoed to the front door, and opened it. 
 
   Darius stepped inside.
 
   “Come on,” I said, gesturing him to follow me back to my room. When he entered, I closed it without a sound. “Okay,” I said to Grams, “I need more answers. How do I find out what abilities I have?”
 
   “They’ll present themselves in due time.”
 
   “Grams, I love you, but you’re not helping me. Can you tell me anything? Are there more demons out there?”
 
   Darius nodded. “They slip past the veil when there’s a power vacuum.” He eyed Grams then remained silent.
 
   “What?” I asked Grams. “Say it.”
 
   “Nothing could prepare you for what’s coming. I’m sorry I didn’t do things differently.”
 
   To see Grams second-guessing herself cut me up inside.
 
   “There is a sword in The Antique Boutique. You need to find it. It’s important for what you need to accomplish.”
 
   “A sword? We’re not in feudal Japan. Samurais don’t walk the street. I don’t need a sword.”
 
   “It’s the same one you practiced with during your martial arts training. I gave it to Master Nakamura the day you first entered his studio.”
 
   “That reminds me of all the weapons in the secret room. Why are they there? Why did you collect them?” My bedroom doorknob rattled, so I stopped speaking. 
 
   “I’ve got to go,” Grams whispered. “Pretend you never saw me.”
 
   I reached out for her, but my hand went right through her as though she were nothing more than a projected image. 
 
   “I’ll see you soon,” said Grams. Then she vanished. 
 
   I glanced around for Darius, but he too had disappeared, having obviously gone through the window. 
 
   I lay on my bed, popped the earbuds into my ears again, grabbed an issue of Entertainment Weekly off my nightstand, and began flipping through the pages.
 
   The door opened, revealing The Intruder. “I thought I heard voices.”
 
   Since I hadn’t hit play in a while, the MP3 player had turned off to save the battery. I pretended to hit the pause button. “Yeah, sorry about that. I must have been singing Maiden too loudly.”
 
   Puzzled, the phony Grams stared at me for a long moment. “Maiden?”
 
   My nerves throttled under my skin, so I worked on calming my pounding heartbeat. “Iron Maiden,” I said. “They’re a heavy metal band.”
 
   Now she glared at me.
 
   “You sang to a song…that is captured inside that tiny box?” she asked, motioning to my iPod.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   She looked suspicious. “Am I to believe the music travels through the wires and into your ears?” She snickered with disbelief. “Which song last played?”
 
   “Huh. What song? Oh, um, ‘Number of the Beast.’”
 
   A smirk split her lips. “That sounds like a pleasant song.”
 
   Yeah, it was about the Devil, so of course, this lunatic impersonator would love it.
 
   “Well, carry on then,” she said, turning back to the door. When she reached it, however, she spun around again. “And Serena?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Be careful, darling.” Her warning came with a severe glare. “I would hate to see you on the receiving end of a spell gone wrong.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER SEVEN
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   After The Intruder left, I expected to lay awake for hours, contemplating a new reality that contained the various creatures I encountered. I must have fallen asleep though because soon enough, I felt my ears ringing as whooshing sounds passed by me, my body feeling heavy as it vibrated at a different frequency than I’d ever felt before. A green haze obstructed my view as I passed through walls and crossed streets. Soon enough, I felt light as a feather and moved quicker than I thought possible until panic set in, and I somehow returned to my room. I stood on the floor near my bedroom door…watching my body resting peacefully on my bed. 
 
   Unable to comprehend what had happened, I waved my right hand towards my left, only to watch it pass through my left forearm without the least bit of resistance. Confused, I turned around and reached for the doorknob, only to have my hand go right through the knob. What the hell?
 
    I reached for it again, but once more, my hand passed right through the doorknob and the door itself without the least bit of pain. Had I died? I spun around, ready to run over to the bed. But I didn’t need to run. I simply appeared there a moment later, looking down at my body, breathing steadily, lost in a deep sleep. 
 
   I listened for The Intruder, expecting her to have put a spell on me, but silence greeted me. I imagined her outside my bedroom door, an ear propped against it, listening intently. A second later, I stood exactly where I’d envisioned her standing. 
 
   Disoriented, I turned one way then the next, but I didn’t see or hear The Intruder in either direction. It occurred to me that I was in one sense of the word a ghost, despite having not died, since I left my sleeping form in my bedroom. 
 
   Then I recalled Grams in this same state. She’d called it astral projection. It seemed I’d discovered my first gift! It made me feel special to know that Zephora was the only other witch in our line to have this ability. I decided to see if The Intruder was asleep, so I started in that direction. A half-second later, however, I found myself across the hall, standing before her bedroom door. 
 
   I reached out to grab the knob and once more watched my hand slip through the circular piece of brass. But in this instance, since I expected to turn the knob and push the door open, my body followed my hand right through the door and into Grams’s room. 
 
   I stood before The Intruder and watched her sleep. It was such a creepy sight, knowing someone else had invaded Grams’s body. I expected to feel nauseous, but this phantom version of myself wouldn’t let me feel any particular body part. That actually made sense since my body lay inside my bedroom. 
 
   I approached the bed, looking closer, trying to get a better angle of the person inside the woman I’d loved all my life. 
 
   She lay on her left side, eyes closed, breathing quietly. 
 
   A second later, without needing to walk to her bed, I materialized right beside it, looking down at her, seeing her deep wrinkles, her thinning white hair. 
 
   Grams opened her eyes and stared right at me. Taking an even breath in through her nose, she said, “I know you are here.” She didn’t look the least bit worried. If anything, she seemed amused. “I can sense you.” She lifted her head from the pillow, propped herself up on an elbow. “I know you are here,” she said. “Do you think you are the only one who can astral project?”
 
   My real Grams had mentioned that only one other witch in our line had the ability to astral project: Zephora. Fright swept through my spectral form, since my body wouldn’t respond likewise, given that the woman who had entered Grams’s body was my ancestor and not a demon. I felt only a little bit safer. Given that she planned to rule the world, and just happened to be the most powerful witch to walk the Earth, I couldn’t help but feel unprepared to deal with such a crafty practitioner of magic.
 
   Still, the question remained: why had Zephora inhabited Grams? 
 
   There had to be a logical reason. But try though I might, I couldn’t find a rational explanation as to why she’d want to take over Grams’s body, other than the aforementioned intention to rule the world. That aberration haunted my mind, just as Zephora haunted Grams’s body. 
 
   A harsh cackle erupted from her throat. “Yes, you are here!” She scanned the room with that freakish grin, shifting her head ever so slightly in either direction. “I can feel your presence, your power.” She drew herself up higher in bed. “Good! You have discovered your first ability.” Another cackle slid through her lips. “Very, very good!”
 
   I imagined myself by the window at the other side of the room, only to find myself there a moment later. 
 
   “You must know it is impossible to leave this body, lest I allow Lorraine to retake control.” Quite the crafty one, are you not?” 
 
   I hadn’t known that, but I appreciated the tip.
 
   “Why have you visited?” she asked. “To discover why I took control of your grandmother’s body?” A hoarse chuckle followed. “Ah yes, that is the reason.”
 
   I remained by the window, hoping she might answer other questions I hadn’t asked. 
 
   “All will be revealed soon enough,” she said, as that demented grin widened. “Yes, darling: you shall discover your fate…only too soon.” She tilted her head 90 degrees, and then she twisted her shoulders to match the position of her body. “I sense your presence.” Her eyes brightened. “I can feel your power, however limited it may be.”
 
   Seeing those hideous eyes protruding from Grams’s face persuaded me to approach the bed, not because I wanted to, but because I needed to get past the image of Grams…in order to see Zephora.
 
   “Oh, what a grand occasion: to discover your abilities. Hmmm.” Phlegm rattled deep in her throat. “Unfortunately, your strength does not compare to your mother…your sister…or your niece.” She slipped out of bed, got to her feet, and took two steps. “The untapped power: so much potential.” She sniffed the air, hoping to catch a scent that didn’t exist, scanning left, scanning right, notching her chin higher. Then she turned toward me and settled her gaze onto mine…as though she knew I stood opposite her. “Hmmm. No, I misspoke. I did not detect your power. I sensed…your spirit.” An ugly grin formed. “Yes, undiluted. Pure. Much more potent than your feeble powerbase.” She clasped both hands together and rubbed them together. 
 
   I presumed that her ability to astral project allowed her to detect when I did as well, while also honing in on my exact location, which in turn, led me to believe I could do likewise.
 
   “Oh, this will be lovely…” Zephora’s expression turned dark and grotesque. “Shall we speak on equal terms in bodily form? Yes, that will do quite nicely.” She spun around, stepped through the doorway, and made her way down the hall, toward my bedroom. 
 
   I visualized myself in my room and appeared beside my bed within a second. 
 
   A few seconds later, Zephora entered the room, stood over my body, and stared at my peaceful form, as I looked on right behind her. “So young,” she said. “So inexperienced.” Then she craned her neck toward me, once more not bothering to spin her body along with it until a moment later. “So…” She didn’t finish the sentence. Maintaining eye contact with me, she said, “I am waiting.” She lifted her hand toward my face. “Return to your body!”
 
   Zephora enjoyed toying with me, but I sensed that she wouldn’t mess with my physical form unless my spirit inhabited it. As much as I wanted to see only Zephora when I looked at Grams, I couldn’t disassociate the two of them just yet, so I pinned all my concentration on my next most confounding problem: dealing with my mother and sister.
 
   Within a second, I found myself inside a different home. I had no idea how far I’d traveled, but I stood in a one-story rustic home. It was completely dark. I didn’t need to wait for my eyes to adjust; they did so automatically, which I guess made sense, since I traded one murky environment for another. Then again, I was still thinking as if I inhabited my corporeal form. My eyes didn’t need to focus; the spirit world had different boundaries than the physical world. Nevertheless, it didn’t take long to realize that I’d found my way here due to the signatures of my mother and sister.
 
   The hall light flicked on. Delphine walked through the corridor and into the family room, which contained a matching sofa, loveseat, and recliner, opposite a flat-screen TV. Alexis followed at a leisurely pace. The walls were as bare as my mother’s heart…at least when it came to me. 
 
   “Wait,” Delphine said, coming to a halt behind the sofa, which separated us, since I stood in front of the television. “Do you sense that? The air feels different.” She notched her chin high and scanned the room. “Do you sense anything?”
 
   Alexis glanced around, disinterested. “Nope. Nothing. You’re just paranoid.”
 
   The idea that Delphine felt my presence concerned me. If Zephora had sensed my spirit because of her powers, what allowed Delphine to do likewise? But then, if I could sense her signature, why couldn’t she sense mine? Mystery solved!
 
   I liked the ability to travel outside my physical form, but it raised questions I couldn’t answer: how long could I travel? How far could I travel? How often could I travel? Regardless, even if Zephora and my own mother could sense my presence, they couldn’t find me, so I had nothing to worry about. 
 
   Delphine swung her gaze to Alexis. “We can never be too cautious. Now that your sister knows that she has three abilities, who can tell when they might reveal themselves.”
 
   Alexis snickered. “Are you kidding? You think she can astral project?” She chuckled again. “Gimme a break. She’s a total wuss.”
 
   Delphine ran over to her and placed both hands at Alexis’s temples. “Don’t be ignorant. We still don’t know if she’s my first child.”
 
   “She didn’t know anything about magic until today. And now you think she’s Gandalf? I’ll knock Serena on her ass any day, any time.”
 
   “I’m telling you, the house feels different.”
 
   Alexis went into the kitchen, opened the fridge, pulled out a bottle of strawberry flavored vodka, and took a couple swigs from it. “More refreshing than a bottle of Pepsi.” 
 
   “You dull your senses with that poison,” said Delphine. She glanced around suspiciously.
 
   “You’re one to talk.” My sister glared at our mother, but only for a moment before her expression flattened.
 
   What did Alexis allude to? Did my mother have substance abuse issues as well? I stayed in place, unwilling to allow my essence, in whatever form that might take, to travel throughout the house. I didn’t want to give either of them reason to suspect my presence – at least, any more than Delphine had already speculated.
 
   Alexis guzzled down more liquor. “I’ll end her…the first chance I get.”
 
   “That won’t make you any more powerful. Eliminating her won’t make you my first child.”
 
   “Little Miss University?” Alexis’s upper lip curled in anger. “She’s a waste of space.”
 
   Delphine laughed. “That may be, but she’s accomplished more than you…without any powers. And to think I wanted you on my side because I thought we had so much in common. If that were true, you would have married a sports star or a movie star. But here I am…waiting for my only daughter to get married.” She shook her head. “You disgust me. Sometimes, I want to forsake you.”
 
   “What’s stopping you?” asked Alexis, obviously already feeling the effects of the alcohol. “If you think you can do better with Little Miss University, go right ahead. Me and Celestina will be out of here in five minutes.”
 
   “You wouldn’t dare talk to me like that without that crutch in your hand.”
 
   Alexis looked at the bottle. “You think I need this to get the stones to tell you the truth? No, I need it to deal with your craziness.”
 
   “I know what I’m talking about. Do you think I was born yesterday?”
 
   “Well, no, because you’re old.”
 
   Delphine disregarded Alexis’s insult. “Do you think she knows about The Book of Souls?”
 
   “How could she? I only know about it because you’ve been talking about it…forever. And we still don’t know who has it, where it is, or hell, if it’s even real.”
 
   “It’s as real as you or me.”
 
   “Whatever. You haven’t seen it. I haven’t seen it. Until we do, it’s a myth.”
 
   “It’s not a myth,” Delphine said, stomping over to her daughter. “Because you’re sloshed, I’ll remind you yet again: I saw my mother looking inside an invisible box, so it has to be real. It exists!”
 
   “Okay,” said Alexis, backing off and raising her hands to ward off Delphine’s verbal assault. “If you say so. Fine. Whatever.” Then she gave it some thought. “But what’s in it? Why’s it so important?”
 
   Delphine set her eyes downward, obviously disinterested in answering her daughter’s questions. “Lorraine has it somewhere. And when she passes,” she said, glancing up at Alexis with manic energy, “it’ll belong to me. It’s my birthright. I’m the next in line.”
 
   Alexis stared at her. “Delusional much?” 
 
   “Don’t look at me like…like I’m some kind of lunatic. That item has secrets.”
 
   “Secrets to make you shut up? Hey, I’m game. Sign me up. Otherwise…” She let that thought drift away as she took another pull from the bottle. “All right, you’ve had your entire life to get it. But you aren’t any closer to finding it than you were ten years ago.” She tipped a shoulder. “Maybe that’s why you’re a lunatic.” A few seconds later, however, she looked back at Delphine, intrigued. “You know what? I think I’ll play along. What makes you think you’ll get it anytime soon?”
 
   An unhinged smile gripped Delphine. “Because of what happened to your grandmother. It changed things. She’s different. I can feel it. Can’t you?” She examined her daughter’s eyes. “No, of course not. You don’t believe in things you can’t see or feel.” She pointed a finger at her. “That’ll be your downfall. You don’t have faith in anything…or anyone.”
 
   Based on the disappointment in her eyes, Alexis didn’t know how to respond, so she didn’t. 
 
   Delphine contemplated her daughter. “Did you read Serena’s thoughts?”
 
   With a boastful grin, she said, “Of course. It was soooo easy.” She lowered her gaze. “But she knew it. No surprise there, since you and Celestina can sense it too.” Then she considered her mother’s question.
 
   An unsettling expression pinched Delphine’s cheeks. “That’s a good thing. Maybe you’ll be more respectful, more honorable.”
 
   “Honorable? I’m honest. I don’t lie, and I don’t cheat. That’s a whole lot more than I can say about you.”
 
   A slow grin spread across Delphine’s lips. “Your sister may not know about her other two abilities or how to use them, but she’s stronger than we thought.”
 
   That comment gave Alexis pause. “I’m glad I only met her today. Otherwise, I would have hated growing up with that little twat.” She scanned the room, looking suspicious. “I think you’re right: she’s here.” Despite that statement, she looked ambivalent, inspiring an opinion that she actually didn’t know whether my spirit stood a few feet away from her. It lent the idea that she wasn’t as powerful as she’d like others to believe, that she used anger to intimidate others. In short, she was a bully.
 
   But one question about Delphine and Alexis crowded out all others: why had two people who knew nothing about me consider me such a threat, especially since they knew more about magic than I did? Of course, they had no idea that Alexis was the firstborn child in our immediate family. Nonetheless, I didn’t want to spend any more time in their presence, which only made me think of Celestina, who would have been better off if Delphine and Alexis had taken a class in sensitivity training.
 
   A moment later, I traveled once more, this time ending up in Celestina’s bedroom.
 
   At least eight bright colors dotted the walls, surrounded by streaks of darker hues, lending the impression that Edvard Munch, the artist best known for his rendering of the haunting painting, “The Scream,” had risen from the dead to complete one last image because he was inspired by the color schemes used to create the world of Rainbow Brite. It lent the impression that the light in Celestina was overshadowed by the darkness in her Delphine and Alexis. Across from a dresser stood a cherry nightstand upon which a summer breeze-scented candle flickered. Beside it, an oversized rocking chair held the stuffed animals, Clifford the Big Red Dog and Corduroy, the teddy bear. Now I understood why Alexis considered her daughter immature.
 
   My niece lay in bed, reading from an iPad. She took in a deep breath as though someone had placed smelling salts under her nose, forcing her to awaken, her eyes bright and wide. She crooked an elbow on her pillow and scanned the room. She caught sight of me and smiled. “Hey, Aunt Serena.” She rubbed her eyes. “What are you doing here?”
 
   “You can see me?” I asked, shocked.
 
   “Of course. But I didn’t hear you come in my room.”
 
   “That’s because I didn’t. I’m not really here.”
 
   “But I see you. So you have to be here.”
 
   “I’m here, but I’m not.” I watched confusion cloud her face. “I’m actually sleeping in my house. But I missed you, so I wanted to visit.”
 
   A smile developed on Celestina’s face. “I missed you too, but you’re right by my bed. Sort of like how great granny Sykes came over yesterday.”
 
   “My spirit is with you. But my body’s not.” I didn’t know how else to describe that. “Does that make sense?”
 
   A big grin came over her. She tossed the tablet onto her Wonder Woman blanket and sat up against the headboard. “Of course. How come I only met you today? Why didn’t we meet when I was little?” Her brows knitted together. “You’re family, right? So why not?”
 
   “I don’t know.” A piece of my heart broke off and drifted toward her. It was great to feel responsible for this little treasure. “I always wanted someone I could confide in.” Even though I’d barely spoken to Celestina, I knew without a doubt that I could trust her. Not only that, but I had the uncanny sensation that I could trust her even more than Grams. As much as I wanted to fight that feeling, I couldn’t ignore it, so I didn’t give it another thought.
 
   “So you’re Mom’s sister?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “You…won’t hurt her, will you?”
 
   That put a fright through my mind. “Why would you say that?”
 
   “Because I saw it in one of my visions,” said Celestina. “I saw you hurting Mom. And I saw Mom hurting you.” Her eyes shimmered with tears. “I don’t want you two to get hurt.” She bent her knees to her chest.
 
   That this sweet child cared about me without really knowing me cemented my feelings for her. I wanted to envelop her in a tight embrace. But since I existed in non-corporeal form, I simply knelt by her bed, not even feeling my knees on the ground. 
 
   “Why were we doing that?”
 
   Celestina removed her gaze from mine. She just shook her head.
 
   “Then I won’t hurt her then, okay?”
 
   Celestina, head slung low, remained quiet for a long time. “Yes, you will. I wish you wouldn’t…but you will.”
 
   I hated the morbidity and certainness in her voice. And the way she refused to look at me persuaded me to trust her foresight. I’m sure she had enough experience with prophecies to know which ones came true.
 
   “Aunt Serena, would you—”
 
   The door burst open. Delphine and Alexis tramped into the room, scanning the area. Delphine said, “Have you seen Aunt Serena?”
 
   Celestina drew back. “No. I couldn’t find my iPad.” She reached over and grabbed it. “Until now.” She flicked her gaze to Alexis. “Hey, Mom. I just watched The Wizard of Oz. It was awesome! Are you like Glinda, the Good Witch of the North?”
 
   “Of course,” she said, disinterested, looking around the room.
 
   I doubted that, since she’d said only moments ago that she’d “end me.” 
 
   Celestina had a downcast expression. No doubt, she fell in with my line of thought. Then her eyes grew bright. “Oh, that’s right: you asked about Aunt Serena. I like her. She’s fun.”
 
   “Fun?” asked Alexis, nearing the bed, standing beside me. “Why fun? What makes her fun?”
 
   “I don’t know. But she is. I can feel it.” She looked at Alexis intently. “She loves you. Did you know that?”
 
   Alexis stared at her daughter with mistrust. “That’s ridiculous! Why would you say that?”
 
   Celestina shrugged. “Because I felt it.” She sighed, looking sad. “I don’t think she has a family.” She looked up at her mother. “But I think she wants one. And now she’s part of our family.”
 
   “Of course,” said Alexis, sitting down beside her daughter and brushing her hair back with her fingers. 
 
   “Don’t be mean to her, okay? I don’t want her to hurt you.”
 
   Alexis drew back. “You think she’s going to hurt me?” She turned and met her mother’s gaze before returning to Celestina. “Have you seen Aunt Serena since we left her earlier tonight?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I think she might be in trouble.”
 
   “Trouble?” Celestina met my gaze. “Why? How? Did she do something wrong?”
 
   “Yes,” Delphine said. She made her way to the other side of the bed. “She doesn’t want to be in our family.”
 
   “But that’s not true.”
 
   Alexis released her daughter’s hand and looked to her mother before setting her attention on her daughter again. “Why do you say that?”
 
   “Because,” said Celestina with a smile. “I can just tell.”
 
   Alexis’s frown turned uncertain as Delphine stepped forward, thrusting an arm forth across her daughter’s chest, making her take a step back. “Why? How can you tell? Did you see her tonight? A few minutes ago?”
 
   Celestina met my eyes. Then she lowered her gaze. “No.”
 
   “You’re lying.” Delphine stepped forth and grabbed Celestina’s left cheek, shaking it firmly in hand. “Tell me the truth. You saw her, didn’t you? Don’t lie to me.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “She was here a minute ago?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I knew it!” said Delphine. “This isn’t good.”
 
   Alexis ignored her mother, choosing to pay attention to her daughter instead. “What did she want? Did she say?”
 
   “No.” Celestina tried but failed to shrug off her grandmother’s hand. “Granny…you’re hurting me.”
 
   “She didn’t say anything? She didn’t want anything from you? She didn’t want anything from us?”
 
   “No.” She cringed. “But you’re hurting me. Please stop.”
 
   Watching my niece in pain, seeing these two adults prod her for answers, I rushed to my feet, ran over to the opposite side of the bed, and tried to slap my mother’s face. 
 
   A gust of air blew across her cheek. Delphine staggered back as though struck. The disturbance made her release her granddaughter. “That was her! She’s still here.” With a horrified expression, she glanced back at her Alexis.
 
   Delphine stepped forward, disregarding her offspring. Instead, she closed her eyes and lifted her chin. A moment later, she turned to the side, opened her eyes, and stared right at me. “Hello, Serena.”
 
   I tottered on my heels. I felt naked, exposed. Could she really see me? 
 
   “What do you want?” she asked.
 
   “I don’t want anything,” I told Celestina. “Please tell them.”
 
   “She doesn’t want anything,” Celestina repeated.
 
   Alexis set her eyes on Delphine. “What do you think?”
 
   “She’s being manipulative. She’s trying to get in Celestina’s good graces.”
 
   I stood there, wondering what would make either of them think that I had bad intentions.
 
   “She…she cares,” said Celestina, shrinking under both her mother and grandmother’s gazes. 
 
   “Why do you say that?” asked Delphine.
 
   “Yeah, what makes you think that?” Alexis asked. About to reach out to her daughter, but thinking better of it, she retracted her hand. 
 
   Celestina shook her head. “I don’t know. But I know she cares about us. All of us. Can’t you feel it?”
 
   Delphine stared at her for a long moment. Then she drew in a deep breath through her nose and let out a skeptical chuckle. “I don’t believe you.” A frown lined her lips.
 
   “But she does. Why would I lie?”
 
   In that moment, I felt that my spiritual presence made life more difficult for Celestina, and since I didn’t want her to suffer any more emotional abuse, I turned a smile on her. “I should go. I’ll see you again soon, okay?”
 
   She just stared at me, hopeful but also distrustful.
 
   “Please trust me,” I said, hating the hesitant expression that surely sprung from a life of cynicism that came naturally after living with Alexis and Delphine. “I’ll be back.”
 
   Celestina released a breath and a fleeting smile appeared before vanishing.
 
   I focused on returning to my body. Within a second, I found myself zapped back into familiar territory. I woke up to find Zephora’s face mere inches from mine, those unblinking eyes staring into mine. 
 
   Disoriented, I jerked up in bed, but not enough to make her back off. I glanced in either direction, half expecting her to have tied my arms to the bedpost. But she hadn’t.
 
   “Well, hello, darling. Pleasant travels, I presume?”
 
   “Huh?” I asked, propping myself up under the pillow. I didn’t know how to allay the woman’s fears, whatever they might be. “I don’t even know what happened.” 
 
   “You have discovered how to astral project.” A grin made her cheeks rise. “You are special.” Her tone carried a cryptic quality. “But not as special as you think.”
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   When Zephora left my room moments later, I knew why she’d taken over Grams’s body: to gain control of it, so she could once more try to rule the world. But if she admitted that I was special (and who knows what her twisted mind meant by that), why hadn’t she killed me? Even if I barely understood how to astral project, I still didn’t know what other abilities I had. Also, if she were so threatened by my gifts, wouldn’t it make sense for her to kill me to prevent any sort of opposition?
 
   What if she tried to remove my abilities while I slept? If I was astral projecting, I wouldn’t even know her intentions, similar to how I had no clue she hunched over me while my spirit visited Delphine, Alexis, and Celestina. I could lock my bedroom door, but would that keep out a sorceress? I doubted it. The idea of waking…to find Zephora hunching over me again made my heart pound.
 
   For that reason, I snuck out of my window:  a first for me. I’d never needed to do so before tonight. Grams and I always had an honest relationship, one that had transformed from a parent-to-child rapport into a kinship based on friendship and mutual respect. The change occurred when Grams realized that our roles had flipped once I’d begun taking care of her. 
 
   During her moments of clarity, I trusted her advice and guidance, but when she found herself lost, she relied on me for those same responsibilities. It gave me more leeway and allowed me to mature quicker than many recent college graduates. Granted, growing up, I’d envied kids who had parents (or even just one parent), but having recently met my birth mother, I now realized that I couldn’t have had a better role model than Grams.
 
   In hopes that I might see Kendall and Brandon at a bar called Velocity, one of our favorite hangouts, I drove over and was glad to find them seated at a cocktail table toward the back of the packed bar. Thankfully, I hadn’t made it to Intensity earlier this evening. I couldn’t hold my liquor as well as either of them, and if I had, I probably would have finished celebrating hours ago. 
 
   “Thought you were going to blow us off,” Brandon shouted. His high-pitched voice was barely audible from loud customer chatter and clinking glasses at the two dozen tables. Classic rock music blared from the overhead sound system. A black curtain on the opposite end of the room screened a sloped platform where bands, comedians, and other artists performed most nights of the week. 
 
   A slow-forming grin took shape on Brandon’s sun-tanned face. His almond-colored eyes tried to focus while holding a topped off mug of beer steady. It accidentally titled in his hand, and even though some alcohol tipped onto the floor, he overlooked the mistake.  “Hey, college grad!”
 
   “Hey, guys,” I said, taking a seat beside my two best friends. They often had a love-hate relationship: they loved to hate each other…when they had been drinking. Otherwise, Kendall just plain loved Brandon, while he remained oblivious of her affection.
 
   “How does it feel being the smartest person at this table?” Brandon asked.
 
   “Speak for yourself,” said Kendall, only a speech impediment made her mangle the word ‘yourself’ into ‘yourgshelf.’ She tucked some of her shoulder-length dark hair behind an ear. 
 
   “I thought I just did,” he replied.
 
   “So you don’t remember? Or you aren’t sure?” Kendall had fleeting emotions and mannerisms, which made it difficult for people to get a handle on her temperament at any given time. Whether she smiled or frowned, complimented or criticized, people often had the same response after meeting her: they headed in the other direction. But if they took the time to look past this characteristic, they would have found a trusting, loyal, and intelligent woman with a wicked sense of humor.
 
   I watched Brandon giving great deliberation to Kendall’s sarcasm, as though he’d been tasked with answering a question on a television game show. He shrugged, lifted his mug of beer to his mouth, and took a few big gulps.
 
   With great concern, probably only because Brandon wasn’t watching her, Kendall swiveled to address her unrequited love interest. “You’ve killed more brain cells drinking tonight than…” She trailed off because he slammed down the half-empty mug. “…than you even have. Did you borrow some or something? Maybe pick-up a few on layaway at Walmart?”
 
   “You don’t remember? Oh, I guess that makes sense. You were selling a thousand brain cells for a buck, so I placed a large order.”
 
   “You see that?” Kendall asked me with a short-lived smile. “A large order! Because I’ve got big brains.” She unfurled her arms and extended them wide. “They’re huge!”
 
   “Actually,” Brandon said, “I only ordered two-bucks-worth. The rest malfunctioned.”
 
   “That’s funny because all the women you date say the same thing about your balls.”
 
   “Yeah, I tried to return those rusty brain cells,” he said, ignoring her comment. He pointed to her head. “But the lights were out. I’m guessing all the corrosion up there blew a fuse. Understandable, but still: I deserve a refund.”
 
   “This from a man whose women say they’d prefer to have ‘Minute Maid’ instead of ‘Minute Man.’”
 
   “So, Brandon,” I said, already exhausted by their back-and-forth. “You said we’d want to see this band.” I took a seat across from Kendall. “What should we be looking for?”
 
   He grinned. “You’ll know it when you see it.”
 
   I didn’t want to get caught by surprise again today, but I knew better than to question him. He would only grow more obstinate. 
 
   “What’s wrong?” Kendall asked me, sliding a red fingernail across the tip of an untouched glass of Cosmo. “You had two milestones today: graduation and you can drink legally. You should look happy or relieved, but you look flustered and frustrated.” She reached out and placed a palm over my knuckles. “What’s gives?”
 
   That comforting quality between us had existed since middle school, and it had never faltered. I loved Grams more than anyone did, but only Kendall could see through my defenses with such ease and get me to lower them with such ease. I’m certain that her emotional astuteness derived from having suffered countless insults about her speech impediment while growing up. 
 
   We’d met in sixth grade when I’d walked into the girls’ bathroom and found five girls standing around her in a circle laughing and taunting her while Kendall stood ramrod straight, chin held high, enduring the abuse without blinking or even swallowing. She just stood there trying to act unaffected. When they saw me, the girls encouraged me to join them, but when they had torn their attention away from the object of their abuse, Kendall turned toward me with so much emotion in her expression: fear, shame, embarrassment, and above all, exhaustion…from the torment kids heaped on her day-after-day. I saw a pleading look as tears built in her eyes so quickly that they soon spilled onto her cheeks. In that moment, seeing another person so fragile, yet so damaged, I vowed to do everything in my power to prevent the girls from learning that they had broken Kendall. If they saw the defeated look in her eyes, they would own her, and Kendall would fight each day to reclaim whatever spirit she’d once had. When I didn’t respond to their encouragement, they planned to swing their attention back to Kendall, but I dropped a hand on the shoulders of two girls and pinched their nerves, drawing shrieks of pain and forcing them to their knees. The excitement made the other girls back away in shock before screaming at me to leave their friends alone. Only after agreeing to do so, did they rush out of the restroom. Ever since that day, I always had Kendall’s constant support. Over the years, we’d leaned on each other in times of weakness or indecision, and we always came out stronger afterwards.
 
   Now I smiled at Kendall. “You’ll both find out soon enough. But I’ll need something to take the edge off.” I ordered a Long Island Iced Tea from a server. Since Brandon and Kendall were a few months older than I was, I couldn’t join them at bars or clubs until now, but I’d occasionally had a couple glasses of wine with Kendall at the tiny apartment she shared with Brandon. 
 
   Upon hearing my requested beverage, my friends exchanged glances before turning their attention to me. Brandon scratched the skull-and-bones tattoo on his muscular bicep, while Kendall did her best to catch a glimpse of his masculinity without giving away how much she adored him. I’d always worried about her long-term (going on four years) affection for a man who never thought of her as more than a best friend. Toss in his inclination to bring women home (and that the walls in their apartment were too thin), their friendship could only end in disaster. I was naive to think their relationship wouldn’t destroy our band. But that hadn’t happened. Yet!
 
   “If you need a drink, you probably shouldn’t drink it,” Brandon said, always a little overprotective of me since we’d met.
 
   “Oh, I’m not doing it for me,” I said with a chuckle. “It’s for Kendall.” She looked askance at me. “I need to talk, and you’ll need something heavier than what you’ve got going on in that glass. Otherwise, you won’t believe a word I say.” 
 
   A quick smile came over her face, perhaps because the drink cost more than her Cosmo and promised a stronger buzz, or maybe because she hoped to hear a salacious story. It was probably a combination of both. She gladly slid the Cosmo my way. 
 
   “Thanks,” I said, tipping the glass to my lips and taking a sip. I enjoyed the slight burn as it traveled down my throat and into my chest. 
 
   Kendall pulled out a pocketsize spiral-bound notebook and a pen. “If this is as juicy as I think it is, I’ll want to remember this, and with that drink you ordered, I may not remember anything you tell me tomorrow.” She raised the notebook. “So, now I’ve got back-up.”
 
   Brandon stopped scanning the bar for women and, after taking another gulp of beer, put his mug down. “Give it up,” he said, grinning at the sexual innuendo.
 
   I spent the next fifteen minutes telling them almost everything that had happened tonight, after which I needed ten more minutes to answer their questions. “So, what do you think?”
 
   Kendall lowered her empty glass to the table and looked down at her pad. “Yep, think I got it all.”  She nodded, but her skull jittered back and forth like a bobble-head. Obviously, the alcohol hit her hard.
 
   I felt guilty for encouraging her to drink so much, but I needed her to consider a concept that few would believe without leaving their inhibitions behind. “Well?” I asked them, eager for their opinions.
 
   “About you being a witch?” asked Brandon. 
 
   “Or that you suddenly have a mother, sister, and niece?” asked Kendall.
 
   “I came here thinking we’d be celebrating your birthday,” Brandon said. “And maybe talk about finding a guitarist for the band. But this…” His words trailed off and he looked dazed. “I don’t even know where to start.” 
 
   “You’re freaked out,” I said. “That makes sense. I guess if—”
 
   “You’re joking, right?” he asked, a huge grin making dimples stand out in his cheeks. “It’s awesome! I want super powers. I want super speed. Hell, I’d pay for that. Where’s an ATM?” He grew more serious, moving closer to me. “But there’s one thing…I want to get turned by a female vampire.” His smile blossomed again. “That would be so hot!”
 
   “Unbelievable,” Kendall said, tossing a hand in the air with frustration. “I can’t believe you. You’re obsessed with women. Obsessed! Why can’t you just find one? Don’t you want to settle down?”
 
   “Are you kidding? I’m twenty-one. I need to experience what life has to offer. Every great artist relies on experience to spark his creativity.”
 
   “What creativity? You don’t write our music. Serena and I do. And she writes the lyrics. So what creativity are you talking about? Slamming a couple sticks onto a drum kit? Unless you’re part of the Blue Man Group, I’m confused big time!”
 
   “Are you forgetting about all the artwork I’ve created?” Brandon asked. “Or that I’m an amazing photographer?”
 
   Each of us had particular talents that would enhance our band’s popular appeal. Brandon created spectacular artwork that corresponded to the lyrics and emotions our band evoked on records and on stage. Eventually, we planned to highlight his artwork on T-shirts, coffee mugs, posters, and other memorabilia that would allow fans to identify with the band.
 
   When I inducted Kendall and Brandon into our band a few years ago, I declared Business as my major, while Kendall majored in marketing and public relations. We’d agreed to use our skills to further the interests of the band, considering that many managers, agents, and record labels often reaped financial benefits without the band any the wiser. We wanted to buck that trend because we couldn’t afford to get ripped off. Now, we just needed a lead guitarist. Over the past two years, we’d tried out more than a dozen guitarists but eventually settled on none of them. We couldn’t find anyone who had the technical prowess and stage presence to command a following, much less an individual who could add his skills in the writing and recording process.
 
   “How many songs are on the radio without a drummer?” Brandon asked. “None. You know why? Because you need my rhythm and timing to keep the songs you write from falling off the tracks.”
 
   As if on cue, a drumbeat pounded on stage, drawing a few shouts and claps from the audience. Then the bassist started into the same few notes, giving his instrument a low rumble.
 
    “We’re here to see the musician who isn’t onstage yet.” Brandon said. He winked at me. “You can thank me a little later.” 
 
   “Just what we need,” Kendall said. “Someone who needs to stroke his guitar on stage as much as he chokes his chicken in private. But I’d rather talk about the craziness in Serena’s life.” She turned to me. “Can you do spells and stuff? Could you turn cats into dogs and that sort of thing?”
 
   “You’re told that witches and magic exists, and the first thing you want to see is cats turn into dogs?”
 
   “Well,” she said, giving that deeper thought, “I guess I’d like to see you put a hex on Brandon to be monogamous. Maybe that way, he’ll finally be able to write a power ballad.” She turned to him and her contempt vanished. “Behind the player, I sense you’ve got a romantic soul.”
 
   He met her contemplative stare. “I’m playing the field now for my future wife. That way, I’ll be faithful to her.” He turned his attention to his empty mug, remaining silent for a while, appearing wistful, even excited. “That way, it’ll be a real romance. I’ll never have to say…please forgive me.” He nodded. “Never tear us apart. Forever. Nothing else matters.”
 
   Kendall, chin firmly planted in her palm, looked at him with a dreamy expression. “Well done. Using song titles from Bryan Adams, INXS, Kiss, and Metallica to act like you have real feelings.”
 
   “We’ll have three or four kids,” he continued with complete sincerity, ignoring her. “A white-picket fence. Two story home. There’ll be baseball and football games. The girls will have cheerleading and ballet or soccer and basketball, that sort of thing. There’ll be barbecues, birthday get-togethers, and big family gatherings. And imagine the fun it’ll be on Halloween and Christmas!” He looked off to the side as though seeing his future. His grin remained fixed in place.
 
    I had no idea Brandon wanted such a traditional future. I figured with an out of work, alcoholic father and a bipolar mother who worked odd jobs to support the family, Brandon would have been too screwed up to even contemplate that a stable household could flourish for decades on end. It might have been the booze talking, but the hopeful expression on Brandon’s face told me that he’d given great thought to this type of future.
 
   I looked over to find Kendall’s eyes shimmering with tears. After all, she’d grown up in a two-story house, surrounded by that white picket fence. She had a large family, where they had big gatherings. She knew the life Brandon wanted, but when he imagined his future, he just didn’t see Kendall standing there beside him. 
 
   I felt awful for listening in on such intimate dreams, spoken or otherwise.
 
   “But who knows,” Brandon said, waving away his heartfelt feelings, his expression losing every trace of introspection. “Maybe I’ll never meet her.”
 
   Rather than allow Kendall to chime in with support, which had happened a few times before and never got her any closer to a relationship with Brandon, I decided to change the subject. “I may be a witch, but I don’t know anything about spells or charms or—”
 
   “You don’t need to,” Brandon said. “Just find a spell book. That way you can do anything, right?”
 
   “Apparently. But I don’t know anything about magic. It would be like giving a machine gun to an eight-year-old.” Besides, chanting a few words and expecting a grand payoff seemed too easy. And using magic could get me into something I didn’t know how to get out of. “But there’s something I didn’t tell you because…well, it’s because I didn’t want to think about it. Grams is not herself.”
 
   “We know,” Kendall said, scooting closer and putting a hand around my forearm. “Grams is as much our family as yours. Whatever she needs, we’ll be there for her and you!”
 
   Tears came to my eyes, but what I had to tell them made them disappear almost instantaneously. “It’s not the Alzheimer’s. It’s worse. The disease made her susceptible to outside influence. I think another witch has taken control of her body.”
 
   “What?” Kendall shouted, getting to her feet. Seeing patrons from the nearest five tables eyeing her, she calmed herself by exhaling slowly and sitting back down. “What does this witch want?”
 
   “To rule the world,” I said. 
 
   “Of course,” she said, nodding. “Why imagine anything less?”
 
   “How can we help Grams?” Brandon asked.
 
   “Yeah,” Kendall said. “What can we do?”
 
   “I don’t know.” Recalling my conversation with Grams, I suspected that she planned to give Celestina the grimoire.
 
   The guitarist on stage let loose with a blistering solo, catching the attention of all three of us. Until this moment, we hadn’t even heard his instrument, which meant he’d done a fantastic job as a fellow band-member. Either that or we’d been too troubled about Grams and my newfound paranormal abilities to notice he’d stepped on stage, along with the singer. But we now centered our attention on the lead guitarist. 
 
   While the band backed him up with a rhythmic beat, the dirty-blond-haired guitarist wearing reflective glasses jumped onto the concrete below and began navigating the rectangular tables…paying more attention to the emotions he elicited with his guitar than anything or anyone around him. If he had looked up, he would have noticed that practically every woman in attendance gawked at him in awe.
 
   He wore a black leather vest that clung to his muscular frame, and when he flung his neck back, his shaggy hair brushed against defined deltoids, making it difficult for anyone to see his face. All the while, his fingers kept tapping the guitar strings in a bluesy melody that made it difficult for listeners not to tap their feet against the concrete floor. More than that, he moved his guitar along with his hips, making every gesture sexual, primal. 
 
   When I looked up at the crowd, I saw that three-quarters of the crowd were drumming their shoes against the ground, tapping their fingers against the tables, or bobbing their heads to the drumbeat. But more importantly, I noticed how every single woman in the crowd had locked her eyes on the guitarist with a sultry (or explicitly sexual) gaze. The guitarist had such presence.
 
   It may have had something to do with the way he gyrated his hips or the way he made his guitar talk in quick yet slow rhythms that reminded me of a private, late night conversation, but I didn’t want anyone else to look at him. I felt an ownership over him that felt inappropriate and undeserved. But no matter how hard I tried to look away, my stare returned to him.
 
   “Do you hear this guy?” Brandon asked Kendall. “Our wait is over.” He turned to me. “His name’s Nolan Hart, and if we don’t make him our guitarist, I’m quitting the band!” Brandon looked at his forearms. “Jesus, I’ve got fucking goosebumps.”
 
   “Yeah, not bad,” I said. In truth, Nolan’s virtuosity and attitude made me hyper-aware that this man had the makings of a rock star. He had that unmistakable, intangible charisma that made men want to be him and women want to sleep with him. The longer I stared at him, the warmer my neck and cheeks became, which surely meant they were bright red by now. I couldn’t take my eyes off him.
 
   “Not bad?” asked Kendall with a chuckle. “Give it up. You’re practically salivating.”
 
   “I am not. I’m just admiring...” 
 
   A few tables away, Nolan threw his glasses into the crowd and now stood before an empty chair. He placed a scuffed, black boot onto the chair, hoisted himself on it, and used it as a stepping stone to the table. He closed his eyes while an overhead fan pushed a breeze through his hair, making his vest flap patter against his chiseled chest. His enormous ego shouldn’t have shocked me, but he seemed to have an entitlement toward everything and everyone in the facility. He seemed so unafraid of everything that he practically begged for someone or something to challenge him, so he could prove his ability to back up his attitude.
 
   Nolan ended his solo. He opened his eyes and locked them on mine.
 
   Caught with an approving gaze, even more heat flooded into my face, now certainly making it beet red. I turned my head to the side, only my eyes refused to follow. Still, he wouldn’t release his gaze from mine, so I didn’t look away.
 
   A tiny smile started to form at the edge of his mouth then disappeared. Then he jumped onto the ground and strode toward me with an intense look, full of heat and passion. Undeterred, he made his way toward our table, ignoring the wanton looks from every other woman, curling his shoulders inward as he made his guitar squeal in ferocious fashion. When he finally released the chord, he slid his fingers along the entire fret board, eliciting sounds reminiscent of a lust-filled night of naughty sex.
 
   Through the entire session, I stared at Nolan, giving nothing away, unwilling to admit that he had the stage presence and technical skills our band needed. On a personal level, however, I wanted to look away, but it felt like an invisible force field linked our gazes, making it impossible to redirect my attention. Such an intense connection caused a chemical reaction inside me: heat flared through my chest and up my neck. My lips went dry. My face flushed. I’d experienced mutual attraction before, but the chemistry Nolan and I shared tapped a passion and longing inside my core, sparking heat to surge through my entire body.
 
   I curled a finger toward him, and all the heat inside me shot into my arm. It traveled across my elbow, through my hand, and…An orange ball of fire spread from the tips of my fingers, shot across the floor, and ignited upon contact with Nolan’s right thigh at the exact moment he’d shut his eyes.
 
   I glanced around, eyes wide in shock at what had just occurred. The raging heat that felt like it had exited my fingers once more infiltrated my body. Had flames really blazed from my hand and set another person on fire? 
 
   My pulse raced to the tune of my heart. My chest tightened. I glanced around at the crowd, all of whom rocked back in their seats with fright then laughed or clapped…because Nolan hadn’t even acknowledged the flames raging across his thigh. 
 
   Brandon leaned back in his chair and smirked with pride. “He lit himself up!” he shouted. “Was that awesome or what? A total spectacle, right?” He turned to Kendall. “Huh? Am I right?”
 
   Kendall’s mouth dropped open. She shook her head at the guitarist, turned to me and blinked a few times to offset her confusion, and returned her attention to Nolan. “Did that really happen?”
 
   “What?” I asked with a tremor in my voice. I couldn’t tell if she’d asked whether the flames shot from my hand or if, like Brandon, she questioned whether Nolan had lit himself on fire as a theatrical trick. I scanned the room, trying to determine if anyone suspected me of possessing magical abilities.
 
   In every direction, all eyes were on Nolan. 
 
   It seemed unlikely that, in a crowd of sixty people, only Kendall noticed anything out of ordinary from our corner of the room. Besides, wouldn’t people have seen a burst of light or felt a trail of heat passing their neck or face? Nevertheless, I felt guilty that I may have caused the fire. Heat stretched up my neck and into my face, making it feel as warm as the flames…that didn’t scorch Nolan’s leg! They hadn’t abated or even stretched across his body, yet they burned high and bright, as though someone had just doused his thigh with lighter fluid.
 
   “Hey!” Kendall shouted at me.
 
   But how could I respond when I didn’t even know how that happened? So I deflected her attention by pointing at Nolan, and the feverish temperature inside me once more rushed into my arm as though recharging and preparing for…what exactly? Another bolt of fire erupted from my hand, blazed across the room, and lit up Nolan’s other leg. 
 
   All the while, the guitarist, so lost in the melody with his eyes closed, had no idea that black plumes of smoke kicked up around him.
 
   The crowd erupted with applause and couldn’t tear their eyes away from the man treating them to a spectacular guitar solo. This time, however, a handful of crowd members glanced around, suspecting that the flames had originated from my direction. Still, everyone seemed confused except…
 
   Kendall jumped to her feet. “What the hell!” she shouted at me, startled. “How…what…?”
 
   I stared at my fingers as heat once more spread throughout my body. It seemed that getting flushed had started that chemical reaction, and I was petrified that it might happen again without any warning.
 
   Nolan cringed as though smelling something unexpected. Like fire! His eyes snapped open and widened upon seeing his legs ablaze. He looked surprised then flattened his lips, as though playing guitar without missing a note (he didn’t) was more important than the flames raging across his thighs.
 
    Brandon was right: Nolan was not only a spectacular guitarist, but also a theatrical one that could draw a crowd. It seemed that he’d intended to set his thighs on fire, only I had started the flame – not him, which explained his brief confusion upon seeing the flames, before probably assuming that he’d lit the fire, but just didn’t remember doing so. It also meant that he’d applied some sort of protective coating on his pants…one that prevented the flames from spreading. He’d no doubt experimented with pyrotechnics until he felt safe lighting his thighs aflame.
 
   Nolan settled his gaze on mine once more. One side of his lip lifted.
 
   In order to overlook the fact that flames raged less than one-foot from his hands, Nolan had to enjoy living life on the edge. That thought frightened me, but it also excited me. I’d always lived a very structured life. I liked having an agenda for each day and couldn’t fall asleep every night until I’d planned the next day in advance.
 
   Through the crowd noise, I heard Kendall shout my name again, but I couldn’t take my eyes off Nolan: the flickering light made his blue eyes appear wicked and wise as he strolled through the crowd, his gaze still holding mine in place.
 
   “You’ve got fire down below,” I shouted to him. 
 
   Nolan hit a few chords on his guitar in response, using the whammy bar as though indicating that he felt a strong electrical current between us. 
 
   Then I realized that he took that remark in a sexual context. Intense heat pushed into my neck and cheeks. 
 
   A woman at the next table over flicked the liquid in a cup below his mid-section, which doused the flames on either side of his legs.
 
   Nolan didn’t even acknowledge the interruption.
 
   I took that as a compliment and almost panicked at the thought of more flaming fireballs erupting from my hands, so I stuck them into my pants pockets. Hopefully, they wouldn’t light me on fire.
 
   He came to a stop before me. His fingers tapped across his guitar strings firmly, manipulating the chords with ease, tapping here and there, lingering on one chord before moving to the next. Then he hit a power chord and held it, stroking the chord, making his guitar whimper.
 
   A few minutes ago, I regarded him as talented and arrogant, eager to gain widespread approval from the crowd. But the way he held his guitar so tenderly, his strings eliciting sounds similar to that of girls squealing with excitement on the playground, reminded me of my childhood: innocent, hopeful, and free.
 
   At a loss for words, but unwilling to let him think I was one of the adoring women surrounding us, I said, “Not bad!” Watching the way his fingers sped across the guitar, my mouth had gone dry. I’d imagined those fingers slipping down the slope of my neck, towards my shoulders, and slipping off…If it hadn’t been so long since I’d last shared an intimate moment with a man, I was confident my overactive sexual fantasies wouldn’t have gotten the best of me.
 
   I glanced behind Nolan’s band members, who looked at each other, alarmed by a guitarist who’d gone rogue on them by aborting their set list to show off, because he’d spent far too long away from his band mates. Looking deeper into their expressions, however, they appeared intimidated by their guitarist, even frustrated that they couldn’t match his talent.
 
   “Kind of leaving them ‘High ‘n’ Dry,’ aren’t you?” I asked the guitarist. 
 
   He played a few opening riffs from the song I’d just mentioned, a song by Def Leppard. Then he inched closer, stepping between my legs with smirk, and launched into the opening chords of the Guns N’ Roses song “Sweet Child O’ Mine.” 
 
   Just as the band was about to launch into the song, the guitarist stopped playing. He stared at me. The crowd erupted with applause: clapping, whistling, and whooping.
 
   It looked like Nolan wanted to pull away and return to his band, but something held his gaze in place, still emitting plenty of sexual energy but also more than a bit of…surprise, as though he hadn’t expected to feel a connection with another human being without saying a word.
 
   By now, I wanted to hear his voice. “You know who I am?” I looked at Brandon and Kendall. “Who we are?” I asked, hoping he’d paid attention to local metal bands in the Chicagoland area.
 
   He nodded.
 
   “You should be in our band, Cocked and Loaded.” It was poor taste to proposition another musician…while he played a gig with his band. But his band members made it more than obvious that Nolan wouldn’t last in their group beyond tonight anyway, so I didn’t feel too guilty. “You interested?”
 
   He smiled as he shifted his gaze from Brandon and Kendall and back to me. 
 
   “You do speak, don’t you?” I asked. “I mean, it’s not mandatory, but you might have to sing backup vocals.” 
 
   “I prefer action,” he said in a deep, masculine voice. “Not words.” 
 
   The reverberation in his tone and his penetrating gaze made my muscles go limp. I drew backwards as though he’d spoken private, affectionate words into my ears, instead of just one confirmatory statement. “We’ll talk after the show.”
 
   He nodded, turned around, and gestured for his band mates to start their next song as he headed for the stage to join them. 
 
   I didn’t even need to glance at Kendall or Brandon to know that Nolan’s guitar-work had hypnotized them as well. 
 
   “Whoa!” Kendall said, staring at me. She slammed her empty glass onto the table. “Did you feel that chemistry?” A grin made her eyebrows rise. “I mean…holy—”
 
   “Yeah,” I said, cutting off an obscene word, “I got it.”
 
   She wiped a hand across her forehead as though she’d just finished a long-distance run. “That was so hot!”
 
   That comment made me think of the heat that built up in my body. Thankfully, it began to subside. But I kept my hands deep in my pockets.
 
   “Nice pick up,” Kendall said and hit Brandon’s shoulder. “Who’d have thought you’ve got it bad for another guy.”
 
   He turned his gaze upon mine. “You two seem to have something, I don’t know, pretty intense.”
 
   I almost smiled at the insinuation. “He knew about our band. Let’s not make it into something it’s not.”
 
   Brandon straightened his chair, clacking the legs against the ground with such ferocity that those sitting at the surrounding tables noticed. “Bullshit. He walked right over to you. Like he couldn’t help it. Like he was powerless to walk away.” He shook his head. “You can’t deny that.” He turned his attention to Kendall. “Am I right?”
 
   She nodded at me with a half-smile. “You know the truth. Don’t pretend you don’t.”
 
   I released a smile and glanced down, acting coy, mostly because I wasn’t used to men flirting with me. Over the past four years, I’d spent so much time and energy with my studies and our band that it left little time for anything else. To have caught the attention of such a gorgeous man made my heart burst with joy. For the briefest moment, he made me forget all of the craziness that happened earlier today. Based on that, I knew one thing: that kind of attraction could either rock my world…or destroy it.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   After the band ended their set, I stood on the sidewalk outside the bar with Kendall and Brandon, along with about two dozen women in their twenties who chatted about the guitarist in two large clusters, hoping to get a chance to chat with him. (The other band members had left a few minutes ago without any fanfare). For the past twenty minutes, they chatted about his sexiness: muscles and musicianship, piercing blue eyes that harbored unexplored depths, and a grin that promised wicked sins.
 
   Kendall and Brandon talked about achieving our dreams: hitting the mainstream, selling millions of records, and touring the world. And this time, rather than talking about what they hoped to accomplish, they talked as if it was a certainty. Nolan would bring charisma to our shows that had been altogether absent. He would also enhance our stage performances. 
 
   While I always believed that our band would make it big, I, too, felt like we were onto something special. Nolan had all the tools to take our band to the next level: worldwide renown. And it would all start when he walked through that door.
 
   I listened to the women outside the bar who adjusted their blouses and skirts in hopes of eliciting the right amount of interest from Nolan. I got the impression that he’d need only to point at one of them, without saying a word, before taking her home. 
 
   That sexual potency would draw tons of women to our music. And where women went, men followed! Which meant ticket sales. But on a personal level, I didn’t like it. I had no problem with women dressing a certain way to catch a man’s eye, but I didn’t respect women who threw themselves at men to get them into bed. I felt heat rushing through me again, which frightened me. I had to learn how to control the pressure.
 
    “Okay,” Kendall said, disrupting her conversation with Brandon to address me: “So you’re a Firestarter.” She referred to the movie starring Drew Barrymore, a young girl who had pyrokinetic abilities. “Didn’t see that one coming.”
 
   “Neither did I.” Pulling my hands from my pockets, I examined my fingers, looking for an indication as to why and how fire expelled from them. But since heat built in my hand, I tilted my fingers toward the sidewalk in case they decided to spew fire again.
 
   Brandon shook his head in disbelief. “You two are nuts. That’s Nolan’s thing. He sets up his pants to light up on command. Remember the bassist from Motley Crue? He did the same thing. But no one’s done it in thirty years, so it’s new again. Sure, it’s awesome, but it’s not magic.”
 
   “Oh, yeah?” asked Kendall. She whirled around toward me. “Light Brandon on fire.”
 
   I pretended to find Brandon’s skepticism offensive. I extended my right hand. “Shake my hand.”
 
   He shrugged, laughed, and took my hand. “Jesus,” he shouted, removing his hand and stepping back. “You’re hand feels like you stuck it in an inferno.” He shook his hand and covered it with his other palm.
 
   “Believe her now?” Kendall asked with a grin.
 
   Brandon grimaced. “I don’t know. I sort of believed what you said earlier about witches and stuff, but you’re like The Human Torch,” he said, namechecking the character in Marvel’s comic book and film franchise, The Fantastic Four, who could ignite into fire and fly.
 
   “I hope not,” I said. “Turning into a raging ball of fire would be hell on my wardrobe.”
 
   The entrance door barged open, and Nolan stepped out, his black leather guitar case strap delving into the gulley between his muscular pecs. “Hey,” he said, greeting the women with a slight grin.
 
   The women squealed and crowded around him, practically bouncing up and down like teenyboppers at a boy band concert. “The name is Nolan,” he said, slinking one arm around the waist of a size-four blond with enormous breasts. “You like the show?”
 
   As one, the women let out a bevy of squeals.
 
   “Jesus,” Brandon said with envy. “He snaps his fingers and chicks line up.”
 
   Kendall chuckled. “Only he didn’t snap his fingers.”
 
   I felt more than a bit jealous at the comment. “Better for the band though, right?”
 
   “You know it,” said Kendall. “Brandon, I could introduce you. Just make sure you don’t start crying or pass out like a fan at a Michael Jackson concert.”
 
   As the bandleader, I stepped into the throng, excusing myself until I stood beside Nolan. “Let’s talk.”
 
   He released the blond. “Sorry, girls. I’ve got business to attend to.”
 
   The joy he took from dashing their hopes made me second-guess whether or not we should invite him into our band. He already had a huge ego. If we became successful, I’d be a fool to think that he’d grow more humble. His ego could destroy our foundation…and friendship. I didn’t want to jeopardize that. But at the same time, I knew we couldn’t reach the big time without someone like Nolan. I turned back to Kendall and Brandon. 
 
   “Go on,” Brandon said. “Make it official.”
 
   Kendall nodded with a quick smile.
 
   Nolan passed through the women and followed me toward Brandon and Kendall. “Your sound and stage presence would work well in our band.”
 
   “You guys have a hot sound,” Nolan said. “Like nothing on the radio.”
 
   I nodded in agreement. I could name only a handful of popular female-fronted American rock bands. None of them had become successful on Top 40 radio.
 
   Nolan said, “But just because your sound isn’t on the radio…doesn’t mean it won’t be.”
 
   “Dude,” Brandon said, walking over and offering a hand. “That’s what we thought.”
 
   Nolan took it. “You sure know your way around a drum kit.” He nodded at Kendall. “Your rhythm section is tight, and you three can rock a pen and a pad.”
 
   Kendall beamed. “Serena writes most of the lyrics.”
 
   An eyebrow quirked as Nolan turned toward me. “Nice. And you’ve got a smooth delivery…like bourbon over ice. Not like all the chicks who scream their lyrics, trying to prove they belong in a metal band.”
 
   “And I think you’d make a good fit. No audition necessary. What do you say?”
 
   Brandon cleared his throat, a smile flashing across his face.
 
   I hadn’t even considered my comment as sexual in nature, but because Brandon had sex on the brain 24/7, I wasn’t surprised by his immaturity. “So you up for it?” I asked, and even before Brandon started laughing, I tried not to cringe at yet another slip of the tongue.
 
   For his part, Nolan didn’t respond to Brandon’s childishness. “Definitely. I didn’t even have to cut myself loose from the band a few minutes ago. It was a mutual split.”
 
   “Good,” I said. “We’re open to a certain amount of spontaneity. We’re okay with the occasional guitar solo or stretching out a song on stage if we’re feeling it and that sort of thing. But this is a four-piece band. If you want to jerk off on stage all night with your guitar, I’m going to fire you.”
 
   He met my gaze with earnestness. “Glad to hear I get some leeway.”
 
   Given Nolan’s talent and confidence, I had to be explicit with him. If I had any hope of keeping him from acting like the male equivalent of a diva, I needed to keep his ego in check. Even though the trio around me had an equal vote in our decisions, as the bandleader, I retained two votes.
 
    “Good,” I said. “Otherwise, writing and music credits are fairly distributed based upon contribution.”
 
   “That’s fair.”
 
   As the women realized they wouldn’t be getting Nolan’s attention and went home, Brandon said, “Guns N’ Roses or Nirvana: which one will be more popular in twenty years?”
 
   “Nirvana changed the musical landscape,” Nolan said. “But the Guns N’ Roses will always be played on radio more often because a wider audience liked them.” He paused. “But I’m not gonna answer that question. Instead, I’m gonna ask a question: what happened to the rock star? Mick Jagger. Bono. Axl Rose. Dave Grohl. Every single rock star on the planet is from the twentieth century. Who’re the rock stars out there? Katy Perry? Pink? Eminem? Kanye West? They’re not rock stars; they’re pop singers and rappers. How about Taylor Swift? Unlike the others, she actually plays an instrument. She’s the closest thing we’ve got to a rock star. What the hell happened to rock ‘n’ roll?
 
   “No one cares anymore,” he continued. “Everyone wants money and fame. They let rock n’ roll die. Cobain was a rock star…because he didn’t want to be a rock star. No one, other than his old bandmate from the Foo Fighters, has followed him in over two decades.” He looked at me. “We can change that…as a band.” He looked us over. “If you aren’t into that, let me know, so I can move on.”
 
   Brandon cracked a grin and glanced at Kendall, who looked at me.
 
   I couldn’t’ help but let loose with an ebullient smile. “Bring it on!”
 
   We spent the next hour or so talking about our goals and how we’d achieve them. Overall, Nolan seemed like he’d fit in the band without disassociating himself. Before long, Kendall and Brandon had left, leaving me with Nolan. Without any intention, I found myself a few blocks away from The Antique Boutique.
 
   “I’ve got one concern,” said Nolan.
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “Earlier tonight, I felt a pretty strong connection between us.”
 
   It’s still there. I just nodded, feeling my chest grow tight at the subject and his straightforward manner. Nolan Hart did not like to play games. I appreciated that because, with my lack of dating, I didn’t know how to play them. 
 
   “Good. If we’re band mates,” Nolan said, “that’s all we are.”
 
   It felt like he’d plunged a dagger into my heart. “Oh,” I said, shocked how the word came out so casually. “Of course.” I recalled how all the women waited for him outside the bar. “That makes sense.”
 
   “Good.” At the end of the sidewalk, just before reaching the curb, he came to a stop. 
 
   Dazed and disappointed by this development, I passed the curb, but before I took another step into the street, I felt a strong arm corral me around the waist and turn me back onto the sidewalk a second before a Dodge Ram veered into the exact spot I’d stood a moment earlier. 
 
   “Whoa!” Nolan said, holding me in his warm embrace, only an inch from his heaving chest.
 
   As I gasped for air, knowing that he’d saved my life, the piece of my heart that hoped to meet a strong, protective man like Nolan felt like it hadn’t evaded that truck, that it had gotten pulverized. 
 
   “Are you okay?” He looked me over with great concern. 
 
   No. Part of me just died. I nodded, finding it impossible to look away from those magnetic eyes.
 
   He released a huge sigh of relief.
 
   My heart, which I had expected to eulogize, reached out for him. Or maybe my soul was trying to leave my body and ascend to heaven.
 
   Nolan removed his hands from my shoulders. He cracked a partial grin. “Thank God that didn’t happen.”
 
   “Yeah,” I conceded, trying to remain emotionless. “Thank God.”
 
   When the passerby sign lit up, Nolan started into the walkway. But not seeing me at his side, he turned back and extended a hand. “Oh, so now you want to play it safe?”
 
   That kind smile made my legs rubbery and, rather than slip to the ground, I used that moment to walk into the crosswalk and take his hand.
 
   His palm twitched before he tentatively grasped onto my hand again. “Damn, you’re hot!” A second later, he slowed his stride and gave me a smile tinged with irony. “Yeah, there’s no way to put a spin on that comment.”
 
   I chuckled as we made it to the other side of the street…and came upon The Antique Boutique. “This is me,” I said, motioning to the darkened shop.
 
   “Don’t things have to be seventy-five years old to be considered an antique? Either you keep up one hell of a beauty regimen, or I need glasses.”
 
   “I’ll settle for the first option.” As Nolan peered through the shop window, I said, “Tell me about the fire.”
 
   “That was messed up. I started doing that a couple weeks ago to get the band’s name out there, but today was different.” His eyebrows drew close. “I just don’t remember lighting the flame, and the heat felt more intense than usual.”
 
   “You didn’t seem too surprised at the time.”
 
   “My concentration was elsewhere,” he said, holding my stare.
 
   “Right…you walked into the crowd to do a solo. Very ballsy, by the way. I’m just glad the fire didn’t accidentally catch on anyone’s clothes.”
 
   “Exactly. I never would have done it in a crowd of people. Someone would call the cops or the fire department. I mean, I could have killed someone!” Ashamed, he shook his head. “What was I thinking?”
 
   His guilt made me feel terrible. But I couldn’t very well say, “Don’t take it so hard. It was my fault. I shot a couple fireballs at you.” He’d think I belonged in a nuthouse. I had a difficult time looking at him. “No one got hurt. You weren’t arrested. And you made your way into our band. Don’t think about what could’ve been. Think about what is.”
 
   He contemplated my advice. “You got some college under your belt, don’t you?”
 
   “It doesn’t take an education to be an optimist. But yeah, I got my Bachelors degree today.”
 
   “Congrats,” he said with a sincere smile. He stared at me for a while. “Well, I’ll see you around.” He turned and headed in the direction we’d come. 
 
   “Wait! How do we get in touch for rehearsals and writing and stuff?”
 
   He stopped, turned around, and cocked his head toward the shop. “I know where you hang out.” He half-pivoted before turning back. “And hey…I think we could be something special.”
 
   The way he looked in my eyes reeled me in. The confidence and determination in his voice made my heart clench, proving that it hadn’t died after all. Then I put his words in context of the band…and felt sadness descend as he walked away from me.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER NINE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Just as I planned to head the other way, the light in the shop snapped on and set me on edge.
 
   Darius stood on the other side of the window and signaled me to enter the shop. He opened the door. “Good evening, Serena.” 
 
   “What are you doing here? 
 
   “Looking for you.”
 
   “How did you get inside the shop?” 
 
   “I have my ways. Let’s move on to more pressing matters? We must find a way to stop Zephora from taking over Lorraine’s body.” 
 
   “How do we do that?”
 
   “I don’t know.” 
 
   “I’m just stymied by your brilliance,” I said. “Einstein must’ve been jealous. Can’t you compel her to just leave Grams’s body?”
 
   “She’s too powerful for that. Many years ago, I swore an oath to protect Zephora. That oath never fades, no matter the years, no matter the spiritual plane.”
 
   “Even if she conjured up a few hydrogen bombs?”
 
   “I’m afraid not.”
 
   “So, I’ve got an impotent vampire to protect me. Awesome!”
 
   “I’m not impotent.”
 
   “Stomping your foot into the ground like a bratty toddler doesn’t help your case.”
 
   “Stomping?” He looked at the floor, puzzled. “There was no stomping. None at all.”
 
   “Look out, Zephora, a senior citizen vampire is hot on your tail.”
 
   “Senior citizen? That’s absurd!” 
 
   “You’re over sixty-five, right? Sorry, Gramps! And how do you plan to stop her? Run her down with your wheelchair?”
 
   He walked toward me, calm and collected, until he stopped a few inches away. “The world is changing as we speak, and you’re cracking jokes.”
 
   “Or truth. Either you way you look at it, the truth sucks.”
 
   “Tell me about the fire you mentioned.”
 
   “You know how Spider-Man slings webs? I can do the same thing with fire.”
 
   “Intriguing!” He gave that some thought. “Perhaps we can burn Lorraine alive.”
 
   “Yeah, I’ll bring the chocolate. You get the marshmallows and Grams crackers.” But the stab at lighthearted humor made me cry inside. I just didn’t know how to handle losing her.
 
   Darius couldn’t stave off a partial grin. 
 
   Obviously, he didn’t feel the same sense of loss that I did. “Oh, he does have a sense of humor. Good to know. So I have to believe you were kidding when you considered murdering my grandmother!”
 
   “We must consider all options.”
 
   “But killing Grams isn’t one of them. Can Zephora perform magic in Grams’s body?”
 
   “Yes. Once she fuses with it.”
 
   “And after that, she’s virtually unstoppable?”
 
   He nodded. “Perhaps now you can grasp why I suggested death by fire.”
 
   “I can’t burn Grams’s body! I just…can’t.”
 
   “All right. Have you discovered your other abilities?”
 
   “I can astral project, which is basically like being invisible. So yeah, great ‘gift!’”
 
   He stared at me, nonplussed. “That is a big deal. In fact, it’s unprecedented.”
 
   I shrugged, feeling like I’d been saddled with a second-hand superpower.
 
   “But you can be anyplace, at any time. You’re basically omnipotent.”
 
   “So I can watch as people pluck their nose hairs or floss? Look out Batman: there’s a new superhero in Gotham!”
 
   “You can oversee what Zephora plans to do…and try to stop her.”
 
   “But I can only astral project when I’m asleep. What do you expect me to do: sleep my life away? Besides, we can’t stop her.”
 
   A bell dinged as the door opened, revealing Kendall as she led Brandon into the shop. “Nirvana changed the musical landscape. They ushered in Grunge. Guns N’ Roses didn’t change music.”
 
   “Are you kidding me?” asked Brandon, irritated. “The Gunners brought rock back from hair metal. They wore T-shirts and jeans, not spandex and make-up. Rock music is about attitude. It’s about fighting against uniformity. Nirvana had both, I’ll give you that, but rock stars put on a show. The Gunners did that. Nirvana? Are you kidding me? Kurt Cobain stared at the floor and screamed into the microphone. That’s not putting on a show. That’s not fun. That’s depressing. Just like their music.”
 
   “Kurt Cobain was brilliant. He wrote poetry and—”
 
   “I’m not denying that. And I’m okay with the band recording some depressing songs. There’s a place for that in rock n’ roll, but I want to lift people up. I want them to forget their troubles. I want them to have fun. That’s what metal is all about.” 
 
   Kendall was about to respond but caught sight of me and Darius and stopped short, extracting a hand and holding it out like a tollgate, stopping Brandon behind her. 
 
   “It’s all right,” I said, “Darius was boring me with his interpretation of the history of witchcraft.”
 
   Kendall, raising her eyebrows, glowered as though she’d just walked in on a lecture of the history of the world. “We should go.”
 
   “No!” I said, leaving Darius behind. “We need your help.”
 
   “Told you,” said Brandon, walking past Kendall and heading down an aisle. “Does Grams ever make any sales?” He picked up a silver platter and checked out his hair in its reflection. “This has been here since we met.” He blew on the plate and a puff of dust blew into the air, causing him to draw back.
 
   I hadn’t told either Brandon or Kendall about Grams’s debilitated state, mostly because I didn’t want them to worry, but also because I knew they’d want to talk about it, and I already spent enough time worrying about her. Of course, she hadn’t truly left me, but the Alzheimer’s had so deteriorated her mental faculties that the grandmother I knew and loved had already moved on.  
 
   As much as I hated to admit it, I had only recently passed the stage of denial and had slipped into a phase of anger that came as quickly as it disappeared. Over the past couple months, I felt so ashamed and embarrassed by these irrational feelings that I had isolated myself from my two best friends.   
 
   “So,” Brandon said, approaching Darius. “You’re pale, sure, but other than that, I don’t get a vampire vibe from him.”
 
   Darius quirked an eyebrow. “You’ve met other vampires?”
 
   “Well, no, because they don’t exist.”
 
   “Of course.” A glimmer of a smile tugged on his lip before it disappeared a moment later.
 
   “Are you a master vampire? Been around for hundreds of years?” 
 
   Darius nodded.
 
   “You can probably kill a fly with chopsticks and stuff?”
 
   Darius didn’t respond. 
 
   “Mr. Miyagi? The Karate Kid?” With nothing forthcoming, Brandon shook his head, incredulous. “Aw, come on. The original is a 80s classic. How about The Lost Boys? Kiefer Sutherland as a kickass vampire: you must’ve seen that one, right?”
 
   Unblinking, Darius just stared at the young man standing opposite him.
 
   “Wait, that’s not your badass expression, is it? Because, if it is, dude, Kiefer Sutherland’s character would kick your ass in a—”
 
   A gust of air hit Brandon’s face, and he wavered for a moment before glancing on either side of him. “Where did he go?” He whirled around, saw Darius standing behind him, and jerked back, shocked. He put a hand to his chest. “Whoa!”
 
   Darius extended his arm to reveal a wallet in his palm. 
 
   “That’s so sad.” Brandon accepted his wallet. “You have super strength and super speed, you can hook up with every hot chick on the planet, and you’ve dedicated your life to becoming a…pickpocket?”
 
   Exasperated, Darius shook his head.
 
   “Lofty career goal,” Brandon said. “Don’t get me wrong. It’s a noble calling…when you could be bleeding people dry.” He shrugged. “I just didn’t expect you to be bleeding them of their cash. But I guess even vampires have to pay the mortgage.”
 
   “Correction: I’m vampiric.”
 
   “Dude, you’re a vampire. Deal with it!” 
 
    “I’ve scoured the globe for vampires, and from every indication, I’m the last one. But even then…one is too much.”
 
   “Ah, so you’re a suicidal vampire? Kind of redundant, isn’t it? I mean, you’re already dead.” He cleared his throat. “Darius,” he said in the typical voiceover tone heard during 30-second movie trailers. “He’s slain thousands, and he’s back in…Dead and Deader. And next year, don’t miss him in the conclusion to the saga: Deader and…Deadest!”
 
   “You fancy yourself quite the comedian. How painstaking for those of us with a sense of humor.”
 
   “Whoa!” Brandon chuckled. “I get it: pain...staking!” He lifted a hand for a high-five.
 
   “Only I’m very much alive. And I plan on doing my job.” Darius’s gaze found mine. “Protecting Serena’s grandmother.”
 
   “Is she in danger?” asked Kendall.
 
   With a glance, Darius deferred to me on that one. I appreciated the respect; since Kendall and Brandon had regarded Grams as a pseudo-grandmother, they would have disliked a stranger explaining that he couldn’t have prevented what had happened to Grams. 
 
   “Is that a yes?” Kendall asked.
 
   I told them about the seriousness of Grams’s disease and how another witch had pushed aside Grams’s spirit and had taken control of her body. Through it all, I spoke in a distant tone, trying to push my emotions aside. If I let myself feel the anger that I’d shoved to the outskirts of my mind, I’d lash out at all three of them. And what good would that do? 
 
   “Unbelievable,” said Kendall.
 
   “I know,” I admitted. 
 
   “No,” she said. “I meant that’s why you’ve been so secretive lately.” She turned to Brandon and set her gaze on mine again. “We thought it was because you were finishing school. You know: finals and all that. But you’ve been keeping this from us?”
 
   “I’m sorry.” Regret crept into my heart. “I should’ve told you—”
 
   “Are you okay?” asked Kendall, walking up and embracing me.
 
   Expecting an angry outburst, but instead receiving lips that quivered with sadness, I appreciated that Kendall set aside her irritation and supported me when I needed it most. 
 
   Brandon, who usually gave way to reticence rather than sensitivity due to his abusive upbringing, sauntered over and wrapped an arm around both of our shoulders, locking the three of us in a tight embrace.
 
   “Wow,” I said, shocked that Brandon would give way to sentimentality. Deep down, he had a kind heart, but he often circumvented that trait by relying on humor to conceal his emotions, not unlike me.
 
   “Hey, I have feelings, too, you know.” He stood silent for a couple seconds. “Besides, this increases my chances for a threesome tonight, right?”
 
   I immediately broke away from them with a big smile. I loved Brandon like a brother, and he regarded me as the sibling he never had, but since he’d always been quick to hug me or throw an arm around me, Kendall’s suspicious mind told me that she always wondered if he masked a secret crush on me…because he never treated her with that type of affection. If she looked deeper, however, she would have noticed that our easy-going relationship was built on a buddy-type foundation rather than a romantic one. His threesome comment, however, didn’t help matters.
 
   Case in point: Kendall glanced back and forth between me and Brandon. 
 
   During her freshman year of college, she made me promise not to tell Brandon about her feelings, and since then she’d become a master at hiding the truth, which had always wrecked other potential relationships because no man could live up to the man of her dreams.
 
   Nevertheless, we’d never engaged in a group hug. Their warmhearted display sliced deep, reaching sentimentality that, until now, I’d refused to acknowledge. It triggered a thought that I’d lost Grams forever, regardless of whether or not Zephora abandoned her host. 
 
   Unable to disregard my fear that Grams’s absence would result in a solitary life, my legs wobbled as the strength inside me vanished. Still, I wouldn’t allow tears to surface. As much as I welcomed my friends’ support, it made me accept the truth: I’d soon lose the only family member I’d ever had, at least until I’d learned of my…other family. 
 
   Instead of thinking about my birth mother and my sister, I focused on my niece. I’d grown up with an affectionate and attentive grandmother, whereas Celestina had been raised by a cold, calculating grandmother and an alcoholic mother. She needed the support that I’d received as a child. She needed someone who cared about her and loved her. 
 
   Since we shared an immediate connection based on fondness and trust, I wanted to protect Celestina so she wouldn’t succumb to the cynicism and loneliness that had removed the humanity from the women who cared for her. Our budding relationship reminded me of the way Grams had related to me: honest and respectful, tough but nurturing, all the while providing guidance, steadfast loyalty, and trust. 
 
   What better way to honor Grams’s dedication and devotion than to treat Celestina that same way? Although I’d only seen her twice, I knew that she was starved for kindness and attention, and I wanted her to know what it felt like when someone loved her. Having come to that conclusion, not to mention acknowledging how much I feared losing Grams and knowing how much it would hurt when she finally left, I found that the tears in my eyes had dried because fully opening up myself to the weight of loss was too unwieldy. 
 
   “Okay,” said Brandon, stepping away from us. “Now we’re getting somewhere.” He turned to me. “So we’ve got witches and vampires. Any other creatures or monsters out there we need to know about?”
 
   I smiled at Kendall to express my gratitude for her understanding and sympathy then turned to Darius, only to find him looking at Brandon with a quizzical expression. The slightest movement tugged his upper lip in disgust. 
 
   “What’s wrong?” I asked Darius, drawn in by his aversion to Brandon. 
 
   “Nothing.” The other end of his mouth turned up in distaste before flattening. “Nothing at all.”
 
   I now saw curiosity and…uncertainty in his eyes. I didn’t know what to make of it, but I also knew that he wouldn’t explain whatever disturbed him.
 
   “So how do we help Grams?” asked Kendall.
 
   “I don’t think we can,” I said, wishing I didn’t have to utter those words. “When she appeared last night, she seemed to think that all hope was lost because of the Alzheimer’s.”
 
   “But we can’t just give up,” said Brandon. “We can’t just let Zephora take over.”
 
   I also hated the idea of letting that vicious witch remain inside Grams’s body, of giving others the impression that Grams made future decisions of her own volition. But how could I stop her?
 
   “You could kill her,” said Darius. 
 
   “This again?  You’re supposed to help and protect her.”
 
   “She’s not your grandmother. She’s not the person who visited you last night. Do you think she’d want another person to walk around in her body?”
 
   I rushed over and shoved him. Darius didn’t even reel on the balls of his feet from the blow, so I pounded a fist against his chest. But even that hadn’t affected him, although it felt like I’d slammed my fist into iron. “How dare you?”
 
   “She’d want this,” said Darius, reaching out and taking hold of my arms. “Look deep inside yourself. Would she be happy with a mind and body that’s no longer recognizable?” 
 
   I struggled to escape his grasp, escape his words, and escape from the truth, but his vice-like grip made that impossible. 
 
   “She cares for you too much to suggest it,” he said.
 
   The jingle above the shop door dinged, drawing my attention to…Zephora, who led Delphine, Alexis, and Celestina into the shop. My heart lurched at the sight of what should have been Grams, followed by a mother who respected my power but distrusted me, a sister who would enjoy killing me, and a niece that…reminded me of myself at an earlier age.
 
   “Well, hello, darling,” said Zephora with a sunny smile as she and my immediate family stood opposite my friends and I. “You have something I treasure, and I shall not take leave until I possess it!”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER TEN
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “What do you want?” I asked, glancing from Delphine to Celestina and back again to Zephora, who had inhabited my grandmother’s body. I didn’t trust any of them, and since I couldn’t offer even a respectable fight against their powers, I tensed my arms and thighs to prevent them from quaking and giving away the knowledge that I had no idea how to deal with my family.
 
   Zephora seemed to grasp my uneasiness; her grin became bolder, more arrogant. She set her gaze on Darius. “Well, hello.”
 
   He tried but failed to ignore her gaze. He nodded.
 
   “It has been quite some time, has it not?”
 
   Darius nodded again, this time managing to look elsewhere.
 
   “You look well. Do you…feel well?”
 
   He nodded again, refusing to meet her eye.
 
   “I cannot blame you for attempting to disregard my words, although I do suspect you would think otherwise, given a good enough reason.” She sighed, disappointed, then she looked at me. “We seek The Book of Souls.”
 
   “Well go ‘seek’ it somewhere else. I’m busy.”
 
   A patronizing expression took shape on her face. “If you hand over the item in question, we shall take leave, and you shall never again lay eyes upon me.”
 
   “I told you; I don’t know anything about—”
 
   Delphine broke ranks and walked down an aisle, checking out the items on either row. 
 
   I doubted that my mother was interested in anything on our shelving units. More likely, she strolled down the aisle to distract me and increase my anxiety. Even though she couldn’t harm me, her strategy worked better than she’d ever know.
 
   “If you do not retrieve it,” Zephora said, “You will leave me no choice but to resort to…less than docile endeavors.” A pleasant smile lit her features. “I prefer not to engage in matters that would put me in direct conflict with my beliefs.”
 
   Alexis chuckled.
 
   Zephora issued a glare that made my sister direct her sarcasm and gaze elsewhere. “Karma is impossible to outrun.” She looked at me again as though prepared to disclose a secret. “I subscribe to Buddhist beliefs.”
 
   “And I subscribe to Entertainment Weekly.” I didn’t trust her claim that she’d rather not get violent. “So where does that leave us?” 
 
   Although I had to watch Zephora, I also had to keep an eye on my sister, considering that she’d have no internal conflict jabbing a knife into my heart. When I looked her way, I found her giving Brandon a flirtatious smile. One quick glance at my bandmate revealed that he allowed what hung below his waist to think for him. And judging by the snarl on Kendall’s face, she didn’t appreciate the competition.
 
   I did not need this potential romantic triangle to unfold right now. “Hey,” I said to Brandon, trying to snap him out of his state of mind. “She can read your mind.”
 
   Brandon grinned and turned his head toward me, but his eyes didn’t follow. They remained on Alexis. “Yeah? What am I thinking right now?”
 
   “Ooh,” Alexis said with a seductive smile on her lips. “You’re a naughty boy, aren’t you? But can you back that up?”
 
   “You know I can.”
 
   “But what would your old lady think?” Alexis turned her gaze on Kendall. “Oh, too bad! She doesn’t approve of me.”
 
   “She’s not my girlfriend,” said Brandon, neglecting Kendall. “We’re just friends.” Then after a second, he appeared to have momentarily lost his confidence and added, “Best friends, right?” he asked her. 
 
   The animosity on Kendall’s face vanished. “Of course.”
 
   Alexis said, “Then you wouldn’t mind if I took him for a test ride?” She shifted her grin to Brandon. “I love to ride stick.”
 
   I had no problem allowing their sexual innuendo to take over this situation because I had no idea how to deal with Zephora and Delphine. I needed that time to come up with a plan. But so far, nothing promising had surfaced. And that ratcheted up my anxiety to an even higher degree, which made it even more difficult to hatch a scheme.
 
   “She’s jealous,” said Alexis in an airy sigh. “If you’d like,” she said to Kendall, lifting an inquisitive eyebrow, “you could watch.”
 
   My sister’s perversions sickened me, not because they were directed at my friends, but because Celestina stood at her mother’s side, unable to do anything but listen. Granted, she may not understand the sexual undertones, but if Alexis considered herself a conscientious mother, she wouldn’t have even broached the topic.
 
   When I glanced at Celestina, she’d lowered her head, concentrating on the floor, as though doing everything she could to ignore the conversation. 
 
   Her embarrassment brought on a wave of maternal instinct. It also made me want to protect her from the insinuation. Indignation bubbled inside me and rather than lash out at Alexis, who might persuade Celestina to take her side, I said, “Let’s change the subject, okay?”
 
   “An excellent suggestion,” Delphine said, stepping up behind Brandon and Kendall.  
 
   As one, they hitched their shoulders upward as grimaces took shape on their faces.
 
   Delphine had placed a palm on each of their shoulders as she grinned. “Fire,” she said to Brandon, “given your predilection for my daughter.” She looked to Kendall. “And ice, since you disapprove of my daughter’s interest in a man who is not yours.”
 
   Brandon and Kendall shrank down in pain, Brandon’s face turning red as beads of sweat appeared on his forehead, while Kendall crossed arms around her chest, drawing inward as though a blast of arctic air had hit her.
 
   “Stop it,” I shouted, stepping toward them. 
 
   Alexis did likewise, ready to intercept my movements, prepared for an imminent attack.
 
   Because I had no idea what powers my sister had, and since my friends suffered because I hadn’t given my family what they wanted, I halted and turned my attention to Zephora. “I’m not lying. I don’t have the grimoire.”
 
   “Then you leave me no choice.”
 
   Darius rushed in front of me, but Zephora extended a hand and waved it to her right. 
 
   The motion sent Darius flying ten feet backwards. He crashed into a shelving unit, knocking over a dozen items to the ground. 
 
   “Sadly, you are no match for me, Darius.” A faraway look entered her eyes. “But you were…once. Oh, how time changes us.”
 
   His eyes widened with shock. He examined Zephora’s face until he shook his head, disbelief clouding his features. “My God, it’s really you!”
 
   “It is a shame that my one true love betrayed my confidences…and set my body on the pyre.” She let out a regretful sigh. “Love scorns all, does it not?”
 
   I looked from Darius to Zephora, shocked to discover they had once been a couple. It seemed the bizarre revelations never ended!
 
   Zephora smiled at him. “Now, then,” she said, ignoring Darius and returning her attention to me. “Where did we leave off?” She clasped both hands with a hideous grin. “Now I recall: you have forced me to betray my beliefs.” She stepped toward me and lifted her hand. “I apologize in advance. When I entered your establishment, I had no intention of stripping the flesh from your bones.”
 
   “Wait,” I said, “you can’t expect me to cooperate when Delphine is torturing my friends.”
 
   Zephora gave that a moment of thought. “And why might that be?”
 
   “Because it’s wrong.”
 
   “I fail to comprehend how their suffering affects any bargain we might strike.”
 
   That statement told me everything I needed to know about Zephora. She lacked compassion. She didn’t value friendship. And she knew nothing about loyalty. Given all that, in order to protect my friends, I needed to be direct. “They’re important to me. Please…” I said, which was as far as I’d ever come to begging, “don’t hurt them.”
 
   Zephora tilted her head to the side and analyzed me. “You are weak and undisciplined. A blight on the Sykes-family name. Shame on your grandmother! Has the art of parenting lost relevance in this age? I find it despicable how young ladies cavort about: no respect for their elders, no tact to speak of, and questionable morals at best…when one considers their behavior with the opposite gender.” 
 
   Rage manifested inside me, but I squashed it, refusing to let Zephora know that she’d gotten under my skin. “Weak? In terms of magic? Yes. Undisciplined? Far from it. For the record, my mother disowned me as a child. That is weak. That is…sad.” I set my gaze on Delphine. “You weren’t strong enough to deal with a strong-willed child.” I motioned toward my sister. “But you had no problem with her because she’ll do anything you say. She’s a follower. She’s the weak one.” I set my gaze on Zephora again. “So if you want to work this out, you’ll have to go through me. Leave my friends out of it.”
 
   “Yeah,” Brandon said in a tight voice, while a rivulet of sweat dripped down his right temple. 
 
   “Shut your trap, boy!” Delphine clamped down on his shoulder again, ready to burn him from the inside out. 
 
   Thankfully, Kendall didn’t try a futile attempt to stop Zephora. My eyes flickered to Alexis’s, and I recoiled at her broad smile. How had she grown up to be so cruel? What type of upbringing did she have? Those thoughts made me turn my attention to Celestina. 
 
   She held my gaze before glancing at the ground a couple feet behind Darius. Then she met my eyes once more. Whatever she saw there must have held great importance, since she risked tipping off her mother and grandmother, so I didn’t want to look in that exact spot and give others any reason to do likewise.
 
   Sliding a glance ahead and behind me, I realized that everyone in the room had ceded involvement in this dispute to Zephora and me. I hoped that meant no one else would get hurt.
 
   “Wait,” I said, holding up one hand, my voice halting Zephora. “I’m not lying.” I stepped off to the side, toward the object Celestina wanted me to see. “I don’t know where the grimoire is.” I kept moving, using my peripheral vision to determine if Zephora approached me. She hadn’t. “But even if I did, I…wouldn’t let you have it.”
 
   “Rubbish!” she shrieked. Then she raced toward me, defying age, as she pushed her legs hard, closing in on me quickly. 
 
   I spun around, toward the spot Celestina had identified, and saw…a familiar-looking rusty, iron broadsword lying on the floor. Energy swelled inside me as I scuttled toward it. Sensing Zephora only inches behind me, I slid to the ground and snatched up the sword.
 
   I wrapped my hand around the handle. My hand recognized the smooth leather surface, and an electrical current shot up my arm. Within a fraction of a second, blistering heat traveled into my shoulders and spread across my chest, sending shocks of strength throughout my veins. 
 
   My right arm shook, rattling the sword, which from the bottom and moving upwards transformed from a dull blade into a razor-edged sword, void of dirt and smears. It now appeared polished. Just as the sword finished its miraculous transformation, filling me with the courage in my heart that until now I’d failed to call upon, I swung toward my attacker. 
 
   Zephora’s eyes went wide as she stopped short, the tip of my blade half an inch under her chin. The slightest movement on either of our parts would result in slicing a huge gash into Grams’s chin. 
 
   “I applaud your athleticism,” Zephora said as smile formed and disappeared a second later. “Are you without virtue?” She looked into my eyes. “Do you truly intend to send your grandmother to the grave?” 
 
   While I stared at Zephora, images of Grams flashed through my mind; watching her clap her hands while I rode a My Little Pony bicycle toward her for the first time, recalling the soft brush of her palm as it slid across my forehead while I lay on the couch beside her, coughing and sniffling from a cold, seeing her cheering me on while in the stands during my martial arts tournaments. Each of those memories and more bombarded my brain, making it impossible to move, much less prevent my eyes from glistening with tears. 
 
   “A wise decision,” said Zephora.
 
   “Bullshit,” said another voice that sounded suspiciously like…Grams. 
 
   The voice came from my left. Without acknowledging the apparition that no doubt appeared a few feet away, I wanted to burst into tears because she’d visited to give me guidance, as she’d done my whole life. 
 
   “I’m nothing like that evil hag,” Grams said. “And neither are you.”
 
   Zephora took in an even breath. “Lorraine has joined us.” Her eyes went side-to-side, up and down. “I sense your presence. You only have that ability because you extracted the essence of that gift from me. You are not welcome here!”
 
   Everyone but Celestina and I stared at Zephora as if she’d lost her mind. 
 
   That diverted my attention. It also had the added effect of drying the moisture in my eyes, allowing me to see clearly again. 
 
   “That sword is your birthright,” Grams said. “It’s an extension of your soul. It will give you strength when you feel weak. Decisiveness when you’re uncertain. It will ensure that you follow your heart. Always.”
 
   Without looking at the sword, I recognized that Grams spoke the truth. In fact, I recalled the strength that entered my body when using this weapon while sparring with Master Nakamura. We’d practiced for an entire year, mixing martial arts and sword-work. While I hadn’t given any thought to the sword at that time, muscle memory now allowed me to pick up right where I left off. I stared at Zephora, more certain now than ever that I couldn’t plunge a sword into her body. 
 
   “And when I leave this plane,” Grams said, “I grant The Book of Souls to your protection.”
 
   But she still hadn’t given it to me. I merely protected it from falling into the wrong hands.
 
   Grams said, “Each woman in our line who possesses The Book of Souls decides whom to bequeath it to. Without fail for hundreds of years, it has passed from mother to daughter. Until now. I’ve always regarded you as the daughter I always wanted but never had. Only you have the moral compass to safeguard it…until you pass it along to the individual you deem fit to maintain its secrets.”
 
   “Have you no desire to embrace your heritage?” asked Zephora with a relaxed smile, still unaware that Grams’s apparition glowed a few feet away from her. Zephora balled her hands together so tightly they trembled from the strain. “To invoke the power of your ancestry?”
 
   “I believe in you,” Grams said to me, pride in her voice. “I trust you’ll do the right thing.”
 
   I chose that moment to catch a glimpse of Grams. Light permeated from her heart and extended outward. A gentle, loving smile touched her lips. That image, so often bestowed upon me, gave me tremendous peace of mind. I took great comfort in knowing that she had plenty of confidence in me.
 
   Then I realized why the light around Grams shined so brightly, why she looked so happy and graceful. Grams had moved on from this plane. Zephora’s eyes narrowed. She gnashed her teeth. Her body began shaking, as though her frame couldn’t control the power locked deep inside her. Then in one quick motion, she removed both hands from her hips and spread them to either side of her.
 
   This turn of events startled me and, without realizing it, I’d backed up a few inches. Zephora had taken full control of Grams’s body. If I didn’t act immediately, she would probably make good on her threat to skin me alive.
 
   “Then you shall suffer!” A wave of heat emanated from her body. Balls of electricity oscillated in her palms, giving off sparks. With a gruesome smile, she raised her hands, prepared to throw those bolts at me.
 
   Without a second thought, I lowered my sword and rushed her, plunging my sword so deep into her heart that the tip punctured her chest and came out her back. 
 
   Zephora let out a shocked gasp. The pulsating magnetism in her hands flickered out, leaving her hands blackened, the hideous scent of burnt flesh drifting into the air in gray puffs of smoke. 
 
   I drew back my sword, which oddly enough didn’t have a drop of blood on it. I inspected Delphine, who still clutched onto Kendall and Brandon, and Alexis, looking for any sign that they would mount an attack. But they looked so horrified that they didn’t even blink. 
 
   Darius stepped beside me. “From this moment forth, I side with Serena.” He looked at Alexis. “Do not attempt to harm her. Any attempt on her life will be met with severe punishment.”
 
   “Yeah?” Alexis revealed a knowing smile. “You can’t hurt the witches in our line. So, good luck with that. An impotent vampire: how pathetic!
 
    I looked at Celestina, hoping that she hadn’t seen the sight unfold before her, and then I realized she didn’t need to see it. She’d probably already seen it in her mind…at some point in the past. That explained why she once more looked at the ground. 
 
   A beaming grin lit Delphine’s face. She released Kendall, who shuddered from the cold. Then Delphine removed her hand from Brandon’s shoulder. He swiped the perspiration from his brow and gasped for cooler air, as though he’d spent the last hour inside a sauna.
 
   Delphine looked relaxed and carefree. “I’d like to thank you, Serena. I couldn’t have planned it any better. And I’ve got to say; I’m impressed. I didn’t think you had it in you to go that far.” She paused for a moment. “Thank you for releasing Zephora.”
 
   I didn’t like the ominous tone behind that statement. “I didn’t kill Grams. The Alzheimer’s did her in. And even then, Zephora locked Grams out of her body. Grams couldn’t return to it, and she wouldn’t have wanted to anyway.” 
 
   “Keep telling yourself that…if it’ll help you sleep at night.”
 
   That lit a fuse of fury inside me, setting aside the loss that I’d just suffered. “I knew her. You didn’t!”
 
   “But I’m her daughter. And I’ve known her twice as long as you have. So yes, I’d say I know her a lot better than you.”
 
   “This from the daughter she never wanted,” I said.
 
   “Well, at least we have something in common.” Delphine’s smile brightened. “But I think you misunderstood me. I’m not blaming you for killing my mother. I’m talking about the events you’ve just set in motion. The consequences of what you’ve done will echo through your every thought and every action for the rest of your life. You’re going to look back at this moment and regret that decision.”
 
   Delphine went over and placed a hand on Alexis’s shoulder, spinning her around toward the exit. Realizing that Celestina hadn’t followed them, she turned around. “Celestina, come!”
 
   My mouth dropped at the command, as though my niece was nothing more than a puppy. I locked eyes with my niece, only to find Celestina imparting an empathetic expression. Based on that look, Delphine hadn’t lied: it seemed I would soon have a lot to atone for.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I looked down at the gleaming sword in my hand. A residual hum of power extended to my every nerve ending, every muscle. It exceeded the sensations of a runner’s high. 
 
   I liked it. A lot. Maybe too much. He’d demanded that I use this sword while sparring with him. We’d practiced for an entire year, mixing martial arts and sword-work. While I hadn’t given any thought to the sword I now held in years, muscle memory allowed me to pick up right where I left off.
 
   That’s when my gaze fell upon Grams’s body. I expected plenty of blood, but only a three-inch wide slit the width of an envelope slicked her blouse. I had a difficult time swallowing past the ball of anxiety in my throat. I scanned the premises for Grams’s spirit, but she’d left. It seemed she’d fulfilled her duty; getting me to remove Zephora from her body. 
 
   I turned to Darius. “What happened to Zephora? Did she die?”
 
   “Highly unlikely. She left your grandmother’s body, but her spirit lives on.”
 
   “What do you mean…elsewhere?’”
 
   “Hell. I can’t imagine that God will welcome her into His kingdom.”
 
   I could have asked a number of follow-up questions, but seeing my grandmother’s body lying there and knowing I was to blame for ending her corporeal existence, I was saddened to the point of nausea. 
 
   The sword fell from my hands and clinked to the ground. The swell of energy in my veins immediately deserted my body, and I felt the full impact of what I’d done. A cloak of gloom descended upon me, so much in fact that my knees gave way, and I fell to the ground at Grams’s feet. Tears filled my eyes as I scrambled beside Grams and looked at her closed eyes. Memories and regrets whipped through my mind, and no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t rid them and gain clarity. 
 
   “She doesn’t blame you.” Kendall knelt beside me and wrapped an arm around my shoulder. “She understands.”
 
   But Kendall didn’t understand. She might have loved Grams, but she hadn’t been raised by her. As one of four siblings, Kendall would never know what it felt like to be an only child and on the receiving end all of the attention (good and bad) that went along with it. I didn’t have to compete with anyone for affection. Grams had placed all of the emphasis on me. I’d grown accustomed to that type of lifestyle, where everything I said and did was magnified. Grams made me feel special. 
 
   Darius stepped into view. “Delphine wasn’t wrong. There will be consequences. You will be challenged.”
 
   We barely knew each other, so what persuaded him to devote his life to saving mine? Regardless, knowing that he felt that way gave me strength, simply because I inferred that he would have died for Grams. 
 
   Once more, I prepared to set my gaze on Grams…only to find a pile of dust where she had lain just moments ago. “Wait,” I said, startled. “Where did she go? She was right here.”
 
   Darius nodded. “Zephora created a spell whereby, upon death, every supernatural entity with unhindered powers would leave dust in its wake.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “To throw off suspicion of those that might otherwise call attention to paranormal creatures.”
 
   Fury took hold of me. “But I didn’t get to say goodbye.”
 
   A slight smirk appeared. “You’ll be able to say goodbye. Once Lorraine slips beyond the veil, witches and demons are the only supernatural beings that can still communicate with the living.”
 
   “So vampires, werewolves, and all that… they just vanish? Why don’t demons turn to dust?” Then I recalled that Lucifer created demons, so they weren’t bound by The Rule of Three.
 
   Darius inferred that I’d answered my own question. “Demons often inhabit those without any abilities. It’s easier to wrestle control from those without supernatural powers.”
 
   “But Zephora entered Grams’s body. And she’s not a demon. So how did that happen?”
 
   Darius shook his head, appearing troubled by his uncertainty. “I don’t know. Only Zephora knows.”
 
   “How well do you know Delphine?”
 
   “Not well. But from what I’ve seen, I agree with your grandmother: Delphine isn’t trustworthy. She’s too selfish, too self-serving. She cares for her family but amassing power comes first.”
 
   “Why did you say there will be challenges ahead?”
 
   “Only after you struck down your grandmother did I realize what comes next.”
 
   That didn’t sound good. I steadied myself for what he had to say.
 
   “You have to understand: it would have happened even if you hadn’t… ” His eyes went to the spot Grams’s body had inhabited only moments ago. “Maybe not now, but whenever she would have passed away, it would have taken place. No one could have stopped it. You shouldn’t blame yourself.”
 
   “It? What do you mean?”
 
   “You know Zephora created a succession plan consisting of three generations of firstborn daughters. When the first daughter of each successive generation links with those before her, the family line maintains balance to ensure that no single witch obtains too much power. More than that, they create a powerful line of defense against others from entering our world.”
 
   “Okay, let’s assume I’m a first grader in witch-ology. What others?”
 
   “Other creatures.” His gaze veered to Brandon. “Others may soon rise because the balance of power has been upset.”
 
   “But you said three firstborn witches needed to be in place. We have that: Delphine, Alexis, and Celestina.”
 
   “Indeed. The strength of your line depends on how well a firstborn witch is versed in witchcraft. Or to put it another way, it depends on your level of power. If the line isn’t strong enough to prevent the barrier from splitting, you’ll all pay the price. But I’m certain Delphine indoctrinated Celestina into your line’s history and practices, so I don’t worry about a fissure.”
 
   “You said something about a barrier.”
 
   “The firstborn witch in your line is usually taught at a very young age how to access and control her powers. That way, once the transition takes place, balance is maintained. The elders in your line needed to spend time and patience to make sure their young ones harnessed the power granted to them. If they didn’t, their children would suffer the consequences.”
 
   That last comment reminded me of Delphine’s statement. “What consequences?”
 
   The consequences of Zephora’s failure. She proved to be a wise teacher, but her daughter became so fearful that others in her line would become as power-hungry as Zephora that she failed to teach her own daughter all of the knowledge that had been handed down to her. It created a power vacuum, one that made it difficult for all succeeding witches to control their powers.
 
   “Zephora’s granddaughter didn’t place her utmost attention on learning her craft. She sought the easy way out: black magic, which Zephora dabbled in so her line would maintain its power and control. Eventually both Zephora and her granddaughter had fallen prey to black magic.”
 
   “And then?” asked Brandon, stepping beside me. He looked more composed now that his body more or less had returned to its natural state. He looked at me with an irritated expression. “Hey, it seems I’m in this now, so I want to know what comes next.”
 
   Kendall appeared at his side, but she folded her arms inward, still battling the chill that hadn’t yet left her bones. She opened her mouth, but a second later, her teeth chattered, preventing her from saying a word.
 
   Upon learning the history of my heritage, I had all but forgotten that Brandon and Kendall stood behind me. Their presence and eagerness to learn more filled me with gratitude that my friends hadn’t abandoned me.
 
   “I regarded it as the first wave,” said Darius. “Zephora’s granddaughter didn’t want to learn the fundamentals of witchcraft. She side-stepped the basics in order to discover her abilities and all that came with it.”
 
   I didn’t know how that worked. “Is there a Cliff’s Notes version you can give me?”
 
   He furrowed his brow. “I’m unfamiliar with a man named Cliff.” His expression grew darker, more intense. “Is he a sorcerer? A warlock?”
 
   “Neither.” Kendall laughed, still trembling. “She was just joking. Keep going.”
 
   Brandon went over to her, pulled an arm around her shoulder and slid a hand up and down her arm, attempting to warm her. 
 
   Kendall curled toward him, melting in his embrace.
 
   “Because she didn’t learn the basics,” Darius said, “she took shortcuts. Lorraine and I suspect that Zephora somehow managed to manipulate her. It didn’t end well.”
 
   “What happened?” I asked.
 
   “Zephora’s granddaughter distorted the human form. She created many life-forms that most humans regard as folklore.”
 
   “Like Bigfoot?” Brandon asked. “Is he real? And don’t say he’s Chewbacca from Star Wars.”
 
   Darius examined him for a long moment. “You are a strange man.”
 
   A smile broke across Brandon’s face. “Thanks.”
 
   Darius looked at me. “As I’ve said, unless a complete power structure is in control, the powers your line has created in the past will come to pass. It must have cracked open already due to Lorraine’s illness. Otherwise, that demon wouldn’t have been able to cross into this dimension.”
 
   “Are we talking zombies or something?” Kendall asked.
 
   “No,” he said, looking at her with a curious look. “This situation has occurred three times in the past: during the American Revolution, during the Civil War, and during the Great Depression. After restoring order at the conclusion of those eras, those with supernatural abilities ceased to retain those qualities.”
 
   I tried to grasp the weight of the situation, but I didn’t quite understand how it would shake out. “So after my line regained control, vampires lost their supernatural powers: they weren’t strong or fast and didn’t crave blood?”
 
   “Precisely. But they continued to walk the earth unless they were killed. Otherwise, they would wander the Earth as humans. When the line breaks, those who were vampires will once again become vampires.”
 
   “Right now, you walk around in the sunlight?” Brandon said.
 
   “Correct. And if the line breaks, I’ll be unable to walk by daylight.”
 
   “All because of a curse?”
 
   “Not just any curse…a blood curse. Once cursed blood enters the blood stream, it attacks the chemical structure of a person’s original life source. The cursed blood kills every last drop of human blood inside that individual, and the human body can’t process the power of the cursed blood, resulting in death.”
 
   “Wait,” Kendall said. “Are you saying—”
 
   “It’s similar to an electrical short circuit,” Darius said. “There is too much energy going into one outlet to process, so it blows a fuse, or in this case, the victim dies. However, the Blood Curse specifies that vampires can only die by a wooden stake to the heart, decapitation, or by incineration via direct sunlight. In effect, the Blood Curse both kills and revives. The entire process lasts perhaps five minutes, if not sooner, so most bodily functions are unaffected by the trauma any given victim experienced. Thereafter, the heart continues to beat.”
 
   “You keep saying victim,” I said. “Do you consider yourself a victim?”
 
   “Most definitely. It’s called a Blood Curse for a reason. I did not choose this fate. It was forced it upon me.”
 
   “Why?” I asked. “What did you do?”
 
   “Wait, wait, wait,” Brandon said. “So you’re saying that vampires have beating hearts, and they’re not really dead?”
 
   “Yes. Since those afflicted with cursed blood die, many often assume that they’re…undead. But nothing could be further from the truth. Once an infected person’s heart stops beating, they die. But they were revived. It is no different from a human who suffers a heart attack and dies, only to be resuscitated.”
 
   “Then why call a human…a human?” I asked. 
 
   Kendall analyzed Darius. “You don’t look evil. You’re not hiding a pentagram necklace around your neck, are you?”
 
   Brandon pulled a black pentagram necklace out from under his own t-shirt. “You mean like this one?” He turned an eye on Darius and smiled. “Don’t worry, dude: I won’t hurt you.”
 
   Darius almost cracked a smile at that.
 
   If I hadn’t been studying Darius’s expression, I wouldn’t have noticed him wince ever so subtly, as though he detested Brandon’s comment. When he turned his gaze onto mine, I tried to interpret what he felt, but I failed to do so. Still, neither he nor I looked away until Kendall’s voice broke the silence.
 
   “If those outbreaks occurred three times during the last few hundred years, how come no one knows about vampires or werewolves today?”
 
   “Because it was my duty to end their existence before that came to pass.” He looked neither pleased nor disappointed in the role he’d played. 
 
   “So you went around the country killing supernatural creatures? Not once or twice but three times in your life?”
 
   “Yes. Month after month, year after year, until they were all dead. ”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because they don’t belong on Earth.”
 
   “But what about you?” I asked. “You’re a vampire. Are you saying you don’t belong on Earth?”
 
   Without hesitation, he said, “Of course. I should have died long ago.”
 
   “Then where do you belong?”
 
   A pained expression made it obvious that he’d done things that still haunted him. “That depends on whether God or Lucifer will call upon me.”
 
   “Call you?” Brandon asked. “You’re saying, Satan has a telephone?”
 
   “Yeah,” Kendall responded. “Check your front pocket. It’s the only large object in that area.” When Brandon burst out laughing, she permitted a slight grin before looking at Darius with a serious expression. “At some point, someone must have seen a werewolf tearing up a human body. Someone must have found a couple puncture holes in a person’s neck.”
 
   “You forget: news traveled much slower back then. Also, I have the ability to compel people to forget certain things.” 
 
   I shook my head. “So you must know when someone’s a…creature?”
 
   Darius’s gaze skimmed from me to Brandon and back to me. “In most cases: yes.”
 
   “So why not kill them when they’re in human form?”
 
   “It’s not as simple as that.”
 
   “They were created by magic. You were recreated by magic. And you even admitted that you don’t belong here. So why is it ‘not as simple as that’?”
 
   “Every individual has free will. Each person or creature has a right to determine which direction to choose.”
 
   “Gimme a break,” said Brandon. “Freud would have a field day with this one.”
 
   “You also knew Sigmund?” Darius released a laugh without the least bit of humor. “Doubtful!”
 
   “Huh?” Brandon asked, confused. “I’m just saying, you’re either evil or you’re not. There’s no in between.”
 
   This time, Darius chuckled with more than a bit of agitation in his voice. “This from a man whose only career aspiration is to pound two sticks on a set of drums?”
 
   “Okay,” I said, interrupting to move the conversation forward. “Some creatures aren’t bad. Like you, for instance.” Seeing a disturbed expression on his face, I said, “I didn’t mean it like that. I meant—”
 
   “I was human once, but I’m not a monster. I’m just different. And as I’ve stated, I was turned against my will. Yet, since then, I’ve protected every generation of your family for over three hundred years.” He paused for a long moment, a hard stare glinting in his eyes. “For those reasons, I demand more respect.”
 
   I hadn’t expected such a cold outburst. “You’re right.” His determined expression frightened me. He looked inhuman, unpredictable. “I apologize.”
 
   He stared me down for a while before accepting my apology with a nod of his head.
 
   “Now that we’ve got that straight,” I said, doing my best not to let on that he’d unhinged me, “how do we go about preventing these creatures from walking the earth?”
 
   “Ensure that there are three properly trained firstborn witches in your line until the end of time…or until one of them can end the spell Zephora created.”
 
   “Then we’ll do that,” I said. “We’ll break the spell that ends our line.”
 
   Darius sneered. “If it was that easy, don’t you think one of your ancestors would have achieved that by now? You must understand: no witch in your family has come close to obtaining the power Zephora once controlled…or still controls. After all, she took over Lorraine’s body. No other witch has been able to wield that kind of power.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   He looked mystified by that question. “I don’t know.”
 
   A streak of fright whipped through me. “But there has to be a way to prevent it.”
 
   “Celestina is special,” Darius said. “I feel her power. She has as much power as her mother and grandmother combined. That has never happened before. I can only imagine it must be a consequence of having been born of a mother who is a twin.”
 
   Darius stared at me with an aggravated expression for what felt like forever. “If anyone can stop Zephora, it would be Celestina. If not, creatures will be able to leave the city.”
 
   That last bit intrigued me. “Why Chicago? Why not the rest of the world?”
 
   “Zephora specified that any individual with supernatural powers must remain in the same town as those in your line.”
 
   “So these monsters can’t go to New York or London or Shanghai. They have to stay in Chicago?”
 
   “I take exception to the term ‘monster’, but yes, that’s correct.”
 
   “But what purpose does that serve?”
 
   “To ensure that your line maintains control over them, and that is exactly what Zephora seems intent on disrupting, so she can command supernatural creatures across the globe.
 
   “You’re kidding,” I said, only half-believing Darius. “That’s preposterous.”
 
   “It is. But not to Zephora, who must have contacted your mother about entering your grandmother’s body in hopes of putting her plan in effect. But now that she’s gone—”
 
   “My mother wants to finish her work.”
 
   “Not just that, but your mother wants what Zephora wanted: for supernatural beings to be as commonplace as humans. She wants them to do her bidding, to be her private army, to help her rule the world.”
 
   “My mother wants all that?” I didn’t know Delphine, so I couldn’t sum up her character or her ambition. Furthermore, I had a difficult time believing anyone who Grams had nurtured would become so power-hungry.
 
   “Set aside your doubt. Lorraine knew exactly what your mother sought. That’s why she lost all faith in her.”
 
   I couldn’t deny the logic in that argument. It all seemed too hypothetical, too illogical. “How do I stop her?”
 
   “I don’t know. You’re part of their line. Your kind has always restored balance in one way or another over the past few hundred years. I suggest you consult your ancestors.”
 
   “But they’re dead.”
 
   “In bodily form? Yes. In spirit? No. As I said, when they pass to the other side, one-third of their energy remains behind, allowing them to guide those in their line who arrived after them. You just have to learn how to contact them.”
 
   “So you’re saying I can communicate with ghosts? Like I did with Grams a little while ago?”
 
   “Yesterday? Yes.”
 
   “No, five minutes ago. Right here. In the shop.” Seeing incomprehension on his face, I said, “You didn’t see her? How is that possible? You saw her last night.”
 
   He gave that some thought. “When one passes to the other side, that person has the power and authority to determine who she shows herself to. That explains why your grandmother bypassed me in order to speak with you.” He glanced off to the side, unable to hide his disappointment. “It seems one hundred years of service doesn’t entitle me to her circle of trust.” He didn’t budge a muscle, didn’t look the least bit perturbed by this fact. Sort of as though he’d expected such treatment.
 
   Nevertheless, I had no trouble picking up the discontent from the inflection of his tone. “I’m sure she had a very good reason to appear to me.”
 
   Darius didn’t look convinced.
 
   “Maybe she already has the utmost faith in you. After all, she knows I need your help in learning about my heritage.”
 
   “That makes sense.”
 
   “So you’ll help me stop them?”
 
   He nodded. “We must begin as soon as possible.”
 
   “The only problem is…I’m new to all this. How do we begin? How do we stop a woman bent on world domination?”
 
   “Your mother wants The Book of Souls.” A smirk lined his face. “I say we give it to them.”
 
   Behind him, the mysterious chamber that I’d walked into yesterday shimmered brighter than before. This time, I saw what stood in the middle of the room. Inside the glass case stood a tall wooden podium. A reddish glow emanated from within.
 
   When I looked at Darius, I suspected that he had only guessed that The Book of Souls was somewhere in the building. It meant that even Grams, who’d trusted Darius with most everything, hadn’t entrusted him with the location of the grimoire. It brought up numerous questions, but the most pressing was: if she’d trusted him for a century, why hadn’t she trusted him with the location of The Book of Souls? 
 
   It made me wonder whether I could trust Darius.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER TWELVE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Although I wanted to rush into the secret chamber and start inspecting the glowing item inside the glass case, I didn’t want to give away knowledge of its presence. I had to trust Grams’s judgment in not sharing it with anyone.  
 
   I stared at Darius. “We can’t give them something we don’t have.”
 
   “Did Lorraine release the grimoire to your protection?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “But she didn’t tell you where to find it?” He looked skeptical. “Then why relinquish it to you?” He studied my face, eager to extrapolate any details I hadn’t unveiled.
 
   “I don’t know.” His solemn expression sent a sliver of creepiness up my spine. He looked like a drug addict dealing with the early stages of withdrawal. Unnerved, I redirected the conversation. “If we’re going to deal with my family, I need to know what special powers they have.”
 
   His anxiety departed quickly, perhaps too quickly, as though attempting to hide his impatience. “Delphine has the ability to alter the structure of molecules around her.” He looked to Brandon and Kendall. “That explains how she made you burn and freeze externally.”
 
   Brandon looked appalled. “You mean, she could have frozen us internally as well?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “How far can she manipulate molecules around her?” Kendall asked.
 
   “Sixteen feet or so. You see, every witch, depending on her gifts, can control her powers within a circumference of three times her height.”
 
   “Zephora,” I said, “was obsessed with the number three.”
 
   “Wait a second,” I said to Darius. “If this whole three-times-your-height-circumference-thing is true, how could Zephora keep supernatural creatures within Chicago?”
 
   “I don’t know. She limited all future witches with this power, but she was not bound by that same spell. She’d want to ensure that no witch had more magical influence than her.” 
 
   Then how could anyone defeat Zephora? That’s when I realized that either Grams, or her ancestors, had done it three times in the past. But how?
 
   “Other than Delphine’s ability to commune with the dead,” Darius said, “she’s resistant to illness or fatigue. Your sister can invoke ice, sleet, hail, and frigid temperatures. Besides her telepathic ability, she can move objects with her mind. Celestina obviously portends future events and can reincarnate the dead, but she can also mimic any person’s form simply by touching them.”
 
   “She’s a shapeshifter?” I asked. “Is there a way for me to identify her if she’s someone other than herself?”
 
   “Only birthmarks, freckles, scars and the like identify any given shapeshifter.”
 
   “So if she had a birth mark on her face, it would remain in place no matter whose form she replicated?”
 
   “Precisely.”
 
   That explanation blew me away. But knowing that Celestina could impersonate others comforted me. In the instance, if her mother or grandmother mistreated her, my niece could shapeshift to avoid punishment, since she didn’t have any distinguishing marks on her face, and they wouldn’t know it. But all told, I didn’t want to contemplate battling my mother and sister. I could use martial arts in close proximity to Alexis, but what good would that do…if she could toss a semi-truck at me with a mere thought? 
 
   “If you haven’t spent any time with them,” I said, “how do you know all this?”
 
   “Your grandmother. In the past day, while Zephora had locked her out of her body, Lorraine communicated with Celestina, who imparted that knowledge. I sense you’ve discovered your second ability.”
 
   “She can create fire,” Kendall said, “and throw it at hot guys.”
 
   “You have pyrokinetic abilities?” he asked. “As a twin, both you and your sister split your mother’s ability to distort molecules.”
 
   “Is that abnormal?” I asked.
 
   “Ordinarily, each witch is born with one gift that is similar to her mother’s abilities. For instance, Alexis’s telepathic ability passed to her daughter in the form of second sight. The same would hold true if you had a daughter, although the strength of her abilities would match yours. From what I’ve learned and understood about your family history, a witch doesn’t need to concentrate in order to allow her abilities to take hold. She does, however, need to learn how to control such proclivities. For example, to call upon fire, you’d just need to think about it in the palm of your hand, and it will appear.”
 
   “That’s the most absurd thing I’ve ever heard.”
 
   “It’s more preposterous than my being vampiric?”
 
   He had me there. 
 
   Brandon yawned. “That would be the most kick-ass thing on stage. Can you image? You start throwing fireballs around? The crowd would go nuts. Damn, I’m exhausted. What time is it?” He glanced at his watch. “Holy shit, it’s four in the morning!”
 
   Kendall said, “Serena, you can crash at our apartment tonight. I don’t want you going back home…in case your mother or sister come looking for you.”
 
   “Okay, thanks,” I said through a yawn of my own. “What if it happens on accident again…or if I’m spacing out and I just light someone on fire?”
 
   “Does that happen often?” Darius asked. “The desire to burn someone alive?”
 
   “No,” I said, practically laughing.
 
   “Then it won’t occur.”
 
   Brandon clapped, drawing our attention. “What kind of crowd do we draw at bars? Twenty-people max? It’s depressing! This will give us a following.”
 
   Kendall said, “That’s because we didn’t have a guitarist. We’ve been incredibly lucky to have people show up at any of our gigs. We needed a power instrument. We’re a metal band without a guitarist. It’s unheard of. It’s ludicrous. It’s—”
 
   “A failure,” I said. “My throwing fireballs around on stage might get people to see us, but it’s fake because we wouldn’t have earned their attention. My magic is a birthright. When it comes to our music, it’s all of us working together as a band. We all play a part. I won’t pretend otherwise.”
 
   “And that’s why we’ll succeed,” said Brandon. “You started this band, and we know you’ll make it happen.” He looked to Kendall, and she nodded in agreement.
 
   As our bandleader, I appreciated that they believed in me so strongly. It gave me a level of confidence that helped me to push past constantly thinking about losing Grams. Over the past six months, I’d prepared myself mentally and emotionally for such a loss, but knowing I’d never see her again hurt more than I wanted to think about. So I did everything I could not to think about her, which was difficult because that’s all I wanted to think about.
 
   So I redirected my thoughts to more pressing matters. “If my family gets the grimoire,” I said to Darius, “what can they do with it?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   Irritation marked Kendall’s face. “How is that possible? You worked with Grams for one hundred years. And during that entire time, she didn’t tell you anything about it?”
 
   “No. I’ve never seen The Book of Souls. But even if I had, it would change nothing: only a witch who possesses it can read it.”
 
   This time, I had no problem cutting to the issue at hand. “Why didn’t she trust you?”
 
   Darius met my gaze, but he remained silent.
 
   No matter how long I examined his features, I couldn’t detect even the least bit of emotion within him. I suspected that he refused to answer my question out of shame. It left me more than a bit uneasy. “So you’ve sworn to protect me, but…I can’t trust you. Do you see a conflict of interest there?”
 
   “Indeed.” But he didn’t expound upon that one word.
 
   I did my best to control my anger. “So if my mother or sister gets the grimoire, how am I supposed to get it back? They’re unstoppable!”
 
   “I disagree. What do you know about your sister?”
 
   “She’s arrogant,” said Brandon. “And she thinks she’s totally hot.” He gave that comment some thought. “Well, she is. My God, did you see those—”
 
   “A blind man could have seen them,” said Kendall, disgusted. “You act like breasts are the rarest things on Earth. Newsflash: half the population has them. They’re not rare.”
 
    “But they are rare…to a connoisseur.” Brandon shook his head, obviously regarding her comments as ludicrous. “Believe me, there’s a difference. And those…were special.”
 
   “Sometimes you’re like a fourteen-year-old boy. She’s a witch. Did you ever think that maybe she’s done some kind of spell? That maybe they’re magic boobs?”
 
   “Who cares? It’s the male version of the saying: ‘every woman wants a man who is young, hung, and oh so fun.’”
 
   “That’s not a saying. You just made it up.”
 
   “So what? Is it any less true?”
 
   I appreciated the break in dealing with more serious issues, but we had to stay on topic. “Focus, guys.”
 
   Kendall looked frustrated. “It’s hard to think about anything other than you losing Grams, that your mother might want to kill you, and Brandon’s infatuated with a psycho.”
 
   Amused, Brandon shook his head. “Psycho is a bit judgmental, don’t you think? I prefer the term ‘misunderstood.’”
 
   “Will you feel the same way when she turns you into a block of ice?”
 
   I turned to Darius. “You mentioned the strength of my line. How can I tell if it cracks?
 
   “Strange news stories will appear in the papers, on the nightly news, and on the Internet: bodies drained of blood or clawed to shreds and mauled. Humans killing each other without reason.”
 
    In other words, no one would at first notice that vampires, werewolves, or demons walked the Earth until the same crimes kept repeating themselves all over Chicago. “Do you think Delphine would set up Celestina to fail?”
 
   “No. She would need her granddaughter’s strength to ensure that she maintained control over other supernatural creatures.”
 
   Since my mother seemed intent to lead these creatures, I needed to stop her before they fell under her power. But I wasn’t nearly as powerful or as accomplished as my family members. I had no experience with spells and enchantments, and now I faced an impossible task.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   After a good night of sleep, I left Kendall and Brandon’s apartment in the middle of the afternoon the next day, before either of them had woken up (they had separate bedrooms), and visited Verizon to get a new cell phone. All throughout the process of signing up for a new plan, I thought about the consequences of losing Grams, but pain hit my heart with such undiluted sorrow that I pushed those feelings to the back of my mind. If I intended to prevent Delphine and Alexis from bringing about the end of life, as we knew it, I’d need my heart and mind at full strength. Besides, I might be able to communicate with Grams at some point in the future. Therefore, I didn’t have the time or inclination to grieve for my loss. 
 
   Although Delphine and Alexis might attempt to stop by The Antique Boutique to hunt for The Book of Souls, I finally admitted to myself that they scared me. I didn’t trust their unpredictable nature, and I had no way to determine if Delphine wouldn’t attempt to kill me at first sight. For those reasons, I spent the afternoon and a good portion of the evening running errands: getting my car a tune up, shopping for clothes, picking up numerous cleaning products to disinfect every spot in The Antique Boutique. 
 
   As night fell, I stopped into Subway and ordered a turkey sandwich for dinner. It was only when I saw my image in the circular security mirror above the service desk that I realized how fragile, indecisive, and lonely I looked. Either I was really missing Grams, or I was ashamed of myself for avoiding my new life. In all honesty, they both played a part. So while I ate my turkey sandwich, which tasted as bland as the water I washed it down with, I reflected on the helpless thoughts that buzzed through my mind: how could I defeat Delphine and Alexis? How could I prevent Celestina from fulfilling their warped intentions? How could I avoid drawing Kendall and Brandon into my family drama?
 
   When I finished my sandwich, I didn’t have any answers to these questions. But if Grams saw me at this moment, she would utter the following remark, as she had done countless times before: Change your mind, change your life!  
 
   That phrase, along with numerous other words of wisdom Grams had imparted throughout the years, calmed and comforted me. They also made me feel closer to her. She may have passed away, but her guidance and insight would always stay at the forefront of my mind. 
 
   Moisture filled my eyes, and try though I might, this time I couldn’t blink away the tears. I stared at my blurry appearance in the mirror as tears slipped down my cheeks. It became difficult to breathe, difficult to think of anything but losing Grams. 
 
   But it also became easier to see myself: finally freeing those tears, rather than locking them deep inside, released some of the anger I’d felt toward Grams. I couldn’t blame her for keeping secrets from me: she wanted to protect me from the power struggles and paranoia that seemed to grip the rest of my family. And did any of them have a normal childhood? I’d wager otherwise.
 
   At that moment, I realized the main reason why Grams hadn’t told me about my heritage: I might never have as much magical power as my family, but I would always be stronger mentally, emotionally, physically, and spiritually. That had to count for something! 
 
   Given that knowledge, I was frustrated that I’d let insecurity claw its way into my psyche. I’d never lived life worried and afraid. I’d always navigated life with a clear mind just as my martial arts training had taught me. And even if I didn’t yet have a strategy to deal with the obstacles facing me, I wouldn’t cower in the corner and allow fear to mow me down. So when I finished my sandwich, I jumped up from the table, strode out of the shop, and headed over to The Antique Boutique, determined to face whatever life threw at me. 
 
   A short time later, I stepped inside my new shop and was relieved to find it empty. I considered entering the secret chamber, but I knew that whatever I found would play havoc on my emotions, and I needed a rational demeanor to deal with non-magical responsibilities. I turned around and set my gaze on the cash register and the computer next to it. If Grams had indeed granted me her home and business, I’d need to handle all the bills associated with those properties. 
 
   After further investigation throughout the afternoon, I discovered that Grams had paid off her home mortgage and owned the land upon which the shop stood. With regard to home utilities, she had set up automatic payments, but I couldn’t find any utility bills for the shop. The same went for a lease, renter’s insurance, or any other documentation that indicated Grams operated the shop. When I found a document on her computer that listed her usernames and passwords, I found her banking account information. I logged in and, when I caught sight of her account balance, I did a double take to ensure that I hadn’t exaggerated the staggering amount listed: $1.2 million dollars.
 
   As I sat behind the counter, staring at that figure, the landline rang, startling me. I picked up the phone. “Hello?”
 
   “I’d like to speak with Serena Sykes, please.”
 
   “Speaking.”
 
   “Hi, Serena, my name is Michael St. Claire. I’m calling from First American Bank. I’m in charge of your grandmother’s estate. She specified that I contact you upon her passing.”
 
   I didn’t say a word. How had this man discovered that Grams had passed? Only a handful of people knew about her death. “I’m not sure what you mean, Mr. St. Claire.”
 
   “Oh, right. Your grandmother told me that you’d be a little…distrustful of my rather immediate contact, given her circumstances. But let me assure you, she had prepared for this moment…over three years ago.”
 
   “But how did you know she…passed away?”
 
   The other side of the phone remained silent for over five seconds. 
 
   “Hello?” I asked, eager to hear St. Claire explain himself. “Are you still there?”
 
   “Yes, Ms. Sykes. It may sound strange, but a month ago, your grandmother visited our branch and told me that she’d soon be passing away. She followed that up by giving me all of the credentials needed to pass the assets of her estate along to you. She was very prepared, to say the least.”
 
   “But how did you know she passed?”
 
   He stayed quiet for a few seconds. “She told me that she’d contact me in…an unexpected way, a method that I’d originally find circumspect, but which I couldn’t otherwise explain.”
 
   “Her spirit appeared to you,” I said. 
 
   “Well, yes,” he said in a lighter tone, giving the impression that he spoke confidentially. “You see, this type of arrangement is far from ordinary. In fact, I…sort of…well, your grandmother…how can I say this? I don’t feel comfortable going any further without some verification as to your identity. This was far from an ordinary business transaction, but she convinced me to follow through with her wishes by promising me special accommodations.”
 
   Which meant Granny had paid off St. Claire to overlook regular probate practices in order to convince him to follow her instructions.  
 
   “Your grandmother gave me some pertinent details about your life and recommended that I question you about the circumstances surrounding her death.”
 
   Over the next few minutes, I answered a handful of questions about my life as well as the time I’d spent with Grams. All of those memories were difficult to face, but I realized that you couldn’t gain strength from pushing those feelings aside. You only grew stronger by acknowledging them, confronting them, and moving on. So that’s what I intended to do. 
 
   After answering all of those questions, I said, “If you’d prefer, I can always visit you, Mr. St. Claire, to verify my identity.”
 
   “No,” he said a little too quickly. “No, you’ve answered as your grandmother said you would. I don’t want to spend any longer on this account than necessary.”
 
   Translation: he was probably spooked that Grams had visited him, followed by the fact that he’d certainly taken a bribe to speed up the proceedings in order to close out Grams’s account.
 
   St. Claire cleared his throat, probably to maintain some measure of self-respect. “I’m calling now…to confirm that the investment vehicles your grandmother had set in place have been liquidated. These funds have passed into a Wells Fargo account under your name.” I clicked refresh on the bank’s webpage, and the account now showed a zero balance. He then provided me with an account number as well as a username and password so I could access that account.
 
   “What about The Antique Boutique? What can you tell me about it?”
 
   “The…antique boutique? Is that a business your grandmother owned and operated? If so, I’m unfamiliar with it.”
 
   “I’m standing in it right now,” I said, confused by his unfamiliarity with Grams’s business. After all, if she had used First American Bank to finance her mortgage and trusted them with her investment accounts, why hadn’t she done the same with her small business?
 
   Regardless, I presumed that Grams didn’t want to torment St. Claire by continuing a business relationship with his bank after she had passed, so she’d chosen to transfer those funds to a different financial institution. After hanging up, I logged into the Wells Fargo account online and found that Grams had indeed left me $1.2 million dollars.
 
   A wave of euphoric dizziness overwhelmed me, making it difficult for me to catch my breath. I grasped onto the counter to remain stable and concentrated on my breathing, telling myself that although I wouldn’t need to find a job anytime soon, I’d still have to deal with Delphine and Alexis before attending to financial matters. That sobering thought relieved some of my vertigo. Nevertheless, one question remained: how had Grams acquired so much money? That amount would certainly allow me to live comfortably for quite some time. What had she invested in to earn so much money…when I’d never seen a single customer step into The Antique Boutique? 
 
   Unable to answer that question, I set my attention on an enigma I hoped to unravel: The Book of Souls. I made my way across the shop and stepped into the room, but this time, euphoric sensations didn’t sweep across my skin. It simply felt like I’d walked through a partition with just a hint of resistance. Earlier, I hadn’t seen the room because Grams had been in somewhat decent health. Only after Zephora had taken control of Grams’s body had I noticed that the room existed. But now, after Grams had passed on, I presumed that the spell that Grams had placed on this room to remain hidden to all but her, had faded. Either that, or now that I’d inherited the shop I was privy to everything inside it. Maybe that’s why I didn’t feel a tingling sensation upon entering the chamber; I was no longer a visitor but the proprietor.
 
   Everything looked as it had upon my first visit, although this time, a tall, wooden stand with a wide, flat surface appeared at the top, upon which lay a weathered brown box six inches wide and four inches deep. I stood in place, breathing heavily, unable to believe what stood before me: the holy grail of witchcraft. And Grams had given it to me: a person who knew nothing about her heritage, a “witch” who’d been too shocked to accept to embrace her ancestry and all that came with it. Although I didn’t want my mother or sister to look through its contents, I had to admit that they were more qualified to understand and put into practice the lessons inside that book. 
 
   On the other hand, perhaps that was the very reason Grams had entrusted me with its knowledge. She’d raised me with a similar sense of morality with which she lived. I felt ill-equipped to open the box to…wait a minute! A book couldn’t fit inside that little box. 
 
   Puzzled, I reached out, opened the box cover, and looked inside. 
 
   It was empty.
 
   I expected a sound or a scent to filter out of the box, but...nothing happened.
 
   She had promised that owner could ask “it” three questions and get three answers. Well, I already had three: Who had taken the grimoire? Where was it? And how do I get it back? Not that I’d get any answers, since I could only distribute the grimoire, not consult it.
 
   I glanced around the room, hoping to find a similar box. After all, while I’d visited my family in my astral state, Delphine had stated that she knew the book existed, although she hadn’t provided any evidence to back up her claim. I didn’t see a second box anywhere. Perhaps the grimoire would only reveal itself to the person who was destined to own it, not the one who protected it. Given those constraints, it made sense that I couldn’t see The Book of Souls.   
 
   A bell rang above the doorway, indicating that someone had entered the shop. Kendall stepped inside and looked around. “The light’s on but no one’s home?” She turned her back to me in order to walk behind the front counter. “I’m sure Brandon could relate,” she mumbled.
 
   I closed the box and chose that moment to exit the chamber, doing my best not to reveal my disappointment in not finding the grimoire. “Hey!”
 
   Kendall spun around and put a hand to her chest with fright. “Phew, you scared me.”
 
   “Yeah, sorry, I forgot to put on make-up today.”
 
   “I know you wanted some time alone, but I needed to tell you something.”
 
   “What?” I hoped it had nothing to do with Brandon hooking up with Alexis. “You look—”
 
   “Confused? Yeah, I am.” She stopped on the other end of the front counter. “The sword you had a while ago? It’s special.”
 
   The power that reverberated through my entire body told me that, but how had Kendall known?
 
   “Did you see the inscription on it?”
 
   “No.” I rushed behind the counter, where I’d laid the sword and picked it up. Once more, its undeniable sense of energy filled my veins, giving me the unmistakable sensation of undefeatable power. This time, however, I scanned the side of the sword and saw various letters that made no sense to me.”
 
   “It’s Norwegian,” Kendall said, shocked by whatever revelation she’d uncovered.
 
   She’d minored in linguistics, and I’d inquired a few times why she’d chosen to concentrate on languages that were either dead or rarely used. Each time, Kendall didn’t have an explanation other than, “It just feels right.” That answer always mystified me. It meant she’d spent time and energy on classes that, for the most part, didn’t have great value, given that few jobs demanded knowledge in other languages unless you worked in politics, the business world, or academia.
 
   “What does it say?” I asked.
 
   She shook her head. “Nothing really.”
 
   Kendall had a photographic memory. At first, I had her read questions and answers from cards in the game, Trivial Pursuit, then quizzed her afterwards, but she didn’t make one mistake. Then I decided to use a different tact. When the Hunger Games novel first came out, I asked her to read a paragraph from it. Afterwards, I highlighted the section and put it away. For one year. Then I pulled it out, reminded her of the scene, and asked her to recite the passage she’d read earlier that year. A second later, she nailed it! I never doubted her ability again after that.
 
   “You know what it says,” I said. “Tell me.”
 
   This time she didn’t hesitate. “The daughter shall replace the mother.”
 
   My mouth hung ajar. A dozen thoughts circled my head. Celestina had drawn my attention to the sword, but unless she knew Norwegian, which was unlikely, how would she have known what the sword said unless she had prophesized it? It verified that her visions were accurate, not that I had any reason to doubt her, but my education had taught me that validating sources was critical. 
 
   “That’s talking about Delphine replacing Grams,” I said, feeling the full brunt of that response.
 
   “True, but why would it appear on a sword? Because you made it happen? I don’t think so. It seems like someone’s trying to make you feel guilty.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
    I feared that Kendall was right. It reminded me that Delphine could communicate with those behind the veil. “Zephora was watching, waiting.” Given her evil intentions, I found it plausible that she had waited until two witches of similar nature and like mind, such as Delphine and Alexis, worked alongside her to usher in a new type of command structure. But if that was the case, their objective had failed, unless…
 
   Delphine’s gratitude after I’d killed Grams now hit me with full force: I’d like to thank you. I couldn’t have planned this any better.
 
   At the time, I thought Delphine was a cold-hearted bitch. Although those feelings hadn’t changed, I peeled back the layers of why she may have expressed herself that way: she wanted me to kill Grams because it would benefit her in some way. If she planned to team up with Zephora, Delphine wouldn’t have wanted me to render Grams’s body uninhabitable. 
 
   That’s when the most likely conclusion struck: they both wanted me to end Grams’s life. Even more feasible? They set me up to do just that. In other words, they conspired to set events into motion that gave me no logical choice but to murder my grandmother, which they hoped would have the added benefit of sending me into the inevitable downward spiral of guilt and grief, which might explain the message on the sword. But that wouldn’t happen…because I wouldn’t let it. 
 
   Nevertheless, why would they want to render me harmless? So they could follow through with whatever plans they had on their minds? If I were mentally incapacitated, I wouldn’t be a threat to their plans. But why would they fear me? I didn’t have much power.
 
   Delphine had used Zephora’s power to achieve her goals. Now that I had sent Zephora beyond the veil, where she didn’t have as much influence, Delphine could set her own agenda. But since I didn’t know much about her, I had no idea what she planned for the future.
 
   Because she primarily acted out of pure ambition, I presumed that she would do whatever was necessary to gain a stronghold of power. She wanted the grimoire, but what spells or enchantments did she seek? Just as important, what was Delphine willing to sacrifice to get what she wanted?
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   “Could the phrase have been a trick,” I asked Kendall. “Could Celestina have added them to the sword?”
 
   “She’s what…thirteen-years old? What would she know about foreign languages?”
 
   “Nothing,” I said, “but I’ll never underestimate her. You heard Darius: she’s the most powerful witch since Zephora.” I deduced that Celestina had too much power, and that it might eventually corrupt her, destroy her…if she followed the rules and edicts set by her mother and grandmother. If I sensed that might happen, I wanted to be at her side to do everything I could to ensure that she didn’t reach that point. 
 
   A different idea hit me: “What if Delphine and Alexis are manipulating her abilities?”
 
   “How?”
 
   “I don’t know. But a teenager is impressionable,” I said, feeling my heart ache for the position her mother and grandmother had put her in. That notion fortified my position on that possibility. “I won’t let anything bad happen to her.”
 
   Kendall gave that some thought. “What if…Celestina set her own ideas in motion?”
 
   “In what way?”
 
   “If she’s so powerful, I’m sure she doesn’t want to hurt her mother or grandmother. Wouldn’t it make sense to contact you…to make sure that doesn’t happen? She trusts you, right? So why wouldn’t she reach out to you? To get you to see her side of things?”
 
   “What are you saying?”
 
   “I don’t know. You’re missing something. Delphine and Alexis have probably done some major planning. Maybe they’ve underestimated Celestina.”
 
   I agreed with that possibility. Celestina’s gifts, along with her age, persuaded me that she wouldn’t be easy to convince one way or the other. She seemed naïve but also too distrustful to fall for exaggerated claims by either her mother or grandmother, not to mention myself. Instinct told me that she would side with the person who cared for her the most, the person who took a personal interest in her, not as a witch but as a human being. 
 
   “What are you going to do about it?” asked Kendall.
 
   I disregarded that question. “Grams told me about the sword. But until that moment, it didn’t seem any more special than anything else in this room.”
 
   Kendall spent a minute scanning the shop. “I’ve been here a hundred times, but I’ve never seen that sword. And if I saw an inscription on it, I would have mentioned it to you. That makes me think that someone added that inscription.”
 
   “Who else could have done it? Alexis? She looked tipsy earlier. She wasn’t with the sword long enough to cast a spell to add that phrase. My mother? She’s too filled with hatred. She wouldn’t spend the time to learn anything other than what serves her. Besides, from what I’ve noticed, she convinces others to do what she wants. That gives her the idea that her hands are clean, that she’s guiltless.”
 
   “And you think she’s guilty?” Kendall asked.
 
    “Hell, yeah! But even so, where’s the proof?” Delphine’s arrogance and nonchalance told me that she operated that way; she’d prefer to spend mental effort rather than physical or emotional exertion, whereas I presumed Alexis would have elected the opposite. 
 
   “Now we’re getting somewhere,” Kendall said. “Since Delphine can’t hurt you, do you think she’s set Alexis on you?”
 
   I smirked at the insinuation. “Does this have something to do with a certain drummer?”
 
   “No way,” she said, a little too defensively. “We’re not dating or anything. He can do what he wants.”
 
   “Really? Because when Alexis got a little—”
 
   “Why do you keep going on about this? We’re not dating. He’s never even kissed me. So what the hell?”
 
   I guessed Kendall’s anger stemmed from the truth of those assertions. But after years of avoiding the subject, I decided to stay on the topic. “You always hoped for more, didn’t you?”
 
   She shook her head, unwilling to voice her feelings. 
 
   “Oh, so I’m just imagining things? You weren’t ticked that Alexis was hitting on Brandon?”
 
   “No way,” she said, waving her hands at me as though the idea was preposterous. “We’re close friends and band mates. But beyond that? There’s nothing there.”
 
   “So you’re not interested in him?” I saw the frustration on her face and decided to press the issue in a more subtle way. “There’s no chemistry?”
 
   “Of course, there’s chemistry.” But realizing how she’d responded with such bitterness, she chuckled, blowing off her previous statement. “Be honest with me: do we look like a couple? Do we talk like a couple?” A guarded grin touched her lips. “There’s no way.” Her smile faltered, looking less than satisfied by her admission.
 
   “Okay,” I said. “Got it. You and Brandon will never be a thing. It’s just friendship. Nothing more than that.” 
 
   “Damn right,” she said, a little too complacently. “Why do you ask? Did you want us to be something more?”
 
   “Are you kidding? We’re not Fleetwood Mac. I don’t want strife within the band. That’ll kill whatever career we might have.”
 
   “It worked for Fleetwood Mac,” she said under her breath.
 
   I pretended not to hear that comment: Kendall wasn’t Stevie Nicks, and Brandon wasn’t Lindsey Buckingham. My band mates were very good musicians, but even if they were geniuses, I wouldn’t have wanted conflict to affect our potential. Nowadays, when few people read album reviews and everyone relied on word-of-mouth regarding concert performances, I didn’t need drama among our band members. I didn’t want melodrama to sink us before we became more than a local band. But it worked for Fleetwood Mac. And if you replaced romantic relationships with professional ones, it had also worked for The Beatles, Deep Purple, Aerosmith, Van Halen, Guns N’ Roses...
 
   “Okay, look,” I said. “We’re not Fleetwood Mac…that’s all I’m saying.” I met her gaze. “But we know what we are. And I think we’re damn good. So I don’t care what happens with you and Brandon. That’s your business, not mine. If you get together or if you don’t: doesn’t matter to me. What matters is the music. Understood?”
 
   “Got it,” she said, not meeting my gaze.
 
   But no matter how much I knew about both of them, I knew their relationship could never be platonic. Kendall wouldn’t be satisfied with “best friend” status forever, and Brandon was too interested in pushing intimacy to its breaking point to continually avoid Kendall’s affection for him. Eventually, they would get together; whenever they consummated their feelings, it wouldn’t be just sex. I knew the relationship would consume Kendall and torture Brandon, but regardless of my feelings, they were better together than apart, so I needed to focus on the band and ignore their combustive nature.
 
   Kendall’s phone chirped, indicating a text message. She glanced at it, and her eyes grew wide. “Something just came up. Gotta go. See you later!” She hurried out of the shop. 
 
   Only a message from Brandon could have hastened such a swift departure. Would their drama ever end? 
 
   “I hope I’m not intruding,” said a masculine voice from a few feet behind me. 
 
   I swung around to see Darius. I hadn’t even heard him enter the shop. “Not at all,” I said, trying not to give away my surprise.
 
   He pointed at the sword. “That once belonged to me.” A long-lost grin took control of his expression. “A long time ago…” 
 
   “…in a galaxy far, far away?”
 
   His eyes narrowed. “I don’t follow…”
 
   I smiled at his cluelessness.
 
   “But now that the sword is in your possession,” he said, getting back on track, “I have one suggestion: don’t ever let it go.”
 
   “It’s the equivalent of a long knife. It can’t be that important.”
 
   “That sword is everything.” He set his eyes on mine. “You felt its power, its control. Do you really think you can ignore it forever?”
 
   “Is it anything like Thor’s hammer in the Marvel movies? Am I the only one who can lift it? Can it make me fly?”
 
   “Only winged creatures and aircraft can fly.”
 
   “What about rockets?”
 
   He gave me a peculiar look void of emotion.
 
   “Or balloons?” 
 
   His jawbone clenched as he grinded his teeth. 
 
   “Three hundred years…and you still haven’t got a sense of humor?”
 
   “Three hundred years,” he said in a deep voice, “of life tell me you should take my advice. If you don’t, then you’re as ignorant as your sister.”
 
   I still got the impression that, if it weren’t for Delphine’s influence, my sister wouldn’t be so messed up. It gave me hope that she might turn her life around some day. “I’ll consider what you’ve said.” Actually, after hearing his grave tone, I would do my best to do as he’d instructed.
 
   “And while we’re on the subject of Alexis, I recommend that you stay away from her.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “If the circumstances align, she’ll murder you. She won’t give it a second thought. If she did, no one would ever know what happened to your body. She’d make it disappear.”
 
   The power and immediacy of his words put my nerves on edge. What made him think so certain? What experience told him that Alexis would kill another person? It made me feel naive, gullible.
 
   “She’s not like you,” Darius said, stepping toward me. “If Alexis has any feelings, she neglects them. She must have gotten that from her mother. Neither have a moral fiber in their being. They’re selfish, concerned only with power and influence.”
 
   “And you know this because you’ve spent years protecting them?” I asked, knowing he hadn’t.
 
   “Lorraine told me, and I…trusted her.”
 
   I couldn’t mistake the way Darius’s paused on the word “trust,” which revealed that Grams had hurt him deeply by not sharing the location of The Book of Souls with him. 
 
   “If you don’t heed my advice, you won’t live to regret it.”
 
   “Is that right? Are you going to teach me about family? Well, where is yours? They’re not vampires, so they’re dead, right?” No matter how cruel my words sounded exiting my mouth, I couldn’t stop the torrent of condemnation from springing forth. “Who are you? You’ve promised to protect me. But why? You don’t know the first thing about me. Oh, you know what Grams told you. But more than that? Nothing!”
 
   “I know enough,” he said, taking measured breaths. “I know more than enough.”
 
   “Is that right?” I asked. “About what? What do you know about Delphine and Alexis? If they plan to murder me, what do they expect to gain from it?”
 
   “Less resistance!” His gaze lit into mine. “You don’t know the strength you have.” He sneered at me. “How could you? You don’t know anything yet. When it comes to witchcraft, you’re just a child.” 
 
   That set my thoughts from anger to curiosity. But I still wouldn’t let Darius think that he knew what went through my mind. “You still haven’t answered me. Why did you choose to protect me? Why didn’t you choose Delphine, Alexis, or Celestina? I mean, really, Celestina is a much better witch than I’ll ever be. She’s pure. She has a good heart. She’s important!”
 
   “And you’re not?” he asked.
 
   That stopped me from whatever argument I might bring up next. But I know what I…don’t know, which was a lot. “Exactly. I don’t know anything.”
 
   “That’s ridiculous. Your grandmother didn’t teach you about magic because she wanted to make sure you grew up comfortably, without pressure, and without need.”
 
   A few hours ago, I would have refuted that claim. But now? Hearing how much Grams sacrificed for me strengthened my spirit, and thinking about her brought up an important question. “How did she end up with over a million dollars?”
 
   “Gambling. Your grandmother was an empath. She knew when someone was bluffing and when that person was confident at the blackjack table. She used that ability years ago on a trip to Las Vegas.”
 
   “Grams wouldn’t do that. She’s the most ethical person I’ve ever met.”
 
   “She targeted gangsters, corrupt politicians, and other criminals who took advantage of the less fortunate and used their tactics against them.”
 
   Put that way, I could follow Grams’s logic. She refused to watch crime movies because filmmakers often twisted the narrative by making criminals sympathetic, and Grams despised those who cheated and harmed others. In that scenario, I could even imagine Grams sitting with a table full of the toughest thugs in Vegas and taking great pleasure in accepting their money with a bashful smile. After all, who would hurt an elderly woman? That put a smile on my face. Go Grams! 
 
   Still one question lingered: “You’re saying she won over a million dollars? Come on, that’s ridiculous. She would have attracted too much attention.”
 
   “She invested what she earned, and over the past twenty years, she earned quite a bit of money. Her gift came in quite handy because she withdrew from the stock market right before it corrected or hit bottom then invested again the moment stocks shot up again. I’m quite surprised she hasn’t accumulated triple the amount she left behind.”
 
   “You’re forgetting about her Chicago Bears obsession. Do you think a dining room set comes cheap? What about Bears’ luggage? Season tickets cost a fortune. And did you see the front yard? Grams set up a handful of zombie figurines dressed as Bears players! Which is fitting because, hey, if vampires and demons and werewolves exist…why not zombies?”
 
   “Moving along,” he said, disinterested in Grams’s enthusiasm for acquiring Bears’ memorabilia. “Lorraine suspected that you’d need a…sizable amount to handle what awaits you.”
 
   “What do you mean?” I asked, suspicious of the dubious way he phrased that last remark.
 
   “For every strategy an enemy had, your grandmother already had a response in place, along with three other possibilities. But even she couldn’t prevent the line from falling. Given your unfamiliarity with magic-related activities, she wanted to give you a financial cushion.”
 
   “But that doesn’t prevent my sister or mom from slaughtering me. When it comes to magic, I don’t know what I’m doing. So how can I stop them?”
 
   “That’s what The Book of Souls is for. Once you were ready, you’ll be able to tap the knowledge within it.”
 
   Because he believed so strongly about how The Book of Souls could help me, he still presumed that I had it in my possession (or at least knew where it was located). Which meant he hadn’t swiped it from the secret chamber. If that was the case, had someone else removed it? Or was it still in the room…and invisible to prying eyes?
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   Moments after Darius left the shop, my phone vibrated, and I saw a text from Kendall with the words, “I’m at Intensity. Come quick!” Fearing that she’d gotten herself in trouble, I hurried over to the club on Sheffield Avenue. I didn’t know what to expect, so I kept my mind open and my guard up. 
 
   Perfume laced with undercurrents of perspiration, reeking of sex and desperation, sifted through the two-story club that featured a bar and a huge dance floor on the first level and a balcony that included a smaller bar along with more intimate booths and a VIP area. The Daft Punk song, “Get Lucky,” pumped out of the stereo system for only a few moments before the thumping bass of “Blank Space” by Taylor Swift took its place. 
 
   I made my way through swarms of bodies, ignoring the strobe lights flickering above, and kept my eyes on the lookout for Kendall and Brandon. A few moments later, I found both on the opposite end of the room at the bar, watching dozens of people on the dance floor.
 
   “Hey,” I said, relieved that they weren’t in trouble. “What’s the rush?”
 
   Brandon nodded toward the dance floor. “Check it out.”
 
   I did as suggested, scanning the room, expecting to find a demon or vampire or God-knows-whatever else walk by. Thankfully, I didn’t spot any supernatural creatures. 
 
   But I did see my sister. 
 
   On the outskirts of the dance floor, Alexis let loose with a sexual dance routine in front of a tall, well-built man with his back to us. His long blond hair and languid motion reminded me of Nolan, although I probably thought so because I found it difficult to push thoughts of his smile, talent, and charisma out of my mind. At that moment, the man gestured toward the restroom before following through with that intention.
 
   Alexis looked after him, slowing her movements, turning in my direction, the enraptured expression on her face falling, obviously disappointed that he’d left her. But as though suspecting that cameramen surrounded her in order to document her life in a popular reality show, she pushed a hand through her hair while gyrating to the pounding bass, swinging her hips in every direction.
 
   Eyes closed, without a worry in the world, her lips curved into a smile as she slid her hands down her ribs to her lean abdomen and onto her hips, slinking to the beat. She made her way around the dance floor, joining one couple and dancing alongside them, until she’d elicited a smile from the man, who had temporarily forgotten about his dancing partner. Now that Alexis had disrupted the connection that couple shared, she appeared happy to move on and focus on another couple, this one composed of two women who were too frisky to be simply friends. 
 
   My sister’s sexuality made me feel like an elderly woman that regretted not being more lively and outgoing, living in the moment, and disregarding her inhibitions. In short, I had a lot to learn from my sister about spontaneity.
 
   I watched the way her long dark hair whipped from one direction to another, spraying two women in the face and neck, giving them no attention, allowing the rhythm to take hold of her, as though she was the only person on the dance floor. 
 
   She ignored the irritated looks from a handful of women around her, who had left their dancing partners to organize into a haphazard U-shaped pattern, obviously strategizing on how best to get revenge for taking over such a wide swath of the floor.
 
   “Shocked it took this long for the women to confront her,” said Brandon.
 
   “Why didn’t you text me after you texted Kendall?”
 
   He exchanged glances with Kendall before meeting my eyes, but before he had the chance to respond, Kendall said, “I asked him not to. I didn’t want there to be a situation.”
 
   “What do you mean?” I asked, anger creeping into my tone. “Shouldn’t I know if my sister is about to get all ‘witch-bitch’ in the middle of a dance club?”
 
   Brandon chuckled. “Yeah, but has that happened before? Besides, I only let Kendall know because I saw Alexis here.”
 
   Kendall wouldn’t meet my eyes. “I asked him to let me know if he saw her anywhere.”
 
   “Why?” I asked, feeling like they were keeping something from me. In fact, I knew why Kendall wanted to monitor my sister, but I wanted her to say it, not that I thought she’d acknowledge the truth.
 
   “I don’t trust her,” Kendall said. “And for good reason.” She gestured toward Alexis. “She’s been pissing off most everybody since I texted you, but the tension has been rising since you got here.”
 
   With the abilities my sister could call upon at any minute, she wouldn’t need any help handling herself. Still, I appreciated the opportunity to see how she reacted to whatever plan the ladies had just agreed upon: they had now closed the distance between them. That’s when I realized that Kendall had contacted me to prevent Alexis from using magic to harm others. 
 
   As much as I feared that my sister would do just that, I allowed another question to torment me: why wasn’t Alexis at home with Celestina? Why weren’t they playing a game of Monopoly or a videogame? Why weren’t they snacking on popcorn and watching a Pixar film? Why was Alexis here…at a dance club when she should have been home parenting? 
 
   Of course, just because she had a child didn’t mean she couldn’t have fun or enjoy a night out. But intuition told me that Alexis frequented dance clubs to let her wild side run free. That notion disturbed me, not only because she’d let her parental duties slide, but also because, assuming that Alexis worked a full-time job (something I vowed to check up on soon!), what did that teach Celestina about the importance of parenting? More than that, however, I feared that my sister had let our mother care for Celestina. Despite my sister’s behavior and vices, I knew that deep down she loved her daughter, but I couldn’t, however, say the same thing about our mother. In that regard, I thought Delphine planned to manipulate her granddaughter every chance she got, and it bristled that Alexis couldn’t see that as well.
 
   “What do you think?” Kendall asked.
 
   Brandon tapped his foot to the beat as Taylor Swift’s tune blended into “Blurred Lines” a song by Robin Thicke. He set his gaze on Alexis. “She should be on Dancing with the Stars. She’d blow away the competition.”
 
   “Yeah,” Kendall said, “literally.”
 
   Brandon smirked at the sexual connotation. “I’m just saying she has a gift, and she should share it with the world.”
 
   “I’m sure she does,” Kendall said. “But I’m guessing the guys aren’t too happy to get chlamydia, gonorrhea, or syphilis.” A second later, she turned to me with an apologetic look. “Sorry, I—”
 
   I gave her a hard stare, not because I felt the need to defend my sister, but because I thought of Celestina having to look up to a mother who walked around her home guzzling liquor from a bottle, a woman so self-centered she didn’t have the least bit of concern for how her actions affected others.
 
   “This is getting exciting,” Brandon said. A goofy grin split his lips, and he shook his head, as though shocked that anyone could encompass the fantasies that knocked around his head. “My God, she is something.”
 
   I felt Kendall tense beside me. She looked my way and a demented smile appeared. Then she set her attention on my sister and stalked onto the dance floor straight toward her. Kendall’s emotions often got the best of her, usually resulting in acting without considering the consequences of her actions.
 
   She probably wanted to get first crack at my sister, which made no sense because Alexis could no doubt freeze Kendall into an icicle, or she could use mind control to tell Kendall to walk away, or even worse, she could have the five women harass Kendall...something that would trigger bad memories.
 
   That possibility, and the need to defend my best friend, throttled me onto the dance floor after her. I slipped between those who swung one way and another, diverting arms and legs and hips…until I caught up to Kendall as she came upon the group of women who planned to face Alexis.
 
   Just as one of the women raised a hand to jab a finger into my sister’s shoulder, Kendall interrupted her by using that same method to get the woman’s attention. She motioned to the side, drawing aggravated expressions from the women. 
 
   “That bitch deserves a serious tongue-lashing,” said a redhead with purple lipstick and a space between two front teeth large enough to fit an almond. The women around her nodded their heads while planting their hands on their hips or crossing their arms across their chests.
 
   “Totally agree,” I said to prevent an argument. I motioned to Kendall. “But we’ve dealt with her before, and we know how to handle this. You okay with that?”
 
   One of the women beside the redhead put a hand on her friend’s shoulder. “It’s not worth it. Let them take care of it.” The redhead glanced at Alexis, who raised her arms in the air, indifferent to those around her, sashaying in every direction, as though a belly dancer had taught her the moves she now incorporated into her routine. The redhead said, “Make sure she knows the dance floor isn’t just for her.” 
 
   “Oh, we will,” Kendall said, anger making her voice rattle.
 
   Dancers cut a swath of space to allow the women to head back to the bar, where five guys stood drinking beers and watching us, curious how we would handle my sister. As I turned back toward my friend, I noticed that more and more couples gave Alexis and her latest partner more space with every passing moment. They watched her warily, as though sensing a disturbance in the air. Others disregarded her, either too inebriated or too wrapped up in the music to let outside factors to influence their enjoyment. 
 
   Kendall turned to me. “You need to let me handle this.”
 
   “No way. She’s a superhero, for Gods-sake!”
 
   “So are you, but you can’t control yourself. That’s why I need to take care of things.”
 
   She had me there. It brought to mind my inability to prevent fireballs from shooting out of my hands, which would never make sense to me. But how would she deal with my sister? “I don’t trust Alexis.”
 
   “Do you trust me?”
 
   “Not when it comes to my sister.”
 
   “Someone has to talk some sense into her.”
 
   “And that’s you? Why not let security take care of it?” I glanced around and didn’t see any security guards around. How odd! Every nightclub had a bevy of security guards to toss out those who drank too much or got into a scuffle. Then my eyes fell upon the image of my sister dancing without a care in the world. Now it made sense: she had probably used mind control to convince the security guards to take a hike.
 
   Kendall’s eyes pleaded with me. “I’m asking you to trust me.”
 
   If I refused it would create friction between us, so I reluctantly gave in. “I hope you know what you’re doing,” I said, glancing at my sister, shocked that she hadn’t noticed that the dancers had given her too much space on the dance floor…or that Kendall and I were only six feet behind her.
 
   Kendall nodded but didn’t offer a response.
 
   At that moment, Alexis whirled around and, spotting us, revealed a vibrant smile. Her chest rose and fell with every heaving breath. “You realize this is a dance floor, right?” For all the energy she’d put into dancing, she hadn’t worked up even the slightest sheen of perspiration. Alexis’s gaze landed on me and surprise registered on her face. “You hang here much, sis? Thought you were into Goth music?”
 
   “We’re a metal band.”
 
   “Metal?” she said with a dismissive tone. “So you like whips and chains, that sort of thing, huh?” She looked me over, impressed. “Little Miss University likes to get down-and-dirty. Who would have thought?”
 
   “Exactly,” Kendall said. “Who would have thought…that you’d have a thought?” 
 
   “Oh, so that’s how it’s gonna be?” Alexis asked, all trace of humor vanishing. She stalked toward Kendall, staring her down.
 
   “Hey, girl!” said Alexis’s dance partner. “Come back here if you know what’s good for you.” 
 
   Alexis rolled her eyes. Without turning around, she swung a hand behind her toward her partner, and a wad of ice clamped against his mouth, making his eyes pop wide as he clawed at his lips, trying but failing to remove the ice. Frightened, he ran off in the other direction.
 
   Surprisingly, no one noticed, probably because the man’s huge hands covered his mouth. Everyone probably thought he was too drunk and tried to stave off the urge to vomit.
 
   Nevertheless, I was astounded by my sister’s ability to not only control the amount of ice that shot from her fingers, but to also hit her target without even looking.
 
   Judging by Alexis’s smile, she was proud to reveal her magical aptitude, since she no doubt knew that I couldn’t compete with her in that regard.
 
   Blood rushed into my cheeks, and I pushed down the anger that swelled inside me. My hands felt thick and heavy and, fearing that another jolt of flames would shoot from them, I crossed my arms across my chest and concentrated on cooling off.
 
   “So yeah,” Alexis said, “don’t think they’re gonna ask any metalheads to play here anytime soon, you know?” She pointed to the DJ on the stage manipulating the beats on a laptop. “Kinda out of your element, don’t you think?”
 
   I tramped down on the urge to lash out at my sister. While my band played heavy metal, we stretched as musicians by occasionally mixing in other elements as well: pop melodies with a country twang and a blues mentality. We took pride from various influences to create a style that no one could replicate.
 
   I tried to thwart my impulse to unleash my anger. “You should go. Now!” Fearful that I’d erupt and fail at reigning in my ability to fling bolts of fire across the room, I spun around and headed toward Brandon, who watched me with an uneasy expression. Approaching him, I said, “She wants to deal with it.” I felt the pressure inside me rising, not falling. I needed to staunch the anger inside, but the more I concentrated on doing just that, the more combustive I became. I closed my eyes, trying to find harmony and inner peace. 
 
    “And you’re going to let her?” Stunned, he pushed away from the counter, looking after Kendall. “She’ll get killed.” He started toward the dance floor. 
 
   I held out an arm like a turn-style, stopping him. “Don’t do it. She’ll feel disrespected if you get involved.”
 
   “But I can’t just let your sister get all witchy on her. Why are you okay with it? What kind of friend are you?”
 
   “She asked me to trust her, so I’m going to trust her.”
 
   Disconcerted, Brandon let out a heavy breath and looked after Kendall.
 
   Alexis lifted her eyebrows at the sight of Kendall. A second later, however, as though eclipsing the surprise she’d exhibited a moment before, her lips twitched with intrigue. Alexis said something, and Kendall started dancing.
 
   I knew that Alexis had pushed that thought into Kendall’s mind, and I was furious that my sister would resort to such manipulation. I stared at my flats in an attempt to redirect my thoughts.
 
   “Whoa,” Brandon said, his tone perking up. “That’s actually kinda hot!”
 
   Upon hearing that comment, I glanced up.
 
   Alexis danced alongside Kendall, now mirroring her movements, pumping a right hip with every bass line and shucking a left hip to every drumbeat. They were perfectly in sync. While I wouldn’t have reiterated Brandon’s comment, I would say that they looked like professional dancers, who had worked together for months to get their routine down perfectly. But looking closer, I noticed that Kendall was cringing, as though fearful that her body moved in directions that she didn’t twist and contort of her own accord.
 
   My sister stared into Kendall’s eyes with a wicked gleam in her eye, undulating to her partner’s every toe tap, a persistent smile remaining on her lips, as though challenging Kendall to maintain her rhythm.   
 
   “Jesus,” Brandon said in a tight moan, pushing his hands into his pockets, no doubt trying to adjust a hidden erection. “I don’t think I’ve ever…no, I’ve never seen anything so hot in my life.”
 
   I wondered what got him so riled up: the sight of Alexis slinking across the dance floor, or the idea of both Kendall and Alexis dancing together. Or maybe both. But seeing him staring wide-eyed at Alexis, I found my answer. 
 
   Robin Thicke’s track gave way to “Bang Bang,” a song featuring Ariana Grande and Nicki Minaj. Kendall, now setting her gaze on Alexis, who wore a stern expression now that the tempo changed, grimaced as she shadowed her partner’s every move.
 
   “This can’t end well,” I said.
 
   “Uh, huh,” said Brandon with an unyielding grin. “I know.” He seemed excited by that prospect. “You’re right.” But it was clear he was guided by desire, not rationality.
 
   “Are you serious?” I asked, annoyed by his excitement. “Alexis is not your type.”
 
   “Oh, yes, she is,” he said, not even bothering to look my way. He took a sip from his cup of rum and coke. “For a night. Or two. Hell, make it three.”
 
   “What about Kendall? She’s in love with you,” I said. A second later, however, my insides clenched. I’d kept that secret for four years. The mental overload during the past day must have zapped my brain, making it difficult for me to remember that I should have kept that information private. I chastised myself and hoped that Brandon hadn’t heard what had slipped from my lips.
 
   He bobbed his head to the music, so infatuated with Alexis that he hadn’t even heard what I’d said. A few seconds later, however, Brandon swung his gaze toward mine. It seemed my words had finally sunk in. “What? No way.” Wincing, he shook his head as though believing if he did so quickly enough, it would ring true. “There’s just…no way.” 
 
   There was no turning back now. I couldn’t pretend that he’d misheard me, so I said, “You are a moron. She’s been into you for years. And you go off with all these women, moving from one girl to another in a quest for…what is it that you want?”
 
   “Fun,” he said without guilt. “Excitement. Spontaneity.” A short time later, he waved a hand at me in skepticism. “But you wouldn’t understand.” His words came slow from the liquor he’d consumed. He veered his gaze onto Alexis and Kendall once more. “The first time a woman looks at you with more than a passing interest…there’s nothing like it.” He took in a slow, deep breath that seemed like one someone would take upon the first brush of spring after a long winter. “A woman’s touch is unlike anything else. That singular motion, that soft sweep of her fingers, the heat in her eyes, the tilt of her head. It’s full of hope and excitement.” Then he set his eyes on mine and glanced away, as though he’d wasted his time trying to explain himself to someone like me…who had never fallen in lust…if not love.
 
   My mind flashed back to the conversation I’d shared with Nolan yesterday. I might not have been that experienced in love or sex, but that man twisted my thoughts and my heart in ways that frightened me. I hated not being in control of my life, and when I was with Nolan I lost sight of everything around me. Even worse? I liked it! Still, I hated feeling weak, vulnerable. I despised knowing that anyone had that much power over me, even if I was the one giving it to him.
 
   But it was obvious that Brandon had the exact opposite reaction. Correction: he loved the way a new woman gazed into his eyes with that first hint of attraction, and that automatically crossed off Kendall from his wish list. When it came to romance or rather sex, Brandon wanted immediate gratification, a relationship based on chemistry. Not love and respect. 
 
   Rather than getting upset with him for overlooking a real relationship in place of a meaningless hook-up, I pitied him. But a second later, I abandoned that thought: at least Brandon had made an intense connection, however fleeting, with a member of the opposite sex. And I refused to get wrapped up in his sex life. It felt icky. As much as I loved Brandon and Kendall, I needed to keep my mouth shut, something I should have done earlier by not telling Brandon how Kendall felt about him.
 
   At that moment, on the dance floor, Kendall shoved Alexis, who backed into a few couples, pushing them a few yards back. As the disrupted dancers scowled and sneered at them, Alexis didn’t even glance back to apologize. Instead, she grinned at Kendall and talked to her while Kendall’s expression grew more intense, more irritated.
 
   That’s when Kendall reared back a hand, prepared to slap Alexis in the face, but rather than step back to avoid the blow, my sister gestured toward Kendall’s open-palm. Half a second later, Kendall’s hand froze in mid-air…not just stopping in place, but actually frozen, icicles hanging off her palm. With each passing moment, ice enveloped her right arm, snaking its way upwards as Kendall looked on in horror, unable to fight back as her shoulder stiffened.
 
   All the while, Alexis had extended a hand toward Kendall’s…with a sneaky smile on her face, looking ecstatic to have terrified her victim.
 
   A few of the dancers around them noticed that both Alexis and Kendall stopped moving, but within seconds, they disregarded their “dancing style” as others entered the floor, suspecting that the drama with the five other women had ended, having no clue that Kendall’s right hand had crystalized white. Were they blind?
 
   “What the…?” Brandon raced toward them. 
 
   Following close behind, admonishing myself for trusting Kendall to deal with my sister, I grew ever more volatile as I approached the dance floor. So far, none of the couples had noticed anything unusual. 
 
   By the time I’d reached them, Kendall’s right side, from her leg on up to her neck was locked in ice. Standing in place with a petrified expression, her eyes popping open wide, she stared at that side of her body, half of her mouth open, the other iced tight. “Help,” she murmured, unable to put much emphasis into the word. “Help me!”
 
   When I reached her, I touched her right side as fright and dread battled within me. Unable to control the mounting pressure, a tremendous amount of anxiety overtook me, filling my body with an unfathomable heat. Within moments, beads of perspiration broke out on my forehead, and a wave of dizziness overtook me. 
 
   I blocked out all of that by concentrating on my friends. I extended a hand and touched Kendall’s shoulder. A couple seconds later, my fingers melted the ice on her shoulder, the warmth radiating from my body and onto hers. Drops of moisture slid down the right side of Kendall’s face, and she grimaced, cracking off the chunk of ice clinging to her mouth. 
 
   Brandon went to her left side, slipping a protective arm around her waist, shocked at the transformation that had overtaken her. Still, he looked at Kendall, surprise registering on his face now that he knew how his closest friend felt about him. His expression, a mixture of fright and pride, made it clear that he couldn’t decide which emotion he intended to follow.
 
    “You bitch!” Kendall shouted at Alexis, the words fumbling past her lips as though an anesthesiologist had rendered part of her mouth useless. Kendall stood in place, most likely because fifty percent of her body was still chilled.
 
   “Oh, Brandon,” Alexis said, winking at him. “You’re my hero!”
 
   Kendall snarled at her. “You stay away from him.” 
 
   A short time later, as those on the dance floor stepped away from our group, the thick ice melted on Kendall’s right side. The blocks of ice crashed to the ground, splitting and sending rivulets of water plopping to the floor. That side of her body was drenched. Since she hadn’t yet recovered from the frigidity, she tried to move her arms and legs, but they shifted slowly as though she’d been bedbound for a week and her muscles had atrophied. 
 
   A horrified scream finally rose around us as people finally recognized what happened around them. They ran from the dance floor, pushing each other, sending one another backward until we were the only four people on the dance floor. Soon enough, people were scampering for the exit, even those who weren’t aware of what had happened. Although the DJ had left the stage, the music still pumped as screams echoed in the distance. Strobe lights flickered on our faces. 
 
   “Nice,” Alexis said to me. “But that doesn’t take much effort. Let’s see how much control you really have.” She unfurled her arm and gestured toward Brandon’s crotch. 
 
   A second later, that area froze. Shocked, Brandon’s eyes bulged and he placed one hand then the other over his private part. “What’s the matter with you?” he asked Alexis with a grunt of pain. 
 
   “A test,” she said, her features transforming into a darker hue. “I know you want me. So prove you deserve me.”
 
   Brandon stared at her, confused by her logic, uncertain how to respond. “I don’t—”
 
   “Don’t what?” Alexis asked. “Don’t know what to do?” She laughed. “Don’t be a fool! Don’t deny your impulses. You know what you want.” She set those dark eyes on his. “So just take it.”
 
   He shook his head, fighting her influence. 
 
   “You’re not weak,” Alexis said to him. “I can tell. So stop acting like it.” She considered him for a moment. “I’ll tell you what: if you grow a pair, look me up.” She flashed a fleeting smile. “I’ll be around.” 
 
   I used their momentary duel of will to attend to Kendall, whose saturated right side had drops of water slipping off her blouse and hitting the floor. She strapped her arms across her chest, shivering, her teeth chattering.
 
   “Look at her,” Alexis said with a chuckle. “So weak.” Then she set her gaze on mine. “Little Miss University to the rescue? Can’t save two people at the same time, can you?”
 
   I knew she found Brandon attractive, and for that reason, I knew she wouldn’t harm him, so I didn’t bother to attend to him. But searching deeper, I realized that she didn’t particularly consider Brandon dating material. I didn’t see a flicker of interest in her eyes when I’d brought up his name. Besides, the alternative was too abhorrent to consider. 
 
   At that moment, Brandon cracked the ice in his nether region with his bare hands and breathed a sigh of relief. He bit back a groan as he straightened. 
 
   Alexis’s gaze didn’t waver from mine. “Do you think your power really compares to mine?”
 
   “Of course,” I said, bluffing. “Grams passed away, but what if I received one-third of her power?” Where that confidence came from, I couldn’t tell. However, it made sense that, if she granted me possession of the grimoire and her bank account, she may have handed down the magical powers that she wouldn’t retain once she passed beyond the veil. I tried to absorb the confidence Grams would have called upon in this situation. Only complete poise would ensure that my sister didn’t notice my uncertainty.
 
   “Oh, you thought I was trying to hurt her?” Alexis asked. A grin surfaced. “Believe me, if I wanted to, I’d have turned the polar vortex on her, and no matter how hard you tried, you’d fail to help her.”
 
   “You’re evil, aren’t you?”
 
   “Evil?” Alexis asked, snickering. “Far from it, sister. When it comes to magic, I’m the closest thing you have to a friend.” Her expression grew thoughtful, free of animosity. “Who else could teach you?” Now she appeared full of pity. “To know that I’m a twin, that there’s a replica of me in this world, even if she’s a flawed, goody-two-shoes…” She shrugged as a smile appeared. “It’s kinda cool.” She met my stare with an enthusiastic expression. “I could teach you…so much!”
 
   Alexis had permitted some measure of sentimentality to enter her countenance, and I didn’t know how to take it. Had she resorted to that tactic as a scheme to disarm me, only to turn against me later? Rather than respond, because I didn’t know what to say, I rubbed my hands up and down Kendall’s chilled side to warm her up and pulled her body closer to mine to conserve heat.
 
   Brandon set his eyes on mine. “You should go.” Irritation marked his expression. “You’ve done enough!”
 
    I looked at him and felt betrayed, but after a couple seconds, I realized that Brandon not only spoke his mind, but I got the impression that he also expected me to learn more about my sister, to make certain that something of this magnitude wouldn’t happen again.
 
   The man Alexis had danced with earlier appeared in the background, stopping at the outskirts of the light that hovered over the dance floor. He glanced around the club, puzzled as to why so many guests had vacated the area.
 
   Even though darkness obstructed my view of this mystery man, I couldn’t help but imagine that it was Nolan. Not that his unexpected appearance would help the situation playing out before me. Like almost every other person in the country, he probably knew nothing about the paranormal powers that some people obtained. Even more likely, given his penchant for stoicism, he would be unaffected by what took place before him. I guessed that Nolan would examine the situation, determine the likely outcome, and head in the opposite direction, not in fear but in disinterest.
 
   The mystery man stared at Alexis then placed his attention on me. He did another double take, as though doubting that two people could share nearly identical DNA. Then he headed toward the exit, determined not to look our way again as he left the building.
 
   At that moment, my sixth sense told me that Nolan had indeed left the club, that he’d figured he’d spent time with me on dance floor…until he saw both me and Alexis on the dance floor. Although he hadn’t appeared shocked, he’d certainly left the club in a rush of confusion. And who could blame him?
 
   I set my sights on Alexis. “I think it’s scary, having a twin sister, someone who looks exactly like me, except much better in so many ways.” I didn’t need to lie to pump up her ego: Alexis was much more beautiful and powerful than me. No one could dispute those facts. I didn’t want to acknowledge those positive attributes, mostly because of her earlier statements about wanting to kill me. But I hoped to touch on elements that she might not openly regard as important: a conscience. Of course, that idea seemed preposterous: how could she adjust her murderous intentions so swiftly? 
 
   But when I looked at Alexis with greater scrutiny, I couldn’t detect a singular bad intention. If anything, she appeared curious, even regretful. I wondered if she talked about murdering me to placate our mother, who couldn’t fulfill her intentions due to the restrictions magic placed on that possibility.
 
   I could relate to wanting to make a maternal figure proud, but I speculated that Alexis had lived a much tougher life than I had, and I couldn’t tell if she’d acted out of earnestness or dishonesty. Because I wanted to know the truth, I heeded Brandon’s unspoken suggestion.
 
   “I think you’ve gotten the wrong impression about me.”
 
   Alexis stared at me hard and tried to ascertain if I’d set a trap for her. She spent a long time in silent mode, attempting to determine if she should trust me.
 
   “We should talk.”
 
   “I’m sure someone called the cops.” Alexis glanced around but, seeing no one, she shrugged. “All right, we have a few minutes. Let’s do it, sister.”
 
   The emphasis on “sister” told me that she still doubted my motives, but that she was willing to give me the benefit of the doubt. I took some time to analyze her features, but once again, I couldn’t identify a single negative intention. My sister was probably a pro at lying, and that knowledge obviously didn’t make me feel any more comfortable around her. A perfect example: I still suspected that she wanted to kill me.
 
   “After you,” Alexis said, gesturing toward the exit.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Ten minutes later, as we sat down across from each other at a circular table at the back of Starbucks, I couldn’t get over the idea that my sister said she had no qualms about killing me. I scrutinized her face, but no matter how hard I tried to infer whatever feelings she might convey, I failed. 
 
   Alexis stared at me with a blank expression. “Well, here we are. Twin sisters. With nothing to talk about.” She glanced at the six or seven people at the other end of the shop before turning her attention back to me.
 
   “That’s not true. I don’t know anything about our family’s past. I’d say I deserve some answers. So why not start from the beginning.” Nerves that jutted to the surface, demanding that I keep talking, made it difficult for me to remain quiet. I told myself to shut up and let Alexis reveal whatever she felt like discussing.
 
   “Zephora,” Alexis said, meeting my gaze with an impenetrable stare. “She was the first witch in our line. She must’ve been a fluke of evolution.” She sat back, relaxing in the contours of a plush, leather armchair. “Most aspects of her DNA got passed along to every female in our line who came after her.”
 
   I wanted to say something to break the silence, but doing so would reveal my nervousness, so I just stared at her and waited. 
 
   “She was the reason the Witch Trials took place in Salem. The villagers suspected that a number of witches existed in Massachusetts. It’s the reason everyone in our line forsakes religion.” She notched an eyebrow. “Do you?”
 
   “I believe in God, but I’m not necessarily religious.”
 
   “Believing in God means you’re religious.”
 
   I disregarded the statement. “God exists,” I said, leaving that statement to stand-alone. 
 
   Alexis snickered. “If you say so.” She leaned forward. “I’ve given it some thought. Actually, more than a little and this is what I’ve come up with: you and I can control molecular structure. Has God given that ability to others? No. Only we have that ability. So ask yourself: why?”
 
   “What makes you think God gave us that ability?”
 
   “Exactly. If He was so fair, why didn’t He allow everyone to have some type of supernatural ability?” Alexis sat back like a lawyer, resting her case. 
 
   “You’re saying God didn’t give us these powers. So who did?”
 
   “Lucifer,” she said without hesitation.
 
   “You’re serious? You think Satan gave you the power to freeze matter?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   I noticed that no one paid us any attention, so I lifted a hand toward her, calling upon all of the energy that I spent so much effort trying to repel and sent a blast of heat her way. 
 
   Immediately, she raised her hand, sending a torrent of frost toward me.
 
   The streams of divergence met in the middle. Our powers cancelled themselves out: my heat meeting her freezing capabilities, drawing crackling energy between us.
 
   “It seems,” I said, lowering my palm to avoid drawing attention, “that we can use our powers to hurt each other.”
 
   She retracted her hand as a cocky smile entered her expression. “I guess so. Makes it interesting, doesn’t it?”
 
   Her arrogance made it difficult to meet Alexis on her own level. “What does that mean?”
 
   Her grin widened. “That I can kill you. And you can kill me…if I allowed it.”
 
   Once again, I couldn’t overlook her egotistical nature. But what made her rely on it to such a great degree? “What makes you think I couldn’t take you down?”
 
   She picked up her latte and glanced around the mostly empty shop. “Because I have fifteen years of experience on you. Oh, don’t feel bad. It’s not your fault Mother Dearest gave up on you.”
 
   I tried not to take offense. “And why do you think that was?”
 
   Alexis smirked. “She sensed that I had more power than you.”
 
   “In what way?”
 
   “You were given more toward emotion. I’m not.”
 
   “In other words, you’re more heartless.”
 
   She laughed. “If that’s the way you need to see things…then go right ahead.”
 
   “So you don’t agree?”
 
   “Hell, no. Look, I have a daughter that I love, a mother that I’d do anything for, and a sister who I can’t relate to.”
 
   “In other words, you don’t trust me.”
 
   “That sums it up. I don’t trust you. But you feel the same way, so it doesn’t bother me.”
 
   I found her honesty refreshing. “So you don’t want to kill me?”
 
   That question gave her pause. “Mom sensed you last night, so I decided to have some fun with you. Why not? You weren’t invited in our house and you were trespassing.” She cocked her head to the side and raised an eyebrow. “An intruder? For a goody-two-shoes? My, my, not what I expected from our Little Miss University.”
 
   I didn’t give any indication that her nickname got under my skin, even though it did. “It’s not like I planned for it to happen. I was sleeping and the next thing I knew, I was in your house.”
 
   Surprise entered her expression. “So, you don’t know how to turn it on or off?”
 
   “Nope. I’ve only done it once. I just think about a place and a second later, I end up there. If that’s all it takes, it shouldn’t be too hard to control it.”
 
   “If that doesn’t work, you’re saying that you might drop in on us again?”
 
   “It’s possible.”
 
   Alexis nodded, accepting that statement with aplomb. “You see why I have a problem with that, right?”
 
   “Of course.” I sipped my cappuccino. “I’d feel the same way.”
 
   “Thanks for your honesty. I hate liars.” 
 
   “So, you don’t lie?”
 
   Alexis eased forward, setting her gaze on mine with complete sincerity. “I will never lie to you.”
 
   As much as I wanted to discount her statement as a fabrication, I couldn’t. I believed her. But that only applied to what she might tell me. It didn’t include what she might omit. It certainly didn’t include what she might do.
 
   “I want to earn your trust,” she said.
 
   Why? So she could break it later? Besides, who actually said they wanted to earn another person’s trust? It told me that people didn’t trust her and that she needed to work hard to get others to believe in her. Still, I would have loved to have a family, to be part of something bigger than myself. And having an identical twin, I might have found exactly that. I already regarded Celestina as family. So why couldn’t I duplicate that inclination with my sister?
 
   “You don’t trust me,” Alexis said. The vulnerable look in her eyes vanished. “I get that. But I saw the connection you share with my daughter.” The word ‘daughter’ made her voice crack, and she looked down, disappointed to have allowed another to see how much she cared for another person. “And I’m willing to trust her belief in you.”
 
   I analyzed her expression, scanning her for any sense of a lie or misgiving, but the deeper I looked the more I trusted her. It comforted me, settled some of my uneasiness. Alexis kept looking at me as though expecting another line of questioning, but she was unwilling to provide answers until I raised a question. More than that, she realized how awkward I felt about the topic, and she enjoyed watching me squirm.
 
   “You asked me not to ask, but I’m asking. Celestina’s father?” 
 
   “A man who dated Mother…one time. He arrived for their second date, but Mother hadn’t gotten home from work yet.” She paused, swallowed, and it took her a moment to regain her composure. “He raped me.” Her dispassionate voice revealed that she distanced herself emotionally from the incident. While not one muscle on her face budged, which lent the impression that she spoke without feeling, Alexis’s glistening eyes disclosed that no matter how hard she tried, she’d never be able to discuss the subject without feeling…something.
 
   Hearing that shocking revelation, I forgot about my comfort level and wanted to reach out and comfort her. But instinct told me that Alexis would brush off any compassion. Even more so, she would consider me weak for giving in to sentimentality. Heat turned my cheeks red in shame for making her recall such a painful experience. At the same time, I couldn’t help but want to say that no one deserved such agony, much less a living embodiment of the memory, but thankfully, Celestina turned out to be virtuous. 
 
   “I wanted to get an abortion,” Alexis continued, “but Mother…” she trailed off, biting her lip in distaste. “Mother wouldn’t let me. She didn’t explain why at the time, and I hated her for it. But the moment I gave birth, I was glad that I kept my daughter.” A beautiful smile touched her lips. “I knew she was special. Celestina is my everything.” She shook her head as tears shimmered in her eyes. “She gives my life meaning. I’d be lost without her.” She looked down and cleared her throat as if something had been lodged in her throat, and she’d tried to clear it.
 
   Given my sister’s powers, however, I doubted that she allowed the rapist to go free without punishment. “How did you deal with…”
 
   “The man who raped me?” she asked, holding her head high, unwilling to let the memory overshadow her mind.
 
   “I didn’t do a thing. But when I told Mother, I’d never seen her so furious. I didn’t see what happened, but…I heard the screams.” She looked off to the side. “I can still hear his shrill voice now. Begging. Pleading. But Mother showed him no mercy.” A malevolent smile appeared on her face. “I imagined that she’d frozen him, then before he died from hypothermia, she’d melt the ice with heat that scorched his skin. His screams were so savage. I loved listening to them. It felt like he finally understood what he’d put me through, what he made me endure. I only wish Mother spent a few more hours making him…uncomfortable.”
 
   I stared at her, startled by everything I’d heard, mostly because as Alexis said…she hadn’t seen the torture take place, she had only heard it. And I couldn’t lie; a miniscule part of me approved of the measures our mother had taken to seek justice. 
 
   “Because you and my daughter have a special relationship,” Alexis said in a bitter tone that made it obvious that she divulged more than a bit of jealousy, “I’ll trust that you won’t hurt her in any way…even if you haven’t mastered your abilities.” Her eyes bore into mine.
 
   “I’d never hurt her.”
 
   “I believe that.” She looked down as though ashamed to admit that. “And that’s the only reason I feel that your grandmother did a decent job of parenting...you, at least.”
 
   Since Alexis hadn’t any experience with Grams, she must have picked up that same devotion to familial bonds from her mother, despite alluding to the poor job our mother did in guiding her throughout childhood and adolescence. I couldn’t speak to that, of course, but since Alexis obviously knew more about our mother’s upbringing that than I did, I said, “Maybe Grams tried to raise me the way she would have preferred to raise Delphine.”
 
   “Maybe, but from what I’ve heard, I did a better job parenting as an eight-year-old than Lorraine did at four times my age. How could I respect that?”
 
   “No one’s perfect. Not you. Not me. But we learn from our experiences. I think we have that in common, but I can’t say the same about our mother.”
 
   Alexis’s upper lip curled with distaste for a fraction of a second before settling into a frown. “I can’t blame you. I’d feel the same way about her if she abandoned me. So you can astral project and create fire. What’s your final ability?”
 
   “I don’t know.” 
 
   “Astral projection: that’s supposed to be a big deal. In my opinion? Totally overrated. You can’t touch or move things. No one can hear you or see you.” She grinned, looking pleased to have me at a disadvantage. “Who cares if your spirit can travel around? Hopefully, your last gift isn’t so lame. Take my ability to read minds. At first, all these voices kept bombarding me, and I couldn’t do anything to stop them. But I learned how to control which voices I let in. Once I got that down, there’s nothing better.” She leaned closer. “Because when you think about it, your mind is the ultimate prize: you store all your memories there, all your hopes and fears.” She smirked. “It only takes me thirty seconds to know everything about anyone.”
 
   “I doubt that,” I said.
 
   Alexis’s face went slack, unemotional.
 
   Ping! I felt my sister examining my mind the way a person paged through a book, skipping forward, disregarding uninteresting aspects before slowing down upon spotting something of interest.
 
   “You’re scared about your future,” Alexis said. “You’re the bandleader, but you’re afraid of letting your friends down. You think your new guitarist is totally hot…” Alexis produced a genuine smile. “Ooh, I’m already looking forward to meeting him.”
 
   I tried to clear my mind, but images kept popping up, no matter how hard I’d tried to clear them from my thoughts. “You won’t,” I said, pushing my chest against the table quickly enough to stop her from talking.
 
   “Ooh,” Alexis said. “You’ve got my interest.” She grinned. “Who’s this guitarist?”
 
   “None of your business.”
 
   “People are rotten,” my sister said. “They have disgusting thoughts.”
 
   The curious tickle in my brain vanished. I presumed she ended her analysis so quickly to show me how easily she could enter and exit my mind.
 
   “So many of them should be hospitalized for mental disorders.” She noticed I was about to counter that statement, so she cut me off from speaking. “I took the bus last week. I heard thoughts from eighteen people on that trip. One man contemplated various ways to kill his wife: lopping off her head with a baseball bat, pushing her off the top of the building, or even suffocating her while asleep; a woman almost climaxed while daydreaming about her boss bending her over her desk and giving it to her doggy style; a couple sat together, but apart, both of them thinking about different sexual partners. I’ll grant that two women and one man either thanked the Lord or appreciated that they found people those loved. That was comforting.” She nodded sincerely. “But they were the only ones. The others had dark visions, evil thoughts. One woman fantasized about plunging her sister’s head into the toilet bowl.” She smirked as she met my gaze. “No need to read into that.”
 
   But how could I not? Had she just added that for effect? Was she making up these stories, or did they actually form in other people’s minds?
 
   “One man worried about losing his job. Another wondered whether Dunkin’ Donuts coffee tasted better than McDonalds coffee. A nine-year-old girl tried to guess how many dollars in coins she had in her piggy bank at home. A five-year-old girl, who just finished eating a Twix bar wished she’d had another one, while her mother wondered whether she could afford to buy them dinner that night.”
 
   “What do you do with all those thoughts?”
 
   “Most of the time? Nothing. But on my way off the bus, I passed the girl who ate that Twix bar. I pretended to pick up a $20 bill from the ground, handed it to her mother, and said it must have fallen out of her purse. And do you know what that woman did? She gave me this disgusted look as if she’d rather lick gum off her shoe than take a handout from me. The world is a cold place.”
 
   That viewpoint told me a lot about my sister. “The world is what you make of it. If you expect it to be cold, that’s what you’ll get.”
 
   “Whatever you say, little sister. I can snatch thoughts and memories from your mind like…” She snapped her fingers. “So far, you’ve done a decent job of trying to stop me, but if I wanted to...” She sliced a hand through the air.
 
   My thought process went blank. It’s as though Alexis severed my brain activity.
 
   “You know what?” she asked. “After today, I’m going to do exactly that…whenever I want. Soon enough, I’ll be honing in on whatever thought enters your mind the moment it occurs to you.” She grinned. “How does that sound?”
 
   “Why would you do that?” 
 
   “I don’t trust you.” Her cheek twitched with indignation.
 
   “How could you say that?”
 
   “You infiltrated my home. You listened in on a conversation between Mother and me. Whether or not you knew what you were doing, you’ve proven yourself untrustworthy. You disregarded our privacy. So after today, I’ll disregard yours.”
 
   “But it was an accident. I fell asleep. I dreamed about you, your daughter, and our mother because I’d never had a family before. I just wanted to know what it felt like. I had no idea how to astral project.” I stared at her, hoping she understood me. “It just happened.”
 
   Alexis glared at me for a long moment and stayed quieter for even longer. “You know what? I believe you.” Although she appeared surprised by that admission, she didn’t offer anything beyond that statement. 
 
   “So you won’t read my mind?”
 
   “Are you kidding?” She giggled like a prepubescent girl. “Of course, I will. As a bonus, I’ll even toss in a little mind-control. How’s that sound?”
 
   “You wouldn’t,” I said, out of breath at the mere possibility.
 
   “I can make you do everything I say.”
 
   My thoughts turned to how Kendall mirrored Alexis’s dance moves. Imagining my sister as my puppet master repulsed me. “No.” The word erupted from my mouth as if she’d sucker-punched me in the gut.
 
   “Yes,” she said with a little grin. “You’ll be my bitch!”
 
   I did my best not to let her egotistical attitude burn me up inside. “Good luck with that.” I tramped down on my desire to control the situation, because, obviously, I couldn’t. 
 
   “Oh really? Little Miss University has some backbone, huh? Who would have thought?” Alexis turned serious. “You’re so immature in the ways of magic. But as I’ve said, I’d be happy to tutor you. There’s so much power, so much you could learn about controlling the heat burning inside of you.”
 
   I flinched at the sexual connotation. “And how would that happen?” I veered the subject away from sex and toward her ability to control my mind. “Would you freeze me into submission and force thoughts into my head? Make me go on a shopping spree for you? Max out my credit card?”
 
   “Never,” said Alexis, taking a sip from her glass. “My daughter told me that you and I are important to each other’s…survival. Whatever that means.”
 
   “It can be interpreted many ways,” I said.
 
   “Well, I have no intention of killing you. So we’re squared up in my book.”
 
   I couldn’t get a handle on my sister. One moment, she wanted to steal my thoughts, the next she wanted to teach me magic. So I decided to get off topic. “What did Celestina say? Specifically?”
 
   “That we ‘need each other.’” Alexis cocked her head to the side in contemplation. “And something about the world as we know it ending.” She shook her head as though the idea was preposterous. “I’ve learned to trust my daughter’s predictions...within reason.”
 
   “So you don’t believe her?”
 
   “It’s not that I don’t believe her. But in this case, it’s that I don’t want to believe her. Even so, I wouldn’t have been granted those abilities for no reason.”
 
   “But they’re my thoughts! They don’t belong to you.”
 
   “Except in this case, they do…after today. So I suggest you ask me as many questions as you like, because after tonight, your thoughts belong to me.”
 
   I slammed a fist against the counter in frustration and got to my feet. I stared her down, wanting to pummel her, but I wouldn’t know how to explain that reaction to Celestina, so I turned around and headed for the exit.
 
   “Are you sure you want to leave?” Alexis asked. “I’m an open book,” she paused, “for the next eighty-eight minutes.” She paused for dramatic effect. “You won’t get this chance again.”
 
   I reached the door and gave some thought to her offer. As much as I disliked her, I couldn’t pass up the knowledge she possessed. I spun around and made my way back to her. 
 
   Alexis rocked back in her chair with delight. “This is going to be so much fun.”
 
   I faced her once again, watching a smile develop. I wanted to punch it off her face. I decided to ask questions to answers that I might not get otherwise. “If Zephora died three centuries ago, how could she inhabit Grams’s body?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Alexis said. “She knows things that no other witch could come close to learning. I tried reading Zephora’s mind…when she was in your grandmother’s body, but none of it made sense. It was like reading an algebraic formula: jumbled and inconsequential.”
 
   “She could come back again, right?”
 
   “I guess so. If she inhabits another body.”
 
   That surprised me, given the history of our line. I would have thought that Alexis would at least be curious about the grandparent she never knew.
 
   “Zephora’s smarter than you and I put together. She’ll return whenever she wants to. Until then, you better prepare yourself for your next battle.”
 
   That threat put me on alert. “Why do you say that? What makes you think she’ll come back?”
 
   “She’s returned to this realm three times since she died. It’s been eighty years since she last returned, so she must be preparing her endgame.”
 
   I inferred that she had somehow broken our family line in each of those instances, but I’d played into her hands most recently by weakening our line. “Did she speak with our mother?”
 
   “I’m sure they communicated. But I’ve got no clue what they talked about. I don’t listen in on Mother’s thoughts.”
 
   “But you have no problem doing so with me?”
 
   “She’s earned my respect. Same with my daughter. I wouldn’t betray Celestina’s thoughts. Ever.”
 
   “But again, you have no problem doing so with me.”
 
   “In my daughter’s presence? No. But solely in my presence, you’re right: I’d do it without question, without guilt.”
 
   “You must hate me.”
 
   “Not at all. This conversation is all about trust. I want to make sure you know what you’re up against. So there’s no confusion, no misunderstanding.”
 
   “What else do you know about Darius?”
 
   A frown split my sister’s lips. “He’s not who he seems.”
 
   That statement reminded me of Grams’s unwillingness to trust him. “Then who is he?”
 
   “He hasn’t taken a lover since the Witch Trials.” As though expecting me to interrupt and inquire about a three hundred year dry spell, she said, “Pretty weird, don’t you think?”
 
   “I thought you had something more substantial.”
 
   “Well, I can’t read his mind. It’s an ability Zephora gave bloodsuckers. But Darius gave me the impression that they could compel me. I can only guess it’s because my mind is open to that same ability. But he’s hiding something. Did Lorraine tell you anything about him?”
 
   “She trusted him with everything…except The Book of Souls. Which means we can’t trust him with it either.” I brought up that topic to see if Alexis would squirm in place, eager to inquire about the location of the grimoire.
 
   Alexis set her eyes on mine. “The guitarist: tell me about him.”
 
   That comment took me by surprise. She hadn’t tried to read my mind, so what tipped her off?
 
   “I saw the fear on your face when you noticed the man who was dancing with me. Like you didn’t want him to be someone you knew, even if you thought it might be.” 
 
   “What’s his name?” I asked.
 
   “Nolan.”
 
   I found it difficult to breathe. Fantastic! I finally met a guy I liked, and he just happened to meet my much sexier sister, who was undoubtedly easier to get in the sack.
 
   “You should have seen the way he moved,” Alexis said, staring into space with a dreamy expression. Hope appeared on her face as she turned to me. “And you know what that means.”
 
   “What did you guys talk about?” I asked nonchalantly.
 
   “Talk? Talk? Little sis, we didn’t talk.” A sneaky smile touched her lips. “With chemistry like that, you don’t need to talk. Your body talks for you.”
 
   I did my best not to reveal my disgust. “So you’ve known him for a long time then.”
 
   “No, I just met him tonight.”
 
   “I just figured…if you’re getting all hot and bothered, I thought you’d already spent lots of time getting to know each other.”
 
   “And when did you meet your guitarist?” Alexis asked, taking a sip of her coffee. 
 
   Her dismissive tone and supposed disinterest, exemplified by the way she didn’t meet my eyes directly, belied her true feelings. That meant she knew Nolan was the guitarist I was interested in. Heat surged inside my chest, pressing outward, through my shoulders and down my arms. Oh, no, please, not now!
 
   “Hey!” Alexis said, waving a hand across my field of vision to get my attention. “Anybody home in there?”
 
   I needed to cool off, so I focused on things that were frigid: ice cream, Antarctica, my mother’s heart. But none of that worked. If anything, the heat building inside me grew even hotter. If I didn’t stop the momentum, I might end up shooting bolts of fire at my sister’s face.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “What’s happening?” Alexis asked, leaning forward, concern lining her face.
 
   “I don’t know how to stop it,” I said, trying to stop my hands from trembling. But it only made things worse. “I’m burning up. I can’t stop it.”
 
   “Look at me.” Alexis reached out and grabbed my hands. “Clear your mind.”
 
   I tried to retract my hands from her grip, but she wouldn’t let go. “I don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
   “You’re causing a scene.” Alexis remained completely composed. “People are starting to stare.”
 
   The extra attention raised the temperature rushing through me. “That’s not helping!”
 
   “Well, maybe this will.” Alexis jabbed her fingernails into my palms.
 
   Instinct made me pull my hands back, but at that precise moment, a torrent of cold air pushed through my hands, snaking up my elbow and through my shoulder before spreading across my chest. The blast of cool air didn’t chill me, so I wasn’t afraid that Alexis would freeze me into a giant ice cube. She provided the exact amount of frigidity needed to settle me down, which in turn prevented me from starting a fire.
 
   “Better?” Alexis asked.
 
   I nodded, grateful that she’d acted so quickly, so calmly. “Thank you.”
 
   Her upper lip tipped in what started as a smile before it dipped into a straight line again.
 
   Scanning the faces in the shop, annoyed that a handful of people still looked our way with incredulous expressions, Alexis said to them, “We just found out we’ve been sleeping with the same man.” She shrugged. “Hello! We’re identical twins. Who can blame him for getting confused?” Then, when a couple raised their eyebrows in surprise while a few others scoffed, Alexis realized that she’d practically called us sluts. “So I’ve learned that you shouldn’t drink Jack Daniels when you’ve practically overdosed on pain medication! Besides, he’s a Mormon. He has three wives. So hey, if they’re okay with it, you should be too!”
 
   I was titillated by Alexis’s outrageous sarcasm and her disregard for how others might perceive her. “I think we’ve worn out our welcome.”
 
   “Yeah,” she said, getting to her feet. “We should hit some clubs.” She raised her voice so everyone could hear. “Maybe we’ll meet some married men!”
 
   I joined her, heading toward the door, unsurprised to find such a gleeful expression on Alexis’s face. What life events contributed to taking such bold (or stupid) risks? We walked out of the coffeehouse together, heads held high. When we stepped outside and walked down the sidewalk, I said, “You really like shaking people up, don’t you?”
 
   She just smiled.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because they’re so judgmental. Then again, if everyone had the same beliefs, it would be a boring world.”
 
   I believed her, but there had to be more to it than that. It almost felt like she went out of her way to prove people right: that she wasn’t a good influence. At the same time, it seemed like she was punishing herself for her lot in life.
 
   “Don’t look at me that way,” Alexis said with a sneer. “I get enough of that from Mother.”
 
   “Thanks for helping me back there.”
 
   “You left me no choice. It was either that…or let you burn down Starbucks. Imagine all the sleep-deprived businessmen and women you’d piss off tomorrow morning!”
 
   “I have some control issues.”
 
   “Ya think?”
 
   “How did you learn such restraint?”
 
   “Years of practice. But it took a toll on my confidence: when I was a teenager and things were getting hot with guys, I didn’t warm up but cooled off. It was humiliating when a few guys told me that I was ‘as cold as a corpse.’ Of course, you’ll probably have the opposite reaction. From what I saw tonight, you’ll put a hand on him and melt his skin off.”
 
   “Thanks,” I said, terrified by that possibility.
 
   “Which brings us to a man named Nolan.”
 
   Heat rushed into my face.
 
   “Whoa,” Alexis said, gripping the table and feigning fright. “Be careful. You’re not gonna start spraying fire like a dragon, are you?”
 
   I actually enjoyed spending time with my sister, but in thinking about Nolan, I couldn’t be certain that my Alexis had extracted any information about him from my mind. I hadn’t felt an intrusion, but perhaps she had infiltrated my brain without my knowledge by using a different technique that had fallen under my radar.
 
   That was unexpected, especially by someone who had seemed to share an honest, drama-free conversation with me a short while ago. But her temperament shifted only after she’d inadvertently given me the impression that she liked Nolan. 
 
   “We don’t have to be enemies.”
 
   I inspected her expression and found no evidence of a hidden agenda. On the contrary, I only saw acceptance. “Okay,” I said, hoping that our conversation in the coffee shop would lead to a strong bond. Nevertheless, my sister’s mercurial disposition, which flip-flopped between spiteful and amiable, made it clear that I couldn’t let my guard down around her.
 
    “Good,” Alexis said. “We’re sisters. But more than that, we’re twins. That’s gotta mean something. By the way, Celestina asked if she’d see you again.”
 
   “That would be great! Probably best not to visit, but I’m sure we can figure something out.”
 
   “Just do it in person. No more astral projecting.”
 
   I chuckled. “I’ll see what I can do.”
 
   “You’ll also need to work on that whole firebug-thing.”
 
   “You and I have an odd relationship. We’ve vowed not to lie to each other… but we don’t trust each other. I hope that changes someday.”
 
   “Miracles happen.”
 
   It seemed that Alexis walked around with storm clouds above her head at all times: rather than find the positive in any conversation or circumstance, she naturally leaned toward the negative. But then growing up with Delphine as a role model was enough to turn anyone into a cynic. I sympathized with her plight. 
 
   “You have a lot of hatred pent up inside, don’t you?” I asked.
 
   She blanched. “You don’t know anything about me. Think you can sum me up after a couple conversations? Don’t even.” 
 
   I’d never be able to understand the life she’d led, unless she let me in, and I didn’t anticipate that happening anytime soon. Based on her pain-stricken expression, I expected that, if our circumstances had been reversed, the weight of the agony she experienced would have crushed me long ago.
 
   “That’s not what I meant. I’m just saying—”
 
   “You know, other than Mother, you’re the only person I’ve ever told about that. Why? Because we’re sisters. Because I thought I could trust you. And this is what I get?” Her erratic glare, loaded with fury, swung left and right like a pendulum. “We’re not talking about this again. Ever. Got it?”
 
   I nodded, admittedly taken aback by the berserk look in her eyes. At that moment, I realized that I had to filter everything I said or did in front of my sister. Otherwise, if I wasn’t paying attention and accidentally let something slip, I might find her bearing down on me again, only to suffer the consequences.
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   After I entered The Antique Boutique and flipped on the overhead fluorescent lights, I swung the door shut behind me, but I didn’t hear the lock catch, so I spun around in a fighting stance, expecting a demon, only to find Nolan holding the door in the threshold.
 
   “Is this how you greet all of your customers?” Far from startled, he wore an amused expression. “Instead of a ‘thanks for business,’ they get a kick in the head?”
 
   “Sorry.” My spirits lifted at the sight of him. I didn’t know how to address the situation at the club, so I said, “What’s going on?”
 
   “Not much.” He walked toward me nonchalantly as the door closed behind him. “Saw identical twins throwing off some serious witchcraft earlier tonight.” He stopped a few feet from me, peering into my eyes. “You know: the usual.”
 
   The manner in which he looked at me, as though demanding answers but patient enough to hear what I had to say, made me uneasy, yet scintillated me at the same time. “Same here: I tried to incinerate my sister, while she tried to freeze me into the Ice Age. So yeah, just another day.” 
 
   Dropping the air of casual pretense, Nolan said, “A witch, huh?”
 
   “You don’t sound surprised.” He didn’t look the least bit concerned. A normal person would have freaked out. So what made him the exception?
 
   “Because I’m not.” He turned away from me and strolled down an aisle. “Lot of worthless stuff here.” He picked up an old breadbox that had a layer of dust on it. “What does this go for?”
 
   “I don’t know. Grams, she…recently passed away and…”
 
   Nolan turned toward me with an empathetic look. “I’m sorry. Were you two close?”
 
   I nodded and lowered my gaze to the ground. “We were…very close. My mother gave me up, and Grams brought me up as her own.”
 
   “That must be really tough.”
 
   “Yeah.” What else could I say? That I’d only loved one person in my life, and now that she was gone, I felt adrift in an ocean on a paddleboat without paddles?
 
   “When did she pass?”
 
   “Yesterday.” My voice cracked as the word barely passed my lips. 
 
   “That’s…really tough.” He stopped at the counter across from me. “If there’s anything I can do…”
 
   His kindness made me raise my head. “Thanks.”
 
   “We’re alike when it comes to our upbringing.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “My mother tried to hang herself, and by extension me, the moment she went into labor. My father called the paramedics in time to keep her alive long enough to deliver me, but they couldn’t save her. At the hospital that night, my father found a scalpel and slit his throat in a bathroom stall.”
 
   The air had vanished from my lungs, so I sucked in a breath. “That’s horrible! Who raised you?”
 
   “My Uncle George and Aunt Mary.”
 
   “They’re still alive. They live in the burbs.” A smile flickered. “They’ve always been good to me. Strange how things work out. Sort of like how you’re a witch. How did that happen?”
 
   “Apparently, I’m from a long line of witches. There are so many rules and stuff, if I explained it all we’d be here till morning.”
 
   “That’s cool…I could brag about how we spent the night together.”
 
   I narrowed my eyes at him in fake anger. “You wouldn’t!”
 
   “Sure, I would! Put it all over my Facebook website. Twitter it out there on Instagram.”
 
   I smiled at his mixed up interpretations of social media. “You don’t know what you’re talking about, do you?”
 
   “But hey,” he continued, ignoring my question, “I’d treat for breakfast.” He offered a slight smile. “So I can’t be that bad, can I?”
 
   “You’re a jerk.”
 
   “Yeah, I get that a lot.” 
 
   His amused expression told me otherwise. “Anyway, I’d rather not get into the whole witch-thing. But you’re only the third person I’ve told, so I’d appreciate it if—”
 
   “No worries,” Nolan said, this time looking sincere. “Your secret…is our secret.”
 
   I liked that he referred to us in a conspiratorial manner. It felt intimate, even a little bit special. “You don’t talk about yourself much, do you?”
 
   “I leave that for my lyrics.”
 
   “We have that in common. So why aren’t you afraid of me?”
 
   He contemplated that question. “I don’t know.” His eyes twinkled. “Should I be?”
 
   I thought about my inability to control my powers. “I don’t know. Maybe.”
 
   Nolan wore a peculiar expression.
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   “A man was looking at you from the bar before we first met.”
 
   It meant he’d noticed me before we met. My heart pattered at that thought. Nolan must have noticed Darius. “Oh, well, you don’t have to worry about him.”
 
   “I don’t trust him.” His shoulders stiffened. “I think he’s dangerous.”
 
   His conviction surprised me. “Why do you think that?”
 
   “I didn’t see his face for more than a second, but there’s something…off about him.”
 
   “He won’t hurt me. He’s sworn to protect me.”
 
   “From who? Or what?”
 
   “Demons.” Nolan didn’t respond, so I said, “And vampires.” Still no reaction. “Werewolves.” Nothing. “And shapeshifters, among others.”
 
   He took in a deep breath and let it out. “You’re trying to scare me away, aren’t you?”
 
   “From the band?” I asked, unsure if we should continue flirting. At least, I hope we’d been flirting. I didn’t do much of it, so I couldn’t tell for sure.
 
   “Yeah.” He stood upright, all business. “I didn’t even get an audition with you guys, so if you’re having second thoughts, it’s no big deal.”
 
   “I’m not,” I said, my legs weak at the insinuation of his intentions. He gazed at me, and the weight of his stare entranced me. My heartbeat quickened. My toes curled. And I couldn’t catch my breath, even though I stood perfectly still.
 
   “But when I write music or lyrics with a partner, I need to trust and believe in that person.” He let that comment settle between us for a second. “If you’re not that person, you need to let me know.”
 
   I shook my head, overcome by his confident tone. Every muscle in his body appeared to tense as though anticipating an argument. His confident yet detached tone enthralled me. “You can trust me.”
 
   “You’re not going to turn me into a rat or anything?”
 
   That made me chuckle. “I just found out about all this yesterday. And now, I’ve got these powers, and…I can hurt people.”
 
   “But you don’t want to…”
 
   “No. But it can happen anyway. I practically set you on fire last night.”
 
   His serious expression softened. “I knew it! I planned to do it myself, but I couldn’t get a flame going. Then this force hit me. I thought maybe someone saw me struggling with the lighter and decided to help me out. It was perfect timing. I just needed the flames to take the crowd over the edge.”
 
   “You don’t seem that freaked about it.”
 
   “Should I throw a tantrum?” He flicked a few fingers at me as though he’d hit upon a great idea. “Maybe I should pout. Yeah, that would probably be more authentic.” He nodded, resolute on following that plan of action. “Just give a few minutes, okay? I might need to practice a little. Pouting is brand new for me.” 
 
   His stoic, dry sense of humor made me chuckle. After losing Grams, I needed someone like Nolan on my side: someone who trusted me and believed in me. “Why did you stop by?”
 
   “I thought you were acting kind of strange while we were…I mean, while I was dancing with your sister. At least now I know why.”
 
   “What was strange?” I asked, hoping to find out if he had any feelings for Alexis.
 
   “She seemed like she had something to prove: like she needed to be the center of attention. That didn’t seem like you at all.”
 
   “How did you feel about that?” 
 
   “No offense, but I didn’t like her. At all. That’s why I left. I wanted you. I mean, I wanted…” He looked down and shook his head, a conflicted expression on his face.
 
   My heart melted at that. Before I knew it, I’d made my way around the counter and stood before him. “Thanks for being honest with me.”
 
   “That’s important. Honesty.”
 
   I took another step closer, leaving only a few inches between us. Part of me wished that he’d continue talking, so I could hear his rough yet sensitive voice. A larger part of me wanted him to be quiet, wanted him to look in my eyes, wanted him to touch me.
 
   “Don’t look at me like that,” he said, trying but failing to avert his eyes.
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “We’re band members.”
 
   “I know,” I said, unmoving. “But we haven’t even played together yet.” I hadn’t intended those words to sound so naughty, but as they echoed in my mind, and as Nolan kept looking in my eyes, I didn’t mind that they did.
 
   “Don’t do this,” he said, giving me a sideways glance.
 
   Once more, I saw his muscles tense. “Do what?”
 
   “You’re too pretty, so…don’t look at me like that.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   A second later, he slipped an arm around my waist, drawing me toward him. 
 
   The spot where he touched me went numb for a moment. I felt weak in his arms, fragile.
 
   “Don’t,” he repeated, holding me a little tighter with each passing second, staring at my lips.
 
   “I want to,” I said, enjoying the light-headed sensation that came over me. My knees felt like they’d give out at any second.
 
   “Yeah.” He lowered his head toward mine, lips barely an inch from mine. “Need to.”
 
   At that moment, I recalled Grams explaining that supernatural creatures gravitated toward each other. And that might explain why Nolan didn’t seem the least bit surprised by my abilities…or that vampires and werewolves existed. I pulled away, and the moment we separated, I felt as though I’d been sitting under the hot sun all day, drained of energy. 
 
   “What do you mean?” I asked backing away from him, thinking he might be a paranormal creature. “Why do you feel that way?”
 
   Breaking out of a daze, Nolan’s eyes looked brighter. He breathed heavily. “Huh?”
 
   I analyzed him, watching his expression shift from shock to confusion. 
 
   “I don’t know. I said how I felt.”
 
   “Are you like me? Do you have any special powers?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Relieved, I let air slip out of my lungs. I didn’t want to broach that topic and risk spooking him any more than I already had. I presumed that Nolan had already freaked out internally, while displaying an unrivaled poker face. Still, what prompted him to disregard my abilities? 
 
   Surely, no ordinary person would consider me as anything but a freak. Kendall and Brandon had known me for years and knew I wouldn’t intentionally hurt anyone, so they surely relied on our friendship to guide them in relating to me on a normal wavelength. Then again, my heritage proved that plenty of men had overlooked the gifts of my ancestors. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have been born.
 
   I extended my hand toward the counter without looking, but I obviously misjudged its distance because with nothing to grab hold of, my body tilted in that direction. My thighs felt rubbery, almost as though I’d just run a few miles, and where I would normally have pushed off on my feet and twisted my hips so I could clamp onto the counter and hold myself up, I didn’t have enough strength in my legs to turn my torso.
 
   With unexpected reflexes, Nolan swooped in front of the counter, so rather than falling into the hard wood, I fell against his chest. To prevent me from staggering back, he clutched me tightly. Once more, I felt weariness take hold of me.
 
   “Are you okay?” he asked, alert and eager to help. “You look pale. Have you eaten? Do you need medication for anything?”
 
   “No.” I shook my head, but that only made me feel loopy, as though intoxicated. “You look so serious,” I said, attempting to emulate the concerned look on Nolan’s face.
 
   “Because I’m worried.” He studied my expression. “You didn’t take anything, did you?”
 
   “Like what?” I asked, unable to stop grinning. “Drugs? Nope, I’m a good girl.” I giggled. “Never taken drugs.” I paused and moved in closer, feigning a clandestine nature. “Why? Got some you’d like to share?”
 
   “No, I don’t do drugs.”
 
   I reached out, wrapped my hand around his mouth and chin, and swung it side-to-side. “You don’t look so hot now…do you, Mr. Marvelous?”
 
   He smiled under my palm, placed a hand over my knuckles, and tried to pry it loose.
 
   I chuckled. “You’re not too strong either. What do women see in you, anyway?” I felt him ever so slightly increase the pressure around my hand, but I kept it around his mouth, the effort almost making me sway to the side before I regained my balance. “Okay, fine,” I said, raising a hand to halt all conversation but mine. “I’ll admit it: I’m just like all the other girls.” I nodded. “You are definitely the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen. And I’ve seen a lot of them. Every day.” I looked down at my hand and pinched my pinky finger. “On the sidewalk.” I ticked off another finger. “In restaurants.” I decided to keep picking a different finger for each location I mentioned. “On the bus. The train. Wrigley Field? They’re there, all right. Macy’s? You betcha! Listen to me, they’re all over.” I looked up at him. “Oh, don’t look so surprised, Mr. Marvelous. You know it! And those muscles,” I said, moving my free hand to his left bicep. I tried to squeeze it, but it didn’t budge. “They’re like…metal.” The play on words in correlation to the music we played made me giggle. “Like heavy metal!” I guffawed so loudly that I actually snorted. Startled, I removed my hands and teetered backwards.  
 
   Nolan let me move, no longer holding onto me, although he was prepared if I hadn’t corrected my center of gravity. Now free of his grasp, I felt my fatigue wear off a bit. I raised a hand to Nolan, waving off any need for further assistance. I stamped my feet onto the floor and remained in place. My head ached and I felt nauseous.
 
   “You haven’t been drinking,” he said more to himself than me. “So, what’s—” 
 
   The bell above the entrance jingled, announcing a visitor. It now dawned on me that I hadn’t locked the door, which explained why Nolan, and now, this visitor had appeared. I glanced in that direction and saw Darius step through the threshold. 
 
   He met my gaze, expressionless. But when he set his eyes on Nolan, they widened. With lightning speed, he crossed over to us, reached over the counter, grabbed a fistful of Nolan’s shirt, dragged him across the countertop, and threw him at the wall closest to the front door. 
 
   Nolan slammed against the drywall. He appeared only a little bit phased by the blow. He stepped away from the wall and met Darius’s gaze. “It’s you: the stalker from last night.” Then he must have recalled that I’d mentioned that Darius protected me because he looked my way. “Why is he protecting you?”
 
   “Do not say a word,” Darius shouted at me. Then he raced across the floor and swung an uppercut that Nolan sidestepped, only to send off a punch of his own. Darius slipped under it with unexpected speed and plowed a furious punch into Nolan’s solar plexus, eliciting a grunt. Darius followed up with more intended damage, but he landed only one blow for every three punches until Nolan bashed a fist across Darius’s cheek, sending him skittering across the floor.
 
   A second later, Nolan had vanished, the only indication that he’d left being the jingling bell over the doorway.
 
   What the hell just happened?
 
   Watching Darius shake his dazed head, I rushed over to him, unwilling to let him chase after Nolan without first getting an explanation as to why he attacked him. “What the hell are you doing?”
 
   He got to his feet with incredible speed, but he took his time dusting off his suit, looking irritated. “My job. Protecting you.”
 
   “From Nolan? Why? He’s not a threat.”
 
   “He’s not entirely human. Power vibrated off him in waves. I don’t recall ever meeting anyone like him.” He examined me with suspicion. “You couldn’t sense it?”
 
   “No. Am I supposed to?”
 
   “You’re probably too new to magic. But yes, with time, you’ll be able to identify and distinguish between all supernatural beings. And this creature…it seemed like he’d just hooked into a power grid. I’m fairly certain he’s a trillium.” 
 
   I shook my head, unfamiliar with the term.
 
   “With a simple touch, a trillium sucks the life out of those with supernatural powers.” He looked pensive, disturbed.
 
   “But Nolan’s not...” Then I realized that, both times Nolan touched me, I felt weak, followed by effects similar to those of being more than a bit tipsy. Had Nolan lied to my face…after saying that he found honesty incredibly important? “He’s not a liar.” I couldn’t be certain, but it sounded like I was trying to convince myself…more than Darius. “But what is a—”
 
   “A trillium is half-demon and half-human.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “That’s impossible,” I said, hoping that my words would influence reality. 
 
   “Depending on the power source, once a trillium extracts life from a supernatural being, he has enhanced strength, speed, and stamina. He is also resistant to pain and injury. You saw me throw him into a wall. Did he scream in pain? Was his head busted? And yet you disregard what you’ve seen?” 
 
   “He wouldn’t have lied to me—”
 
   “In all probability, he didn’t even know about his demon side until there was a tear in the fabric of your line. Just like everything in the magical world, there are three possible groups that Nolan might fit into: near-mortal, balanced, and near-demonic.”
 
   “This can’t be happening.”
 
   “Your magical abilities will hasten the recovery period, depending on how long the trillium had you in his grasp.”
 
   “It was less than a minute,” I said, barely able to comprehend Darius’s words. True enough, my headache and nausea began to subside.
 
   “I’m uncertain how much time he sucked out of your lifespan. Nevertheless, you are now older than your actual age.”
 
   “Great. I’ll bet you’re a hit with the ladies!”
 
   “Near-mortals are mostly similar to humans. They often think in human terms and show no physical indication that they are demon offspring.”
 
   “He can’t be a demon.”
 
   “A balanced demon,” Darius said, ignoring my remark, “is just that: mentally, physically, emotionally, instinctually, spiritually, and supernaturally split between the two. However, every half-demon has free will to determine his path. Once he selects a side, he begins to develop the temperament of either the near-human or the near-demonic, the latter of which favors immortal parentage, although these creatures are able to resist the pull of a full-demonic entity.”
 
   “This is all a bunch of—”
 
   Without warning, Darius grasped my upper arms and tossed me aside with unusual force. 
 
   Slung sideways, barely able to see straight as I swiveled in place, I managed to right my balance and prevent falling into the back counter. My martial arts training prepared me for an unexpected attack like this, while giving me the tools to remain on my feet to mount a counter-attack. If this was how Darius “protected me,” I wondered how our relationship would shift if he considered me an enemy. 
 
   He obviously hadn’t anticipated that I’d avoid falling to the floor. He hurried to the door, but not hearing my body crash to the ground, he stopped a few feet away and spun around to check on me.
 
   At that moment, I’d rushed forward and threw a right hook to his left cheek. 
 
   His head snapped to the side, and he grunted in irritation, rather than surprise or anguish. “Must you continue with these childish antics?”
 
   Stunned that he regarded the blow as anything but painful, I wished I’d had a couple more seconds to put my body weight into the punch. 
 
   “You are trying my patience,” he said.
 
   “He’s not a demon.”
 
   “I’d wager that he is,” Darius said between clenched teeth. 
 
   “Why are you so certain? Have you ever seen a trillium before?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   I waited, hoping he’d expound on that answer, but he didn’t. “We finally get a badass guitarist, and he turns out to be demon. You know, a lot of band members around the world have issues with drugs and alcohol, so I guess we should count ourselves lucky to have a guitarist who merely sucks the life out of people.”
 
   “Not people, only those with supernatural abilities.”
 
   I relied upon humor for two reasons: first, to distract Darius, thereby giving Nolan a chance to put more distance between them; and second, because I didn’t want to admit how deeply it hurt to hear what might potentially be the truth. To find someone I was interested in on a romantic level, as well as a friend, dashed my hopes of a potential relationship that might never gel.
 
   “It looked like you wanted to kill him,” I said.
 
   “That was my first inclination. But he might be of service in another capacity. Simply put, I have not yet determined your friend’s fate.” He turned back to me with a sneer. “No need to worry about my seeking him out. Now that I have caught his scent, it will be all too easy to locate him.” He went to the door, swung it open, and met my gaze with an irritated expression. “Besides, it is quite obvious you have taken a liking to him.” Far from the gentleman he’d resembled earlier, Darius now looked feral and ravenous. “One need only find you…to find him.”
 
   “I refuse your protection,” I said, frightened by what Darius might do next.
 
   “You think it’s that simple? This curse has haunted me for hundreds of years. I’ve tried to remove it countless times…in more ways than you can possibly imagine. No, ignorant one: if it were that simple, I wouldn’t have wasted my time on you.”
 
   “But you pushed me. That wasn’t very protective.”
 
   His smile brightened. “I must safeguard you from paranormal beings, but magic does not prohibit me from hurting you.”
 
   “So why did you choose to protect me? If you wanted to protect someone in our line, you should have chosen Celestina. No,” I said, shaking my head. “You came here looking for the grimoire.”
 
   “And yet,” he said, removing both hands from behind his back, “you would be wrong. I have sworn to protect the weakest witch in your family. And you, ignorant one, are the most unimportant witch in the history of your line.” A harsh laugh erupted from his throat. “How pitiful!”
 
   A sickening possibility entered my mind. “Whenever the line breaks, you turn humans into vampires. When it reconnects, you are cursed to exterminate the vamps you created.” 
 
   “How you hadn’t figured that out earlier astonishes me.”
 
   Now I knew why Grams didn’t fully trust Darius.
 
   “I must admit: I enjoy your simplistic mind.” He smiled, rubbing his hands together like a child who peered through a candy shop window, contemplating which treats to purchase. 
 
   I now presumed that Darius mulled over how he could use Nolan to his own advantage. Likewise, given how Darius had slowly transformed from genial to sadistic, I suspected that, the more our line fractured, the more sinister Darius became. Based on the rate of his transformation, our line had recently begun disintegrating with greater speed. It also meant that demons and other creatures might slip through the veil more frequently.
 
   “Now that you’ve had some time to deliberate on dear old Lorraine’s death, I bet you have some questions.” He shut the door, folded his arms, and even bounced a little on his tiptoes, eager to impart some wisdom. “Ask away.”
 
   I was unprepared to deal with the situation, but now that Darius looked at me like a plaything, I doubted he would kill me…yet. I sensed that he drew pleasure from the fact that I felt anxious around him. While I did my best not to reveal my fright, Darius had heightened senses, and he could no doubt smell it on me. Nevertheless, I might never get a better chance to learn more about a world containing demons and monsters.
 
   “Did you ever care about Grams?”
 
   “She was my responsibility,” he said without the least bit of emotion. “Nothing more.”
 
   Darius’s voice hadn’t quivered, nor had he displayed any other sign that her passing affected him. It felt wrong, illogical. It seemed that his innermost feelings had vanished, which made me question if he had a soul. I made my way behind the counter again to put as much distance between us as possible. I knew he could attack me before I could mount a defense, but I felt a little safer this way.
 
   Darius slowly made his way opposite me. “I realize that losing your grandmother was quite a blow.” He lowered his gaze, lost in his thoughts for a few moments. Then he met my gaze again. “But life is loss, is it not?”
 
   His reaction seemed too planned, too premeditated. He also looked like he was trying not to feel something, but he couldn’t muster enough feeling to make it happen. 
 
   “No, it’s not,” I said. “I haven’t lost Grams. She came back to me. She was the one who wanted me to stab her.”
 
   “In spirit, yes. But not in form. You will not embrace her again. You may once more catch a whiff of the perfume she wore and you may see her visit you again, but she will be nothing more than a vision.”
 
   It reminded me that Grams’s blankets and pillows were still on her bed, that her clothes still hung in the closet, not to mention that her Buick LaSabre was still parked in the garage. Rather than let my thoughts center on Grams, I redirected my mind to Darius’s lack of “protection” tonight. I needed to know when he stopped looking out for me: it might reveal to what extent the line was severed.
 
   “Where were you tonight?” I asked. “Did you see me slinging fireballs at a bar? How about afterwards when I had a fire-and-ice throw down with Alexis?”
 
   Impassive, he stared at me for a long moment. “While still an imbecile, you are a quick learner. To go from throwing fire, to harnessing it, to hold your own with Alexis in such a short time shows that you are quite instinctual.”
 
   Since that response didn’t supply any information, I decided to get as much background information about Darius as possible, because I doubted he’d be so forthcoming in the future. “If you created every vampire, who created you?”
 
    “Zephora.”
 
   “What? How?”
 
   “I failed to protect her.” He flinched as though the incident had happened three days ago, rather than three centuries ago. Darius spun around and turned his back on me. “I couldn’t save her in time.” He shook his head in a maddened state. “That’s when Zephora demanded that I protect the one person in her line most similar to her.”
 
   “And that’s me?” I asked, incredulous. “That’s crazy! What about Delphine? She’s wacko just like Zephora. Or how about Alexis? That girl has some serious issues.” Although I felt quite a bit of compassion for her, I still stuck by my beliefs.
 
   “Zephora didn’t blame me,” Darius said, as though I hadn’t responded to his statements. “But I was so ashamed.”
 
   I sensed that he hadn’t admitted these feelings to anyone, let alone himself, so I remained silent. And now that he became introspective, his creepiness subsided, which unsettled me even more. I couldn’t determine when he’d shift from one demeanor to another.
 
   “I went mad,” Darius said. “I lost my mind. I couldn’t live with what happened.” He sighed as though doing so cleansed him from reliving the memory. “And because of that, Zephora changed me.”
 
   I waited a long time, hoping he’d continue talking, but he just looked at me with a dazed expression, startled that he’d let those feelings slip past his lips. Rather than let him get lost in his thoughts, I decided to get him back on track. “How could Zephora do that? Turn you into a vampire? Did she just snap her fingers, and the next thing you knew, you vamped out?”
 
   “I’ve spent three centuries trying to determine not only how she got her powers, but why she got them. But in all that time, I have nothing to show for my efforts. As to how she managed to turn me…” He shook his head, mystified. “You would think I could recall the exact moment it happened, but I cannot. I believe she deliberately made that memory inaccessible to me.”
 
   “You think she hexed you to forget it?”
 
   “Precisely.”
 
   “If you let her down and Zephora didn’t blame you, why would she turn you?”
 
   “Perhaps to end my torment. As a favor. I suspect her spell makes it all but impossible for me to remember why I felt such self-loathing.” He looked aggravated that he couldn’t solve that mystery. “Through it all, one question eluded me: if I cannot recall why I failed Zephora or how she turned me, why am I so certain that I felt such shame for neglecting to protect her?”
 
   “Maybe it tore you up inside so much that it left a scar in your mind.”
 
   “That is the most logical conclusion. But given Zephora’s penchant for magic, I couldn’t discount the possibility that she allowed me to keep this memory to ensure that I would do everything possible to protect those in her line.”
 
   Why did Darius feel such disgrace for an act that he couldn’t recall? Still another mystery interested me even more, one he hadn’t answered yet, so I decided to repeat the question: “Why would Zephora change you into a vampire? And how could she? She’s a witch, not a vampire.”
 
   “Ah, yes. Well, that I can explain. She wanted to ensure that I wouldn’t let down another witch in her line.”
 
   “The insinuation being that you weren’t strong enough or fast enough to help her?”
 
   He nodded. “It adds more disgrace to that which I have endured. It’s a constant reminder that my job isn’t completed until I either protect every witch I have sworn to defend or until I die.”
 
   “You’re the life of every party, aren’t you?”
 
   He showed no recognition that he’d understood the joke.
 
   I wanted to press him about now shirking the responsibilities he just mentioned, but before I had a chance to open my mouth again, he cut me off.
 
   “I don’t think Zephora intended to punish me. I suspect she changed me so I wouldn’t feel weak.”
 
   “Did you feel that way before she changed you?”
 
   “I must have.”
 
   “Maybe she wanted you to feel that way so you’d protect those in her line.” The way Darius revealed his feelings made me want to learn more about him. It displaced some of my fears. “Which reminds me: why do you have to protect the witches in my line?”
 
   “It has always been that way.”
 
   My mouth dropped open at that ridiculous statement. “So if your first memory was of sucking on a pacifier, why pluck it out of your mouth when you’re a few years old? Why not just walk around sucking that baby until they toss your bones into a casket?”
 
   “I don’t have an answer for you. I have long wondered whether Zephora cursed me to protect those in her line.”
 
   “For someone who knew her so well, you sure don’t know much about her.”
 
   “That is quite disconcerting. But once she died, I had no other opportunities to learn about her. Your ancestors were not forthcoming with any details that could fill in the gaps of my memory.”
 
   “They weren’t willing, or they didn’t know Zephora well enough to give you any answers?”
 
   “Possibly both. Zephora was quite like your mother: scheming and power-hungry. She lacked the fundamentals of motherly intuition.”
 
   That explanation made me glad to have had Grams in my life. “How well do you know my mother?”
 
   “Not well. Despite Lorraine’s efforts, she could not dissuade your mother from following her own path, one that relied, not on building relationships but on creating them, only to further her own goals and desires. Meeting her again recently reinforced what I have long known: she is not a kind person.”
 
   “Ya think?” That understatement made me laugh. And that response meant that I’d let my guard down. Darius had opened himself up to me, and I had to assume he did so to achieve his own objectives. Despite this, I wondered why Darius always protected a witch most like Zephora. Granted, I didn’t know much about the woman, other than the whole lunatic-who-possesses-other-people-thing in an effort to rule the world.
 
   “How are Zephora and I alike?”
 
   “I broke from tradition. As I said, when I chose you, I selected to protect the weakest of your line…I did so because I sensed that you needed protection. Those with tremendous power often draw enemies who wish to take it from them. Just as important, I was drawn by her inherent sense of goodness and fairness.”
 
   “But Grams wasn’t evil like Zephora.”
 
   “True. But Zephora was not always vicious and self-serving. She was once good. Pure.” 
 
   “So what happened? How did she lose her marbles?”
 
   “The Witch Trials.” Scowling, he shook his head, making it known that he no longer wished to recall memories from the seventeenth-century. “Until you turned twenty-one, I had seen you no more than a handful of times, but each time I did, I could not overlook the impression that you were quite important. But that is only intuition speaking. You are unlike any witch in the history of your line. You have limited magical power, but your true influence lies outside of the mystical realm. You…intrigue me.”
 
   I acted as if I was unaffected by his stare. In truth, his penetrating eyes made me want to rush out of the shop, but doing so would make me appear weak in his eyes. And since I no longer considered him an ally, I didn’t want to give him any reason to regard me as cowardly and inept.
 
   “You are not the first in your immediate family. I noticed this during the duel with your sister. She was so taken aback by your abilities that she didn’t notice you barely managed to repel her power.” He placed an index finger against an unsettling smile before his lips flat-lined a second later. “But your secret,” he said in a conspiratorial tone, “is safe with me.”
 
   His words sent a shiver down my spine. While I believed him, I also sensed that he took plenty of pleasure from knowing what my mother and Alexis didn’t. Instinct told me that he had an ulterior motive, but I didn’t know enough about him to guess what that might be. Rather than disclosing that I knew he had concealed his intentions, I decided to keep that information in the back of my mind.
 
   Nonetheless, another question haunted me, one he’d refused to answer before. “Why not protect Celestina? She’s the youngest, the most vulnerable witch in our line.”
 
   “Your mother and sister are powerful. They will protect her. But as I said yesterday, they need not. Celestina is the most powerful witch since Zephora. She needs no assistance.”
 
   Those words calmed me. In fact, they almost made me smile.
 
   Darius made his way toward the exit, but when he reached the door, an invisible force made him shudder. He swiveled around in a loose manner, far from his usual stiff demeanor. “From this moment forth, you are no longer under my protection.” His demented smile returned. All traces of the introspective, complacent gentleman had vanished. He opened the door and stepped out. 
 
   A chilly gust of air whipped through the shop and enveloped me like an iron fist.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER TWENTY
 
    
 
   
 
 
    
 
   A minute later, as I reached the hidden door at the back of the room, I heard the jingle above the entrance, despite not hearing the door actually shut. Furthermore, I’d locked it thirty seconds ago! The overhead fluorescent lights switched on.
 
   A stout man wearing a cap atop a thatch of red hair walked into the shop. He spotted me and stopped short, arms spread out as though to regain his balance. A pair of khakis sagged at the foot of his sneakers, while a green polo likely constricted his ability to breathe deeply without fearing that the buttons at his neck would pop off, giving him a hunched over posture.
 
   Startled by his unexpected appearance, I tried not to show my surprise while searching him for any visible weapons. Seeing none, I felt a little more at ease, since this man didn’t appear intimidating. “We’re closed.”
 
   “I…um…” With a timid expression, he glanced back at the door before turning back to me. “I was um…” Aggravation marked his face, and he swiped a fist through the air as though he’d just lost a bet. “Shoot. So close. I thought you’d left.” The light shined down on a jagged scar an inch wide across his left cheekbone, which appeared at odds with his rather frumpy appearance. Dark rings of flesh sagged under his eyes. 
 
   “I’ll say it again: we’re closed. You need to leave.” I took out my cell phone, prepared to dial the police. But considering that this man had entered the shop and tapped the bell, rather than actually opening the door and shutting it, I figured I’d encountered a supernatural being, one whose abilities I couldn’t detect. And really, if this guy could fly or shoot laser beams out of his eyes, how much could the cops do anyway? 
 
   Keeping my ears perked for any movement behind me, I strolled over to the front counter to get the Soul Sword. I swung around the counter and grabbed the sword, gratified by the jolt of energy flowing up my arms. I made my way toward the man who looked like a worn-out high school custodian that needed every minute of his three-month sabbatical during the summer to recuperate from the daily rigors of the job. 
 
   “My…what a large sword.” His breath caught and his eyes shone bright, admiring the blade as though the weapon held great appeal to him, as though aware that I’d noticed how the sword enthralled him. He redirected his gaze to mine.
 
   “Look, Mr.—”
 
   A pleasant smile appeared. “Please,” he said, trying not to let his eyes wander back to the sword, “call me Mephisto.”
 
   “All right, Mr. Mephisto, as I was saying—”
 
   “No, it’s just Mephisto. Sort of like Beyoncé.”
 
   “But Beyoncé’s last name isn’t a secret. You should have gone with Prince or Bono. At least they’re men. And closer in age to you.”
 
   “Prince!” he said, eyes lighting up. “A musical genius. Not unlike Mozart.” He leaned forward in a conspiratorial manner. “Would you be surprised to learn that they’re one and the same?”
 
   I wondered if I should call the nearest psychiatric ward. 
 
   Mephisto removed his cap with one hand and scratched the bald spot on top with the other, looking unsure what he should do or say. “Well, gosh, I just wanted to come by to get the Soul Sword, and I’d be on my way.”
 
   Dammit! If he’d come for the weapon I now held, he surely knew what it looked like. Considering that I couldn’t pretend it didn’t exist, I said, “It belongs to me. But we’ve got some nice antiques here. How about the first ever made Miller Light neon sign?” I’d planned to ask him to leave, so why did I invite him to check out a different item in the shop?
 
   As he removed his cap once more, the man bowed to me, as though he’d traveled back in time to the Victorian Era and now planned to court a woman he wished to dance with. He wheezed for breath as though the motion required the same endurance as running a mile on a treadmill. Mephisto placed his hands on knobby knees that appeared unprepared to carry the weight contained inside his belly. He coughed and shook his head as though he suffered from a dizzy spell. 
 
   I immediately envisioned the man having a heart attack, so I made my way over to him cautiously in the event that he used this production as a ruse to lure me into lowering my guard. “Are you okay?” Once again, I was startled by my complacence. Hadn’t I considered calling the cops a minute ago?
 
   Mephisto took a few more moments to catch his breath then rose, his flabby face red from all of the blood rushing to it. “Nope, I just came for the sword.” The blood had drained from his face, and he gave me a vibrant smile as he gestured to the sword. “I’ll just snap that puppy up… and heck…” He extracted a blue and red Spider-Man nylon Velcro wallet from inside his gray Members Only jacket. “I’ll even let you ring me up for it…Savvy?”
 
   “Did you just quote Captain Jack Sparrow?”
 
   “Sure did, little lady. Just had me a Pirates marathon. What a hoot!”
 
   I didn’t know whether to laugh in his face or yell at him to leave the shop. Still, I decided to remain vigilant in case he became hostile, however unlikely that seemed.
 
   “Now then,” he said, licking an index finger and thumbing through a pile of Benjamin Franklins in his wallet, “name the price.” No matter how many bills he flipped past, the stash seemed never-ending, yet the wallet remained the same size.
 
   Mesmerized, I couldn’t help but look into the man’s eyes. “Look,” I said, regaining my wits. “You have to leave. Now.”
 
   His smile folded into a frown. He stopped counting. “I must say, your customer service skills need some polishing. Might I suggest—”
 
   “What? You broke into my store.” Why was I negotiating with him? “Leave now!”  
 
    Mephisto now wore the equivalent look of a sad puppy face. “I’m sorry.” He screwed his lips together like a defiant child who felt he had suffered wrongdoing. “I can’t leave without getting what I came for.”
 
   Sensing the situation transforming from comical to potentially dangerous, I slipped my phone out of my pocket and raised the sword, willing to cut him down if it came to that. 
 
   “That would be a mistake.”
 
   And without another word from him, I said, “I agree.” Then I lowered the blade without a second thought. A moment later, after wondering why I’d relaxed my fighting stance, I realized that Mephisto had somehow tricked me.
 
   “Don’t feel bad.” A beaming smile revealed teeth so jagged, crooked, and discolored that they looked like a white picket fence battered into submission by decades of environmental weathering. “The power of persuasion is a strong ally.” His grin brightened.
 
   “Did you just do a Jedi mind trick?” I asked, now realizing why I had gone along with his humorous asides over the past few minutes without forcing him to leave the building.
 
   He clapped his hands. “A wonderful analogy. And yet another entertaining series. I pulled a marathon on that one a while back as well. That Darth Vader: such a sympathetic leader. I was rooting for him through all the films!” He glanced at the Minnie Mouse watch on his left wrist. “We can talk films all day, but I promised my lady friend that we’d start watching Sex and the City tonight.” He let out a heaving sigh. “Seems another marathon is in our midst.” He patted his belly, making the cellulite there jiggle. “I’ll need to store up for the long-haul.” He cocked his head at me. “There are 94 episodes, plus two feature films. I’ll have to make another beer run before the night is over!”
 
   Doing my best to ignore the misdirection of this pop culture enthusiast, I said, “You will not leave with my sword.”
 
   Mephisto bent over and looked into my eyes, all pretense gone. “How disconcerting.” He stood upright, disheartened. He blinked and the irises in his eyes turned into flaming red orbs. He blinked once more, and they returned to normal.
 
   Startled, I lifted my sword, aiming at his heart. “You’re a demon!”
 
   He clicked his tongue against the bridge of his mouth, eliciting a tsk-tsk-tsk sound. “Indeed. I thought it was only good taste to disclose my identity. But do you greet all of your customers this way? That’s just unacceptable. In fact, I’d like to see the manager.”
 
   “I’m the manager. And the owner.”
 
   He cringed as though the news induced physical pain. “How unfortunate…for your customers, that is.” Then his face flattened. Expressionless, with eyes that looked as bright and turbulent as the planet Venus, Mephisto now appeared void of emotion.
 
   “You know things you shouldn’t,” I said, focusing to prevent Mephisto from pushing his thoughts into my brain. Too bad he didn’t use the same wavelength that Alexis applied while trying to access my brain. Otherwise, I would have caught him. I figured that our connection as twins had something to do with my ability to catch my sister the moment she tried to enter my mind. I appreciated that level of twin-tuition.
 
   “And unfortunately, you don’t know what you should.” He stepped forward, no longer moving awkwardly but spry and sleek, until the tip of the blade poked his chest. “My underworld brethren know your grandmother has passed, and I assure you, once they enter this dimension, they won’t be as genial or understanding as I am.”
 
   It occurred to me that Mephisto hadn’t recently slipped into this dimension. Otherwise, based on the way he stared at the sword, he would have no doubt shown up earlier to confront me. As a demon, he surely had supernatural powers other than the power of persuasion. So why didn’t he try to forcibly take the sword? 
 
   “What do demons want with me?” I asked.
 
   “They want the weapons your grandmother had tucked away. Afterwards, of course, they’ll want to kill you.”
 
   Mephisto hadn’t glanced at the secret chamber, which meant in all likelihood, he didn’t know it existed. “What’s so important about them?”
 
   “Now that’s intriguing!” He stared at me for a long moment, fascination flashing across his face. “Your grandmother didn’t prepare you for her passing, did she? Such a shame.” He cocked his head with empathy. “And yes, I’m a demon. I can be friendly…” His kind expression vanished, once more replaced with dead eyes. “Or I can be deadly. It all depends on your level of cooperation.” He smiled. “Moving on...” He gestured to me then motioned to himself. “You and I seem to have built a foundation of trust.”
 
   “I wouldn’t say that.”
 
   “That’s why I said it for you.” He stepped to my right and slowly circled me, beaming like a pompous child whose parents spoiled him by granting his every wish. “Now then, you have questions, and I have answers that no one else can provide. A trade is in order, is it not? I give you the answers you seek, and you allow me to reclaim the Soul Sword.”
 
   That meant it had once belonged to him. Darius said that he’d once owned the sword as well. Did he steal it from Mephisto? “We’ve made our intentions clear. I’m not going to hand over this sword. Please leave before I remove you from the premises.”
 
   “Now that would be a sight.” He let silence fill the air between us for a long moment. 
 
   I recalled Darius telling me that in the presence of humans, demons needed to blink three times, revealing black irises each time. However, Mephisto blinked just once, disclosing blood-red orbs. I assumed that he was not a typical demon. More than that, my intuition told me that he was much wiser and more powerful than the average demon. 
 
   “Mark my words: one day, you will regret your decision. When that day comes, you will beg me to take that sword from your hands.” Then his face brightened, once more revealing the same jolly behavior he’d carried during most of our conversation. “But until that day…” He snapped his fingers. And disappeared.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   After Mephisto stated that his underworld colleagues would soon descend upon me, and because Mephisto looked like he’d enjoy sending them to The Antique Boutique, I didn’t waste another second in the shop. I needed answers, so I stored the Soul Sword in the secret chamber and went to the only place I might get them.
 
   Now standing on a creaky, warped wooden front porch in Logan Square, I knocked on a black oak door that had been battered by the elements. Luckily, the exterior needed no further upkeep, as the single-story flat was wrapped entirely in brick. 
 
     The door opened and Delphine stood before me. “Serena,” she said softly, not the least bit surprised by my presence. A smile surfaced as she met my gaze. “You didn’t trespass by astral projecting. How very thoughtful of you!” 
 
   I trusted the residual affects of that journey inside my subconscious to guide me through the city streets until I arrived at their doorstep. “I aim to please. Especially when it comes to visiting my evil mother and wretched sister.” I enjoyed watching Delphine’s pompous smile falter. I also responded that way to throw off any sense that she intimidated me. I only hoped she didn’t sense the undercurrents of fear pecking at my skin.
 
   A second later, my mother stepped aside with an overly cheery smile. She opened the door and gave me a view of the living room. “Please join us.”
 
   Alexis sat on the beige sofa, chomping into a red apple before chasing it with a healthy gulp from the half-empty bottle of blueberry-flavored vodka she clenched in her other hand. She glanced my way and…immediately did a double take. Shocked, she almost dropped the bottle from her hand. When she recovered, she let out a heap of air in relief, mesmerized by the bottle in the same way that Mephisto had been captivated by the Soul Sword. 
 
   “What is Poland?” Celestina shouted at the television, kneeling down in front of a glass coffee table littered with coffee rings, pretzel salt, and other remnants. She waited for the Wii U Jeopardy game to reveal whether she’d given the right question to the answer Alex Trebek’s voice provided.
 
   I smiled at the sight of my niece, so bright and well-mannered. When I was thirteen, I’d accidentally confused Poland with Pluto, only to have every student in my social studies class turn and laugh at me. And here sat Celestina, stating that Germany had triggered World War II by invading the country I thought was a huge rock past Neptune. Perhaps she’d sidestep the self-serving nature of her mother and grandmother. That thought made my heart soar.
 
   I looked right and left, anticipating some sort of sabotage, but no attack was forthcoming, so I entered the room.
 
   Celestina spotted me and glee eclipsed her serious expression. “Aunt Serena!” She tossed the controller aside, pushed off the carpet, and rushed toward me with unadulterated excitement. 
 
   She bumped into my legs, knocking me back a foot or so, but when she hugged me tight, I felt such an outpouring of emotion that my throat constricted, making it impossible to tell her how much I appreciated such an affectionate welcome. After all, my mother and sister didn’t seem like huggers. This response provided further evidence, however, that Celestina hadn’t formed many of the same social cues as others her age. After all, at her age, many kids preferred to act cool by not needing anyone in order to prove their independence. Nonetheless, I held Celestina tightly, glad that she wrapped her arms around my back.
 
   “Well, well,” said Alexis rising from the couch with an irritated expression. “Look who decided to show up without going all Sue Storm on us.” Seeing my confusion, she scoffed. “The Invisible Woman…from the Fantastic Four.”
 
   “But I’m not invisible. I can only project my spirit in a place other than my body.”
 
   She grimaced. “Same difference.”  
 
   “What brings you around so late?” asked Delphine, closing the door behind me.
 
   Locking eyes with my sister, I felt guilty that Celestina had rushed away from Alexis and had such a strong connection with me. “Hi, Celie,” I said, the nickname coming to me without thought. It just felt right. 
 
   Far from annoyed, Celestina looked up at me with a smile, obviously content to have a new nickname. “Guess what, Aunt Serena? Mom and I were just talking about you. Isn’t it crazy that you came by, like, ten seconds later?”
 
   “Yeah,” said Alexis in monotone. “Crazy.”
 
   Delphine chuckled at her granddaughter’s comment. “It’s intuition. Even the lowliest humans are in tune with that sensation.”
 
   Admonished, Celestina removed her arms from around me and cringed as if a whip had lashed her. 
 
   “It’s a good thing,” I told her. “It shows that your mind, body, and spirit are in tune with each other. It’s rare.”
 
   “Rare!” Alexis spat. “Rare? Who do you think you are? Barging in here like you’re one of us.” 
 
   “Actually, I knocked, and your mom opened the door. If you lay off the booze,” I said, gesturing to the bottle in her hand, “you might be able to sit at the big-kid table one day and have adult conversations.” 
 
   “You mean our mom opened the door.” She seemed satisfied by that logic.
 
   I left Celestina behind as I strode toward Alexis, unwilling to let her get the best of me. I expected her to reek of booze, but she looked coherent and acted alert. Perhaps she’d just begun drinking. “You can’t get in my mind, and you can’t freeze me into the ice age, so let’s skip the name-calling.”
 
   Alexis’s wicked grin looked like a demonic jack-o-lantern. “Whatever, half witch.”
 
   “Now you’re just making a fool of yourself. I can either be a full-witch or a third-of-a-witch.”
 
   “I may have only gotten my GED,” she said, her voice slurring and even trembling on the acronym, revealing that she felt inferior to have only earned the equivalent of a high school diploma. “But I’ve got my own line of lingerie. It’s called Design Your Universe.”
 
   That statement made me snap my mouth shut.
 
   Alexis’s smarmy smile brightened at my loss for words. “It’s an online business, and my partner and I have made over $600,000 in sales over the past eight months.”
 
   “And how did you come by that stroke of luck? Magic?”
 
   “It helped,” she said, looking over at her daughter, obviously proud to have used the gifts that were bestowed upon her to do whatever it took to succeed. “But we wouldn’t have made a penny without my designs. And here you are, Little Miss University, trying to prove that spending $60,000 on four wasted years in college was worth a diploma.” A grin lit her face. “How will a degree help you become a rock star?” Her laughter echoed throughout the house.
 
   “At least I earned what came my way.”
 
   “What do you plan on doing with that sacred piece of paper? Roll it up to slap a demon upside the head?”
 
   I wanted to knock that proud smile off her face, but I sensed Celestina staring at me, waiting for me to respond. “No matter what I do, succeed or fail, I’ll have been honest with myself and everyone else. That’s more than you can say.”
 
   Alexis continued to smile at me, as though she’d won a standoff. 
 
   Meanwhile, Celestina didn’t know what to make of our bickering. 
 
   Rather than continue trading insults, or even worse declare my true intentions for stopping over, I threw my arm around Celestina’s shoulder and said, “Your mom and dear old granny said something about hosting a weekly dinner and game night. I forced a melodramatic smile. “Who’s up for Parcheesi?”
 
   Celestina plugged her hands against her hips and presented me with a look of disbelief. “Yeah, right!” Despite that, she seemed comforted that I’d ended the spat between her mother and me. She snatched the remote from the coffee table and switched the channel. “Hey, look, it’s The Wizard of Oz. I’ve seen it like six or seven times. The Tin Man is my favorite. He’s not afraid of feeling things.” She rattled her head, aggravated to have revealed that information. “Do you hate the Wicked Bitch? That’s what Mom calls her. “She’s soooo evil.”
 
   “The Wicked Witch…or your mom?” I asked, grinning.
 
   “Ha!” Celestina twisted around to address her mother. “She totally got you. But, no, seriously, I’m glad Mom and Granny aren’t like the Wicked Witch.”
 
   At that last statement, I glanced at Alexis who hit me with a disturbing grin. Moving onwards, I saw my mother try to hide a similar smile. They seemed to rejoice in their villainous behavior. I concentrated on my niece, silently promising her that I wouldn’t let her follow their path.
 
   “See?” Delphine said. “We’ve got nothing to hide. But you do, isn’t that right, Serena?”
 
   “Yes.” Instead of holding back, I decided to be straightforward. “I’ve got something you want.”
 
   “The Book of Souls?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Delphine’s smile brightened. “So why don’t you give it to us? Surely, it’s of no use to you.”
 
   “True. I have no interest in it. Since no one has helped me develop my powers, I wouldn’t know what to do with it if I did. But here’s the thing… you and Alexis want it very badly. For that reason, I’m not willing to part with it.”
 
   “I told you,” said Alexis, scowling. “She’s just—”
 
   Delphine shushed her. “There must be a better reason than that.” She remained quiet for a few moments. “Is it because you’re jealous? You didn’t have a rightful home? You didn’t have the mother-figure you so desired?”
 
   “No. I had to kill her.” I shrugged, doing my best to act as if I didn’t care, even if the words cut into my heart. “You know how it is.”
 
   “I do.” She nodded slowly. “I certainly do. So what will you do with the grimoire? Burn it?”
 
   “I might. It depends.”
 
   “Depends on what?”
 
   “Why you want it so badly.”
 
   “How very sad,” Delphine said. “You don’t know about your heritage or even about your own powers. My mother did a terrible job raising you, didn’t she?”
 
   “She was strict but affectionate; obstinate, but understanding. I was proud that she raised me.”
 
   “That’s not the experience I had with her.”
 
   “I guess that happens…when you have an egotistical and immoral daughter.” I looked from Delphine to Alexis and back to my mother again. “I’m sure you can relate.”
 
   Alexis scoffed and chugged some more liquor.
 
   “That’s how you speak to your mother?” Delphine asked.
 
   “Correction: you are my birth mother. My true mother died, remember?” I put a hand to my mouth, feigning fright. “I hope you’re not getting the Alzheimer’s that truly killed Grams.”
 
   “Without that blood, you wouldn’t have any abilities. Admit it, you like the rush your abilities give you.”
 
   “You’re right, I do.” Seeing her victorious grin, I continued, “But I didn’t know I had these powers until yesterday. And I had the best mother ever.” I looked at Alexis. “You may have had a great time stealing people’s thoughts and their money, but you never had a real mother. Someone who took you trick or treating. Someone who was in the audience at your spelling bee.” Of course, I couldn’t substantiate those claims, but the sentiment behind them told me that I’d spoken the truth. I only spoke to prove that Delphine was not fit for motherhood.
 
   I expected my sister to narrow her eyes and stew with anger. Or disregard my words with a casual flick of the wrist as though saying, “You don’t know what you’re talking about.” Or maybe even hurl ice pellets (or a sheet of ice) at me. 
 
   But for the briefest moment, Alexis curled her shoulders inward as though my beliefs slipped past the nearly impenetrable shield that protected her heart. And in that half-second, her face cleared of all condescension and cynicism, allowing the essence of her to pour forth: eyes that looked haunted; quivering lips that conveyed fright; and a furrowed brow that expressed doubts about her ability to withstand the pressure of using her powers appropriately and, even more importantly, whether or not she could raise Celestina properly.
 
   And during that sliver of time, I didn’t feel so alone because I understood Alexis, perhaps even better than she understood herself. Seeing such a strong and willful, albeit misguided, young woman, allow vulnerability to shine through the dark cloak she presented to the world convinced me that she might disregard our mother’s unethical practices. 
 
   In that instant, I vowed never to give up trying to help transform Alexis’s life from one of dishonesty and cruelty toward one of sincerity and compassion. I don’t know why such an arrogant notion convinced me to follow that internal voice – I’d once heard that many twins had an unshakeable bond that superseded time and space – but now that the idea clutched my mind, I couldn’t shake it. I had to help her. By doing so, I might be able to free Celestina from the confusion that tormented her.   
 
   “You’re so full of shit!” Delphine said, scowling at me. “My mother wasn’t all rose petals and cotton candy.” She drew closer, wincing as though her anger closed the pores on her face, puckering her expression. “But you didn’t know that. How could you? It happened decades before you were even born.”
 
   I hadn’t expected such vehement anger. Stunned, I stepped back to regain my bearings.
 
   “Did she ever tell you about her husband?”
 
   “No.” I’d inquired about him multiple times, but Grams always changed the subject and never explained why, so I eventually stopped asking.
 
   “I knew exactly who my mother was. But maybe she turned a new leaf when you came around.” 
 
   “As she told it, you gave up on her. Seems that’s a habitual thing with you.” Those words shot out of my mouth the moment they formed in my head. 
 
   “You were a brat,” she said with the same emotion of a smoker tapping her cigarette to remove the ashes from the tip. “You cried every time I picked you up. I couldn’t take it anymore.”
 
   “A great reason to unload a child.”
 
   “I was sensible. It could have been worse. I could have wrapped you in newspapers and tossed you in a dumpster.”
 
   I just stared at her, shocked. How could she say such horrible things? Just the idea burned me up inside. Based on her blank expression, Delphine had long ago justified her actions and had no regrets. “So you handed me off to the mother you felt did a poor job of parenting. That’s seriously fucked up. I just feel bad that Alexis had you as a role model.”
 
   “What do you know about parenting? You don’t have a child!”
 
   My eyes immediately went to Celestina, who returned my gaze. “You’re right, I don’t. But I know it demands selflessness and sacrifice. And you sure sacrificed a lot for me, didn’t you? Very admirable.” I swung my attention to my sister. “But you’re a better parent than that, Alexis, so you can’t relate to that, now can’t you?”
 
   I’d put my sister in an unenviable position, and I was curious how she’d respond. 
 
   A disturbing smile touched her lips. “I think Mother was wise to dump you on your grandmother’s doorstep. You’re a poor excuse for a witch.”
 
   “I agree. But given the circumstances, I think I’ve done pretty well so far.” I noticed movement to my left: my mother swung her body towards me in an attempt to…what? Distract me? My instincts took over, and I prepared for an attack. Only when I angled toward her to fend off an attack, a surge of heat shot through my arm. And since I extended it towards her, I accidentally sent a ball of fire at the hem of her dress. 
 
   It lit the fabric on fire, eliciting a yelp from my mother, who jumped in fright. 
 
   I hadn’t expected to respond that way. It left me speechless. 
 
   Alexis swung towards our mother, shooting a vortex of frost and ice pellets on her skirt, dashing out the flames.
 
   Without warning, as though assuming I’d attempted to hurt our mother, Alexis lifted her right arm and directed it at me. A gust of frigid air flowed from her palm, so cold that white wisps of oxygen flowed between us.
 
   Expecting a whiplash of chilly air, I lifted my right hand and concentrated on diluting the cold air that rushed toward me. Sparks flew a few centimeters from my palm and sent a jet of flames toward my sister.
 
   Celestina screamed and leapt to her feet.
 
   I tried not to let my niece distract me. If I gave her the least bit of thought, I’d no doubt lose the blazing heat I sent toward my sister, and end up getting frozen in the process. The flames that I’d hurled now clashed with the ice Alexis sent my way. Astonished by how quickly the orange flames flared from me hand, I was overcome with adrenaline, which spurred the blaze even hotter.
 
   Alexis, shocked by the speed and force with which the flames rushed toward her, jerked back, wincing at the onslaught of heat. A moment later, she regained her balance and retained her wits. She smirked and pushed her palm toward me with greater emphasis. 
 
   The gust of chilly air transformed so that sleet rushed toward me, popping at the flames. I didn’t know what to expect from Alexis, but since she surely had much more control over her powers than I did, I prepared myself for the unexpected. My outstretched hand vibrated from the pressure, making it difficult to remain steady, so difficult in fact, that I felt my hand pulling back towards my chest, unable to withstand the assault. 
 
   Within seconds, sleet had bypassed my firestorm, and a dozen or more specks of ice pelted my face, breaking my concentration and lowering my defenses, allowing even more shards of ice to sting my face. Turning aside, I tried to regain my focus and did my best to defend myself, but with so many specks of ice swatting my face, making it difficult to see, I couldn’t maintain my stronghold. 
 
   “Is that all you’ve got?” Alexis asked with an egotistical grin. 
 
   I cringed as dart-like agony hit my forehead, cheeks, and chin. No matter how hard I tried to remain upright, I couldn’t fend off the deluge of force striking me. The pressure sent me to my knees. 
 
   Celestina rushed over. She stood on the outskirts of where we fought each other. “No,” she screamed again. She jumped up and down, getting closer to the fire and ice with each bounce, willing to enter the fray in order to persuade us to stop trying to hurt each other.
 
   I still held out my hand and did my best to throw off the flurry of ice that easily rushed past my spiky flames. I snatched heavy breaths and tried to remain upright to retain some measure of pride. But no matter how hard I battled, my sister commanded too much power, making it difficult for me to stay on my knees.
 
   “Just as I thought,” said Alexis in an arrogant tone. “So sad!” She didn’t even look at her daughter.
 
   Her admonishment, and flagrant disregard for her daughter, brought about a rush of animosity so strong that I felt a vortex of heat building inside me. I pushed that blazing pulse of heat at my sister, but she combatted it with ease. The truth revealed itself: even at my most uncontrollable, my limited powers were no match for my sister. 
 
   Unwilling to let her defeat me, I ended my fiery assault and slid my leg out to the side, using a different defensive measure, one that didn’t rely on magic, one that I’d displayed countless times in the past. It allowed me to slide under and away from the cold fury that, until now, had raged toward me. 
 
   Alexis hadn’t expected me to sidestep the onrush of frost coming my way. The freezing sleet blasted across the room, slamming into the back wall with a thunk, sending slivers of ice into a pile on the floor. Redirecting her attention, she swung her right arm in my direction.
 
   But rather than use magic, I relied on tactics that came most naturally: I rushed her, closing the ten-foot distance between us within a couple seconds. While Alexis adjusted her aim, I had already made my way over to her. I threw my hand to the ground to prop myself up while I swept my right foot under her left ankle.
 
   Alexis slipped to the ground, propelling a line of ice toward the ceiling, but when she hit the ground with a thump, the chilled salvo she spread ended.
 
   I scrambled over to her and grabbed a fistful of her hair, prepared to punch her in the face. But my peripheral vision caught sight of Celestina’s concerned face, and all of the desire to hit my sister left me. Rather than let her go, I grabbed her shoulder, found a pressure point, and pressed down hard. As expected, the move rendered her powerless. 
 
   “I won’t hurt you,” I whispered in her ear. “But try to hurt me again and I promise you will learn what true pain feels like.” I paused to let those words sink in, unsure if she’d recognized that she’d won our contest of supernatural power, or if she simply believed I went with a different tactic to catch her by surprise. “Do you understand?”
 
   Nodding in pain, grinding her teeth together, she let out an affirmative grunt.
 
   I let go and straightened up. 
 
   Alexis lowered her left side to the ground as though I still dug a couple fingers into her muscle. She let out a few deep breaths and rolled her injured shoulder to regain mobility. 
 
   “Are you okay?” Delphine asked her, more out of duty than concern. 
 
   I snickered. “She’s fine. Now where were we? Oh, right: you wanted the grimoire. Well, as I said before, that’s not gonna happen.”
 
   “And you came here to tell us that? I don’t think so. You want something in return for it.”
 
   “I came to show you what just happened. I hope you’re smart enough to leave me alone.”
 
   “Yet you were the one who tried to light me on fire.”
 
   “Accidents happen.”
 
   “So you’ll understand if something…inopportune happens to you? Oh, now I see why you came here: to test your sister’s power.” A satisfied grin took hold of her. “Are you satisfied?”
 
   Before turning away, I met my mother’s gaze. “Yes. I am.” Then I spun around and headed toward the door. A lesson had been learned. My mother knew I couldn’t match Alexis’s power, which in turn meant Alexis was her firstborn child. 
 
   It meant my sister would keep me at a distance, so I couldn’t get close enough to defeat her in hand-to-hand combat. The next time we faced each other, Alexis would use magic from afar. And most likely win.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I couldn’t go home because I’d invited Darius inside, and I couldn’t go to the shop because everyone I didn’t want to see knew about that place, so I returned to River West, a neighborhood just south of my home. Kendall and Brandon lived on the third floor of a three-floor apartment building that had been redeveloped in the 80s but held up nicely, although on any given day, the hallways either smelled of Polish, Scandinavian, Hungarian, or Ukrainian food. Since Kendall and Brandon didn’t care about their fellow residents’ cook-offs, every month the four families representing those nationalities waged war in the kitchen by actually paying Kendall and Brandon a small fee to test their best dishes and rate each selection on specified score cards, which the families then posted in their homes as motivation in order to take the apartment complex title at the end of December.
 
   “Hey,” Kendall said to me, wearing jogging pants and a tank top with the words, “Girls Night In” scrawled across it. She opened the door for me, allowing me to enter. “Surprised to get your text. Two nights in a row! Is everything all right?” She peered down the staircase, but seeing no one, she stepped back inside and shut the door behind her.
 
   “Things are getting kind of intense,” I said. “I hope you don’t mind.”
 
   “Are you kidding? Always glad to have you stop over. Brandon’s out.” She rolled her eyes.
 
   I took those two words and her expression to mean: trying to score with some dumb chick or another. “Good. I need your advice on some things.”
 
   “Yeah?” She walked across a thick and shaggy red carpet that looked like Ronald McDonald’s hair and plopped down on a brown suede sofa that shot a swift cloud of dust into the air. “Cool. Hit me.” 
 
   I blew at the dust and waved it away before sitting down. “Has Brandon turned into Pig Pen? I thought you made a deal: weekly showers or hit the road!”
 
   Kendall laughed and nodded at the glass of Merlot on the end table to my left. She grabbed the glass to her right and held it out for a toast. “To the baddest witch bitch on the planet.”
 
   We clinked glasses and I took a deep swallow from my glass. “Glad you went there, because that’s what I needed to talk with you about.” I spent the next twenty minutes describing everything that had happened today, while inserting my own feelings, insecurities, and fears. Then I waited for her response.
 
   “So if I got this right,” Kendall said, pouring herself a second glass before doing likewise with mine, “your mom is evil who wants this grimoire thing that’s invisible, the guy sworn to protect you is probably evil and now has no issues with throwing you around, your sister can polar vortex you into January, this demon who has a crush on Minnie Mouse wants your sword, and our new band member – who will probably end up being your next boyfriend – is a half-demon.” 
 
   Kendall gave her comments some thought. “Yeah, but have you heard about what I’m dealing with?” She lifted her left index finger. “This hangnail is a bitch!”
 
   Laughing loosened the tension in my shoulders a bit. “My mind is in meltdown mode.” I sipped my wine. Whenever I needed to face the truth, no matter how painful it might be, I turned to Kendall because she seemed incapable of sugarcoating any situation. “Any suggestions?”
 
   “Hire a project manager to deal with the supernatural threats and focus on the romance. You don’t want any schedule conflicts, do you? Because what girl doesn’t want a bad boy?” She cocked her head to the side. “Granted, you’re dealing with, pretty much, the ultimate bad boy.” Sensing that I was no mood for humor, she said, “Sorry. You just look overwhelmed. I wanted to lighten the mood.” She swilled some wine. “Do you really think he’s…a demon?” She paused. “He certainly didn’t seem evil. Then again, Hannibal Lecter seemed like an eccentric psychiatrist at first, so what do I know?”
 
   “I don’t know what to believe. I guess I’ll have to wait until I see him again.”
 
   “Well, you can’t help your mom, Darius, Mephisto, or even Nolan. But it sounds like you still need more information about the grimoire, and maybe your sister can fill in the details. If you get tight with her, maybe you’ll understand why your mom wants it.”
 
   I nodded, trying to envision approaching my sister about the topic…after our smack down. Despite that, I still didn’t harbor any ill will towards her. She fought me to protect our mother. I couldn’t blame her for attacking me. I just couldn’t imagine speaking to her without arousing suspicion.
 
   “And as much as I strongly dislike Alexis – and I can’t stress that enough, even if she doesn’t want to mess with Brandon – if someone can discourage her from dropping helpless kittens into a burning cauldron, I’d put my money on you.” She gave that a moment of thought. “Not that I have much money.” She shook her head. “Which reminds me. Could I hit you up for a twenty?”
 
   Her confidence and humor lifted my spirits. “Alexis could be a good person…I don’t want to give up on her.”
 
   “Would you be doing it for Celestina? For Alexis? Or for yourself?”
 
   “All three,” I said without hesitation. Now that I knew what I wanted to do, I needed to find out how to go about it without Alexis questioning my motives, and that’s not something I could talk over with Kendall. I decided to switch the subject. “Notice anything different about Brandon?”
 
   “Yeah, he’s acting kind of weird: more friendly and helpful. He was vacuuming and sweeping the kitchen floor. He only does that when he’s suffering from PDSH: Post Dramatic Stress Hangover. Which granted, doesn’t happen much, but when it does, it’s hilarious. He puts on his iPod, and whala, he turns into a professional housekeeper: cleaning the windows and baseboards, bleaching the sinks and bathtub, dusting, doing the laundry, cleaning the dishes. He’ll be at it for hours, and the best part? He takes it so seriously! He makes it seem like some intense concentration is needed to sprinkle cleaning solution on the bathroom mirror.” She took another sip of wine and smiled at the memories.
 
   “I think he’s into you.” Dammit! It just slipped out. After I’d told myself to stay out of her personal life! But, if I hadn’t planned to tell her, I wouldn’t have broached the topic.
 
   When Kendall swallowed, the wine must have gone down the wrong pipe, because she started coughing and her face turned red. “What?” she asked, wheezing for breath and swallowing awkwardly.
 
   I couldn’t stop now. If I tried, Kendall would pester me until I finally gave in, so I decided to save myself the time and frustration. “When you went to confront my sister, Brandon and I were standing against the bar counter, and he said, ‘That is so hot!’ At first, I thought he was talking about my sister, but thinking back, I now get the impression that he was talking about you.” 
 
   A flush of red ran up Kendall’s neck, and her hand trembled as she tried to put the wine glass on the end table, only to almost miss the first time before setting it down successfully. “That’s ridiculous,” she said, a tremor interrupting a smooth delivery.
 
   “Is it?” I asked, actually glad to continue on this matter since it allowed me to momentarily disregard all things supernatural. “I know how he looks when he’s interested in someone. But a word of advice: maybe your ball busting, however much he may pretend to like it, isn’t something he’s into. Guys want to feel powerful. Not emasculated.”
 
   After a long moment, Kendall nodded. “I guess that makes sense.” She snatched the bottle of wine off the coffee table, grabbed her glass, and got to her feet. “But let’s not go any further with this, okay? It would make things really awkward. So let’s pretend this conversation never happened.” She spun around and practically scurried into the kitchen.
 
   I got up and followed her. “Don’t do that.”
 
   That made her stop. She didn’t move for a few seconds. Then she turned to face me. “I need to.” She shook her head as though doing so automatically made her words ring true.
 
   “You’re always honest with me.” I made my way over to her. “Don’t stop now.”
 
   Tears built in her eyes and she looked off to the left. Kendall opened her mouth, but a high-pitched squeak came out instead. As though that gesture was an admission of the truth she hadn’t even spoken, she cringed, pushing tears from her lids that rushed down her cheeks.
 
   I wrapped my arms around her. “Finally,” I said in quiet, joyous relief. “You admitted the truth!”
 
   Kendall let out airy cries as each sob wracked her body, hitching the glass of wine in her hand as her arm shook. “I don’t know what to do,” she said, barely audible. “I’ve tried to like other guys. But I can’t. No matter what I do or say, I can’t feel anything for them.”
 
   “Because you love Brandon.” I needed to say those words because I knew it would be too much for Kendall to admit now, and I wanted her to get to that place. “You always have.”
 
   The crying continued. But this time Kendall put her arms around me. I couldn’t remember the last time she and I had such a touching moment, probably because it took a lot for her to reveal her feelings. Then she started squeezing me tighter, as though doing so released all of the pent-up frustration and longing inside her. The wine glass clinked against the wine bottle.
 
   The noise startled Kendall. She loosened her grasp and backed away from me with a bowed head, since her hands were full, and she couldn’t wipe away her tears. She started chuckling in the bashful way that occurred only after revealing a tightly held secret that didn’t have catastrophic results. She lifted her wrist, cleared some of the mascara tears off her cheeks, and then did the same with the other side of her face.  
 
   “Now what?” I asked.
 
   She laughed louder. “How should I know? It’s not like I’ve had a real date in the past three years.”
 
   “I guess that means those guys weren’t real either.” I gave her a sidelong glance. “You haven’t started abusing life-size blow-up dolls, have you? I mean, even if one looks like Ryan Gosling, it’s still just plastic and full of air. Imagine if you jumped that thing one night and punctured his lung. He’d let it rip with a ton of gas! A farting Ryan Gosling is still—”
 
   “Not an image I want to fester in my brain,” Kendall said. “Ryan Gosling does not partake in any ungentlemanly endeavors. He is as perfect as every character he plays in the movies.”
 
   “Yeah, he’d never take on a role where he tries to get romantic with a sex doll!”
 
   Kendall let out a pent up sigh and grinned. “Thanks, I really needed that. But let’s change the subject, okay? I’m tapped out. Let me work up to sharing more as time goes on.” 
 
   I’d take whatever I could get, so I didn’t push things.
 
   “You know, I’m curious. What does Alexis do as a job? Does she even have a job?”
 
   “She designs a lingerie line. But I can’t imagine her working in an office or delegating tasks to employees.” Could she have lied? To make herself appear more important?
 
   “I can imagine her wearing lingerie,” Kendall said. “But that’s about it. Maybe you should follow her. See what you can find out.”
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   The next morning, I followed Alexis to learn her daily routine. At 11:00 AM, she entered a strip club named Angels of Babylon. When she didn’t exit the building after twenty minutes, curiosity got the best of me, so I went inside. A pleasant cedar smell wafted through the room. I tapped my foot to the beat provided by AC/DCs song, “You Shook Me All Night Long.”
 
   The interior was immaculate: a few dozen men wearing business attire sat in elegant, plush chairs or walked across clean carpets with drinks in their hands as they made their way towards the stage, where my sister slinked around a pole, canned lights shining down upon her from the ceiling.
 
   If Alexis owned a growing clothing line, why would she spend her days as a dancer at a strip club? 
 
   I couldn’t take my eyes off my sister, who rocked a body so toned, agile, and flexible that I couldn’t help but flush…because, notwithstanding the fact that Alexis had a better body and better dance moves than me, we were identical, and she gave me an idea of what I might look like if I were leaner. With her hair pulled back in a carefully constructed messy ponytail and a pair of dark shades cops often used, Alexis wore red sequined short-shorts and a bikini top sporting the red, white, and blue.
 
   I didn’t want anyone to see me (since word would undoubtedly get back to Alexis), so I stuck to the perimeter of the club, watching how the men eyed my sister while she swung her limbs around the pole, sliding up and around it in a sexy rendition. 
 
   One man with a watch that flashed silver and gold waited at the stage, waving bills at my sister. Another wearing blue jeans and a black button-down shirt stood beside him doing likewise. Other men, some in the middle of eating seafood or steak for lunch, stared at her, unable to return to the food on their plates until they’d gotten an eyeful of Alexis.
 
   A moment later, my sister shimmied toward the front of the stage toward the two men who smiled up at her, waving money in her direction. With a coy smirk, she bent over, giving them plenty of cleavage to admire before sashaying closer to get on all fours along the polished hardwood floor. She crawled toward them with a lusty grin.
 
   One of the men attempted to hook a bill in her bra, but Alexis swatted his finger, which turned him on based on the way he grinned at her, and shifted her hip, allowing him to slide it in that section instead. When the other man came forward, she allowed him to slide a bill into either side her bikini top, giving the impression that each zone of her body required a specific amount of cash. She slinked closer to him, placed a palm against his cheek, and almost kissed his lips. Then she hopped to her feet in one slick motion and strutted away until she disappeared behind the curtain as the song ended.
 
   The way she interacted with these customers looked rehearsed, as though she’d performed this ritual so frequently that she now went through the motions, bored and uninspired. And that stunned me. It seemed that dancers needed to vary their performance and rely on spontaneity in order to retain their client base. A second later, however, a different line of logic presented itself: Alexis had most likely read her customer’s minds and lived out their fantasies. And who knew how many times she had lived out this exact routine? Which would explain her disinterest.
 
   That brought on other questions. Did Alexis give lap dances? Or private dances? Did she do…other things? Repulsed by the perverted possibilities, I had to get out of there. 
 
   I spun around and headed for the exit. Just as I grabbed the door handle, I saw a debonair-looking man wearing a black suit, watching me from the corner of the room with rapt attention. Rather than irises, the circular portions of his eyes glowed white and electrical currents spread toward his eyelids in every direction like spider webs. That bizarre image sent a shiver down my spine.
 
   He didn’t leer. It seemed like he’d recognized me, that we’d met once before and he was trying to place me. For whatever reason, I stopped, unable to leave until I, too, could put a face with a name. But the longer I stared, the more confused I became.
 
   After another five seconds, I concluded that I’d never seen him before, but something about his querulous look seemed familiar. He shifted in place, allowing the light overhead to shine down on his face, revealing a scar on his left cheekbone. I scanned my memory for that same expression, and it didn’t take long to realize that I’d seen it only yesterday in The Antique Boutique. 
 
   Mephisto!
 
   Although his eyes hadn’t flashed red, as had occurred earlier in the shop, I had no doubt that the demon had once more entered my mind, just as Alexis had done, only without any tipoff, and had forced me to stand still until I identified him.
 
   But Mephisto had ditched the fanboy outfit for a three-piece suit. Gone were the childish Minnie Mouse watch, the bulging belly, and the unrefined air of someone who cut his own hair because he didn’t trust a hair stylist to do a competent job. Instead, he had broad shoulders, short, dark hair, and the air of a multi-millionaire playboy who flew across the globe for business deals and couldn’t spend more than one night with the same woman. Obviously, he had shapeshifting abilities.
 
   But what was he doing here? Was he spying on me…or my sister?
 
   I blinked, only to find that he’d vanished. I craned my neck in every direction, wondering where he’d gone, but just as he’d done yesterday, Mephisto had disappeared without a trace.
 
   When would he appear again? And whom would he appear as? It seemed like he enjoyed messing with me, and I suspected that he’d continue doing so for as long as he liked. That meant I might not find out the questions that haunted me…for quite some time.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   After my sister left the club six hours later, I followed her to a gym named X-Sport Fitness in Logan Square. I figured that Alexis would need at least ninety minutes of conditioning at the gym each day to maintain her figure, but I grew antsy at the idea of sitting around for more than another hour. That’s when a startling thought struck: my sister might be able to give me some information about the grimoire, but given Delphine’s duplicity, I doubt she’d have told Alexis everything she knew about her heritage. 
 
   So why not question Delphine to get as much information as possible? Only not as me, but as Alexis!
 
   Uncertain whether or not I could pull off the transformation, I caught sight of a bag of clean yet somewhat revealing clothes I kept in a bag on the backseat…in case I happened to be invited on stage at a fellow band’s show and needed to present the proper attire as the vocalist of a heavy metal band. After changing in a stall at a nearby gas station bathroom, I headed over to my mother’s house and planned to knock, but thought better of it: Alexis wouldn’t knock on her own door.
 
   I tried the front door. It shocked me that Delphine would leave the front door unlocked. Then I realized—what would a trio of witches have to fear…from anybody? 
 
   “Mother?” I called out.
 
   Celestina sat up against the couch reading Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone, while a tune by Blake Shelton played on the stereo in the background. She had most likely just wrapped up the school year. She drew back, confused. “You’re not…Wait! Aunt Serena?”
 
   I put my finger to my lips, eliciting a shhh-sound. 
 
   She jumped to her feet and gestured to the other room, tipping me off that Delphine was nearby. My niece hurried toward me with a sneaky smile. “What are you doing here?” she whispered. 
 
   “I want to talk to your grandmother. But I don’t think—”
 
   A door down the hall opened. “Is your mother home?” asked Delphine.
 
   Celestina motioned to her grandmother’s presence. “She’s coloring her hair. She does it, like, every week or something. Otherwise, she’d have white hair.” She gave me an odd look. “Will you get white hair like that?” Then she drew her head back, aghast. “Will I?” She took in a deep breath and turned toward the hall. “It’s Mom,” she shouted. “She didn’t go to the gym.”
 
   Delphine slammed the door, disinterested.
 
   I hoped that my mother finished stripping her hair sooner rather than later. Alexis could appear at any moment, and I wanted to get as many answers as quickly as possible. I took a spot on the sofa beside my niece and glanced over my shoulder. “When do you think she’ll be done?”
 
   “Who knows?” My niece shrugged. “Mom and Granny keep asking me questions about the last time you were here. You know, when you were here, but you really weren’t?” 
 
   I nodded. “It’s called astral projection.”
 
   “That is so cool. Can you teach me?”
 
   “No, it’s only something I can do. Sort of like how you can foretell the future.”
 
   “Oh, got it. So what are you doing here? If they find out—”
 
   “We’ll have to make it quick then.” I figured that it might take Delphine a while before she finished, so I thought I’d hit up my niece for information. She may have overheard something she shouldn’t have. “Why do your mom and grandma want the grimoire?”
 
   She shrugged. “To learn stuff, I guess.”
 
   “What will they learn?”
 
   Indifferent, she said. “Beats me.”
 
   When I thought about a thirteen-year-old girl stuck in the midst of our family power struggle, I became uneasy. “But they can’t read it,” I said. “Only if Grams allowed them to own it could they read it. So why would they want it?”
 
   “It’s a book?”
 
   Puzzled by her inquiry, not to mention her curious expression, I had no follow-up question. I’d presumed that my mother and sister sought information in the form of the written word.
 
   “I’m sorry your granny died.”
 
   Seeing such an empathetic expression, I clenched my teeth, trying not to let sadness overwhelm me. I spotted a half-filled bottle of liquor in the kitchen. In order to convincingly play the part, I needed to act like Alexis, so I went over and retrieved it. 
 
   “Was she a good granny?”
 
   I nodded, a knot constricting my throat, making it impossible to speak.
 
   Celestina balled her hands in her lap. “My granny doesn’t like me.” She met my gaze with a shamed expression. “And I don’t like her. I know I should, but I don’t.” Tears shone in her eyes. “She’s soooo…” She looked at a long-sleeve of her Black Widow sweatshirt and had a difficult time swallowing. “She…” Celestina dropped her head. “I hate...” She let out a hesitant, yet silent, cry, and moisture spilled down her cheeks. “I hate her so much,” she wheezed. “I hate her.” She slammed one fist into the other. “I just hate her!”
 
   A swell of emotion overcame me. I put an arm around her shoulders and pulled her close. Once more, I was stunned by how natural that gesture felt, and judging by the smile on her face, she also appreciated our close bond.
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   It figured that Celestina would blame herself for something outside of her control. She took on too many burdens that had nothing to do with her, and for that, I sympathized with her. 
 
   A door opened down the hall. 
 
   Celestina pushed me away in fright. “You’re not you, remember?”
 
   “Oh,” I said, irritated for letting my feelings erase my uneasiness. In my pocket, my cell phone vibrated. I slipped it out to find that Kendall had texted: “Why won’t you unlock the door? I’m right outside the shop.”
 
   That didn’t sound right, so I typed in, “I’m not at the shop. I’m at my sister’s house talking with my niece.”
 
   “That means Alexis is inside the shop.”
 
   My sister’s unpredictable nature shouldn’t have surprised me. But I hadn’t expected her to impersonate me at the same time I was impersonating her. “How did she get inside? Is the door still locked?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “She probably used a charm of some kind.” I turned to Celestina. “Is there a spell to open a locked door?”
 
   She chuckled. “There’s a spell for everything.”
 
   “Uh, huh,” said Delphine from behind me. “But not everyone can enact a spell.” She strutted down the hall, her head glistening wet and black from the dye she’d just put in her hair. She gestured toward the bottle in my hand. “Did the booze make you forget you had a mind? Lay off the sauce, like your sister said. Maybe then you’ll be able to remember simple shit!” She looked at Celestina. “It’s grown up talk time. Go to your room.”
 
   “Don’t talk to her like that,” I said, anger burning into my chest.
 
   “What do you care? You’re the one pleasuring men when she gets home from school. I’m the one helping her with her homework.”
 
   “And she’s scared of you!”
 
   Delphine set a grimace on my niece. “What did you tell her?”
 
   That mistrust dialed my anger toward levels of rage: only someone with something to hide would act with such vehemence toward a child. “What do you mean?” I asked her, doing my best to force down the heat rushing through my body.
 
   My mother ignored the question. Instead, she glared at Celestina. “What did you say?”
 
   Celestina’s head sagged. She didn’t respond, lest she get a tongue-lashing. 
 
   Delphine reached out, grabbed my niece’s forearm, and yanked Celestina toward her, evoking an unexpected grunt as she slammed into my mother’s hip.
 
   As Celestina’s shirtsleeve drew upward with movement, I spotted a dark, circular bruise on her forearm, which sparked an answer to my unasked question of why Celestina constantly wore long-sleeved shirts. She did so because Delphine abused her!
 
   “Let her go,” I said, raising my gaze from my niece’s bruise to my mother’s face. “I said, let her go. Now!”
 
   “Or what?”
 
   Without thought, I charged my mother and punched her in the cheek. 
 
   It sent Delphine backwards and forced her to release Celestina. She drew her fingers against the spot I’d punched. “You…hit me!”
 
   “You will never touch her again.” Satisfied that my niece was out of striking distance, I said, “Do you hear me?”
 
   “I can’t believe—”
 
   “Do you hear me?” I shouted, sensing that balls of fire would soon shoot from my hands.
 
   My mother glanced at her fingers, relieved that they hadn’t come away bloody. Then she set her gaze on mine. “You have no idea what you’re—”
 
   “Shut up!” I concentrated on keeping the flames from blasting out of my palms. “Unless you want me to burn you into a crisp, you’re going to give me answers.”
 
   “Huh?” Delphine stared at me, shaking her head as though seeing double. “What?”
 
   “Can anyone cast a spell?”
 
   “You’re trashed. Again.” Delphine laughed. “You silly fool: you know only someone with paranormal power can enact a spell. If you’re tuned-in to the supernatural, you can harness the supernatural.” She studied my face. “You don’t…look drunk.” Realization came over her. “Ah, Serena! Now that remark about burning me ‘into a crisp’ makes sense. I should have known. My real daughter wouldn’t dare lay a hand on me…But I’ll play along and answer your question. To think that an ordinary human can just recite a spell and…magic occurs?” She chortled. “To them…they’re just words. They’re meaningless. Only someone who can see or sense our world can make those words come alive.” She placed her gaze on mine. “You’re so ignorant. You have so much to learn.”
 
   “Why do you want The Book of Souls?”
 
    Delphine cracked a smile. “See?” she asked in a wondrous voice. “So ignorant!”
 
   “What’s so important about it?”
 
   Rather than answer, my mother threw her head back and laughed.
 
   I got the impression that Delphine had remained impassive to keep me busy while Alexis stole the grimoire from the shop. I seized Celestina’s wrist, ran across the room to the door, and hurried outside before my mother could follow us.
 
   As we raced across the grass in the front yard toward my car, the hair on the back of my neck lifted. I risked a glance behind me. 
 
   Delphine stood on the front step, glaring at me.
 
   When we reached the car, I unlocked the doors, and hurried into my vehicle as Celestina got into the passenger seat. I started it up and stomped on the accelerator, speeding away from the street and heading toward The Antique Boutique in hopes that Celestina might be able to help me stop Alexis from stealing the grimoire.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Celestina and I arrived at the shop to find the entrance unlocked with the lights out. When I opened the door, the bell jingled overhead, announcing my arrival. Damn! I wish I’d removed that method to announce a visitor. In this instance, it worked against me. 
 
   I expected a noise of some kind: a scream or a plea for help. But an eerie quiet greeted me, revealing that, in all likelihood, Alexis had silenced Kendall and taken her hostage. Although I suspected that my sister watched my movements, I didn’t want to turn on the lights and give her an unhindered line of sight. For that reason, I didn’t call out to either her or Kendall. 
 
   The streetlight shined through the window, giving me a good idea of where one aisle started and another began. While Alexis might currently have a better grasp of her surroundings, because she’d had enough time to allow her eyes to adjust to the darkness, I figured that I had a much better advantage, since I’d walked around this building hundreds of times over the past decade and a half.
 
   “What now?” asked Celestina, creeping along beside me.
 
   “Stay quiet and follow my lead.” I grasped her hand and we made our way into the shop.
 
   “You can’t match my power,” Alexis said from the distance. “We both know I’m the firstborn. Who is that by your side? Is that…my daughter?”
 
   I pinpointed her location at the back end of the right side of the building. So I purposely released Celestina without a sound and made my way down the aisle straight ahead, which hopefully gave my sister the idea that I didn’t know where she stood. Not only that, but I wanted more time to formulate a plan. I needed to figure out a way to even out her advantage during our eventual confrontation.
 
   “Can’t find me, sis?” she asked with a chuckle. “Can’t say I’m surprised. You aren’t the sharpest tool in the shed. Glad you let my daughter go though. Don’t want her to see me wipe the floor with you.”
 
   As much as I wanted to toss out a snarky comment, I didn’t say a word, hoping my silence threw Alexis off balance. My sister probably knew that I walked down the aisle furthest away from her, but by not answering her, my stealthy approach might have made her question how I planned to respond. 
 
   “Oh, I see,” she said with uncertainty. “Trying to fool me, huh? Not gonna work, sis. I can see you.”
 
   I ducked and planted my body flat against the ground. Rather than continue toward the back of the shop, I slithered across the ground like a snake, making my way toward the front of the building. Once there, rather than moving down the next aisle, I headed toward the back of the room in hopes of facing her sooner than later.
 
   “Okay,” Alexis said with a bit of urgency. “Can’t see you now. Not that it matters. I’m way stronger than you. You know that, right?” she asked, as though trying to convince herself of that fact. 
 
   I had no doubt that she could defeat me in a battle of sorcery, but when it came to hand-to-hand combat, I’d have the upper hand. So I interpreted her misgivings as fear, and I intended to use that against her. I wormed my way down the aisle, taking my time, trying not to make a sound. 
 
   “I’ve got your little friend here. What’s her name? Kendall? Yeah, she’s knocked out and sleeping peacefully. You gonna come and get her?”
 
   I gained strength from my sister’s dubious statements. It meant she’d lost sight of my presence, which in turn, made her anxious. Good. I needed an edge against a woman who could attack me from afar. 
 
   “I’ve got to say: you are a worthy opponent.”
 
   I ignored her concession as an attempt to get on my good side, hoping to lure me out into the open, so she could attack. I continued across the ground, now passing the third stack of shelving units, making my way toward the final one, the unit Alexis hid behind.
 
   “When we fought and you hit me,” she said, “I didn’t even see your fist. I had no time to react. But I won’t underestimate you again.” Once more, she sounded as though she was speaking to herself, trying to psych herself into believing that she could handle any threat I threw her way.
 
   That made me grin. I slowed my approach, knowing that any sound my shirt or pants made against the tile might alert her to my presence. And because she was on high alert, Alexis would be that much more attuned to any sound encroaching upon her hiding place. 
 
   “You know what?” she asked, letting out a wary breath. “I don’t care. I know that you’re conspiring against me. You’re trying to set my daughter against me.”
 
   Alexis’s wild accusations set heat burning inside me, and by now I’d had enough experience to know how to somewhat control the sensation, so I stopped moving and concentrated on relaxing. Within ten seconds, I’d managed to push the heat down. 
 
   “Is that it? You’re a coward? You’re afraid to fight me?”
 
   I’d contemplated a handful of ways to fight my sister, but none promised the least bit of success. I crawled up to the last shelving unit and glanced around the corner.
 
   Peering through a wide swath of space in the unit while glancing left and right, Alexis had fastened an arm around Kendall’s neck, the move eliciting airy groans from her mouth. Kendall, who faced my way but didn’t see me, waved her arms in the air, trying to squiggle out of my sister’s lock hold. 
 
   Then her eyes focused on mine, and she stopped resisting Alexis. Probably figuring that doing so for more than a few seconds might catch my sister’s attention, Kendall began swinging her arms again.
 
   Oblivious, Alexis said, “She’s losing her will to fight. If you wait too long, I might end up choking her to death.”
 
   I got to my feet, but my shoes swept across the ground, making my sister stiffen and twist her neck my way. A smirk split her lips and she lifted her hands in my direction, prepared to fling frozen daggers at me.
 
   Fear loaded heat through me and before she had a chance to do that, I blasted a short torrent of warmth toward Alexis and Kendall.
 
   The disruption prompted Alexis to release Kendall in order to shield her face with her hands, in which case she’d raise a shield of ice. All told, I couldn’t have hoped for a better response.
 
   No longer constrained, Kendall almost fell to the floor from her continued efforts to escape from my sister’s clutches. She righted herself, rushed over to me, and swung around the shelving unit. 
 
   Snarling with frustration, Alexis lowered her hands, embarrassed to have expected an attack that never came. “Neat little trick. So, I guess round two begins.” She swung her hands toward me. A gust of arctic air rushed toward me, and with fright propelling me forward, I raised a curtain of heat, blocking the ensuing chill from enveloping me. 
 
   Specks of melting ice produced popping sounds between us. This time, unlike our last encounter, I felt the full brunt of the attack: the power Alexis called upon dwarfed mine, and I didn’t know how long I’d be able to hold back the torrent of ice.
 
   Between the flickers of flames and the vortex of wintry elements, Alexis grinned at me. “I can do this all day.” She removed her right hand, feigned a yawn and covered her mouth, acting bored, making it clear she didn’t need two hands like I did to maintain this standstill. To prove this point, she stuck her free hand on her hip and slouched on one leg like an egotistical model.
 
   The door at the front of the shop swung open, the jingle barely audible during the battle between my sister and me. The lights flicked on. 
 
   Alexis and I flinched at the unexpected illumination, which broke our concentration at the same time, ending our battle, as our eyes adjusted to the radiance. 
 
   “Starting the festivities without me?” asked Delphine. She grabbed Celestina before she attempted to escape from the building. She kept the child beside her hip. “Very inconsiderate.” Understanding creased her forehead into lines. Spotting us, she said, “Good God. This again?” She looked down at her granddaughter. “Kids!” she said, shaking her head, flummoxed. “If it wasn’t for the line, I wouldn’t have had any.”
 
   Celestina lowered her head as though admonished.
 
   “Oh, don’t glower,” Delphine said. “Do that too often and your face will get stuck looking that way forever. Would you want to look like your Aunt Serena?” Kendall tried to leave, but Delphine motioned toward her. “Stay put, young lady.” When she did as requested, Delphine turned her attention to me. “You really should give up. Alexis will only prolong the torture…when you inevitably lose.”
 
   Alexis concentrated on what our mother said. I appreciated the good fortune. It allowed me to split my attention between my mother and my sister, unsure which one might attack me first. 
 
   “Why do you want the grimoire?” I asked Delphine.
 
   “This again?” she asked, sighing with irritation. “It’s really getting old. Zephora would be so ashamed.” 
 
   “But she’s gone.”
 
   “Yes, she’s beyond the veil. But I’ve been communicating with her.” 
 
   “Where? On psychowitches.com?”
 
   She laughed. “You silly child: only I can communicate with those ancestors in our line who have moved on.”
 
   “So what do you do? Sit inside a pentagram and share family recipes?”
 
   “Such delectable sarcasm.” A smile formed on Delphine’s lips. “A Sykes family trait. Other than your powers, it’s the only characteristic that proves you’re one of us.”
 
   “I’m not one of you,” I said, appalled at the insinuation. “I might be your daughter, but I’m nothing like you.” I nodded toward Celestina. “And neither is she.”
 
   “I fear you’re right. It’s disappointing, I’ll give you that.” She put a hand on Celestina’s head and patted it as a pet owner might do with her dog. “But she will grow into her role.”
 
   “And what is that?”
 
   “The most powerful witch since Zephora. My daughter will see to that, won’t you Alexis?”
 
   My sister gnawed on the inside of her cheek, remaining silent, showing no emotion.
 
   “See?” Delphine said. “She knows her place in our family and in our line…unlike you.”
 
   “Thanks for the compliment.” Seeing my mother narrow her eyes at me, irritated that I considered her response as praise, I said, “Okay, you get the grimoire, but you can’t read it. So Zephora’s spirit will stop by your house, while you flip page after page, so she can read it to you like it’s a bedtime story? All so you can destroy the world?”
 
   She smirked. “You are so clueless.” Her laughter bellowed through the shop.
 
   “Okay, before you start twirling the tips of your invisible mustache, why not let Kendall go. She’s not involved in this.”
 
   The front door opened and Darius stepped into the shop, clutching Brandon’s shoulder. 
 
   I presumed that Kendall had texted Brandon to meet her at the shop right after contacting me…just to be on the safe side. It seemed I’d failed to prevent either of them from getting sucked into my family dynamic.
 
   Delphine glanced at Darius and examined his expression. “Are you going to be a problem?”
 
   “Perhaps.” He gave that some thought as he scanned the perimeter. “I’m not sure yet.”  
 
   “Well,” said Delphine, dismissing him. She released a breath with annoyance. “I guess we’ll get started then.” She set her gaze on Kendall. “Come here.”
 
   Without a second thought, Kendall made her way over to her.
 
   A bolt of fright streaked through me. I attempted to block her passage, but an overwhelming urge to stand still made me do just that. Feeling a pluck and ping, realizing that my sister was trying to tap my mind, I resisted and broke the sway she held over me. But it required more strength of mind than the last time, leaving me dazed. I figured that she’d gone easy on me in the past, whereas now, she set her powers on full tilt. Even so, I figured that she could overwhelm my impulses without much effort.
 
   A determined look came over Brandon, and he moved in Kendall’s direction, but Darius clamped down on his shoulder and stopped him. 
 
   Since my sister could push thoughts into Brandon’s mind, Darius momentarily prevented that from happening by tossing him to the ground. He pulled a spindle of twine off the counter, whirled around Delphine in a flurry of activity, and bound her arms against her thighs. 
 
   It seemed that, for the moment, he sided with me. Since he’d stopped protecting me, I guessed that he’d tied up Delphine for his own benefit.
 
   “Damn you!” Delphine tried to move but tripped and hit the ground. She placed one hand on the floor and the other on Darius’s shoe. 
 
   The concrete surrounding Darius melted into an undulating pool. It swept up his shoes, and solidified, locking his feet in place. He tried pulling them free and almost lost his balance before righting himself and standing upright.
 
   “What have you done?” he asked through gritted teeth.
 
   “It’s moving much too fast, isn’t it? I can fix that.” The cement pooling around his feet inched up past his ankle. “I always preferred slow torture. It’s much more entertaining.” Delphine looked at Celestina. “Untie me. Now!”
 
   After a few seconds of indecision, my niece extended a hand and twirled her fingers in the air while whispering an incantation. The twine loosened around Delphine’s body and lay limp around her. It allowed her to wriggle out of its grasp and get to her feet.
 
   As Kendall hurried over to Brandon, I felt an outside influence trying to slip into my mind and take control. Yet, rebelling against Alexis placed great strain on my brain. Unlike in the past, where I could repel her force without much effort, now it felt like someone was using a jackhammer against my temples.
 
   Wincing, I found myself swaying to one side and then the other. The pain had obviously affected my ears, disrupting my balance.
 
   I heard Kendall and Brandon shout behind me a second before I bashed into one of the shelving units. I fell off to the side, my knees crashing into the ground. Grunting back agony, I set my sights on Darius to see if he fared any better. 
 
   Humiliation and frustration battled for control of his facial features. The melted concrete had swept halfway up his shins.
 
   I tried to drag myself over to Kendall and Brandon. That’s when a brisk gale devoured me. I shivered on the ground, trying to turn toward Alexis, who had certainly mounted this unseen attack, but doing so persuaded her to ratchet up the force as she dialed down the temperature. Frost covered my skin, and I couldn’t stop shaking. Soon enough, ice crackled on my skin with every jerking movement. It only encouraged my sister to increase the pressure, which clamped down on the sheet of ice by doubling its thickness.
 
   I glanced around the room and saw both Kendall and Brandon standing upright near the doorway with blank expressions, looking as though Delphine had mentally convinced them that they weren’t capable of any thought she hadn’t put into their minds. And who knew what that might have been?
 
   Delphine approached me, leaving Celestina behind her as tears rolled down my niece’s cheeks as though she had foreseen this very event, but could do nothing to prevent it from taking place.
 
   “What?” I asked my mother, expecting to form more words. The frigidity, however, made it impossible to move my facial muscles, so I ended up groaning.
 
   “Do we plan on doing?” Delphine finished for me. “Well, I know the grimoire is here. Alexis read your thoughts and said you knew it was here somewhere, just not where. That’s why I’ve been so relentless. I suppose your grandmother used a spell to hide it in plain sight. Since she left it to you, if the line breaks or if the grimoire no longer has an owner or protector, it will unbind the spell and make the grimoire visible to any paranormal entity.”
 
   I had no way of determining the truth behind those assumptions. “But...” Once again, I couldn’t follow up with more than one word.
 
   “Zephora was not an ordinary witch like my mother,” Delphine said. “Your sweet Grams was far from a competent witch. That’s probably the main reason she didn’t train you. She felt inadequate. And what if you had more power than her? How could she discipline you?”
 
   It reminded me of the abuse Delphine had inflicted upon Celestina, which set a fuse of anger rushing through me. 
 
   “I’m going to find the grimoire,” Delphine said. “And one way or another, I’m going to unlock its mysteries.” 
 
   With no way to help my friends, and no way to stop Delphine and Alexis, I realized that my body had gone numb, and I no longer felt chilled. Hypothermia had probably set in. I focused all of my energy and fury on igniting a furnace of heat that might warm me. A ball of fire appeared in my palm, but I had no idea how to internalize it in order to provide enough warmth to stop me from shivering. In trying to press the ball of heat toward me, nothing happened, so I pushed it toward Alexis, but I accidentally sent it in an arc and because the chill made it difficult for me to control my movements, the fireball hit the wall opposite me, setting the wall ablaze.
 
   Only Alexis could put out the flames, but she glanced back at the flames licking the wall, regarded it as a mere nuisance, and grinned. She continued freezing me.
 
   Without hope of stopping the fire from burning down the building, along with my friends and me in it, I felt darkness descend over me. I fought to keep my eyes open, but I didn’t have enough strength to make it happen. Within seconds, my world went black.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “There it is!” Delphine shouted with excitement. 
 
   I cracked open my eyes. I took in a heavy breath, as if I’d been under water for far too long, only to now come up for air. The frigidity that surrounded my body still made me shiver, but even though my limbs felt stiff, I managed to move them. I figured that the heat from the flames also warmed my skin.
 
   Celestina kneeled by my side, a radiant smile on her face, making it known that I’d died and she’d somehow revived me. The color had drained from her face, and she swayed from side-to-side, woozy and unable to control her movements. She slipped to the ground, exhausted.
 
   It seemed that reviving me had robbed my niece of her energy. I turned around and saw Delphine inside the chamber. She reached out and grabbed the small, empty wooden box. Alexis stood at her side, staring at the box with rapt attention.
 
   Dread shot through my system. It kept me from moving forward. What could Delphine accomplish with an empty box? I didn’t need my niece’s prophetic mind to realize that whatever purpose the box had, it had more power than mere spells.
 
   My mother held the object over her head as though she possessed the tablet inscribed with the Ten Commandments. 
 
   “Go,” Celestina shouted at me, taking a strained breath. “Don’t let her use it.”
 
   I wanted to stay at her side, but she appeared tired, not injured. Urged onward by the rationale that if I didn’t move now, I’d be stuck in place like Darius, only fear would have stricken me motionless, not cement. I tightened my muscles and got to my feet. 
 
   My gaze fell upon Darius, who watched in horror as the liquefied cement crawled up past his knees. He scanned the room, searching for something that would let him halt its progression, but not finding anything useful, he grinded his teeth in silent agony. 
 
   Delphine opened the lid of the box, and as the box began to levitate above her hands, it emitted a scarlet glow. Its intensity had quadrupled, splashing its rays through the shop. My mother lowered her arms, tilted her head back, and opened her eyes wide. 
 
   The unidentified glow sank…into her eyes. Delphine turned to face us, her eyelids closed, as the reddish gleam spread down through her chest until the light vanished. She sucked in a deep breath as though breathing was a new concept for her, and she’d only just put the idea into action. Her eyes snapped open.
 
    A vibrant, cunning smile split Delphine’s lips as her gaze fell upon mine. Then she stepped through the chamber and into the shop.
 
   What was the object that sparkled red? How and why had it entered Delphine’s body?
 
   Sniffing the air and looking around the room, eyes growing wide as she took in the flames that stretched across the entire shop, Delphine said to Alexis, “Let’s go.”
 
   Kendall, who no longer looked brainwashed now that Delphine had set her concentration elsewhere, rushed my sister, who raised her hand, no doubt prepared to freeze Kendall. But my friend bashed into Alexis, knocking them both to the floor before my sister had a chance to use her abilities.
 
   Kendall landed on top of Alexis. Hovering over her, she reared back a fist, while steadying her balance by clutching Alexis’s throat. Kendall fired off a right hook, but my sister veered to the side before impact, flinging Kendall off her.
 
   Alexis recovered quickly and scrambled to her feet. She waved a hand toward Kendall, probably ready to push thoughts into her mind. But a second later, she lowered her hand a bit…and winced, looking confused. She flicked a hand at Kendall again, but nothing happened. She locked her eyes on Kendall. “You…stole my telepathy?”
 
   Incredulous, Kendall just glared at her. “What are you talking about?”
 
   Alexis turned to Brandon. “You?”
 
   Brandon furrowed his brow in contemplation. He looked just as unsettled as my sister. Then doubt crossed his face. “Yeah, right!” He hit my sister with a heavy glare and appeared to concentrate.
 
   A second later, Alexis placed both hands to her temples, unable to keep from cringing. “Get out of my head!” she growled, shrinking down a bit from her inability to stop Brandon from accessing her mind.
 
   What the hell was happening?
 
   Delphine rushed over to Alexis and grabbed her arm. “The building is burning down.” She attempted to drag her toward the exit. “Let’s go.” She yanked again, but Alexis remained locked in place.
 
   Shaking her head in frustration, Alexis now grabbed our mother’s hands. The empty box fell to the ground with a crack and trickled like a die from a board game until it lay still. Kendall hurried over and scooped it up.
 
   “Release me,” Delphine shouted, trying to wrench her hands free from my sister.” 
 
   “It’s not my fault,” Alexis cried. “He’s making me.”
 
   Frost appeared across my mother’s body. It became difficult for Delphine to move her face. “Stop it. Immediately!” Quivering, she faced Alexis as ice appeared on her face. “S-t-o-p.”
 
   Alexis swung her attention to Brandon. “You’re hurting her!”
 
   It appeared that Brandon had somehow stolen my sister’s telepathic abilities and now forced Alexis to freeze my mother. At that moment, I recalled Darius’s bizarre expression as he glanced at Brandon the other day, as though suspecting him of…something he couldn’t quite understand. It seemed that Brandon had the capability to strip abilities from their paranormal hosts…or at least one. 
 
   Which reminded me of Darius’s earlier comments that those with supernatural skills are connected to each other like magnets…the same way I’d been drawn to Brandon. Perhaps, even, the way I’d found an unconquerable interest in Nolan!
 
   Seeing the confusion on my face, Darius cocked his head toward Brandon. “He’s a carrier. He can borrow any ability from those with supernatural powers if he stands within a six-foot or so radius from them. He can even temporarily give those powers to a witch or another carrier, if he wanted to.” 
 
   I presumed that Alexis couldn’t deflect Brandon’s telepathic link because she was near hysterical and was incapable of rational thought.
 
   “Stop it!” Alexis screamed. “Please!”
 
   “Six feet?” Brandon asked, ignoring her. “Why six feet?”
 
   “Since you aren’t a witch, your ability stretches only as far as your height. However, once transferred, your gift only works for three hours, and it is only one-third the strength of the weakest witch.” He looked at me.
 
   Seeing Brandon about to inquire about this charm, I said, “Zephora called it ‘The Rule of Three.’ I’ll fill you in later.”
 
   “Cool!” Brandon said. He revealed a bizarre smirk as he set treacherous eyes on Alexis. “Hey, back to work!”
 
   “Please,” Alexis repeated. “I’ll do whatever you want. Just make me stop.”
 
   Now that I felt merely chilled, rather than frozen, I straightened my back. “Brandon?” I asked, shocked that my friend had magical abilities. “You should stop.” But I spoke out of guilt. After all, my mother had abused Celestina. She also hadn’t done a thing to stop Alexis from ending my life. Still, it felt wrong, and I couldn’t avoid my morals, no matter how much I wanted to.
 
   Brandon glared at me. “Did your mom try stopping your sister from killing you? No! So don’t try to stop me.” Then he turned an even more menacing stare onto my sister, as though he enjoyed watching Alexis torment my mother.
 
   “I should add,” Darius said, “that once carriers take on any given ability, the power often overwhelms their better judgment…if they haven’t practiced controlling the ability.”
 
   A sheet of ice covered Delphine’s face and forehead, making her eyes pop out wide as she shook in place because ice prevented her from breathing, thereby suffocating her. Elsewhere, thick layers of ice quickly coated every inch of her skin and clothes.
 
   All the while, the fire raged at the upper half of the walls, although flames shot sparks onto the rows of goods on the floor. Other than the flames, no other evidence of a fire existed: there were no plumes of black smoke, no charred scent whipping through the room, and the walls weren’t even scorched. Looking closer, I realized that a spot at the ceiling had evaporated, almost as if, rather than just burning, the wall had disintegrated, opening to the outside, where a couple stars twinkled in the night sky.
 
   Meanwhile, the cement creeping up Darius’s body had stopped an inch from his shoulders. He stood in place, unable to move his arms or legs, as he glared at Delphine. 
 
   It seemed that once Brandon had forced Alexis to freeze my mother, Delphine had been unable to continue the cementation process. Nevertheless, I appreciated that he was out of commission, since I had no idea if he had ulterior motives for dropping by.
 
   Delphine quaked inside her layer of ice, still suffocating.
 
   Kendall approached Brandon and put a hand on her shoulder. “Come on, this isn’t you.”
 
   “How would you know?” he asked, refusing to look her way.
 
   Nonetheless, the mental link between him and Alexis ended: my sister lowered her arm, relieved that she’d somehow managed to stop shooting our mother with arctic temperatures.
 
   “Hey,” Brandon said, irritated. He concentrated on Alexis with even more determination than before. “What’s going on? It’s not working anymore. What happened?”
 
   Darius nodded at Kendall. “She broke your concentration.”
 
   Brandon gave up trying to manipulate Alexis, who looked my way. “Hurry, melt the ice.”
 
   I couldn’t believe my sister’s obliviousness. Had Alexis already forgotten that she had actually killed me only moments ago? Although I wanted to throw streaks of heat at the ice covering Delphine, I didn’t have enough power to do so within the next few seconds. If I had as much power as my sister, I would have given it a shot, even if it had risked burning Delphine to a crisp. But since I held only one-third the power my sister commanded, I’d need three times as long to blast rays of heat at the ice in order to melt it. 
 
   “If you don’t help her,” my sister said, “it’s the same as killing her.”
 
   I scoffed. “Did you want my death on your hands? You killed me. Your daughter brought me back to life.”
 
   “And still, your mother is dying.”
 
   “Oh, the one that didn’t want me? The one that gave up on me? She’s not my mother. She’s your mother.” I was shaking now, not from the lingering effects of having almost frozen to death but from anger. 
 
   Still, as much as I disliked my mother, I didn’t think I could live with allowing her to die, knowing I could have saved her. The guilt would eat at me for the rest of my life. That’s when my gaze veered toward the secret chamber and fell upon the Soul Sword. It gave me an idea. 
 
   I ran across the room and retrieved the sword, feeling the familiar tingling sensation surge up my arm. I felt strong holding the sword, as though it had provided a jolt of adrenaline, increasing my strength. Then I hurried over to Delphine.
 
   Inside the ice, her eyeballs glanced from Alexis and back to me frantically. 
 
   “You abandoned me,” I shouted at Delphine, feeling all of the hatred that had raged inside me as a child now returning to me. I plunged the blade into the ice, aiming for my mother’s chest. The sword barely carved into the heavy ice. A chip split and skittered across the floor. “You didn’t care.”
 
   Unable to pierce the ice, I pulled back the sword and stabbed the ice again, gouging out another tiny slice of ice that hit the ground.
 
   Delphine’s eyes were strewn together, making it known that she didn’t approve of my method to break through the ice.
 
   “You still don’t care!” Knowing that my efforts did little to crack the ice, I delivered one brutal blow after another in quick succession, chipping away at the ice little by little, astonished that I hadn’t managed to remove more ice, but glad to release some of the frustration that had plagued me for two decades. A few moments later, gasping for air, I put all my weight behind another blow. 
 
   And it finally cracked the ice near her heart.
 
   “Not so hard!” Alexis yelled.
 
   Sure enough, Delphine’s eyes began to close with fright.
 
   But rather than continue hating my mother, I wondered if my mother would regard me differently if I saved her life. Eager to find out, I planned to bash the ice again, but I didn’t expect to have much luck using the same maneuver I’d used until now. 
 
   Since Delphine hadn’t much time left before death claimed her, I decided to work on the crack in the ice and approach that slight crevice by using a different tactic. I angled the blade toward that crack and plunged the sword straight for it. 
 
   The blade tore through the ice and, because I’d lunged forward with so much weight and force behind the blow, the sword pushed deep into my mother’s chest. The chunk of ice split from her chest, ripped open a wide swath of ice from her head to her abdomen, and skittered across the floor.
 
   Finally able to catch a breath, Delphine’s mouth shot open. But rather than inhaling, she exhaled the last breath of air in her lungs. 
 
   “What did you do?” Alexis threw an arm around Delphine’s shoulder, holding her steady. She looked into my eyes. “What did you do?”
 
   “I didn’t mean to—”
 
   “Get the sword out!”
 
   I just stared at Delphine’s petrified stare. 
 
   “Get the fucking sword out!” Alexis screamed. She extended a hand, motioning toward the blade.
 
   I extracted it slowly at first, fearing that I might hurt her even more if I went any quicker. 
 
   “Faster!” Alexis shouted. “Hurry!”
 
   I retracted the sword and held the blood-streaked blade. 
 
   “Celestina,” Alexis called out. “Get over here. Help your grandmother.”
 
   Staring in shock at Delphine, no longer pale but still looking fatigued, Celestina didn’t budge. 
 
   “Celestina! Get over here. Now!”
 
   Alexis’s command upended Celestina’s paralysis, and she bolted over to her mother and grandmother. She extended her right hand toward her grandmother’s heart, but the bloody patch must have dissuaded her from actually touching it because her hand settled an inch above it. 
 
   Alexis leaned forward, laid her hand across her daughter’s, and pressed them both against Delphine’s wound. Celestina jerked, grunting as her body shuddered in all directions, reminding me of a doll that a child might shake from left to right.
 
   Alexis pointed at Brandon. “Stand back. Give us some room.”
 
   Brandon must have regained his wits and probably regretted his actions a few moments ago because he looked guilty for taking up the space he inhabited. He backed up a few feet.
 
   I stared at my niece as she probably utilized the same magical technique she’d used on me. Sensing a presence beside me, I found Kendall flanking me. We watched in awe as, a few seconds later, Delphine inhaled, hunched over, and started coughing. 
 
   Alexis turned back and glared at me. Then she got to her feet and helped Delphine up. Although her blouse was still slick with blood, the spot where the sword pierced skin looked untouched. 
 
   Celestina had managed to not only reincarnate Delphine but also heal her wound. And because, like me, my mother hadn’t been dead for more than ten seconds, at most, she probably hadn’t lost any brain functionality. Nevertheless, Celestina sat on the ground, her head sagging to the side as though she didn’t have enough energy to straighten it.
 
   I went over to her, but Alexis raised an open hand my way. “Don’t you dare touch my child!”
 
   “She’s weak. She needs—”
 
   “I know exactly what she needs. Don’t you think you’ve done enough damage today?”
 
   “I didn’t hurt anyone.”
 
   “Really? Stabbing our mother to death? Look at my daughter. Go ahead, look! Does she look fine to you? If you had just given the grimoire to us, none of this would have happened.”
 
   “But it didn’t belong to you.”
 
   “So what? Do you know how to use it? No! So it doesn’t matter, now does it?”
 
   “Well you can’t use it either. So why did you want it?”
 
   “I don’t know. Mother wanted it.” She set her eyes on Brandon. “I don’t know how you swiped my powers. But I’ll even things up with you!” 
 
   I suspected that Alexis didn’t use her other abilities to hurt him now because she feared that Brandon would once again take control of her mind…and turn those efforts upon herself.
 
   Alexis snapped her fingers at her daughter. “Come on, we’re going.”
 
   Celestina pushed off the ground and stood on trembling legs that threatened to falter. 
 
   I stepped forward to steady her, but Alexis must have anticipated that because she swung her head back at me, lips curled like a vicious dog, eager to pounce on an enemy.
 
   Alexis pressed her daughter against her, accepting her weight, so that Celestina wouldn’t have to walk under her own power. A few seconds later, they exited the shop.
 
   Delphine stood up, looking as refreshed as if she’d just awoken from a long, peaceful sleep. She whirled around and faced Darius. With a wave of her hand, the cement clinging to his frame turned into a liquid and receded, trickling downwards, leaving behind only specks of concrete in the folds of his pants, until it once more solidified with the floor. 
 
   Delphine examined his gaze, staring intently for a few seconds. Then a warm smile emerged. “Will you be joining us?”
 
   Darius studied her expression for a long moment. An ebullient smile burst forth on his face. “You’re back?” he asked, mystified. 
 
   “Yes.” Her sweet, innocent smile widened.
 
   “It’s been far too long.” Then he scowled at me as he strode toward Delphine. “We should eliminate them immediately.”
 
   Delphine placed a hand on his shoulder then gently set him on a path to the doorway. “Please assist Alexis and attend to Celestina. I will be along in a few moments.” She turned to us, and her pretty smile transformed into a deranged grin. 
 
   Something about Delphine seemed odd. Of course, returning from the dead could have that effect. Then again, I didn’t feel any different. Regardless, I couldn’t identify what felt wrong about Delphine.
 
   “Hello, my darling!” Delphine said.
 
   Those three words made my heart pound. 
 
   Zephora? It couldn’t be! 
 
   “It is a pleasure to see you again,” she said. “I must express my gratitude for removing your mother from this body, so I could take her place.” Her grin stretched wide as she looked at me. “You have quite a penchant for dispatching family members.”
 
   Grams had referred to the grimoire as a “guide,” and because she said the owner could question it, my family and I had assumed a mystical force would respond by scrawling answers inside a book.
 
    “I notice your confusion,” Zephora said with a condescending smile. “Please allow me to assist.”
 
   Brandon stared at her with deep concentration.
 
   Zephora glared at him. “Do not attempt it, young man!”
 
   “Hey,” he said, looking confounded. “My telepathic powers…they don’t work on her.”
 
   “I am the first in our line.” She raised her chin high. “Do you think your feeble ability to borrow power could possibly affect me?” She chuckled and placed her attention on me. “I have waited over three centuries to return and reclaim what is rightfully mine. You see, the item inside the box was my soul. Before burning at the stake, I crafted a spell that allowed it to remain in this dimension.”
 
   “You cheated death?”
 
   “No, I perished. But I went to neither heaven nor hell. I remained behind as a specter.”
 
   “You’ve been a ghost…all this time?”
 
   “After I was burned at the stake during the Witch Trials, my daughter captured my soul. With the exception of three brief periods during the past three centuries, my family has kept it from me. Until now, that is.”
 
   Although her soul remained behind, did she retain all of her power and abilities? If she had, wouldn’t she have followed up on Darius’s suggestion by eliminating my friends and me? On second thought, I recalled that she would need three days to merge with Delphine’s body. Besides, I suspected that having jumped into Grams’s body yesterday and Delphine’s body today left her exhausted, further depleting her power. In that instance, no matter how many abilities she could call upon, they might be useless until she regained her strength. 
 
   And because I had tapped out my own power source, I couldn’t mount an offensive attack. I looked at the Soul Sword and then looked up at Zephora. I lunged forward, hoping to stab her in the heart.
 
   Zephora disappeared…and reappeared seven feet behind the spot she inhabited only a moment ago. “My, oh, my. The bloodlust inside you is insatiable!” Far from drained, the smile on her face divulged that she could teleport at will without using much effort. I presumed that occurred because she was shifting her own weight and placing it elsewhere…rather than pushing energy outward and maintaining that same momentum for an extended period of time, which would be necessary if she planned to use magical abilities to kill Kendall, Brandon, and I.
 
   In that instance, no matter how many times I attempted to attack her, Zephora would somehow teleport to a different location. Rather than focus on my inability to end her life, I set my thoughts in a different direction. At least now, I understood why Grams hadn’t given the box to Celestina: my niece was too innocent and naive to keep it safe. Delphine or Alexis might have tricked her into giving it to them. 
 
   “The box never held The Book of Souls. It just held…your soul. That’s why you communicated with Delphine: to convince her to unleash your soul!”
 
   “The Book of Souls was nothing more than a myth! I created that tale before I died because witches are superstitious and they hold tight to tradition. More than that, they are terrified of losing their powers. I knew that at some point in the future an ignorant, yet ambitious member of our line would seek me out from beyond the veil. Once that occurred, I would persuade her that opening the box would release one-third of my powers. And that is why I have returned at least once each of the last four centuries: witches are obsessed with acquiring more power. You see, I required either a willing participant like your mother, or an incapacitated one, like your grandmother, in order to return. In addition, I needed that individual to stand within three feet of the box; otherwise, I could neither enter nor exit it.”
 
   “Sort of like a genie,” Brandon said with a nervous grin.
 
   I ignored him. “How did you get Grams to let you out?”
 
   “While suffering from her illness, she unknowingly opened the box—”
 
   “And you popped out,” Brandon said. “If that’s not a genie, I don’t know what is.” His anxious smile widened. “Come on: you give three questions, and you get three answers? Sort of like asking for three wishes.” He turned to Kendall. “Am I right?”
 
   “I owe my rebirth to you,” Zephora said to me, disregarding Brandon. “Without you, I never would have returned to this plane of existence.” She balled up her hands and held them behind her back as she circled Kendall, Brandon, and I. “Therefore, please accept my gratitude.”
 
   That explanation disheartened me. I glanced up at the flames, still confused why they hadn’t emitted smoke or caused damage.
 
   Zephora caught my interest. She gestured to the flames. They disappeared. She flicked a wrist at the walls, and they vanished. 
 
   We now stood in the gravel on a street corner. Vehicles sped by on either side of the street, while passerby strolled along the opposite sidewalk.
 
   “What…where…?” I looked to Kendall and Brandon, and based on their bewildered expressions, they, too, couldn’t understand what had happened.
 
   Zephora slanted her head to the side as though finding my ignorance cute. “You thought this building existed?” She chuckled without humor. “Your grandmother crafted a magical construct, nothing more.”
 
   “But I opened and closed the door. I turned on the lights, the computer, the—”
 
   “All one big illusion that rendered everything inside it invisible to those without magical abilities.”
 
   I’d always wondered why Grams never had any customers. At least now, I had an answer. I turned toward where the weapons still resided in the secret chamber.
 
   Catching my gaze, Zephora gestured toward them. “In the seventeenth century, I enchanted each of them with the sole purpose of eliminating those with supernatural powers.” She offered a slight smile. “My offspring created every supernatural being that now walks the planet.” She looked at Brandon. “One of your family members must have hexed a distant relative of yours. In that instance, powers are passed down through the blood, although they skip every third generation.” She returned her attention to me. “Witches in our line have stored those weapons in the event that paranormal creatures once more walked the Earth.”
 
    Talk about weapons reminded me of the Soul Sword…and Mephisto’s interest in it. I couldn’t disregard his appearance so close on the heels of Zephora’s arrival, and I figured that, in one way or another, they knew each other. “Maybe I’ll talk with Mephisto about all this and see what he has to say.”
 
   The obnoxious, self-satisfied grin on Zephora’s face flattened. But a second later, the corners of her mouth turned upwards again. “I would be very careful around him.”
 
   I enjoyed seeing fear flicker on her face, however momentary. Nonetheless, I trusted her advice, because even though I knew nothing about Mephisto, I suspected that whatever he wanted, he always acted with his best interests in mind. In that regard, he and Zephora had a lot in common. But could I trust him as an ally? The future only knew. 
 
   “Congratulations, Serena,” Zephora said, her smile growing. “No one in our family has ever managed to break one of my spells. Until tonight.”
 
   I shook my head, confounded by her logic.
 
   “You murdered your mother. The line is broken. Only Alexis and Celestina remain. Now, no other witch shall spring forth from our line. Even I am prohibited from changing that.” She shrugged with false modesty. “My spells are quite potent. I never considered the need for a failsafe on that particular incantation. I never considered a daughter would be so heartless to kill her mother.”
 
   The daughter shall replace the mother. In this instance, Alexis replaced Delphine.
 
   I didn’t want her words to sink in, so I redirected my thoughts. “You’re saying that, even if Alexis, my niece or I have children, they won’t have supernatural abilities?”
 
   “That is correct.”
 
   So far, I had considered my abilities as more of a hindrance than a benefit. However, the consequences of my actions hit me with full force. “But that also means—”
 
   “You’ve triggered an unintended consequence: all of the paranormal creatures in existence now have full use of their powers, and demons can enter this dimension unhindered.”
 
   “And they can leave Chicago?”
 
   “Not quite. I lent the impression that if three consecutive generations of firstborn witches were no longer in existence, all supernatural entities could travel the planet. I only did so because I cherish family, and I wanted our line to flourish. In order for paranormal creatures to be free, every witch, with the exception of me, must perish.” She tilted her head to the side, appearing demure. “I suppose I will be required to speed up the timetable on that eventuality soon enough.” She smiled broadly. “Please accept my apologies in advance. It is nothing personal.”
 
   “How can you say that?” asked Brandon. “She’s your great-great-great-great—”
 
   “Yeah,” Kendall said, cutting him off. “If you love your family so much—”
 
   “No one lives forever,” Zephora said with a shrug. “Besides, I did not create that spell, although I never corrected my progeny when they reached the wrong conclusion.” She looked on either side of her with distaste. “I am still astounded by the filth that exists during this century. And it is much too loud.” She watched the cars with disgust. “The environment is rather foul.” She met my gaze. “How can you bear such squalor?”
 
   “You plan on ending my life, do you not?” Zephora asked. “My darling, your bloodlust is unquenchable!”
 
    “Well,” Zephora said and let out a heavy sigh. “My work here is complete.”
 
   “Only because you can’t kill us.”
 
   “Indeed. But my powers will soon return.” Her creepy grin protruded. “Enjoy the rest of your evening.” Then she walked away and joined Darius in the passenger seat of his Ford Fusion before he drove away.
 
   While I’d managed to prevent the spread of witchcraft, thereby allowing supernatural creatures to regain their powers, it was now my responsibility to prevent them from increasing their numbers and spreading their ranks. I could only hope my third ability, whatever that might be, would help me fulfill my duties. I glanced at Kendall and Brandon, and both of them looked as spooked as I felt.
 
   I grew strength from the notion that three witches in our line had each trapped Zephora’s soul in the box that Kendall now held. I didn’t know how they managed that feat, but if I wanted to send Zephora back behind the veil, with no chance of a return ticket, I had plenty of work ahead of me…and only three days before Zephora reacquired her abilities.
 
   In the meantime, I suspected that she’d send Darius after me with the intent to kill. And something told me that, far from the gentleman vampire who drove a Ford Focus and didn’t have a sense of humor, the Darius who would soon hunt me down was the most powerful vampire in history and the psychotic killer who wouldn’t rest until his lover ruled the world. 
 
   I could only pray that I’d survive that showdown.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Thank you for reading Nightwish. If you enjoyed my novel, how would you like to get the next book in the series, Silverthorn, for free? Simply review Nightwish on Amazon (even one line does the job!), email me at sydneybristowauthor@gmail.com, and I’ll gift you a copy from Amazon for free! 
 
   Reviews are crucial to any author’s success, and since I need your help in spreading the word about my work, I’m more than happy to return the favor. 
 
   And for updates, contests, book release news, and more, please sign up for my email list at www.sydneybristowauthor.com 
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