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C H A P T E R  O N E

The Spirit of the Wind

Today was all about the wind. The wind could be 
called. It could be held. It could be a friend or an 

enemy. It was the most important spirit to conjure if one 
had the ability—and I did.

But after six years of training to be a healer, I’d come 
to the conclusion that having such abilities was far more 
trouble than they were worth. 

“Concentrate, Rowen. Stop frowning.”
I closed my eyes and tried to clear my mind, colouring 

my thoughts with cool green light and letting the tension 
I’d been holding in my shoulders melt away. I felt the 
wind curl around my fingertips and lift my hair from my 
neck. I knew I was supposed to be able to see the Spirit 
of the Wind by now, but all I could see was the sun flicker 
between the leaves of the trees and dance across the back 
of my eyelids. 



1 0  |  SA R A  G E N E R A L

It’d been this way for the last hour—perhaps longer. 
Twenty feet in front of me sat a stack of driftwood that 
Marianne and Holden had brought from the river. My 
task was to knock it over using the power of the wind—a 
task I’d been failing at spectacularly. 

I gave up trying to summon the wind and tried to vi-
sualize the pile of driftwood instead. It worked. Almost 
instantly, my target came into focus. I saw how Holden 
had placed the logs in just such a way that the barest 
brush in the right spot would be enough to topple the 
entire stack.

I pictured myself standing next to it, fingers 
outstretched, straining to reach the pile. I was almost 
there— 

“Stop!” Marianne barked.
My eyes flew open, the vision in my mind falling apart 

at the seams. “What? What’s wrong?”
“You know very well what’s wrong,” Marianne 

admonished, shaking a wrinkled brown finger at me. 
“You’re to use the wind to topple the pile, not your mind 
tricks.” 

“I wasn’t using mind tricks!” I said. 
“You were, and you know you were.”
I smoothed the tangles out of my long black hair as 

I turned to Holden, who was lounging on a fallen tree 
trunk, his knife out as he sharpened the end of a spear. 
“Don’t look at me,” he said. “I don’t even know what you 
two are talking about.”
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“Nice,” I snapped. He grinned in response. I rolled my 
eyes. Holden thought he could smile his way out of any-
thing. More often than not—he was right. “Marianne, I 
wasn’t using mind tricks. I felt the wind—I just couldn’t 
see it. I thought if I just visualized what was supposed to 
be happening, the spirit might actually appear.”

 “That’s exactly what a mind trick is, Rowen. If you’re 
doing the exercise properly, there’s no need to visualize 
the wind to be able to harness it. The Spirit of the Wind 
wants to help you—but you have to ask, clearly and 
without any alternative motive. Tell me the truth. What 
were you thinking about?”

For the briefest of moments, my eyes travelled to 
Holden and then back to Marianne again. I stared at her 
extra hard—hoping she hadn’t noticed.  

She had. 
“Oh never mind,” she grumbled. “Off you go. I’ll see 

you again tomorrow—and you’d better be ready this 
time.”

A smiled spread across my face. “I will be, Marianne. 
I promise.” 

I picked up my bag and slung it over my shoulder, 
practically skipping over to where Holden was waiting 
for me.

“And Rowen?”
“Yes?” I said, turning back to look at her. 
“Come alone, next time,” she said wryly.
“Yes, Marianne,” I said, taking Holden by the hand 

and pulling him away. 
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We stumbled along the pathway back to the village.
“You give her such a hard time,” Holden said.
“What? No, I don’t! Not on purpose at least.”
“Not on purpose!” Holden laughed. “Are you kidding? 

You have the coolest apprenticeship in the entire village, 
and you act like it’s some kind of punishment.”

“I do not act like it’s a punishment. And there’s plenty 
of cool apprenticeships in the village. Just look at yours!”

Holden made a face. “Learning to hunt? Making bows 
and arrows? It’s the same thing every guy gets to do. 
There’s not a one of us who wouldn’t kill for the chance 
to do what you’re doing. Calling on the elements and 
summoning spirits? That’s amazing.”

“It’s not as cool as it sounds,” I said. “And anyway, I’d 
much rather be with everyone else.”

“Doing what? Making clothes? Working in the 
kitchen?” 

“I wish I were in the gardens,” I said. My father said 
there was no higher calling than tending to the gardens. 
It was the one thing we both agreed on. 

“You do spend time in the gardens.”
“Only with the medicines,” I pointed out. “I never 

work with the food.”
“Food is a medicine.”
“You know what I mean.”
“And you know what I mean. You’re training to be a 

healer! You have the ability to see and do things most 
other people can’t. I don’t know why you don’t just 
embrace it.”
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I didn’t have an answer—not one he’d understand. 
Heavens knew, I’d had more than enough time to get 
used to my abilities. My visions had started when I was 
still a little girl. I would talk to people no one else could 
see. At first, my parents thought I had imaginary play 
friends, the same as any other child did. But then those 
friends started to tell me things—when a storm was 
coming, that a drought was going to ruin the first string 
of crops, or that one of my cousins needed a certain kind 
of medicine to stop their bad dreams—and they realized 
something else was going on. 

By the time I turned ten, I could see the auras of other 
people without even trying. They shimmered at me, as 
vibrant as the northern lights in a clear night sky. I saw 
them all the time, every day. When I turned thirteen, and 
the visions still didn’t stop, the village healer came to my 
parents’ house and asked if she could meet me. I’d been 
her apprentice ever since. 

 “I don’t know how many times I have to tell you 
how lucky you are.” Holden’s voice pulled me from my 
memory. “You’re the only apprentice whose mentor can 
send you beyond the wall, and once you’ve become a full-
fledged healer, you can go there anytime you want.”

“Yeah, I can cross the wall,” I said. “But only to pick 
medicine.” 

“So? You can still take in the sights while you’re there. 
See the city.”

“Why would I want to do that? Why would you want 
to do that?”



1 4  |  SA R A  G E N E R A L

Holden grinned and shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t 
know. Sometimes, I get sick of it around here. I do the 
same thing every day. If I had the chance to leave when-
ever I wanted, I’d probably do it all the time. At least it’d 
be something new.”

I felt my jaw tighten. This wasn’t the first time he’d 
mentioned how bored he was with our lives here. “Well, 
you had the choice. You didn’t have to return here after 
the Spring. You could have left.”

“Nah, I couldn’t have left.”
“Why not?” I snapped. “If it makes you so miserable.”
“I have my reasons.”
“I can’t imagine what could be important enough to 

keep the great Holden from his destiny beyond the wall.”
“Can’t you?” His tone was light, but this did not en-

tirely mask the way his voice changed. I turned to face 
him and found him staring back at me, an intense ques-
tioning in his gaze. A shiver that had nothing to do with 
the weather needled down my spine. I was keenly aware 
of how little distance there was between us. What would 
happen if I closed it? 

“No,” I replied, swallowing. “I can’t.”
There was a sudden rustling in the brush. I froze as a 

wild turkey flew across the path in front of us—its head 
bobbing as if the tip of its beak was hauling it along. 

 Holden laughed and grabbed my arm. He pulled 
me forward. “All I’m saying is it’d be nice to go there 
whenever we wanted, instead of having to promise we’ll 
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never go there again and trying to find a way of sneaking 
across.”

“Sneak across? Are you serious?”
“I might be.”
Now it was my turn to laugh. “Don’t be stupid, Holden. 

No one’s ever managed to sneak across the wall.”
“Well, I guess I’ll be the first then.”
I rolled my eyes. “You’ll be caught like all the rest. 

And then you’ll be forced to leave.”
“I won’t get caught,” he said. “As for being forced to 

leave, don’t you think it’s a bit harsh to be exiled just for 
sneaking across a bit of old stone?”

“No.” I shrugged. “Wanting to sneak across the wall 
is like saying Harrowstone isn’t enough, and if it isn’t 
enough, then maybe the person sneaking away doesn’t 
belong here anyway.”

Holden tensed, and he drew his shoulders back. 
Uh-oh. I’d made him upset. 
“You only think that because that’s what you’ve been 

told to think,” he muttered. 
“That’s not true!” I said. 
“Yes, it is. It’s easy to think something’s fair when it 

hasn’t affected you.”
I bristled. “Don’t talk to me like I’m a child. I’ve lost 

people to the other side of the wall.”
“Pfft. No one close,” Holden scoffed.
“Kennedy was close,” I said.
“That was one friend. I’ve lost cousins, uncles, a 

sister.”
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“Yeah. And you know what? They all left because they 
wanted to.”

“They left because they had no choice.” Holden was 
insistent.

“They had a choice.”
“No, they didn’t. The rules are written so strict that 

they had no other option left. That’s not the same as 
making a free choice.”

I didn’t say anything. As far as I was concerned, it 
was completely fair, but telling Holden that was only 
going to make him angrier. Every young member of our 
community had to leave it when we were sixteen years 
old to go and experience the outside world. We did this 
before deciding whether or not we wanted to remain in 
Harrowstone. His sister and cousins had all chosen to 
stay on the other side of the wall. I knew he didn’t like it, 
but I didn’t see the problem. If people didn’t want to live 
in our community—we didn’t force them to. We let them 
go. It was as simple as that. Holden didn’t see it that way, 
and he never had.

Deciding to stay here after the Spring wasn’t the only 
way to end up on the other side of the wall. From time 
to time, people were asked to leave either because they 
tried to sneak out or because they broke protocol and 
were sentenced to leave by the Elder’s Council. These 
days, the latter seemed to be happening more and more. 

Talking about this with Holden never seemed to end 
well. He didn’t like what he called my “black and white” 
way of looking at it. I didn’t like the fact that he always 
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seemed to be on the fence about whether he really wanted 
to be here or not. 

“Let’s not talk about this right now,” I suggested as 
we arrived at the lake. “Let’s enjoy the rest of the day. We 
still have time to practice before the wedding.”

He still looked upset, but he agreed. Half an hour 
later, the conversation lay behind us, forgotten.
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C H A P T E R  T W O

The Betrothal

“How was your bout with Holden?” my father asked.
“It was good! Flopped him twice today.” I smiled to 

myself, recalling the sight of him on the ground, legs in 
the air after I’d hooked his foot with my staff.

“That’s my girl.” My dad ruffled my hair.
“Don’t encourage her!” My mom turned around and 

glared at my dad, a ribbon shirt hanging from her hands. 
She was laying out the clothes we were going to wear to 
the wedding. “She shouldn’t be fighting.”

“She needs to know how to defend herself.”
“She’s going to be the healer. Why would she need to 

learn a weapon? It makes no sense.”
A part of me agreed with her—I didn’t need to learn 

how to fight to do what I was being trained for, but I 
wasn’t going to give it up either. Besides—it kept me in 
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good physical condition. I needed that for the ceremo-
nies we did. They could be exhausting. 

“Is your dress finished yet?” my mother asked, draw-
ing the conversation back to the wedding preparations.

I answered her between swallows of sweet black tea. 
“Almost. The ribbon around the cuffs is all I have left to 
work on. And I finished the belt last night.”

She sighed. “I told you to put the ribbon on first. Now 
it’ll be hard to match the ends up with one another.”

“It’ll work out. I’ll just be careful.”
She pursed her lips but didn’t comment further. 

“Holden’s parents must be very excited. It’s not every 
day your daughter gets married.” 

 “He hasn’t said anything about it,” I said. “Maybe it’s 
not such a big deal for them.” 

“I’m sure it is. Did you remember to tell him we have 
a gift for Persia?”

“Of course.” I hadn’t told him any such thing, but she 
didn’t need to know that. 

“Ellen.” My father made a just-drop-it-already face 
at my mother. She flashed him a sheepish sort of smile 
and shrugged innocently. 

“I’m just asking a question, Derek.”
She certainly was. It didn’t take any great stretch of 

imagination to guess where these questions were lead-
ing. Betrothals were approved in advance and announced 
by the Elder’s Council at the end of every wedding. It 
was one of the reasons weddings had become such an an-
ticipated event in our community. I had turned eighteen 
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last Spring and was now of age. She was wondering when 
it was going to be our turn. 

“I’m going to go and finish my cuffs.” 
I gathered up my dress and took it out to the front 

porch of our house. It was a small house, like all the 
others in Harrowstone. None of the buildings except the 
council house and the library had more than one story. 
There were two hundred homes in our community, but 
now that Holden’s sister Persia was getting married, 
another one would be added to the whole, as was our 
custom.

I had to admit, it would be amazing to have my own  
place and actual privacy for a change. To cook whatever 
I chose. To go to bed whenever I felt like it. Of course—
I’d have to get married first.

I settled down with my dress on my lap, straightening 
out the ribbon I was going to sew onto the frayed edges 
of my cuff. 

How bad could it be, having a wedding? For one thing, 
I’d have a new dress. That would be nice. I’d worn this 
one to the last five weddings we’d celebrated. 

I’d also have a husband, which was funny, because I’d 
never even had a boyfriend.

A part of me knew Holden’s and my parents hoped for 
us to marry one another, and since the council worked 
hard to pair couples off within the first year of gaining 
their majority, we were an obvious choice. We were both 
eighteen. Our families liked each other. We got along.
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We weren’t all just logistics and history either. Things 
were changing between us. I could feel it when we were 
alone together—that fluttering feeling I got when our 
hands lingered next to one another, a growing curiosity 
about what it would be like to kiss him. Every day, these 
impulses grew stronger. 

What would my reaction be if the announcement 
tonight had our names attached to it? 

My thoughts drifted to our walk earlier, about how 
our hands had closed around one another’s, our fingers 
entwined. The answer was obvious—I would be happy. 

***

“Oh! Wasn’t the wedding beautiful?” My mother was 
still beaming from the ceremony. “I’ve never seen Persia 
look so lovely.”

 It was true—Persia was absolutely radiant. 
The ceremony had taken place in the woods beneath 

two billowing birch trees, their leaves in full blossom, 
white flowers fluttering overhead as a gentle breeze 
moved through the forest. All of Harrowstone sat in a 
semi-circle around them, witnesses to their union. One 
of the elders, Demas Elm, had been asked by their family 
to speak to them. He spoke about their responsibilities to 
one another, the great honour they had to become a fam-
ily and have children, and their duty to uphold the values 
of our community. After he was finished, we made our 
way back to the longhouse to eat and celebrate.   
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I had a clear view of the head table from where we 
were sitting, so I could see Persia and her husband 
throughout the feast. Every so often, he leaned over to 
whisper in her ear and a peal of girlish laughter rang 
out across the other tables. Her eyes were filled with 
such deep contentment, I found myself marvelling at the 
magic of marriage. 

If this is the kind of happiness it could bring to people, 
then truly—everyone should get married. 

Probably that’s what the council was aiming for when 
they first wrote the protocol. Eventually, if those born 
in Harrowstone chose to stay, they all wound up with a 
partner—with someone to love and care for them when 
it was time to leave their parents. 

My parents sat to my left, their arms wrapped around 
one other—a perfect match. As much as I loved them, I 
had this feeling that my time with them was coming to 
an end.

“What is it, sweetheart?” my mother asked me. 
“Nothing. I was just thinking how good you two look 

together.”
She smiled and was about to reply when someone 

made a loud bird-like call, and Marcus, one of the council 
members, moved in front of the table where the bride 
and groom sat facing us.

Silence fell, replaced by an excited humming that 
rippled through the crowd. This was it. A new couple 
was about to be announced.
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“Nya:weh swagwe:goh,” he began. “For being here to 
celebrate the union of this fine couple.”

A smattering of applause trickled through the audi-
ence. I saw two other recently married couples huddle 
closer together, remembering their own special day.

“When we first chose this couple, we knew they had 
a history together, a special bond that would make any 
other match preposterous. These two chose one an-
other long before the council ever put their heads to-
gether to find them a match. Over the past few years, 
we’ve watched them excel in their apprenticeships, be-
come leaders to their peers, and it was obvious that it 
was time for them to start their life together. Persia and 
Cyprus,” he said, turning to look at them. “We offer you 
our congratulations.”

A burst of applause broke out across the entire 
room. I caught Holden’s eye as he turned around to say 
something to his parents. His eyes were shining, and his 
face was alight with happiness. 

“Now then.” Marcus held up his hand. A hush fell over 
the crowd, and he grinned at how excited we all were for 
what came next. “It gives me great pleasure to announce 
the next match in our community, for the wedding that 
will be held this fall. Ladies and gentlemen, please join 
me in offering our congratulations to Holden Martin—”

At the sound of Holden’s name, my heart started to 
beat faster. This was it. They were choosing us. 

“And Angel Adams.”
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***

My chest was tight. I couldn’t draw a full breath. I 
clutched my stomach, trying to keep everything down, 
but it was like my dinner was fighting to get out. The 
words kept repeating themselves over and over again in 
my head. 

Holden and Angel. Holden and Angel. 

My hands clenched the railing of the porch outside 
the hall. I had no recollection of coming outside. 

This can’t be happening. There must have been a mistake. 

I heard footsteps behind me and blinked. I’d have 
recognized them anywhere. Marianne. 

“Oh, sweetheart. Are you okay?”
My throat was about to burst open, and my heart was 

heavier than a boulder. “I’m fine.” 
“You can tell me the truth.” 
“I am telling you the truth. I’m fine.” 
Why does this hurt so much?

“Rowen—”
“Stop! Fine. You want to know how I’m feeling? 

Miserable. I’m feeling miserable. Which is exactly what 
you wanted all along, isn’t it?” I spun around to face her.

“Of course it isn’t!” Her mouth fell open as if she 
couldn’t believe what she was hearing.

“You said you wanted me to come alone tomorrow. 
You didn’t want Holden around me anymore. Well, there 
you go. You got your wish!”

“That’s not fair, Rowen,” she said, her shoulders 
slumping. 
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With a pang of guilt, I turned away from her. Sadness 
made Marianne appear so young—so frail. I couldn’t at-
tack her when she was vulnerable, no matter how upset I 
was. I let out a deep breath and shook my head. “I’m sor-
ry. It’s just…I can’t believe what just happened in there.”

“I know,” she said. “I can’t believe it either. If there 
was something we could do, someone we could talk to. 
But the protocol…” 

“Of course.” The protocol. The protocol that stated 
there was no appealing decisions of the council with re-
spect to arranged marriages. The protocol I’d defended 
with every ounce of conviction I had. The protocol that 
was taking my best friend away from me. 

I was such an idiot. 
More people were coming outside now. I couldn’t face 

them. I had to get out of here. I had to get away from the 
hundreds of whispering voices that had just witnessed 
my heart breaking.

 “Look, Marianne, I just need to be alone right now.”
“Of course. Go on. I’ll let your parents know you need 

your space.”
I waited until I reached the path leading from the 

village to the lake, where I could be certain no one would 
see me—and then I ran. 

I ran until I reached the beach, stopping short 
of running straight into the waves. It was okay, I told 
myself over and over again as I paced back and forth. 
Everything was okay.
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So Holden would marry another girl. What differ-
ence did it make to me? I trusted our leaders, didn’t I? 
Trusted the council to make this decision, to chart my 
path and his without either of our consent.

No. They had no right…

I scrunched my hands up in fists and crouched down, 
holding my forehead to the back of my wrists. 

I had to stop this. My thoughts were being twisted up 
so hard, it hurt.

“Breathe,” I whispered to myself, inhaling deeply. 
The air tasted like bits of sand and water. I opened my 
eyes and stared out at the lake. It looked almost black 
beneath the night sky. Maybe a swim would help me. I 
needed to wash away these feelings of anger before their 
roots took an even greater hold.

There was a snapping noise behind me, and the hair 
on the back of my neck stood up. I wasn’t alone.

I felt along the wet, sandy ground until my hand 
grazed a rock. Closing my fingers around it, I stayed 
crouched, waiting.

“Who’s there?” I called out. “Hello?”
I could sense someone moving through the brush. My 

mind cleared slightly as instinct took over, alerting me to 
danger and urging me to be on my guard.

“Show yourself!” I commanded, using the voice that 
Marianne taught me to compel a response from the 
spirits.

Silence. 



 T H E  VA M P I R E  S K E L E T O N  |  2 7

Then the rustling of branches as a figure slowly 
emerged from the path, stepping into moonlight that lit 
the entire beach. It was the last person in the world I 
wanted to see.

“Hello, Rowen,” Angel said. She twisted her hands to-
gether nervously in front of her.

You have got to be kidding me. 
I stood up, my hand still clutched tightly around the 

stone. “Did you follow me here?” I demanded.
“I did. I…I wanted to talk to you.”
“Why?” 
“Because of what just happened.” 
“Nothing happened.” The rock was biting into my 

skin now. 
“Yes, it did.” Her voice was firm and calm—filled with 

a kind of certainty about her future. I could have laughed. 
Until an hour ago, that certainty had been mine. It was 
hers now. I couldn’t blame her. Who wouldn’t feel calm 
and at peace, with Holden as a husband?

“I’m sorry, Rowen,” she said.
I glared at her. It didn’t help that she did look sorry. 

She wore her hair in a long black braid that hung down 
her back, pressing against the material of her pink 
ribbon dress. 

Ugh. She even looked like an angel. 
“Angel? I appreciate your coming here, but I really 

need to be alone. So if it’s all the same to you, I’ll—I’ll 
see you around.”

“Rowen!” 
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I had already started walking in the other direction 
when she called out my name. The fear in her voice 
stopped me in my tracks. I spun around and saw its 
cause, my mouth dropping in horror as the creature flew 
across the sand toward us.

He was dressed all in black, his skin so white it looked 
like bone under the moonlight. A trace of borrowed life 
clung to him like a perfume. 

Vampire! 
Angel screamed. I didn’t think—I threw out my hand 

and cried out, “Owade!”
A gust of wind burst forth from my hand and knocked 

the vampire over just as he was reaching for me. 
“Ow!” I clutched at my chest as a spike of pain drove 

through it. I cursed as I hunched over, forcing a breath. 
What was happening? 

And then my thoughts drifted to my afternoon sessions 
with Marianne. She had told me there were consequences 
for using my own energy to call the elements. This time, 
it had been my lungs. Who knew what it would be if I kept 
going? But I didn’t have a choice. I wasn’t strong enough 
to defeat a vampire in a fight, even with my abilities. And 
if I couldn’t do it—Angel didn’t stand a chance. 

 “Run, Angel!” I choked. “While you can!”
“What is that thing?” 
“It’s a vampire.” She would never have learned about 

vampires from her apprenticeship in the gardens—not 
as anything more than a story to scare small children. 
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Well, she looked plenty scared now. “Don’t just stand 
there. Run! Get help. I’ll hold it off.”

She nodded, then turned and dashed back down the 
path.

The creature was back on his feet. I called him a 
creature, but, of course—he looked just like a man, a 
man with unnatural strength. His eyes bored into me. I 
hurriedly scanned the ground around me. 

“Come on, come on, come on—there!” I spotted a 
large stick and knelt down to grab it. It wasn’t much, but 
it would have to do. “All right then,” I whispered with 
false bravado. “Let’s see what you’re made of.”

The vampire bared his teeth, then lunged at me, 
moving faster than I could have believed. I raised my 
stick in the air and swung, stepping into the blow with 
all my weight. 

The vampire held up one hand and caught hold of 
the stick, jerking it toward him so that my body went 
flying. I hit the ground hard and kept going. A sharp 
pain stabbed my shoulder as I rolled onto my stomach.

He was on my back before I could get to my feet, 
forcing my face down into the sand. I screamed. The 
gritty taste of dirt crunched between my teeth. With one 
hand entwined in my hair, he yanked my head up, and I 
felt his teeth graze my neck. 

I reached up, clawing at his face with my hands.
NO!

Heat exploded from my body as flames flew out of 
my palms, scalding the vampire’s face. He let go of me, 
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screaming in agony. As his cry pierced the air, I rolled 
onto my back and scrambled away from him. He was 
clutching at his face with both hands. 

I took a breath, shivering uncontrollably as cold 
swept through my body. With great effort, I pushed my-
self onto one knee. The ground swam before me. No way 
would I be able to stand. I had used too much energy too 
quickly—my body was going into shock.

I could barely hold my head up, but the vampire had 
almost recovered from my attack. He swayed slightly 
on his feet, his face still black from the fire that had 
scorched his skin, his eyes black with murderous rage. 
He took a step toward me…

“Rowen!” 
I looked toward the path. My vision was blurred, but 

I could still make out lights flickering through the trees. 
The voice that called out my name was not one I wanted 
to hear. 

“Holden, no!” My voice was so weak even someone 
standing next to me would have had trouble hearing it. 
That wouldn’t do—I had to stop him. I forced myself to 
concentrate and shouted once more. “Holden!”  

He came charging out of the forest, a large spear 
clutched in one hand. But spear or not—he was no match 
for the vampire.

“Just wait! Wait for the others!” I called. And he might 
have—if the vampire hadn’t come at me once more. 

Holden didn’t miss a beat. He flew at the vampire, his 
spear pointed carefully in front of him the entire time. 



 T H E  VA M P I R E  S K E L E T O N  |  3 1

He was a good fighter—agile and quick. If he’d been 
fighting another man, he would surely have taken a life 
that night. But this was no mortal he was facing, and 
vampires are renowned for their speed and strength. 

I watched helplessly as the vampire caught Holden’s 
spear in mid-air. He snapped it in half before tossing it 
away, grinning. He reached around Holden’s shoulders, 
pinning his arms to his sides. One hand yanked Holden’s 
chin to the side, and then he sank his teeth into Holden’s 
neck, tearing at his flesh.

Blood spurted out from Holden’s neck. He made a 
horrible choking noise, and his entire body went limp, 
his head flopping sideways, his eyes unseeing.

Holden! No!

Rage shook my entire body. I shot to my feet and 
screamed again—so hard the vibration scraped the back 
of my throat on its way out. Power surged in my veins, 
forcing its way out of my body and light—orange, yellow 
and red—screeched through the air between us like a jet 
of flames. It was too much—I collapsed onto my knees, 
spent. 

I heard someone moaning and voices hollering, 
calling out our names. I tried to move, but I couldn’t feel 
anything. Not my legs, not my arms. There was nothing 
but the smell of weeds and the lake, the crackling of 
burning wood. I lay there on my back, desperate to see 
Holden, fighting to stay awake. 
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 Stars swam in the sky above, twinkling down at me, 
reaching out as if they were going to pluck me from the 
sandy shore upon which I lay. 

“Rowen?” I heard, as if from a great distance. 
“I’m fine,” I said. “I’m fine.”
Everything went dark.



33

C H A P T E R  T H R E E

The Vampire Skeleton

The second I woke up, I wished I hadn’t. My entire 
body felt stiff. Muscles I didn’t even know I had 

were strained and aching.
“Ow.” I touched my fingers to my collarbone. It felt 

like there were pins and needles all across my chest. 
“Spirits alive. You’re awake!” Marianne sighed in 

relief.
“Where am I?” I asked. 
“You’re at my house.”
“Where’s Holden?” The last thing I remembered was 

seeing him coming out of the forest. 
“You shouldn’t have used your powers like that,” she 

said, as if she hadn’t heard me.
I tried to sit up, lifting my head off my pillow. A sear-

ing bolt of pain flashed across my temples and I fell back 
again, groaning. “Ugh. What’s happening to me?”
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“Your body’s trying to recover from the trauma 
you just put it through. Wind? Fire? What were you 
thinking?”

“I was thinking I ought to defend myself.”
“Pfft. Defend yourself!” Marianne scoffed. “You 

almost got yourself killed.”
“You never answered me. Where’s Holden? Is he all 

rig—” My voice died in my throat. Through a crack in 
the door, I saw people rushing back and forth, tending to 
another patient. His face was so pale, it appeared grey. A 
small pile of bloody cloth lay at the foot of his bed. 

“Holden!” I shot up from my cot. Marianne rushed to 
my side, grabbed my shoulders and pushed me back onto 
the bed.

“Close that door, you idiots!”
“Let go of me! I need to see him. Please, Marianne.”
“Lie back. You’re in no condition to be on your feet. 

He’s fine, Rowen. I promise. He looks much worse than 
he is.”

I flopped back onto my pillow, eyes burning with 
tears. She was right. That one brief effort had zapped 
my energy. As much as I wanted to get up, my body 
simply wouldn’t allow it. 

Holden looked terrible—like he was going to die 
terribly. Guilt gnawed at my insides. Damn it. If only 
I hadn’t gone off and sulked, this would never have 
happened! 

 “Tell me everything,” I demanded.
“A vampire attacked you.” 
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“And then what?”
“You don’t remember what happened?”
“Not really.”
Marianne stood and walked away from me. At first I 

thought she was leaving but after she dimmed the light 
in the oil lantern on the table, she returned to the side 
of the bed with a medium sized basin. She dropped a 
white cloth into it, swished it around and pulled it back 
out. I sniffed at it. Fresh cedar. She used it to wash down 
my face and my arms. As she worked, I felt the pains in 
my muscles ebb away, and my thoughts grew clearer. As 
they did, my memory of the evening came back into focus

“I didn’t mean for anyone to get hurt.” Including 
myself. 

“I know,” she said. 
“But I didn’t know what I was doing,” I said. 

“Everything happened so fast. I told Angel to run to get 
help, and then Holden was there.”

“She did as you asked,” Marianne said. “The Rivermen 
went out the moment she came back to the longhouse. 
Holden had already been on his way to the lake.”

Had he now? I hadn’t known that. Was it to find me 
or to find her? I shook my head. It didn’t matter now. 
Nothing mattered as long as he was okay.

“Did they get the vampire?”
She shook her head. “It was too fast. If I had been 

there, I could have helped them. Slowed it down, at least. 
But it’s been a long time since I could run anywhere.”



3 6  |  SA R A  G E N E R A L

“It’s not your fault. At least it didn’t bite anyone.” 
Though it had been ages since anyone had seen a vam-
pire, everyone knew that once you’d been bitten—you 
were done for. There was no cure for a vampire bite, only 
a slow, torturous death.

Marianne opened her mouth and then closed it, a 
stricken expression on her face. And then I remembered.

“Oh my God!” I sat up in my bed again, and this time 
Marianne couldn’t keep me from climbing to my feet. 
“He bit Holden. The vampire! He bit Holden!” 

“Rowen, stop! Calm down.”
“No!” I pushed her away from me. “I need to see him. 

Now.”
***

He’d lost a lot of blood, and he was pale—paler than 
I’d ever seen anyone. A purplish tint coloured the skin 
around his eyes, which were closed in sleep. 

Eyes watering, I took a deep breath and reached out 
to touch his forehead. His skin was cold and clammy. It 
was almost like I was touching the illness itself and my 
friend was buried somewhere underneath it.

“Oh Holden,” I whispered. “I’m so sorry. It should 
have been me.” 

I knew I shouldn’t say things like that. I knew they 
sounded like I wasn’t grateful for what he’d done, but I 
couldn’t help myself. It no longer mattered that they’d 
called another name tonight. It no longer matter that 
he’d start a life with Angel—that she would be his wife. 
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He was my best friend. I loved him. I couldn’t bear to let 
him die. 

 “She’s a nice girl, Holden.” I stroked his hair away 
from his face. “Kind and brave. You deserve that. And 
you’re going to have it, I promise you. No matter what I 
have to do.” 

“Rowen?”
I turned to find Marianne standing in the doorway. 

“What are you doing to help him? What’s your plan?” I 
asked. 

“Rowen. You know there isn’t—”
“We can’t let him die. We have to save him. Tell me 

how. Tell me what I have to do.”
With a sigh, Marianne’s hand dropped from the door-

frame and she came to stand at my side. She reached out 
and brushed the top of Holden’s forehead, the same way 
I had, tracing a line to the base of his neck where two 
ragged-looking puncture wounds stared out at us.

“There’s only one way to save him. And it’s a long 
shot.”

“Whatever it is, I’ll do it.”
Marianne bristled with impatience. “You don’t know 

what you’re talking about.”
“I know I can’t let him die for my foolishness.”
“Love isn’t foolish, Rowen. Don’t you ever think it.” 
“Tell me what I have to do.”
Marianne rubbed her forehead with the back of her 

hand. “Sit down.”
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I took the seat next to Holden’s bed. Marianne re-
mained standing, hovering over him. Her shoulders 
were slightly hunched, and her chin was tucked toward 
her chest. She didn’t seem to know what to do with her 
hands. It was the saddest I’d ever seen her.

“They say when our ancestors first heard of the 
vampire, we pitied them. Soulless. Ravenous. Cursed to 
live forever and watch everyone they loved die. It was 
not a pleasant existence. But there was one man who 
did not pity them. He envied the creatures. This man 
was a talented sorcerer who’d been living alone in the 
woods for a long time, and he dabbled in the dark arts. 
It twisted his spirit. They say he experimented with 
animals and blood in ways that are forbidden.” 

I’d heard this story before, but I didn’t interrupt her. 
“While travelling from one village to the next, a young 

man, his wife and child stumbled across the sorcerer’s 
place in the woods. The sorcerer invited them to stay 
with him, as it was getting dark, and the woods were 
perilous at night. The family thought he was just a kind 
old man and accepted his invitation. The next morning, 
the woman woke and found her husband missing.

 “The old man claimed the man had run off on them in 
the middle of the night, but the wife knew this was not 
true. Still, she didn’t know what to do, and thinking per-
haps her husband might return, she spent another night 
with the sorcerer. That night, her husband appeared to 
her in a dream. He told her the old man was a sorcerer 
who was trying to become a vampire and that he’d bitten 
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and killed him while they slept. He told her she had to 
run away during the day when the sorcerer was in the 
middle of his transformation and would be no more pow-
erful than a human. He told her not to let the vampire 
bite her under any circumstances, for the only way to 
fully recover from a bite was to kill the vampire who gave 
it, and vampires were very strong. 

“The next morning, the young wife made her escape, 
taking her baby with her. The sorcerer discovered she was 
missing and tried to chase her, but the sun slowed him 
down, and she made it to the safety of a nearby village. 
The village sent out a hunting party, and it chased the 
sorcerer back to his home. They caught up with him just 
as he was disappearing inside the house. But when they 
went to confront him, all they found was a jackrabbit 
amid a pile of old sheets and bones. They tried to grab 
the rabbit, but they were too late—it disappeared into 
the woods, and the old sorcerer was never seen again.

“More vampires came after that. All descended from 
the same old man. If he were to be killed, his magic would 
disperse and then the other vampires would die along 
with him. The same principles apply for the bite of any 
vampire, at least as it concerns our people. So you see, 
Rowen. There is only one way to save Holden. ”

“The vampire who bit him has to be killed,” I said.
 “Yes.”
“Then that’s what I’ll do.”
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“Council is already meeting to decide what is to be 
done. The attack was unexpected. Unprovoked. It’s 
scared a lot of people, as I’m sure you can imagine.” 

“Have you spoken to Council? Did you tell them what 
you told me?”

“I did.”
“What did they say?”
“As far as I know, they haven’t made any decisions 

yet.”
“How can they not have made a decision? Isn’t it 

obvious what needs to be done?”
Marianne didn’t answer me. I knew she was thinking 

I was young and didn’t understand how things worked. 
Well, from the sounds of it, neither did Council. One of 
our own was attacked. We couldn’t let it go unanswered. 
I looked her square in the eye.

“I want to be a part of that meeting.”
Marianne smiled weakly. “I thought you might say 

that. But honestly, dear, I don’t see what you can do.”
“I already told you what I’m going to do. I’m going to 

kill the vampire who attacked our community. Whether 
the council approves of it or not.” 



41

C H A P T E R  F O U R

The Elder’s Council

It was called an Elder’s Council even though it was 
made up of mostly men—six in all—and hardly any 

of them older than Marianne. They were deep into their 
discussion by the time I arrived.

The councillor closest to the door, Marcus, lifted his 
head as I entered. He frowned, his thick black eyebrows 
knitting together like one long furry caterpillar. He was 
my mother’s uncle, but I knew that wouldn’t win me his 
support. Marcus was a strict adherent to the protocols. 
He got up from his seat and came over to see me.

 “Rowen!” he said. “How are you feeling?”
 “I feel fine.”
“And Holden?”
“He’s still asleep. Marianne says he may not wake 

until…” I trailed off, catching sight of Holden’s parents 
huddled together to the left of the entrance. Angel sat 
in a chair next to them, fidgeting with the sleeve of her 
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dress. None of them had changed from their wedding 
clothes. 

She had more right than I did to be here, but it still 
pained me to see her claiming her place in Holden’s life. 
She sat apart from Holden’s family, showing her support 
while giving them their space. It struck me as both a 
brave and considerate action on her part. 

“He might not wake up,” I finished, turning back to 
Marcus. I kept my voice as low as possible.

Marcus made a tsk-tsk noise and invited me to take a 
seat. “We’ve been discussing our next steps. Would you 
mind telling us what happened?”

“Not at all.” I took the seat he offered me. I glanced 
at Holden’s parents. Peter had his arm wrapped around 
Cara’s shoulders; her eyes were red and puffy from 
crying. I didn’t see Persia. I figured she must be with her 
groom. None of them would look at me. I couldn’t blame 
them, but it still hurt.  

“Rowen?” Marcus asked. 
I hadn’t realized he’d been waiting for me. “I’m sorry, 

what?”
“I asked if you would recount your story to the rest of 

the council.”
“Of course.”
For the next quarter of an hour, I told them what I 

could. I spoke quickly, hoping to hasten their decision-
making. In truth, I wasn’t able to provide much they 
didn’t already know. I hadn’t gotten a good look at the 
vampire, and the details I remembered were nondescript. 
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He had been tall, he had no hair, he was dressed all in 
black and moved faster than any person or animal I’d 
ever seen. When I finished, there was silence. 

“What will happen now?” I asked.
Enos, another councillor, answered me. “The 

Rivermen have gone out, but so far they’ve reported no 
trace of the creature. It seems it’s gone back across the 
wall. We’ll set up a lookout for the next fortnight in case 
it decides to return.”

“I meant about Holden.”
“Oh, yes, of course.” His gaze fell upon Peter and 

Cara. “It’s so unfortunate. We’ll do everything we can to 
assist in his healing.” 

That didn’t sound promising. “Marianne said she 
spoke to you and told you there’s only one way to make 
sure he’s healed. We have to go after the vampire.”

“We can’t send a hunting party across the wall. The 
protocol is explicit on this point,” Marcus said.

Cara let out a tiny sob and buried her face further in 
Peter’s shoulders. 

I felt a flicker of irritation I was certain reflected in 
my face. “Maybe we can’t send the Rivermen across the 
wall, but surely we can do something.” 

“We understand this must be awful for you,” Enos 
said.

“No.” I shook my head. “I don’t think you do. He is 
my friend, my best friend. And he saved me. He protected 
me from this creature. I can’t sit idly by while I owe him 
such a debt.”
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A series of shared looks and silent nods rippled along 
the table in front of me.

“I understand why you feel indebted to him, child, but 
if you’re suggesting what I think you’re suggesting…” 
Marcus said.

I opened my mouth to reply but was interrupted.
“Thank you, Rowen, I can take it from here.” 
I turned. Marianne was gliding across the room, a 

calm expression on her face. “I sent Rowen here to tell 
you our patient has need of ginger root and kainite. I’ll 
be sending her to Brantwood to collect it. She must leave 
tonight.”

I frowned. This was news to me. 
Marcus raised an eyebrow. “Surely, you have these 

supplies at the ready?”
“I do not. It’s an error on my part, I admit, but there 

you have it,” Marianne shrugged. “I can’t go, not at such 
a critical time. And they are needed urgently. A boy’s life 
is at stake.”

I bit my lip against the wave of triumph that rushed 
over me. It was brilliant. Of course, the council wouldn’t 
let me cross the wall to track down a vampire, but hadn’t 
Holden just reminded me of my unique privileges as 
Marianne’s assistant? And she had every right to send 
me wherever she wanted if it concerned the care of her 
patients. I held my breath as I waited for their answer. 

“Of course, the council will not interfere with a pa-
tient’s care, Marianne. If your apprentice needs to go, 
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she needs to go. But we must caution you on the risks for 
the young lady—this vampire is still out there.”

“This is what I’ve been training for. I know the risks 
but it’s my responsibility to help.” 

“Very well.” Enos’s voice sounded weary. “If no 
member of this council has any further questions for 
Marianne, then I’d like to adjourn this meeting. We’ll 
reconvene tomorrow morning.” 

They all rose, Marcus looking as if he still had 
something he wanted to say. As the rest of the council 
members filed out of the room, Enos remained standing 
behind the table. 

“Rowen?”
“Yes, sir?”
He smiled at me. He’d been around a long time, Enos. 

He knew what was what. “Be safe.”

***

Marianne poured a cup of tea and set it down on the 
table in front of me. I didn’t touch it. I felt like my ap-
petite had disappeared entirely, replaced by nervous-
ness and anticipation. My knee bounced underneath the 
table, and I couldn’t stop my finger tapping against its 
underside. 

I’m going across the wall…

It was all thanks to Marianne. They would have de-
nied a direct request to go crusading after the vampire, 
but Marianne had provided them with a practical reason 
to let me go, one that didn’t violate the protocol in any 
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way. To be certain, I don’t think any of them had any 
illusions about what my true intentions were, but there 
was nothing they could do about it now. 

“I don’t know how to thank you,” I said. 
“You can start by staying alive.”
“I will.”
“Hmmph. When’s the last time you crossed the wall?” 

Marianne asked me.
“Two years ago.”
I had only been on the other side of the wall once 

when I was sixteen. It was for my Spring outing. We were 
required to stay there for a minimum of three months, 
though all of us were given the option to stay for a year. I 
was one of six who returned after three months. Holden 
was another. 

 “Not much has changed.”
“I don’t imagine it has.” I took a deep breath, feeling 

like a pile of bricks were pressing against my chest. 
“You’ll stay at the lodge,” Marianne said.
“Okay.”
There was an unspoken plea in her eyes. “This is very 

dangerous, Rowen. I fear I’m making a mistake in letting 
you go.”

I set my elbows on the table and looked her straight in 
the eye. I had been thinking about it all night and come 
to the conclusion that the attack was highly suspicious. 
Vampires might have been depraved creatures, but they 
weren’t mindless—their continued intelligence was one 
of the main reasons they were so fearsome; they managed 
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to escape death and maintain both cunning and strength. 
It was entirely possible I was reading into things and 
that the entire incident had been a coincidence. But if 
I wasn’t reading into things, then some very important 
questions needed to be asked—why had this vampire 
come to our community? Was he there to feed, or did he 
have a specific target in mind? And if the answer to the 
latter happened to be yes—then it was obvious what the 
answer was. 

After all, the vampire hadn’t chased after Angel when 
she fled, which left one frightening possibility. 

He had come for me.
“We need to know why he came,” I said.  
“He sure didn’t come for the food,” Marianne said.
“He could have killed Holden, but he didn’t. Why? 

Why leave him alive when it would have been just as easy 
to finish what he started? Why just bite him and then 
go?”

“Maybe the others were closing in too fast?”
“Could be.”
“But that’s not what you think happened,” Marianne 

said.
I had no idea what happened. But I’d be a fool to set 

out after a vampire without considering the possibility 
that I was his target, and I might be doing exactly what 
he wanted. 

 “So what now?” I asked her, trying to ignore the 
mounting anxiety this realization had created.
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“Finish your tea,” she said, sitting down at the table 
across from me.

Right. A reading. I forced myself to drink the tea 
she’d made me. When I’d finally swallowed the last of it, 
I handed my cup to her. 

She tipped the cup toward the light and peered into it, 
the flickering of flame making it appear even smoother 
next to the wrinkled skin of her hands. She closed her 
eyes and took a deep breath. I mimicked her, trying to 
dispel my nervous energy and open my mind to her.

The vision came immediately.
I saw a boy, perhaps eighteen or so, and clearly an 

outsider. He was sick and pale. The stench of magic lin-
gered in the room all around him. He stretched out a 
hand toward me, and when he opened his mouth to call to 
me, a line of blood trickled out of it. I backed away from 
him, knocking into someone. When I turned to apolo-
gize, I stared up into the darkest eyes I had ever seen. 
The room went dark, and time seemed to grind to a halt 
as the stranger towered over me. He cast no shadow, and 
he carried no breath. He was tall and pale too, though 
not because of illness. In one gaze, he drank me in, swal-
lowing me easily, and he reached out to grasp my shoul-
ders. My knees trembled. I could feel his power. I knew 
I should be afraid of this man, but I wasn’t. Instead, I 
found myself drawn to him. I closed my eyes, becoming 
aware of the weapon in my hand. I needed to end it, end it 
now, before it was too late. Hands reached out and closed 
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around my neck. His eyes widened in surprise, and he 
called out for me as I struggled to free myself…

“Rowen!” 
I hit the floor hard, my eyes flying open in time to see 

Marianne drop to the ground next to me.
“Rowen!” she said. ”Are you all right?” 
I sat up, feeling confused, rubbing the elbow that had 

taken the brunt of the impact. “I think so. What the hell 
was that?”

Marianne reached underneath my arms and helped 
me back into my chair. She poured me a glass of water 
that I gulped down.

“You fainted.”
I set my glass on the table. “I know that. What did 

you see?”
“What did you see?” she asked.
“I asked first.”
“Enough to convince me you shouldn’t be going,” she 

said. “Not that you’ll listen.”
She was right. I wouldn’t. Especially after what I just 

saw. The pull to leave was stronger than ever.
“Tell me what you saw, Marianne.”
For a moment, it seemed that she wasn’t going to an-

swer me. Finally, she picked up the cup and tipped it to-
ward me. “I see a witch. Magic. Darkness. I see the vam-
pire, in the city behind the wall. He’s waiting for you, but 
he’s not the one you should fear. The witch is powerful. 
They’ve hidden their intentions behind a fog.” Marianne 
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shook her head. “I cannot see where their power comes 
from. I have no idea what they want.”  

“Will I be able to find the vampire?”
“I think so,” she frowned. “But it won’t be easy, and 

killing him will be even harder. He doesn’t fear you, not 
in the least. And he’s right not to. You overextended 
yourself, tonight. You’ll need to work hard to keep your 
energy up, especially out there away from the wall.”

In other words, I’d find him, but I probably wouldn’t 
be strong enough to kill him. 

“I have to try.”
Marianne opened her mouth and then closed it. 
“What?” I asked her. 
“I know you don’t want to hear this.” She chose her 

words with care. “But it’s possible that this is Holden’s 
time.”

“You’re right.” My voice was flat. “I don’t want to 
hear that.”

“Even so.” 
I stood up. Our conversation was finished. I needed to 

pack, and I wanted to see Holden before I left. One last 
thing occurred to me as I made to leave.

“You know what’s weird?” I looked down at her, my 
vision still swimming in my mind. “I don’t think it’s his 
time. But I think it might be mine. I think there might be 
something out there waiting for me.”

Marianne smiled sadly. “Yes. I think so, too. And that 
doesn’t bring me any comfort at all.” 



51

C H A P T E R  F I V E

The Wall

Though I wanted to leave Harrowstone immediately, 
it simply wasn’t possible. Marianne was right—my 

energy had been drained enormously. If I were to meet 
trouble on the road, I’d be in no shape to defend myself. 

I returned to my parents’ house that night and tossed 
and turned for what seemed like half the night. I prayed 
for Holden to get better. I prayed I would find the 
vampire who bit him and somehow manage to defeat it. I 
prayed I would wake in the morning and find out it had 
all been a dream. 

In between praying, I pondered the images I’d seen 
in my vision. Who was that man? Why did I feel so 
afraid of him? And what about the boy? What ailed him? 
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Questions circled my mind endlessly until sheer exhaus-
tion caught up with me, and I slept. 

 I woke the next morning to find that my parents had 
foregone their usual duties in the community and were 
waiting for me in the kitchen.

“Eat.” My mother pushed a small plate of eggs toward 
me. There were circles under her dark eyes. It didn’t 
look as though she’d slept any better than I had. “You 
must be starving.”

I was. I accepted the food gratefully, taking a piece of 
bread and smearing it with honey.

“How are you feeling?” my father asked.
“Tired. Worried,” I said. “Holden’s not doing very 

well.”
“We heard. It’s all anyone can talk about.”
“I just can’t believe it,” I said. “The whole thing is just 

so…wrong.” 
“We’ve been so worried, honey. About Holden. About 

you. You came home so late last night.”
I froze, bread halfway to my mouth, suddenly 

remembering I hadn’t told my parents about offering to 
go and look for the vampire who attacked Holden. I set 
the bread down on my plate. I took a deep breath and 
looked my father in the eyes. We had the same black hair, 
the same sea-green eyes, splashed with gold. 

“I went to see the Elder’s Council last night,” I said. 
“To tell them what I remembered about the attack.”

“We thought so.”
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“There’s something else. Marianne told us that there’s 
a way to heal Holden.”

My father’s eyebrows lifted, and my mother’s lips 
parted in surprise. I realized they had probably assumed 
the worst—that nothing could be done for Holden, and 
we would lose him forever.

My mother’s face lightened in relief. “Rowen! That’s 
wonderful!” 

“Yes. It is.”
My father said nothing. He knew there was more to 

the story. “How?” 
“To save him, we’d have to kill the vampire who bit 

him.”
The excitement left the room as quickly as it had 

come. 
“Oh,” my mother said.
And I volunteered to do it. That was what I needed to tell 

them, what they deserved to know. The words were on 
the tip of my tongue, but I just couldn’t do it. What I 
said instead was, “There’s medicine Marianne needs to 
help ease his pain, but it’s in Brantwood, and she can’t 
leave him right now. So I’m going to go get it for her. I’m 
leaving this morning.”

My mother’s mouth fell open. She shook her head, her 
eyes hardening. “No. You’re not going to cross the wall. 
That’s crazy.”

 “I have to.” My throat tightened, my eyes threatening 
tears. I knew they would be afraid for me, and I didn’t 
want either of them to be upset, but nothing they could 
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say or do was going to change my mind. “It’s not up for 
discussion. He saved my life. It’s the very least I can do.”

I stared at the food on my plate, unable to look at 
them, my appetite suddenly gone. We sat there for I 
don’t know how long until a knock at the door shattered 
the silence that had fallen between us.

“I’ll get the door.” My dad’s voice sounded strained as 
he rose from the table, leaving me alone with my mother.

 “I’m sorry,” I told her. “I don’t want to cause you 
worry. Truly, I don’t. But this is what I was chosen for. 
To help the healer.”

Her eyes were shining with tears. She must have been 
holding onto them with everything she had. She flashed 
me a brave smile. “I know that, honey. But it...it wasn’t 
supposed to be like this.”

“No,” I shook my head, my heart full and aching. “It 
wasn’t.”

“Rowen?” my father called. “There’s someone here to 
see you.”

***

Angel stood on our porch. Her hair was pulled back 
in a bun, and she was dressed in a simple grey shift. She 
held a parcel in her hands.  

“Um. Hi,” I said.
“Hello,” she said. 
“Angel, I—”
“I know. I know it must seem like I’m in your face all 

the time. And I’m sorry for that. I just came here to give 
you this.” She held out the package to me.
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“What is it?” I took the bundle of cloth from her.
“It’s medicine from the gardens. I picked it this 

morning.”
I unfolded the cloth and gasped. There was a lot of 

medicine in the bundle she’d made. She’d included to-
bacco, cedar, and sweet grass. But she’d also chosen 
black flag, magellan, willow root, dogwood and a rather 
large shard of rose quartz.

“Angel,” I said, overcome in spite of myself. I had 
helped Marianne enough to know that these weren’t 
just any medicines. These were the exact medicines you 
would want if you were headed out on a dangerous jour-
ney, your fate uncertain. I couldn’t have picked better if I 
had gone myself. And the rose quartz? It was extremely 
valuable.

“I know what you did last night. You saved me from 
that vampire, and now you’re going to try and save 
him. I wanted to help, if only a little.” She looked at me 
uncertainly. “You know what all of this is for, right?” 

“I do.”
I almost laughed, but I couldn’t blame her for asking. 

Most everyone scraped by using only tobacco and cedar. 
If I hadn’t been Marianne’s apprentice, I wouldn’t have 
known about dogwood and magellan. We’d only prepared 
them on limited occasions, but I was certain I could 
replicate what I’d seen Marianne do. But this wasn’t why 
I had laughed. I was a notoriously bad gardener, and 
Angel obviously knew that.  
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I had always been more comfortable in a sparring 
match than I was growing things. Luckily, Marianne 
hadn’t chosen me on account of my gardening skills. She 
had chosen me because I had the ability to see and com-
municate with a wide array of spirits—including plants. 
And plants have a language of their own. They can tell 
you how to use them to help heal the wounded—be it 
a physical, spiritual or emotional wound. This was the 
language that I excelled at. Hopeless though I may have 
been at growing things, I could listen like no other. 

 “I didn’t know what you’d need out there. Some of 
this might not help you with your mission, but it’ll keep 
you strong and healthy. My mentor, Lori, always says 
what Marianne needs the most is medicine to help her 
mind stay clear and strong.”

This was also true. Healing work was hard. Not 
having a clear mind was the fastest way to botch a job 
by draining our energy reserves—which endangered our 
patients. Marianne had been drilling this fact into me 
since our apprenticeship started. Last night, I’d learned 
it the hard way—I hadn’t been properly balanced at all. 
Instead, I’d traded my own energy to borrow the energy 
of another spirit, and it had completely backfired. If 
Marianne hadn’t intervened, it could have been the death 
of me. 

These herbs would help me a great deal to replenish 
my strength and keep my mind clear of shadows.

“I don’t know what to say,” I said.
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“Don’t say anything,” Angel said. “Like I said, I want 
to help.”

“You have. You really have.” I gave her the biggest 
smile I could muster. It was the best I could do, consid-
ering who she was. 

“I wish I could go with you.” Her words were sud-
den. She meant them, too. I could see that plainly in the 
fierceness of her gaze. But it wasn’t for me. It was for 
Holden. 

How had I missed this? How had I missed her, loving 
him from afar all this time? 

“Your place is here, with him,” I told her finally. It 
was the truth. “You have a real gift.” 

“Save him,” she said. 
“I’ll do my best. Take care, Angel.” 
“You, too.” 

***

I reached the wall just before dawn. The morning sun 
was still coming up over the trees, lightening the sky and 
speckling the clouds with a reddish-orange light. From 
atop the wall, I stared out at the city that lay on the other 
side.

It wasn’t a large city. Fewer than two hundred thou-
sand people called it home. It had what most other places 
had—shopping centres, hospitals, and a small university. 
It also had features that other cities did not—casinos, 
vampires, a faerie underworld. Or at least, this was the 
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rumour. I’d never been to the casino or seen a faerie, and 
until yesterday, I’d thought vampires were only a myth. 

I had no idea why any magical creature would choose 
Brantwood as their residence, but I suspected it had 
something to do with the land. A rushing river sur-
rounded the city, and tiny creeks ran throughout it. On 
the city’s north side, where our community was located, 
a large bluff separated the city proper from the wall. It 
was as if the escarpment had been made especially to act 
as a buffer between us. 

Between the little people who populated the escarp-
ment and the river guardian who hummed along next to 
it, Brantwood was located in an area where spirits had no 
qualms about making their presence known. I was grate-
ful for this. On both sides of the wall, spirits were among 
the only real friends I had. 

“You’ll be Rowen?” a voice called up to me. 
I twisted around to see the guard step out from under 

the porch of a cabin that had been built next to the wall. 
He moved across the clearing with a slight limp, stop-
ping at the base of the wall and squinting up at me. 

“Yes,” I said, climbing down from the rock I stood on. 
Back on the ground, I held my hand out to him. He shook 
it, his eyes travelling over me, inspecting my travelling 
cloak, my backpack, and my boots. He nodded with ap-
proval at my staff.

“All right. Council says you’ve been given permission 
to go into the city?”

“Yes.”
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“You’re Marianne’s apprentice, is that right? You’ve 
been out before?” 

“I spent my Spring in Brantwood,” I told him. 
“So you know your way to the lodge, then? All right. 

Let me get your papers, and you can be on your way.” He 
turned away and hobbled back to the cabin.  

I set my bag down against the wall and stared up at 
it. The wall was nearly forty feet high in places, and it 
extended for six miles on either side of our community. 
Fashioned from the rock that lay beneath the surface of 
the earth, it had been built for us long ago by the Stone 
Giants, if the stories were to be believed. Regardless of 
who had built it, it was a gift of old, and it had powerful 
magic. It had protected my people from so much, even 
those things we hadn’t known we were going to need 
protection from. Why hadn’t it kept the vampire out?

“You heard what happened?” I asked him.
“Yeah, I heard. I was sorry to hear about your friend. 

How’s your young man? Peter’s son, ain’t it?”
“Yes,” I replied. “He’s ill. He’s quite ill.”
“Vampires.” The man shook his head. “They’re one of 

the worst kinds of creatures out there. No remorse. No 
feelings. They’re monsters. All of them.”

“I’ve been wondering how he got past the wall,” I said. 
“I can’t believe it would have been easy.”

“That’s the scary thing, isn’t it? There’s no way he 
could have gotten past the wall, unless someone gave him 
permission to cross over.”

“Who has the authority to do that?”
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“Just the few who know the name of the spirit that 
protects the wall.”

“Who all knows the name?”
“Marianne does,” he said, a dark look crossing his 

face. 
“No.” I shot that idea down immediately. “It can’t 

have been her. Who else?” 
“The council members do. And I do.”
I stared at him. 
“But I didn’t do it,” he said hastily.
That left the council. Which would mean corruption 

of the highest order…
 My head felt like it was spinning. I thought of the 

old men who sat on Council. Granted, I had issues with 
them from time to time, but I didn’t think any of them 
were capable of inviting a vile creature to a wedding to 
attack me or my friends. There had to be something else, 
something I was missing. 

“How are things out there?” I asked.
“Same as ever,” he said. “So you’re going to hunt the 

vampire, is that it?”
“That’s right.” 
“You must have some powers, right? Like Marianne? 

She can control the elements, you know. Wind. Fire.” 
I smiled. Of course, she couldn’t control wind or 

fire. But it was always hard to explain how our abilities 
worked to those who couldn’t see or talk to spirits the 
way we could. Our gift was communication—sometimes 
spirits helped us and sometimes they didn’t. Aside from 
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that, we had our dreams, our visions, our ability to see 
the outcome of events, to read the auras of other beings, 
to understand and speak several languages. These were 
the gifts of all humankind. We just happened to become 
attuned to them earlier than others. Was it magic? I nev-
er thought so, and Marianne discouraged me from seeing 
it as such, even though she used the term often. 

“You’ll be staying at our lodge on the outskirts of 
town. You can get there on foot, or you can take one of 
the bikes. Might be hard with that staff of yours.”

“It’ll be fine. I’ll lay it across the handlebars.” I 
clutched my staff a little bit harder in my hand. It would 
be hard to ride a bike with it, but I was in a hurry, and 
there was no way I was leaving it behind—it was the 
weapon I was best with. 

“All right. Your papers are all in this envelope.” He 
handed me a large brown folder. “Identification, money, 
etc. If you need to get a message back to the community, 
come see me. Then Marianne, or your parents, or who-
ever can come and meet you here if you need them to. 
You remember how to use the phones and all that? Who 
to call if you get into trouble out there or get hurt?”

“I remember.”  
“I guess that’s everything I need to tell you.” His eyes 

moved over my face. “You know, it could just be that it’s 
his time.”

That’s what everyone seemed to think. “It could be. 
But I can’t just let him go, not while there’s a chance he 
could be saved.”
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“Fair enough. Take care of yourself, little witch.”
“I will.”  
I tucked the envelope he’d handed me safely into my 

backpack and with a small wave, made my way toward 
the archway that led to the other side of the wall. 

I felt a tingling down my spine as I walked, wheeling 
the bike alongside me. It was cool and drafty in the tun-
nel, a promise of danger and adventure lingering in the 
air. 

As I walked, I reached into the pocket of my pants 
and took hold of the small pieces of cloth and tobacco I’d 
prepared before I set out, whispering prayers aloud to 
the spirits I hoped would help me once my search began 
in earnest.

Daylight greeted me on the other side of the tunnel, 
the sun warming my skin as my eyes adjusted to the 
light. I set the tobacco down on the other side of the wall, 
nestled next to a large sugar maple and straightened, 
staring out at the dirt road leading toward the city. 

I glanced back through the tunnel. It had already 
filled with an inky darkness, blocking the view of the 
lush forest that was my home. I took a deep breath and 
closed my eyes, fighting the homesickness, the fear, and 
the loneliness that already threatened to overwhelm me. 



63

C H A P T E R  S I X

Linwood Lodge

The Linwood was the name of the lodge where mem-
bers of the community could stay if they decided to 

take their Spring in Brantwood. It used to be a hotel and 
for all intents and purposes—it still was. The founders 
of our community had acquired it when the first fami-
lies moved behind the wall, after realizing they wanted 
both privacy and access to the medicines that grew on 
the south banks of the river. It had also become transi-
tional lodging for those community members who de-
cided—or were asked—to leave and had no place to go. 
Marianne had stayed here many times and had her own 
set of rooms, as had the healer before her. 

I liked it here. The lodge was located on the outskirts 
of Brantwood and surrounded by a copse of maple and 
pine. Cedar grew in abundance around the edges of the 
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property, and giant willow trees flanked the long drive-
way that led up to the main house.

There were three separate buildings here: one a small 
stone cottage that used to belong to the gamekeeper. 
That post had been vacated since the previous game-
keeper, Marshall, passed away a few years ago. Marshall 
had been buried back home, having lived his life in ser-
vice to the community despite the fact that he hadn’t 
lived there for twenty-five years. It was a reminder that 
even the people who worked at Linwood were making 
sacrifices to make our protocol a success. 

“Hello?” I set my bag down by the front desk and 
stretched my arms out. The clock on the wall told me 
that it was three o’clock in the afternoon. It had already 
been over twenty-four hours since Holden had been bit-
ten. Marianne had said that at most, I had a week to try 
and find the vampire responsible for biting him. It didn’t 
bode well that I’d already lost a day. 

There was a bell on the welcome desk, along with an 
appointment book, an inkwell with a feather tipped pen 
sticking out of it, and a small glass vase filled with pink 
and purple flowers. I reached for the bell, and it rang 
out, sending a high tinny sound echoing down the halls 
of the hotel. 

Moments later, a portly woman appeared wearing a 
flower printed dress and big brown rubber boots, her 
hair tied back in a messy bun and glasses hanging from 
a chain around her neck. I recognized her instantly from 
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my previous stay here. The sight of a familiar face was 
comforting.

“So sorry about that,” she beamed. “I was in the 
kitchen getting the tea ready. Rowen, is it? Marianne 
sent word that you’d be here. I’m Suzanne, in case you 
don’t remember me.”

“Hi,” I said. “Thanks for having me on such short 
notice.”

“Oh, it’s no trouble, dear. There’s no one here but 
Alexander, and he’s quieter than a mouse. Professors, 
you know. So serious.”

I didn’t, but nodded along as if I knew exactly what 
she was talking about.

“I’ll put you in my best room.” She walked behind the 
desk and opened a wooden cabinet. Rows of brass keys 
dangled within it. She plucked one of the keys from its 
hook, turned around and set it on the counter. “There’s a 
pond out back if you want to do some swimming. A pool 
too, but it’s full of chlorine, so you might not like it. The 
cook’s here twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. 
Order anytime you’d like, even if it’s just a biscuit and a 
cup of coffee.”

“Thank you.”
“It’s our pleasure, dear, really. It’s so rare we have 

someone from back home in the house. I mean, every 
Spring obviously, but here to stay as a guest? It never 
happens.”

“Never?”
Suzanne shrugged. “The protocol. You know.”
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I did know. I was starting to see the protocol in an en-
tirely different light—one that was less forgiving of situ-
ation and circumstance than I’d previously imagined. 

“We can take your things up to your room for you if 
you like.”

“It’s just the one bag. I can handle it,” I assured her. 
“But there’s something else you can do for me, if it’s not 
too much trouble.”

“Anything, dear.”
“Do you have a phone book? There’s someone I’d like 

to get a hold of.” 
***

The apartment complex I was standing in had a mea-
sly security system. It seemed like just about anyone 
could come and go as they pleased. I couldn’t imagine 
living here, so exposed to the world, and yet, if I knew my 
friend at all, she was thriving in the recklessness of it all. 

There was a list of apartment tenants next to the 
intercom. I searched the list of names until I found hers. 
Then I punched in the three-digit number next to her 
name. 

“Hello?”
“Uh, hello, Kennedy?”
“Yeah?”
“It’s me. Rowen Winters. Sorry to stop by like this, 

but can I come up?”
She didn’t respond, but a second later, there was a 

buzzing noise. I opened the door and stepped into the 
pale green lobby. There was an elevator with faded 
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yellow buttons that looked none too safe. I found the 
stairwell instead and climbed until I reached the third 
floor. I pulled open the door and stepped into the hall. 
There were rows of doors with gold numbers glued to 
them. 

The tiles that made up the hallway floor were cracked 
in places, and the paint on the walls was fading, but 
overall it was a clean place. When I got to the door that 
belonged to my friend, I saw that she’d put up a sign 
that read, “Knock This” over a picture of a raised middle 
finger.

I knocked on it and stepped away. 
There was the sound of footsteps, and then a second 

later, the door opened a crack, and a girl with dyed black 
hair and a silver nose ring glared out into the hallway. 
Her mouth dropped open when she saw me. 

“Oh my God, Row!” cried Kennedy. She threw open 
the door and reached out into the hall, pulling me toward 
her into a huge embrace. “It’s really you. I can’t fucking 
believe it!”

“Hey.” I patted her on the back, struggling to stay 
upright and feeling pleased she was happy to see me. 
“Good to see you, too!”

“Come in, come in!” She grabbed my wrist and 
dragged me into her apartment, slamming the door 
behind us.

“I can’t believe it! You left! Oh, I’m so proud of you. 
Have a seat, and tell me everything. I just made tea. You 
want some?”
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“Yes, please.”
Kennedy’s apartment was nice and small—exactly 

the kind of place I pictured her living in. My friend had 
been one of those people who even as children, I could 
tell would leave the community, no matter how much she 
loved our way of life. She was desperately fond of music 
and in the few visits we’d made to Brantwood together 
during our Spring, she’d been hopelessly drawn to 
buskers, street performers, and bands. 

Standing in her apartment now, I couldn’t help 
but smile. Our living quarters in the community were 
far from plain, but they paled in comparison to the 
personality Kennedy had unleashed here. The rooms 
were painted a bright magenta, and a series of framed 
black and white pictures hung from the walls. None of 
her furniture matched, but there was no denying that 
each piece belonged. I chose to sit in a zebra print chair 
next to a coffee table littered with stacks of books and 
scribbled-on paper. 

“You want anything in your tea?” Kennedy called out 
from the kitchen.

“No thanks. Just black.”
“Huh.” I heard her say. She made her way back in the 

room with two steaming mugs in her hands and set one 
down in front of me before lowering herself into a red 
armchair opposite mine. 

“Plain tea, eh? I thought you’d at least have some 
sugar.”

“It tastes fine the way it is.” 
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 “Spoken like a true believer. Guess you didn’t leave 
the community after all, did you? I should have known.”

 “Well, I did leave. But probably not for the reasons 
you’re thinking.”

I told her about Holden getting attacked by the 
vampire on the day of Persia’s wedding and how I was 
here to hunt him down. She listened, wide-eyed, as I 
detailed what had happened since I crossed the wall. 

“Jesus Christ,” she said. “Hunting a vampire? You’re 
absolutely crazy!”

“Well, it’s a bit dangerous, I admit.”
“It’s not a bit dangerous. It’s a lot dangerous. Certain-

death-dangerous. Hunting vampires isn’t like in the 
movies or television shows, Rowen. Vampires are batshit 
crazy. They’re monsters. They aren’t creatures with 
deep human feelings waiting to fall in love with human 
girls. They want blood; they want the kill—and nothing 
else.”

“I can’t let him die, Kennedy.” 
She sighed and slumped back in her seat. “I know 

you can’t. It’s Holden, isn’t it? But damn, girl. Of all the 
reasons you had to cross the wall, couldn’t it have been 
something happier?”

“I wish it had been.”
“I can’t believe Council let you go.”
”They had their doubts.” Not that they’d voiced them.
“No kidding. I’d have shut you down if it’d been me.”
“Thanks a lot.”
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“How did you get them to let you cross?” Her eyes nar-
rowed suspiciously. “The protocol forbids hunting par-
ties outside of the community, doesn’t it?”

“Marianne told them I was here to collect medicine.”
“Marianne lied for you?” Kennedy was unable to hide 

her astonishment.
“It’s not a lie. I am going to collect medicine. But I’m 

also going to try and track down a vampire at the same 
time.”

Kennedy shook her head in disbelief. “You’re crazy.” 
“Yeah well, it’s Holden.”
It was like I could see her memories of the three of us 

shuffle through her thoughts. We’d been close. We had 
played together, attended school together, ventured out 
on our Spring together. 

“So he’s engaged, is it?” Her tone changed, became 
more thoughtful. “To Angel?”

“Yeah.”I tried to sound nonchalant.
“You don’t have to pretend with me.” 
“I’m not pretending. It’s fine. Everything’s fine, 

except the fact that he’s lying in a bed dying from a 
vampire bite.”

“Are you trying to save him, Row, or are you just 
running away from the horribly fucked-up thing that 
happened because the protocol’s a screwed-up piece 
of shit that’s been ruining our lives ever since it was 
introduced?”

“Kennedy—”
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“I know, I know. You’re here to save Holden. Doesn’t 
change the fact that Holden’s getting married to anoth-
er girl, and it completely sucks. Especially when we all 
know he wants to be with you. And vice versa.” 

I wanted to argue with her, but I couldn’t. 
“Marianne did a reading for me before I left,” I said, 

attempting to change the subject. “She as good as told 
me I wasn’t going to be able to track down the vampire 
on my own, so I know I need help. What do you think? 
Can you help me?”

Kennedy raked her hand through her hair. “Mostly, I 
want to tell you that vampires don’t really exist, but we 
both know that’s not true, don’t we? Still—that doesn’t 
mean everyone else knows it’s true, so you can’t go run-
ning around asking just anyone about them.”

“What do you suggest?” I asked.
“I don’t know. Vampires really aren’t my thing but…

I’ve heard some things,” she admitted.
“The reading was directing me here. To Brantwood. 

That much I’m sure of.” 
 “Well, I have heard people say the casino’s run by a 

vampire named Cruz. I don’t know if it’s true or not—
that he’s a vampire, I mean. But he’s definitely one of the 
head guys in the city. He owns a shit ton of businesses.” 

“Cruz. Okay. How would I go about meeting with 
him?”

 “You might want to start at his club. I’ve been there 
a few times, and it usually seems like he’s there, too. It’s 
called Darling’s.” 
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“Darling’s…”
“But there’s no way you can go there looking the way 

you do. They’d never let you in.”
I looked down at my clothes. “I’m not here to go 

clubbing, Kennedy.”
“Maybe. But if you actually want to get into the place, 

you’re going to have to get past their doormen.”
She was right, of course. Next to her, it was obvious 

there was something about me that didn’t fit. 
“Fine. I’ll wear some different clothes.” 
Kennedy waved her hand at me. “Relax, it doesn’t have 

to be too fancy. A skanky tank top and jeans will do.”
I laughed in spite of myself. 
“It’s good to see you again,” I told her.
“You too, Row. You, too. Now come on. Let’s get you 

ready.”
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C H A P T E R  S E V E N 

Darling’s

Despite insisting she wanted nothing to do with my 
mission to help Holden, Kennedy and her girl-

friend, Patricia, accompanied me to Darling’s. Patricia 
had short dirty blonde hair that she wore in a kind of 
shag. She told me she studied urban planning at the uni-
versity, but she was also interested in making films. I 
liked her. She reminded me a lot of Kennedy. They had 
the same inquisitive nature. A way of seeing the world 
for what it was and appreciating it no less for what it 
wasn’t. 

In the cab ride to the club, she and Kennedy told me 
about all the ways the city had changed in the years since 
I’d last been here. I listened to what they said about the 
new mayor and the factory district, but in all truth, the 
city didn’t look that different to me. I saw the same tow-
ering buildings forming the skyline in the orange-lit sky. 
The same busy downtown intersections, smelling like ex-
haust and food trucks. The same crumbling transit sys-
tem. I knew the club would be as loud and overcrowded 
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as the rest of the city—likely worse. It wasn’t a pleasant 
thought.

Darling’s was located at the back of a long grey 
building that looked exactly the same as all the others 
around it. I stepped out onto the pavement and took a 
deep breath, my stomach churning nervously. It had been 
a long time since I’d been in this kind of social setting. I 
patted my hair, which I’d tied back in a knot at the nape 
of my neck and felt instantly stupid for worrying about 
it. 

I sighed. There was something so powerful about 
wanting to blend in with your surroundings. I’d forgot-
ten just how pervasive that feeling could be. I shouldn’t 
have cared that I wasn’t dressed like the other girls. I’d 
never worn a pair of heels and had no desire to—but I 
couldn’t help but be aware of the fact that not having 
them made me far less fancy than the girls around me. 

“Relax,” Kennedy said, as if she’d sensed my thoughts. 
“Don’t let these fancy skirts fool you. This place is a 
dive—trust me.”

Her words cut through my anxiety like a knife. They 
were exactly what I needed to hear. I gave myself a 
mental shake. I wasn’t here to fit in—I was here to save 
my friend. 

Patricia and I followed Kennedy to the very end of the 
line of people waiting to get into the club. Some were 
rubbing their arms and shivering against the cold, while 
others scrolled on their phones. Everyone seemed excited 
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about what the night might hold and acted as though it 
wouldn’t really start until they got inside. 

Music pulsed through the walls, sending a chill up 
my spine that was equal parts dread and anticipation. 
Somewhere beyond these doors was a vampire 
businessman.

I wonder what he’s like…

More people joined the line behind us. Some of them 
looked way younger than nineteen. Did any of them knew 
the nightclub owner was a vampire? Would they still be 
excited to get into this place if they did? Or was that part 
of the appeal?

At last, we were at the front of the line. A pair of 
wine-red ropes swung from silver poles, a touch of glam-
our that almost made me forget I was standing in what 
amounted to an alleyway. Two huge men stood on either 
side of the entrance and, just inside the doors, a stick-
thin girl in a black halter waited to welcome people. 

“You have your ID?” Kennedy asked me.
I nodded, holding up the card we were given when we 

turned sixteen, a piece of identification that helped us 
when we explored life outside of the wall. She looked at 
it and burst out laughing. “Oh my God! I almost forgot 
what those looked like.” She took it from me and showed 
it to Patricia. 

I snatched it back from her and handed it to the 
bouncer. He gave me a twice over but waved me in with-
out any questions. Stepping through the doors, I handed 
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a crumpled bill to the girl in the halter, who half-smirked 
as she directed me through the metal detector.

I had just stepped inside when it hit me—the 
undeniable presence of a magic barrier. I shivered 
violently as it swept over me—the feeling that I was 
being examined from the inside out—a feeling I knew 
only because Marianne had taken efforts to make me 
sensitive to what it felt like when barrier magic was at 
work. A metallic sort of taste formed in my mouth, and 
I whipped my head around looking for the source of it. I 
found two innocent looking vines winding their way up 
along the walls flanking the metal detectors. 

Huh. It appeared that more than human brawn pro-
tected Cruz’s club. Its presence told me more about him 
than anything else had up until this point. He was a cau-
tious man—cautious of enemies, cautious of friends, 
cautious of strangers. And now he or whoever put this 
protection in place for him would know now that a su-
pernatural being had entered his club.

The feeling of exposure stripped me of my courage. 
I’m so stupid…to just walk in here like this. 

“Hey! Move it! You’re holding up the line!” 
I jumped at the sound of the hostess’s voice, a wave 

of humiliation washing over me. I hurried through the 
metal detector to a clear space in the club. There was a 
balcony on the second floor of the club that looked out 
over the bar. A shadow moved along it. It was watching 
me, I was sure of it. Every instinct in my body told me 
that whoever it was didn’t seem very happy to see me. 
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Well and fine—I hadn’t come completely unprepared 
for a fight. I had a bundle of protection medicine around 
my neck, and I knew if worse came to worse, and there 
were physical blows, I could call upon my guardians—
but of course—a witch only did that if she were willing to 
risk losing her powers altogether. Times were desperate, 
but I didn’t think they were that desperate—not yet. 

But I still had to make a choice about what to do. Did I 
leave myself unprotected and prove to Cruz that I wasn’t 
a threat, or did I work a protection spell? It took me less 
than a second to decide. I closed my eyes and took a deep, 
steadying breath. 

Whispering under my breath, I gathered my energy 
around me and imagined a protective barrier sliding 
around me. The hair on my arms stood up slightly as the 
magic did its work. By the time Kennedy caught up to 
me, I was a lot calmer. 

“What happened back there?” she asked loudly.
“Nothing. Everything’s good. I just forgot what it was 

like—being places like this. I’m sorry if I embarrassed 
you.”

“Nah, I don’t give a fuck what these people think,” 
Kennedy said. “Come on! Let’s get a drink.”

“Okay,” I said, following her over to the bar.
The club was dark with blue lights shining around 

the entire building. The backlights of the bars were 
green and purple, illuminating a line of taps, beer, 
advertisements and a bevy of bottles. I had come to a 
club like this when we came for our Spring. This one was 
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pretty much the same. A set of pool tables was clustered 
underneath a pair of giant televisions while at the other 
end of the building there was another bar and a dance 
floor that was already packed. 

I lifted my head to check out the second floor. The 
balcony was enclosed with wire railings and decorated 
with comfortable looking sofas. It looked like the only 
place in the building where you could sit down. 

“What’s up there?” I asked. 
“There? That’s the VIP lounge,” Kennedy said.
As soon as she said it, I knew that was where I would 

find Cruz. It seemed like the kind of thing a business 
mogul would do—watch his kingdom from above. I 
checked my watch. It was almost midnight. Would he be 
here yet? 

 “You want a drink?” Kennedy asked me. 
I shook my head. I had vivid memories of the last time 

I drank that I was in no hurry to relive. 
“Relax!” Kennedy laughed at my expression. “I was 

mostly kidding anyway.”
“I’ll have a water,” I said.
“Done and done.”
I was about to thank her when a man appeared at my 

side, placing his hand on my elbow. I whipped my head 
around to glare at him. “Can I help you?” I asked.

“Maybe.” He smiled, leaning into me. “Or maybe I can 
help you?”

“I doubt it.”
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He laughed, showing a row of straight white teeth. He 
smelled like peppermint and whiskey—an entirely un-
pleasant combination. “Tell me, what brings a woman 
like you to a place like this?” he asked. 

“Leave her alone, pal. She’s not on the prowl, if that’s 
what you’re wondering,” Kennedy said, turning around. 

“I’ve no doubt. But she is looking for something, and 
my boss is mighty interested as to what that might be.”

Kennedy eyes darted towards me and away again. We 
were both wondering the same thing. Was he talking 
about Cruz? 

 My eyes travelling over the man’s clothes. He wore 
a fine dark suit that was neatly tailored, and his watch 
glittered with the pure element of silver. This had to be 
one of Cruz’s lackeys. 

“I’m not looking for something,” I said. “I’m looking 
for someone.”

He smiled. “That’s what he thought you’d say. Why 
don’t you follow me?”

I looked at Kennedy. The bartender waiting to take 
our order snapped his fingers at her to get her attention 
before moving onto the next person.

“I’ll be back,” I assured her. 
“Be careful,” she said.
I nodded, then turned and followed the man along 

the bar. The crowd parted easily for him. Clearly, most 
everyone here knew he worked for the boss. When we got 
to the bottom of the stairway, he stepped to one side and 
held out a hand for me to ascend.



8 0  |  SA R A  G E N E R A L

“After you.” He made a little bow. 
I placed my hand on the railing and started to climb, 

gazing out across the club as I went. Below me, the danc-
ing, drinking, and music made for a strangely beautiful 
sight. At the top of the stairs, there was a small open area 
where half a dozen black leather couches sat. Their oc-
cupants had an air of sophistication, all legs and tanned 
skin, drinking out of fancy glasses. One of them looked 
over at us curiously, before my escort ushered me down 
a narrow hallway that ended at a vividly red door. Two 
men in identical dark suits and silver bracelets were sta-
tioned outside of it. 

One of them gave a quick knock on the door as we 
approached, and it opened from the inside. 

I hesitated for one instant before marching through 
the door. 
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C H A P T E R  E I G H T

Cruz

It was quiet inside, which took me by surprise. Magic 
again, of course. The barrier covered the entire room, 

muting the sounds of the club below. 
The balcony on the far side of the room was dark like 

the rest of the club.  There was a set of black leather 
couches in the room, as well as a large aquarium filled 
with brightly coloured and tropical-looking fish. A small 
bar was tucked into the corner, a server behind it. More 
chairs sat by the balcony. The entire space was pristine 
and elegant. And right in the centre of it all stood the 
vampire.

He didn’t look anything like the vampire I’d seen on 
Persia’s wedding day. That vampire had been bald, pale, 
and terrifying. This man was dangerous in an altogether 
different way. Tall and muscular, his eyes twinkled good-
naturedly as he crossed the room to meet me. His hair 
was short and black. A tattoo crept up the side of his 
neck. 
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“Welcome to my club.” He offered his hand. 
“Um. Thanks.” My hand was stiff as I shook his. 
He looked as if he were about to burst out laughing. 

Instead, he gestured for me to follow him. “Come, sit.” 
He led me to the chairs by the balcony. Like the 

couches, these were covered in black leather. A single 
candle sat on the small table next to a glass with amber 
liquid inside it. 

“Would you like something to drink?” he asked, 
motioning to the bar.

“No, thank you.”
“You’re sure?”
“I’m sure.”
“All right then,” he said. He sat down and scooped his 

glass off the table. He took a sip, swallowed and smiled 
expectantly at me. 

My knee started shaking. I put my hands on top of it. 
“Why did you bring me up here?”  

“I think you know why.” He lifted one of his fingers 
from his glass and pointed it at me. 

“I really don’t.”
 “The boundary spell picked you up as soon as you 

walked through the door. But I would have noticed you 
anyway.”

“How so?” 
“Your clothes are a dead giveaway.”
“My clothes?” I frowned. There was nothing remark-

able about them. 
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 “It’s obvious you’re uncomfortable wearing them. 
You’re from the other side of the wall.”

No point denying it. 
“What’s your name?” he asked.
 “Rowen.”
“Hello, Rowen. I’m Adam.”
I blinked. “Adam?”
“Yes. I’m Cruz’s assistant. And the manager of this 

club.” He grinned, obviously happy to have been mistak-
en for his boss.

“Oh. I see.” 
“You were expecting someone else?” Adam leaned 

toward me. 
“I was expecting…”
“Me?”
I had to turn around in my seat to see the man who was 

talking. Like Adam, the man stepping out from behind 
the bar was very tall but with light hair and storm-grey 
eyes. I hadn’t noticed him before. I’d assumed he was the 
actual bartender. He had surprisingly calm energy for a 
man with so much responsibility and stress. I looked up 
into his face.

Our eyes met and instantly—my vision blurred. A 
brilliant light flashed in the corner of my eye and dark-
ness spiralled towards me, making the room feel like it 
was spinning. 

I was drowning in images of the two of us—I was running, and 

he was following me. “Rowen!” he called. He yelled once more, and I 
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turned my head to look over my shoulder, staring into those eyes that 

were swirling with rage…

I forced my eyes shut, blocking out the images. My 
head was pounding as if I’d run a mile. 

When I finally I opened them again—there was no 
doubt in my mind. This was the man from my vision.

Adam rose out of his chair, taking his glass with him. 
“Well, here she is, boss. Her name’s Rowen. It was 

nice meeting you.” He winked.
I gave him the most sarcastic smile I could muster, 

and then Cruz was settling into the seat in front of me.
He crossed one leg over the other, watching me 

without saying a word, taking my measure. God. This 
had been such a mistake. Marianne was right. I didn’t 
know how or why or even when—but I knew this was 
going to end badly for both of us. 

“Are you sure you don’t want something to drink?”
“I’m sure,” I said. 
“All right then.”
And that was it. With no one willing to say any-

thing, we fell into silence. He was a piece of work, this 
one. I’d expected to find a cursed and wretched creature 
with scars and boils, but Cruz wore immortality well. 
He was handsome—though I didn’t think that was the 
sole source of his attractiveness. He had presence. I was 
hardpressed to take my eyes off of him. 

“Cruz,” he said, reaching out to me. 
I took his hand. “Rowen.” 
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His fingers closed around mine. The moment our skin 
touched, my palms burned as if I were squeezing hot 
coals. My eardrums filled with high-pitched and hysteri-
cal screams. I winced and snatched my hand away quick-
ly, my face clouding with shame. I should have expected 
this. He had taken lives with those hands. I reached for 
my protection spell, intending to draw it tighter, but 
there was nothing there. It was like groping around in 
the dark and finding only empty space. 

His eyes narrowed dangerously. “What brings you to 
my city, Rowen?” 

“Eraphite,” I said. His eyebrows rose slightly. “You’ve 
put eraphite around the room.”

“I have,” he said, sounding surprised. “I can’t very well 
have my enemies casting spells on me in my own club.”

“No, I don’t suppose you can.” 
“And now that we’ve cleared that up, perhaps you’ll 

answer my question. What are you doing here?”
Had it really come down to this? Had I really been 

driven to ask this monster for help? The answer, of course, 
was yes. I opened my mouth to reply when someone else 
called his name, someone with a high musical voice that 
floated through the air like a song.

 “Cruz?”
The woman who entered the room was wearing a tight 

black dress and gold sandals that wound up her calves. 
Her dirty blonde hair fell around her shoulders in waves, 
and her lips were bright red. She passed the guards by 
the door. Their eyes followed her passage the way eyes 
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do when a woman was as beautiful as this one was. Even 
I stared at her. 

Cruz, on the other hand, seemed less than happy to 
see her.

“Bianca,” he said, in a clipped tone. “What are you 
doing here?”

“You said you were coming to the lounge tonight. I 
thought I’d see what’s keeping you.” Bianca eyed me cu-
riously. “Everything okay?”

“Everything’s fine. But I have some business to attend 
to first. Go enjoy yourself.”

Bianca stuck her bottom lip out, pouting. Then she 
leaned over to kiss Cruz on the cheek. “Fine. Finish your 
business, so you can come and play.” 

And then she sauntered back out of the room leaving 
us alone together once more.

“You were saying?” Cruz said.
“Who handles your security? It’s impressive.”
“That’s what you came all this way for? To inquire 

about my security system?”
“No,” I said. “I’m here because I’m looking for a 

vampire.”
He raised an eyebrow. “A vampire?”
“That’s right.”
“And you came to me because?”
“You don’t have to pretend. I came here because 

I know that you are one, and I was told that if anyone 
knew anything about other vampires in this territory, it 
would be you.”
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 “Now this is interesting.” He uncrossed his legs and 
leaned toward me. “You know I’m a vampire, but still you 
come up here, to confront me and ask for my help. You 
do know what a vampire is, don’t you? What makes you 
think I won’t just kill you?” 

 “I don’t know. But it’s a risk I have to take. A vampire 
bit my friend, and unless I can find him, he’ll die.”

“You mean unless you can kill him, he’ll die,” he said. 
“Well, this just gets better and better. So you crossed 
the wall on a hunting mission? I thought the council’s 
protocol forbade such activities.”

“They don’t know I’m hunting the vampire. They 
think I’m here to gather medicines.”

“So you’re a witch?” 
“I’m the healer’s apprentice.”
“You have great powers.”
 “I’m a healer,” I said. “And healing is a powerful 

thing that requires certain…gifts to accomplish. But my 
abilities really aren’t that different from anyone else’s. 
No greater, no less.”

“You underestimate yourself.”
“I think I understand my role quite well, actually.” I 

kept the heat out of my voice, but just barely. Who was 
he to lecture me? 

“You’ve been brainwashed to be humble.”
“Believe what you want.”
“It’s not a question of what I want. I know how your 

council works. They indoctrinate young minds to see 
things their way. It’s no different than any other culture.”
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“It is different.  I’ll grant you I’m young, but I have no 
illusions about power. Mine or anyone else’s.” 

He sat back in his chair, resting his chin on one hand, 
his grey eyes searching mine, as if I were a puzzle he was 
trying to figure out.  

“Very well,” he said. “I’ll help you find the vampire.”
I blinked. This was not the response I’d expected. 

Had I missed something? When had he suddenly become 
so agreeable? “You will?”

“You’re surprised. What’s the matter? Not the answer 
you were hoping for?”

Of course, it was the answer I’d been hoping for—I 
just hadn’t expected to get it so quickly. Nor had I 
expected to gain an audience with the most powerful 
man in Brantwood so quickly. So far, this had all been 
easy. Too easy. 

And then it hit me. I should have known. 
“You want something.” My voice was weary.
A smile spread across his face revealing a row of 

bright white teeth. He looked pleased I’d come around 
to it so quickly. “A trade of services. I am willing to offer 
my assistance, in exchange for yours.” 

“Mine?” I frowned. “What can I possibly do that 
would help you?” 

“It’s not me. It’s my brother,” he said.
“You have a brother?”
He cocked his head at me. “I do. Why does that 

surprise you?”
“I guess because…”
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“Because I’m a vampire.” His eyes sparkled with 
amusement. “And you assume we have no family. But as it 
so happens, I have a half-brother and a half-sister. Oliver 
and Adele. They’re twins. My father met their mother 
much later in his life.”

“I see. And your brother needs my help because…?” I 
asked. 

“He’s been witched. And he’s very ill.”
I didn’t even stop to think. There was no way I was 

getting involved with that. I shook my head. “I’m sorry 
to hear that. But I can’t help you.”

“On the contrary. You’re a fortune-teller. A medicine 
woman with considerable talent.”

My lips tightened. Just how much had that boundary 
spell told him about me? “You’re mistaken. My talent is 
small. My seeing is very limited. And even if it weren’t, I 
still couldn’t help you.”

“Why not?” His voice was innocent enough, but I de-
tected a hint of coolness.

“It’s against the protocol.”
“Ah, yes, the protocol. Regrettable,” he said. He 

dragged a finger around his glass. “There’s nothing I 
can do to change your mind?”

I’ve heard it said that vampires have powers of mind 
control. If I’d been anyone other than who I was, he 
likely could have compelled my help—but Marianne had 
prepared me against such tactics as part of my training. 
There was no chance of him getting inside my head. We 
both knew it. So we just sat there staring at each other. I 
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could tell that neither one of us wanted to be the first to 
look away. So much for my mature attitude about power struggles…

A gust of cool air funnelled into the room as the door 
flung open for a second time. This time, a skinny girl 
wearing high black heels, leather pants, and a glittering 
black top marched past his guards and into the room. 

“Well?” She flipped a sheet of straight black hair out 
of her face. “Where are we at? Is she going to help Oliver 
or not?”

“She says she can’t.” Cruz’s tone was light, almost 
airy. “It’s against protocol.”

“The hell it is!” The girl turned her glare on me, her 
fists tightening. 

 “It’s true, Adele,” Cruz said. “Healing can only be 
administered to those who are active members of the 
community.”

“That’s bullshit, Cruz, and you know it!”
“Bullshit or not, it’s how things stand.”
“I didn’t make the rules,” I said. I also didn’t disagree 

with the rules, but now didn’t seem like a good time to 
admit that. 

“Others have broken them,” she said.
It was true. Others had broken them but not with-

out consequence. Men and women who couldn’t bear to 
let their loved ones suffer had healed those they were 
supposed to leave to their own devices. But each and ev-
ery one of those men and women had been exiled from 
the community, and when they left—their powers had 
faded. Cruz was a smart man. I had no doubt he would 
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have sought them out prior to talking with me. I couldn’t 
break the rules. I wanted Cruz’s help, yes—but his price 
was too steep. I couldn’t agree to lose everything I’d ever 
known to help his half-brother. I’d have to find the vam-
pire on my own. 

“I won’t help you,” I said. 
“Because you believe the protocol’s fair?”
I took a deep breath. I could have lied, but there just 

didn’t seem any sense in doing so. “I believe the protocol 
allows people the freedom to make the choices they’re 
meant to.”

“Including the arranged marriages?” Cruz asked 
quietly. 

I froze. How did he know?
“You speak of your friend with great tenderness,” he 

said, as if in answer to my unspoken question. “And yet 
you did not say fiancée.”

“There’s nothing wrong with arranged marriages,” I 
lied. 

Adele crossed her arms across her chest and shot me a 
withering look. “You’re kidding me, right?”

“They keep our traditions and our bloodlines strong.”
“People should be able to be with whomever they 

want.” Oh boy. She was getting angrier by the second.
“Of course, they should. But the magic you’re so 

desperate for comes from our blood. And in keeping the 
blood strong, the magic grows.”

“You’re just full of excuses, aren’t you?” she asked.
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“No more than the next person.” I met her eyes and 
silently gave her a dozen highly uncalled for insults with-
out feeling remotely guilty about it. Her back straight-
ened. She hadn’t missed a single one of them. 

“Meaning me.” Her eyes narrowed. “I don’t know 
where you think you get off!”

 “No? Look around you. You keep trashing our planet 
with the way you choose to live your life, and yet you still 
think being locked out of the one place where people are 
doing their utmost to protect the earth makes you the 
victim. Give me a break. You chose this.”

 “You arrogant, racist bitch!” Adele took a step toward 
me, her eyes flashing with anger. 

“Enough.” Cruz’s voice cut through the air like a 
knife. One of his men stepped forward at the sound of his 
boss’s voice, ready to hold Adele back before she could 
get her hands on me. “That’s enough.”

“I’ll say it’s enough. I’ve had it with these assholes! If 
she’s too good to help our brother, then fine. Fuck her. 
Feed her to the wolves. You and your friend can rot in 
hell for all I care.” She jabbed her index finger at me. 
Then she turned and stormed out of the room. The door 
slammed behind her. 

Silence stretched out in her absence, and I felt the 
regret in my heart like a thousand paper cuts. I’d lost my 
temper. I’d let her get to me. And I’d acted exactly like 
she’d said—without compassion or empathy. 
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“Do you know who attacked him?” Cruz asked. His 
voice was gentle, almost warm. I pulled myself together 
and shook my head.

“No.”
“No one on this side of the wall will help you. Surely, 

you know that.”
I didn’t want to believe him. But he was right. Why 

would they help me when we had turned them all out 
of Harrowstone? Then I remembered Kennedy waiting 
for me downstairs. Someone would help me. They just 
might not be able to give me the kind of help I needed—
that Holden needed. Emotions threatened to overwhelm 
me. I rose from my chair. “I guess we’re finished here.”

He nodded. 
I was halfway to the door before I turned back. “I’m 

sorry about your brother.”
He closed his eyes and smiled. “Thank you.”



94

C H A P T E R  N I N E

A Gentlemen’s 
Agreement 

The bar was much louder than it had been when I’d 
first gone upstairs—and a lot busier. I waded back 

through a wall-to-wall crowd to where we’d come in. 
Kennedy was still at the bar. I squeezed past a throng of 
people waiting to place their drink orders to tap her on 
the shoulder.

“Uh, hello! There’s a line!” one girl said to me.
I ignored her. 
“Hey!” Kennedy set her drink down, a look of relief 

spreading across her face. “Oh my God, you’re okay! 
What happened? I was worried.”

“Nothing. I just really need to get out of here.”
“Did you talk to Cruz?”
I nodded. 
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“So is he going to help?”
“Doesn’t look like it,” I said.
“Oh Rowen, I’m sorry. Okay, let’s get out of here. Can 

I finish my drink? Then I need to find Patricia. She’s 
out on the dance floor somewhere.” Kennedy craned her 
neck, searching for Patricia through the masses.

“Don’t worry about it. Really. It’s no big deal if you 
want to stay. I’ll just head back to the lodge.”

“You’re sure?”’
“I’m sure. Enjoy yourself. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”
“Okay. Take a cab!”
“I will.”
I gave Kennedy a hug good-bye and then left, slowly 

winding my way toward the entrance. I pushed through 
the crowd and through security, feeling the same trawl-
ing energy of Cruz’s protection spell I’d felt when I’d 
come in. Finally, I stepped out into the alley.

The air hit me like a wave, cool and refreshing. I drank 
it in, grateful to be able to think without music vibrating 
through my body and muddling my thoughts. 

Then the horrible reality set in. I had failed to get 
Cruz to help me. What was I going to do now? 

Just get back to the lodge. You can figure out what to do from 

there. 

“Hello there, sweetheart. Looking for me?” 
The vampire appeared so suddenly, I barely had time 

to register his presence—much less raise my arms be-
fore he swung at my face. His fist connected with my jaw, 
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lifting me off my feet and dropping me on the ground a 
few feet away.

I hit the pavement hard on my right shoulder. I rolled 
over onto my stomach, gasping for breath.

Get up, get up, get up!

Pain shot up my side as I struggled to get up. I 
couldn’t see anything. A dull throb had started drum-
ming inside my temples. I’d been training to fight with 
Holden for the last two years, but I’d never actually been 
hit before. It hurt so much worse than I’d imagined. I 
heard the bouncers cry out angrily, but I couldn’t make 
out their words. 

The vampire’s nails scratched my back as he grabbed 
my tank top and yanked me to my feet. He spun me 
around so I was facing him, his ugly pale face leering at 
me.

“This is going to be good.” He bared his fangs at me.
“You got that right…” I curled my fingers into my 

palm and drew my hand close to my chest. Then I hit him 
as hard as I could, shoving the base of my palm upwards 
into the bridge of his forehead. He yelped as he stumbled 
back, clutching his nose. 

I swayed on my feet, dropping to one knee and trying 
to keep my eyes on him. He staggered toward me, but 
then someone hollered, and his head whipped around. 
Whatever he saw changed his mind. He gave me one last 
scathing look and took off in the opposite direction. He 
was gone. 
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I let myself fall back on my knees. Black spots were 
appearing in the corner of my eyes. 

“Rowen? Rowen!”
 “I’m here.” My mouth moved, but I could barely form 

the words. The spots overwhelmed me, and everything 
went black.

***

The bed I woke up in had the softest sheets I’d ever 
felt. It was like I’d been wrapped in silk. My temples 
roared with pain. Small wonder—this was the second 
attack I’d experienced in less than three days that had 
rendered me unconscious.

“Where am I?”
“Shh. Be quiet now. You’re in the master’s house.”
The master’s house? I tried to sit up. 
“No! Don’t move. Just rest. He’ll be in to see you soon.”
 “What happened?” I asked. “Who’s he?”
“Just relax.” I could hear the irritation in her voice. 

She clearly had no patience for my questions. Probably 
because she didn’t have any answers. I let her wipe my 
face down without interrupting her. When she was fin-
ished, she patted it dry with a towel. Then she rearranged 
the sheets of the bed. Marianne had done the exact same 
thing for me just two days ago. A pang of homesickness 
flickered through my chest. 

I pushed the feeling away. Now was not the time to 
get sentimental. I needed to know where I was. I turned 
my head and scanned the room. Fresh flowers sat on the 
nightstand. The room was painted a pale coral colour. 
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The furniture was covered in a flowerprint fabric and 
trimmed with the same kind of dark wood as the head-
board of the bed. 

“Wow,” I said. “This place is beautiful.” And it 
obviously belonged to Cruz.

“The master has very good taste.”
Sweet Lord! It took every ounce of my willpower to not 

roll my eyes. 
“Does he make you call him that?” I asked. 
She ignored me. I couldn’t blame her. So this was 

the kind of home Cruz’s millions had gotten him. It was 
gorgeous—though no doubt his considerable resources 
could have been better spent elsewhere. 

As if on cue, the door opened, and Cruz stepped inside. 
He was still wearing the clothes he’d had on at the club.

“How’s our patient?” He said, closing the door behind 
him. He crossed the room at an easy pace. 

“She’s doing well.” The woman’s voice warmed 
considerably. “She’s bruised, but nothing’s broken.  Will 
you need anything else, sir?”

“No, thank you, Lillian. You can go. I’d like to speak 
with her.”

“She needs her rest.” There was a hint of disapproval 
in her voice. 

“Of course. It won’t take long.”
Lillian excused herself, and Cruz settled into the chair 

next to my bed. I could feel him watching me. It felt like 
both of us were waiting for the other to speak. Then I 
realized what was going on. He wanted an apology. 
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“So,” he said. “It looks like your vampire is just as in-
terested in finding you as you are in finding him.” 

“It was you,” I said. “You saved me.” 
“I did.”
I closed my eyes. “And now you want something for 

it.”
“Contrary to what you may think, I’m not angling for 

a favour. Though I do confess—right now, you’re the one 
person in this entire world whom I’m most happy to have 
in my debt.”

There was something about his words that sent a chill 
through my bones—and not an altogether unpleasant 
one. “I can’t help your brother,” I said. “I already told 
you that.”

“And I could have let the vampire kill you. Your mis-
sion would have been ended, and any hope your friend 
had would have died with you. So let me ask you—are you 
really so certain loyalty to your precious protocol is your 
best bet at this point?”

The truth was no, I wasn’t. I wanted to uphold our 
ways, but look at me—I could barely keep myself safe. 
My eyes fell to my hands, bruised and scraped after yet 
another encounter with the creature. Tiredness spread 
through every fibre of my being. I had overextended my 
magic and was still trying to recover. How did I expect to 
track down and kill a vampire who’d already bested me 
twice? I couldn’t. 

“All right.” My voice was barely louder than a whis-
per. I cleared my throat and forced myself to speak more 
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clearly. “I’ll look at your brother. If I can help him, I will. 
But you have to give me your word you’ll help me find 
this vampire before it costs Holden his life.”

Cruz took my hand in his. He squeezed it, much 
harder than I think he meant to. “You have my word and 
more,” he said, his eyes burning with sincerity. “I will 
find the creature that hunts you. So help me.”



101

C H A P T E R  T E N

The Twins

Oliver was seeing his physician, but once they were 
done—it would be my turn to examine him. It 

seemed like a good idea to eat something. I needed en-
ergy if I was going to be of use to anyone. I set off trying 
to find the kitchen, my stomach grumbling loudly.

The house was enormous. It took me ten minutes to 
find the kitchen, and that was only after I stopped and 
asked for directions. In any normal house, it would have 
taken less than a minute. Here, I could have used a tour 
guide. 

I pushed my way through the swinging doors and 
found myself in a brightly lit kitchen, with marble-
topped counters on all sides and a large island in the 
middle of the room. 

Cruz’s girlfriend was sitting there eating a slice of 
cantaloupe as she flipped through the morning paper. 
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She lifted her head as I came in. Her eyes were a bright 
periwinkle blue colour that reminded me of something 
or someone I had met before. 

“Morning!” She smiled, revealing a row of very white, 
even teeth.

“Morning,” I said. “I came to see if I could find 
something to eat.”

“There’s a ton of food.” She gestured toward the 
fridge. “I can ask someone to make you something if you 
want.”

“No, it’s okay. I just need something small.”
“Sure. There’s fruit in the fridge. Water, juice.”
“Great.” I edged my way toward the fridge. “Thanks.”
“I know you,” she said. “You were at the club last 

night.”
“That’s right.”
“What are you doing here?” She lifted the coffee pot 

and poured some into her cup.
I hesitated. I wasn’t sure how much I was able to tell 

her about Cruz’s business, and I certainly didn’t want to 
tell her anything about my own. “Uh, I’m just a guest.”

“Are you here to help Oliver? It’s okay,” she said, 
winking conspiratorially. “I know about that.” 

I relaxed slightly. I was glad I didn’t have to lie, but I 
still didn’t know how to respond to her. “That’s right,” I 
said. “Cruz asked me to have a look at him.”

“Cruz has been beside himself.” She gave a sad, little 
shake of her head. “I’ve never seen him so upset.” There 
was something about her that reminded me of a little 
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girl—sweet and innocent. What was she doing with a 
monster like Cruz?

“Yeah. Well, family has a way of doing that.”
“Yes. It does.” She sounded solemn. Then she 

shrugged her shoulders as if to say but-what-can-you-
do? “At least you’re here now. Hopefully whatever you do 
will help.” 

“I don’t know how much help I’ll be, but I’ll do what 
I can.” 

“I’m sure you will. Bowls and plates are in that 
cupboard.” She pointed over my left shoulder.

I opened the fridge and rummaged around, finding a 
bowl of mixed fruit. I took it out and set it on the counter, 
opening the cupboard she’d indicated and taking out a 
plate.

“Um. Forks?” I asked.
“The drawer to the right of the sink. So where are you 

from?” she asked. 
“I live on the other side of the wall,” I said.
“Really?” Her eyebrows rose, and her eyes lit up 

with interest. “I’ve never met anyone from Harrowstone 
before. What’s it like?”

I miss it. I can’t wait to go back there. It’s way better than being 

out here. 
“It’s nice, I suppose. I like it.” 
“Is it true if you decide to live in the community you 

have to stay there for the rest of your life?” 
“It is.” 
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“And they only let you out when you’re a teenager, is 
that right? Kind of like Amish people?” 

“I don’t know much about Amish people. But yeah, we 
leave the community when we’re sixteen.” 

“Seems a bit young to make a decision about where 
you want to be for the rest of your life, doesn’t it?” She 
cocked her head at me as if expecting me to agree.

“Sixteen is older than a lot of people think.” I shrugged 
and speared a piece of fruit.

“Most of the sixteen year olds I know are obsessed 
with sex, drugs, and rock n’ roll.” Bianca laughed. “They 
want to be actors and models. They aren’t ready to make 
decisions about anything of substance.”

“You may have a point.” I chose my words hoping they 
would pacify her. As much as I could tell she wanted to 
talk, I didn’t want to get into the dynamics of my com-
munity right now. 

“Is it true they can throw you out if they want to? 
That’s kind of crazy, isn’t it?” She made a face as if ask-
ing people to leave a community they so obviously didn’t 
want to be a part of was the most reprehensible act in 
the world 

“Well, yes. People can be asked to leave.”
“And people actually choose to live like that? Wow. I 

don’t think I could live with people telling me what to 
do.”

I frowned. “I thought you didn’t know a lot about 
things on the other side of the wall?”
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Bianca laughed her silvery laugh again. “Oh, I don’t. 
I just hear things.”

“I see,” I said. “What about you? Where are you from?”
“Me? I grew up here in Brantwood.”
“That sounds nice.”
“Believe me, it’s nothing to get excited about,” she 

said.
“What do you do?” 
“I’m a bartender. And I model sometimes.” A faint 

blush coloured her cheeks. “But it’s no big deal.”
“You work at Cruz’s club?”
“He wishes,” she smirked. “I work in a bar downtown.”
“Oh yeah. You have family here?” 
“No. I’m an orphan.” Her face darkened. “My mom 

died when I was nine years old. I never knew my dad.”
Now that was sad. As much as I argued with my mom, 

I couldn’t imagine my life without her. “I’m sorry to hear 
that.”

It took her a moment, but she shook it off. “I made my 
peace with it. I grew up in a foster home, but the people 
I lived with were really decent. A lot of times, that’s not 
the case. Guess I’m just lucky.”

I didn’t think I could have been so nonchalant about 
being alone in the world and was on the verge of telling 
her how brave I thought she was when the kitchen door 
opened, and Adele stomped in. She stopped midstride, 
her nose crinkling as if she’d come across a foul smell the 
moment she saw Bianca.



1 0 6  |  SA R A  G E N E R A L

“What are you doing here?” She flipped her black hair 
behind her shoulder and crossed her arms. I wouldn’t 
have been surprised if daggers had come flying out of 
her eyes. 

“I’ve been here all night,” Bianca replied sweetly. 
“Gross.” Adele turned to me. “If you’re all done chit-

chatting with this harlot, we’re ready for you upstairs.”
She cast one last dirty look over her shoulder and 

stalked out of the room.
My eyes travelled back to Bianca. 
“She doesn’t like me very much,” she said, with 

another wink. It didn’t seem to bother her very much.
“Right. Well, it was nice meeting you.”
She lifted a hand and gave me a little wave. “You, too. 

Good luck with Oliver.”
***

Oliver and Adele may have been twins—but they 
were far from identical. Adele’s beauty scorched like a 
flame—Oliver exuded an ocean-like calm—his swath of 
curly brown hair framing olive coloured skin that had 
grown pale with illness. I traced the lines of his cheek, 
frowning. He seemed so gentle and kind—the complete 
opposite of his sister. 

He was also very sick. 
I closed my eyes and let myself see through my spirit. 

Small round blotches of blackness drifted in and out of 
his aura, but I saw his spirit clearly. I nodded in approv-
al. This was something I’d come to recognize as a good 
sign. I also saw water, some fish, and a bear swimming 
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across a lake whose surface was covered with sunlight. It 
was a beautiful sight, but it told me that Oliver needed 
our medicines—and soon. If he did get them, there was a 
strong chance that with our medicine in addition to the 
other treatments he was getting, he would recover com-
pletely. But there was no one to administer our medi-
cines on his behalf but me. And doing so would see me 
exiled from the community. 

That was the protocol. Those were the rules. 
A wave of guilt washed over me. For the first time, 

I found myself asking if it were really fair. Was it fair I 
turn my back on this young man—who through no fault 
of his own had ended up on the other side of the wall 
that divided our community into those who could benefit 
from the Creator’s medicine and those who could not? 

It had all seemed so clear when I was in Harrowstone. 
At home, it was easy to believe that estranged relatives and 
clan members had chosen to ignore their responsibilities 
to Creation and fled the community because they couldn’t 
give up their cell phones, cigarettes, and beer. And even 
if that were the case, I was no longer sure if the way we’d 
chosen to deal with it was the right one. 

This boy was sick, and he could be helped. And I knew 
how to do it.

“Well?” Cruz asked. His quiet voice intruded on my 
thoughts. “What do you think?”

I lifted my head to look across the bed at him. 
Unanswered questions, fear, and anxiety swirled like 
storm clouds in his eyes. 
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“Your brother is very ill.” I chose my words carefully. 
“If he were in the community, I could probably help him 
with the guidance of my teacher, Marianne.”

“But she’s not here.” He strained to keep his voice 
level, calm. 

“No, she isn’t.”
“Could you do it without her?”
I bit my lip. “Even if I could, it wouldn’t be that 

simple,” I said. “You know the rules. I didn’t make them 
up.”

“But you follow them. Even though you see the folly in 
them.” The hint of an accusation broke through. 

“I haven’t seen the folly in anything.”
His laugh was bitter. “You’re deceiving yourself. I’ve 

been watching you. You talk a good talk, and you tow the 
party line. But you have empathy for us on this side of 
the wall. We aren’t what you thought we were, and it’s 
getting harder and harder for you to justify punishing us 
for where we live.”

I exhaled slowly. “You’re not everything I thought you 
were, no. But you are a lot of things I was told you were. 
You’re wasteful and greedy. You’re crooks and thieves. 
Many of you cheat on your spouses and neglect your chil-
dren. Your streets are littered with garbage and mess—
yet no one seems to mind so long as they still have drink-
ing money and cell phones.”

“Yes.” He glared at me. A muscle worked in the side of 
his temple, and his voice was charged with the heat of a 
volcano, simmering under tremendous pressure. “I have 



 T H E  VA M P I R E  S K E L E T O N  |  1 0 9

no doubt any charges you find to lay against us will be 
true. We haven’t valued what truly sustains our existence 
for a long time. We litter. We don’t recycle. We fuck one 
another’s wives, and we don’t vote for the right people. 
We’re immoral, degraded, and more than a little worthy 
of your contempt. But guess what? Some of us had no 

other choice. We’re doing the best we can.”
“I know that.” The words came out with more force 

than I’d intended, but I didn’t care. I wasn’t going to be 
intimidated by him. 

“I don’t think you do. This isn’t a practice ground to 
gain access to some higher realm—it’s our home. These 
are our lives. Will you deny us the chance to change the 
course of them just because we were born on the wrong 
side of a fence?”

“I’m not denying you anything,” I said, wearily. I sud-
denly felt like I’d run a marathon. I was so tired of having 
this fight with people. “But there are people who have 
sacrificed everything to keep our ways alive and to do 
so, they’ve had to create some rules, some guidelines. 
Whether you like it or not, I was raised to believe in 
those.”

“So you won’t help my brother?”
“I don’t know.” I rubbed the sides of my forehead. I 

didn’t want to break the protocol. I didn’t want to let 
anyone die. I didn’t want to make this choice. “I need to 
think.”

“You can’t catch a vampire on your own, and you know 
it. Oh, I know you came armed with your staff and your 
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knife, and I don’t doubt you can use them both very well. 
But we’re vampires. We’re faster than you. We’re stronger 
than you. And we will not trifle to kill those who get in 
our way. You need help. My help. That is what I offer. 
You help save my brother; I help you save your friend. It 
doesn’t get more fair than that.”

 I pictured Holden’s face in my mind, remembering 
how he’d jumped to my defence without hesitating. It 
almost cost him his life. It was a price he had been willing 
to pay. The price before me was infinitely less. I closed 
my eyes.

Mom. Dad. Please forgive me.  

“You’re right,”I said. “Of course, you’re right. Okay. 
I’ll do it.”



111

C H A P T E R  E L E V E N

Marianne’s Message

Adele finished straightening the hem of my dress and 
stepped away. “There. What do you think?”

I gazed at myself in the mirror. A stranger stared 
back. My black hair fell in waves down my chest, and my 
eyes looked greener than usual in the afternoon sunlight. 
Having pronounced my clothing “hideous” and “foul,” 
Adele had taken it upon herself to dress me. She’d cho-
sen an outfit of black tights and a long silk dress that 
was red and purple with a flowery print. I won’t lie—I 
loved it. It was colourful and full of life. It hung past my 
knees the same way my ribbon dresses did, billowing out 
from underneath my arms like a bell. I felt like I could 
fly up into the air in this light, floaty fabric. Perhaps I 
could. 

 “It’s very nice,” I said.
“Nice? It’s a silk dress by Nymeria.”
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“I have no idea who that is.” 
Adele rolled her eyes. “Whatever. You look fabulous. 

Except for that giant bruise on your face.”
“It’s getting better.” I leaned toward the mirror and 

looked at it more closely. With my black hair and pale 
skin, the faint bruise made me look mildly spectral, but 
I hadn’t spent the last twelve hours resting and recover-
ing so that I would look better. I’d done it to prepare for 
Oliver’s ceremony. 

Which I shouldn’t be doing anyway… 
But there was no turning back now. 
I turned away from the mirror and went back to my 

seat by the fireplace to watch the tiny pot of medicine 
that was hanging over the fire. Bubbles had started to 
form along the bottom of the pot. I lifted my bag onto my 
lap and sifted through it until I found what I was looking 
for—a long roll of twine that had been cast in silver. 

“What’s the matter? Wait—don’t tell me. You have 
something against mirrors, don’t you? I suppose you 
think it’s vain.” 

I ignored her. She was right, of course. There were 
a few mirrors floating around back home, but no one 
used them very much. We weren’t supposed to place 
much value on our appearance. It catered to our egos 
and made us desire things we didn’t need. There was a 
whole legend about it.  

 “What bullshit.” Adele laughed. “You’re hot, Rowen. 
You shouldn’t have to hide it.”

“Looks aren’t everything.” I unwound the twine. 
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“I know they aren’t everything. Look at Bianca.”
“Bianca?”
“Yeah. God, I hate her.”
That had been made abundantly clear this morning. 

“Why?” I asked her. 
“Are you kidding me? She’s a bitch.” Adele rolled her 

eyes. “She’s only into my brother for his money.”
Considering Cruz probably had some fairly superficial 

interest in Bianca, I didn’t think this was as much of a 
crime as Adele seemed to. 

“How long have they been together?” I asked.
She shrugged. “A year maybe? They met just after he 

opened Darling’s. She’s not good enough for Cruz.”
I doubted anyone would be. “Not fond of his girlfriends, 

I guess?”
“He had one girlfriend I probably would have liked. 

She was the love of his life.” 
 “What do you mean, was?” I asked, interested in spite 

of myself.
“She died. In the attack that made him a vampire.”
“Really?” 
Adele started and looked all around the room as if 

realizing she’d said something she wasn’t supposed to. 
“Look, don’t tell him I told you about that. He doesn’t 
like to talk about when he turned. Or her.”

“I won’t,” I said. I reached over to stir the medicine. 
So Cruz had lost a love in a vampire attack? How tragic. 
And if I couldn’t find the vampire who attacked Holden, 
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I would as well. I wondered if he’d noticed the similari-
ties in our situations. 

He doesn’t seem like the type to miss anything… 

The medicine was at a rapid boil now. I finished 
stripping the rest of the leaves off the branch I had 
picked and wrapped them in a white compress. From 
the tray next to the fire, I took a bowl of herbs I’d 
prepared earlier and dumped them into the pot, stirring 
them continuously until the medicine thickened. Then 
I removed the pot from the heat and set it on the stone 
hearth. It had turned out very well. 

“This looks good,” I said. “We’ll let this simmer for 
another hour or so, and then we can wipe Oliver down 
with it.”

“So what do we do now?”
“We wait.”
“Okay.” She plunked herself down in a high backed 

arm chair and crossed one leg over the other. She whipped 
out her phone and started typing away furiously. 

I continued working with my twine. I had just 
finished fashioning it into a kind of lasso when Cruz 
came knocking at the door.

“Ladies.” He swept into the room with a smile on 
his face and a bounce in his step. It amazed me how he 
seemed to absorb every ounce of confidence available in 
every room he entered. “How go our preparations?”

“Everything’s going fine. Any news?”
“I’ve had my people scouting for your vampire.” He 

took the seat across from me.



 T H E  VA M P I R E  S K E L E T O N  |  1 1 5

“And?” 
“The good news is—it seems like he’s still in the city.”
“And the bad news?” 
Cruz lifted his chin and stared at me as if he were 

trying to figure out a puzzle. “The bad news is that it 
seems he’s lingering about for a reason.”

Tiny brown twigs had bubbled up through the 
frothy layer that crowded the top of the pot. I stirred 
them back in, thinking about what Cruz had said. Ever 
since the attack, I’d been asking myself why a vampire 
would bother with our little community. There were any 
number of possibilities, but given everything that had 
happened since—only one of them seemed likely. 

“He’s hunting me,” I said. 
Cruz nodded. “It seems that he is. Can you think of 

any reason he’d be after you?”
I shook my head. “None.”
“No enemies that you can think of?”
I glanced at Adele and thought about the fight we’d 

gotten into when we’d first met. I bet there were a lot 
of people who weren’t particular fans of my community 
and the protocol, but me specifically? No one really knew 
who I was. 

“No. But I am Marianne’s apprentice. I suppose it’s 
possible someone’s taken issue with that, but I have no 
idea who.”

Cruz nodded slowly. “Does she have any enemies you 
know about?”

“I can ask her, but as far as I know, no. She doesn’t.”
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“Keep thinking about it. Until then, it’s good that 
you’re here and safe.”

“Thanks.”
“How long until you’ll be ready?”
“Not too long. I need a place to meditate, though. It 

doesn’t have to be anywhere special, just quiet. And if it 
were outside, that might be nice.”

 “I know a place. Come. I’ll show you.” 

***

The land here felt as vibrant as it did on the other 
side of the wall. I surrendered to it easily, expressing 
my gratitude for every vein of life I could sense nearby. 
There were medicines in the woods surrounding Cruz’s 
house. I wondered if he realized just how many or if any 
of his staff tended to the grounds, keeping it clear of lit-
ter so the medicine could grow in peace. 

I was halfway through my meditation when something 
happened that had never happened before. Marianne 
appeared before me.

“Oh my God, Marianne!” I screeched, exhaling the 
breath that had frozen in my chest. “You scared me.” 

She held her finger up to her lips. “Shush, now. Be 
calm or I’ll lose you.”

“Am I dreaming? What are you doing here?” 
“I needed to talk to you,” she said.
“Talk to me? About what?”
“How are things going?”
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My shoulders slumped. “Not so great. I found the 
vampire—or rather—it found me. I have no idea how I’m 
going to defeat it.”

“Is that why you’re working with Cruz?” she asked.
“How do you know about Cruz?”
“Believe me. I know some things,” she said wryly. 

“Rowen, you must not work with that man. He’s 
dangerous, and he can’t be trusted.”

I didn’t know what to say to that. Too late?

“What are you talking about?” I asked instead.
“Very few of our people have ever become vampires. 

You know this. Most of them die in the transition. 
But those who do make the change have something in 
common—they were all powerful in other ways.”

I frowned. “I don’t understand.”
“They all had magic. Cruz is no exception. He wants 

something from you, Rowen. And he’ll go to any lengths 
to secure it.”

He did want something from me—this much I knew. 
But Marianne was implying he had something less 
innocent than healing his brother in mind.  

“He can help me find the vampire who hurt Holden,” 
I said carefully.

She sighed and her brown eyes filled with love. She 
reached out, covering my hand with hers. “I know he can. 
And I’m not suggesting for a moment that you give up 
on Holden. But you have to think of yourself too, Rowen. 
You can’t trust a vampire, no matter what deal you’ve 
struck with them. Especially Cruz. I sense nothing but 
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darkness around him—something very old. He’ll lead 
you to ruin. You must be careful.”

“I will be, Marianne. I promise.”
My eyes opened. Cruz was sitting directly across from 

me. I jumped, muscles tensing all down my back. Why 
was everyone trying to give me a heart attack today?

“What are you doing?” I glared at him. 
“I wanted to see how things are going.”
“Tell me you haven’t been sitting here watching me.” 
He smiled a devilish grin. “What if I have?”
 “Then you’re a creep. You can’t mess around with 

this stuff, you know. You have to give me space or I won’t 
be able to do what I need to help Oliver.”

“Were you talking to someone?” he asked.
“Why?” 
“It looked like you were talking to someone.”
I bit my lip. How to answer this question? Marianne 

said I shouldn’t trust him, but something about him 
made me want to, something was telling me that it was 
okay to. I took a deep breath and looked him square in 
the eyes. “All right. Yes. I was talking to my mentor.”

“Did you tell her about me?” His eyes dropped to his 
hands. 

“I didn’t have to. She already knew about you.”
He lifted his head, tilting it slightly to the side. “Did 

she now? And what did she say?”
I rested my chin on my hand. “That you’ll lead to my 

ruin.”
“Do you believe her?”
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I shrugged. What could I say? Yes? It’s complicated? 
It doesn’t matter so long as you save my friend? 

The scent of his cologne drifted across the space be-
tween us, and I breathed it in. It had a spicy aroma to it. 

I sighed. He really was unbearably handsome. And I 
knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that he did not intend 
me harm. Which meant that when trouble finally did 
find us—neither of us would see it coming. 

“Yes, I think I do. Now get out of here, so I can finish 
getting ready.”
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Oliver

Oliver’s aura was one of the most beautiful things I’d 
ever seen. Blue and green waves of translucent ener-

gy wove around his body, with touches of gold and white 
flickering around his crown. I couldn’t help but feel a 
twinge of envy. In his aura, I saw all the things I’d always 
hoped my own energy would hold. Peace. Serenity. Hope. 
I couldn’t imagine why anyone had tried to harm a soul 
as gentle as his. Unless of course—it was Cruz they were 
trying to hurt. 

I took my time with the examination, not wanting 
to make an error with my diagnosis. But what had hap-
pened was obvious. The spell Oliver was afflicted by was 
a thorn, and it was literally piercing his side. Thorns, 
or spikes as Marianne called them, are common spiri-
tual injuries. They’re put in place by malice or hate. The 
longer they go untreated, the more energy they drain 
from the body of the person they’re in. Those afflicted 
frequently report feeling unusually tired—but since it 
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was often months before anyone realized what had hap-
pened—that fatigue had a way of wreaking havoc on oth-
er organs in the body. 

This is what had happened to Oliver. 
It was really no wonder Cruz had a hard time find-

ing someone to help him. Spiritual injuries like this were 
difficult to treat because you couldn’t physically see 
them—unless you had the gift of sight. And while it was 
indeed fortunate that I could see auras, and spirits, and 
ailments, it didn’t make me any less nervous about what 
was to come.  

Helping Oliver heal meant I would have to pull the 
thorn out. It was delicate work and I was inexperienced. 
But I’d thought about it all night and determined I could 
probably ask the spirit of silver to help me. Silver was a 
powerful purifier—plus I’d already prepared the thread. 

It was a tricky business working with any of the spir-
its. They each have minds and moods of their own. No 
singular element can perform the entirety of its func-
tions in this universe as an individual agent. All must act 
as part of a larger machination. And all of these elements 
have spirit. There were potentially thousands I had never 
met nor could put a name to, a thought which always 
astounded me. But silver I had worked with many times, 
and I was certain it could help me, so I held the thread in 
my hands and gently ventured my request. 

“Hi, Oliver.” I hovered over top of him, keeping my 
tone light and friendly. His chest rose and fell in a steady 
but shallow pattern. I wished he were stronger, but I’d 
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have had to come weeks earlier for it to make a differ-
ence. He was as ready as he was going to be. 

I held my hands over top of him and visualized my 
energy turning into an extended reach of my arms. 
Slowly, I moved them above his body, careful to not get 
too close to his aura as I tried to locate the thorn. After 
several minutes of searching, I felt a tiny bead of sweat 
slide down the side of my face and gave myself a shake.

Concentrate. Don’t be nervous. You can do this. 

I arched my back slightly and let my doubts flow 
down my back and float away. I gently stretched to the 
right and then the left, hearing my spine crack slightly 
as I straightened once more. 

I took a deep breath, held it, and exhaled it fully. Then 
I moved my hands around to his left-hand side, farthest 
from where I stood. 

The thorn was there. It was large. Larger than I 
recalled it being when I had last examined him yesterday. 
It was a deep and mottled green, festering in his spirit. 
I had little doubt that this area of his body was red and 
inflamed on the inside, causing him discomfort and 
cramping. 

I took another breath. It was time for the chain. I held 
it tightly in my fingers while I felt around the base of 
the thorn. Then—with the most delicate movements I 
could manage—I looped the chain around the edge of 
the thorn, cutting into its skin. 

A piercing scream punctured the sanctified silence of 
the room. My eyes flew open, concentration broken. 
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Damn it

Dark, oily smoke was pouring out of the creases where 
the thorn stuck out of Oliver’s body. Then his body start-
ed to shake. Horrified, I lifted my gaze to his face. His 
eyeballs had rolled back in his head, and his eyelids were 
fluttering. His flesh had turned a chalky greyish colour. 

“No, no, no,” I said.
A spectre had taken up residence in his body, and it 

was not happy to have been disturbed. This was going to 
be much harder than I thought. 

“It’s okay, Oliver. Everything’s okay,” I said. My hands 
were shaking as I struggled to tighten the chain around 
the thorn. More than once, my fingers slipped and the 
smoky substance continued to pour out of Oliver’s body, 
so forcefully it made the whole bed tremble. 

“Enough!” I gave up on the chain, reaching out blindly 
for the white cloth that I’d put on the bedside table. I 
plunged it into the basin of water by the side of the bed 
and swished it around. Without wringing it out, I lifted 
the cloth over Oliver’s body, squeezing it, so the water 
poured out onto his skin. He screamed and howled as it 
dripped over his body. 

I moved the cloth to where the thorn was and washed 
the area with great care. Oliver’s moan was pitiful—I 
winced to hear it. I felt awful. I knew I had made the pain 
worse—but at least he was protected from the spectre. 

Now I had to deal with it. 
Since it couldn’t go back into Oliver, the spectre was 

trying desperately to escape the room. It had climbed up 
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the side of the wall and was slinking across the ceiling. 
My voice was hoarse as I called out to it, flinging my sil-
ver lasso toward it and hooting as the loop fell over the 
spectre’s neck. 

“Gotcha!” I said, a huge smile spreading across my 
face. It had never occurred to me to use the lasso as a 
kind of weapon before. I’d have to ask Marianne if—

There was a loud crash. I saw the window shatter 
out of the corner of my eye, spraying fragments of glass 
everywhere. It was like a rocket had exploded in the 
room. The impact threw me off my feet. For a moment, 
I thought Oliver’s spectre had caused it—then I real-
ized we were no longer alone. Someone else had joined 
us in the room, someone without a heartbeat—someone 
thirsty for blood.

The vampire. He sprang towards the bed, toward 
Oliver. 

I scrambled to my feet. The lasso had fallen free of 
the spectre, and I wasted no time in hauling it at the 
vampire. It must have been my lucky day—the lasso 
fell around his neck easily. I threw all my weight in the 
opposite direction, dragging him away from the bed. 

The vampire let out a strangled cry. His hands flew to 
his neck, scratching at the tight rope around him. 

“Got you now!” I yanked once again, as hard as I could. 
The vampire hissed at me. Freeing one hand, he 

reached down and picked up one of the chairs in Oliver’s 
room. With a loud grunt, he threw it at me. I lifted my 
hands in front of my face. The chair hit my shoulder, 
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knocking me back on the ground. I landed on my tail-
bone, my hands still clenching the lasso tight. I was so 
close…

But on the wall behind the vampire, I saw the shadow 
creep back onto Oliver’s bed. It reached out and placed 
two hands on either side of his temple. Oliver’s eyes flew 
open, and he howled in pain. 

I cried out in anger. If this bastard vampire thought 
he was going to ruin all the work I’d just done, he had 
another thing coming.

“Cruz!” I screamed. “Cruz! I need you!” 
The vampire leaped toward me, the chain between us 

growing slack as he crossed the room. He reached down 
and grabbed onto the collar of my dress, lifting me off 
the floor. My feet dangled helplessly, a few feet from the 
ground. 

 I kicked out hard, again and again. I might have been 
a fly crawling on his skin for all he cared. He grinned 
at me, pulling our faces close together before he tossed 
me across the room. I landed awkwardly, my legs hitting 
the couch, and I fell against it, rather than falling on the 
ground. I quickly padded the couch around me for the 
lasso. It was gone. I was defenceless.

What was I going to do now?
And then the door burst open, and Cruz and Adele 

came rushing in. 
Adele had barely taken two steps inside the door 

before she raised and fired a crossbow at the vampire. 
It flew across the room and struck the vampire in the 
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shoulder. Cruz arrived at the same time. He pulled the 
bolt from the vampire’s shoulder and started to plunge it 
toward its heart. The vampire grabbed onto Cruz’s shirt 
and dropped backward, tossing him over his shoulder. 

I spun around to find Oliver twitching back and forth 
on the bed. I got up from the couch and made toward 
him. A searing pain shot up my calf, and my knee gave 
out beneath me. “Adele! Help me!” I said. 

She flew across the room, grabbing me by the arm 
and helping me to stand. It wasn’t easy. I had sprained 
my ankle.

“To the bed. Get me to the bed!”
With her help, I hobbled my way over to where Oliver 

lay there, wheezing horribly. The shadow had snuck back 
inside him and he wasn’t handling it well. I gritted my 
teeth. It would be disastrous to try and pull the shadow 
back out under these circumstances.

“Pass me that dropper, Adele. I need to get him to 
relax.”

Her face as white as a sheet, Adele scrambled to the 
other side of the bed, grabbed the dropper and thrust it 
across the bed at me. “Here.”

“Hold his mouth open.” 
Her hand was shaking, but she did as I asked, clamp-

ing her thumb and fingers around her twin’s mouth and 
prying it open.

“Good, that’s good,” I told her. “Oliver, this will help 
you relax. You’re okay. Everything’s okay.”



 T H E  VA M P I R E  S K E L E T O N  |  1 2 7

Behind me, there was a loud crashing noise and then 
the sound of footsteps crunching on glass. Below me, the 
dropper released the liquid into Oliver’s mouth, and he 
thrashed back and forth once again.

I closed my eyes and looked at his aura. He was very 
weak but hanging on. The darkness was clinging to him 
again—an inky blackness laying itself across his veins in 
a different pattern than it had when I first discovered it. 
I sighed heavily.

“What is it?” I heard Cruz say. “How is he?”
I shook my head. “The curse is still on him, and now 

it’s shifted. I’ll need a different medicine to draw it away.”
He swore. Adele looked up at him, tears in her eyes. 

She did not speak.
I looked around the room. It looked like a tornado had 

swept through it, chairs and tables lying on their sides, 
shredded curtains hanging from what was left of the 
windows and glass littering the carpet.

“He got away,” I said. My heart sank.
Cruz’s eyes burned with fury. “He did.” 
“I’m sorry,” I said. 
“It’s not your fault.” 
“He came right in the room,” Adele said. “He knew 

exactly where to find you. How?”
“I wish I knew.” I reached out to stroke Oliver’s face. 

He was quiet now, and his breathing was starting to sta-
bilize. These were good signs, but I still felt like a bitter 
failure. We had been so close! He would need rest before 
we could try again. So would I, for that matter.
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“You’re bleeding,” Cruz said suddenly. 
“I am?” I looked at my arms. I hadn’t even realized.
“You are.”
“I’ll get the first-aid kit. And send for Lillian.” Adele 

turned away without meeting either of our eyes. “I’ll be 
right back.”

“Thank you,” I said.
Cruz took her place on the other side of the bed. He 

stared down at his brother’s face. Anger radiated off him 
in waves. More than once, I wanted to say something to 
him—but I couldn’t think of a single thing. I thought for 
sure he’d be able to kill the vampire if given the chance 
to face him in a fight. Perhaps I had underestimated his 
strength. Then I realized, he was probably thinking the 
same thing about me—wondering why I hadn’t been 
able to finish what I had started. We had both let each 
other down.

“I’m so sorry.” The words were out of my mouth 
before I could stop them. 

“Stop apologizing,” he said. “This is my fault. I told 
you that you’d be safe in my home. I told you that you’d 
be able to do your work without interruption. I told you 
I would help you kill the vampire who bit your friend in 
exchange for your help. Apparently, I was mistaken on 
all three counts.”

His eyes met mine. Anguish, deep and unfettered, 
swirled within them. It made his face look so afraid, so 
human that for a second I felt nothing but utmost sym-
pathy for him. Up until this moment, I had only seen him 
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exercise absolute control. I knew Cruz paid a price for 
that control. He was damaged and dangerous. He was 
cursed in a way that was beyond the help of medicine. 
But it finally hit me that he’d been doing his utmost to 
protect the parts of him that were still alive, still capable 
of light and hope and happiness: his siblings. And for the 
most part, he’d been successful—until today. The man I 
was looking at now was at his most vulnerable—furious 
over the attack on his home, his family, his brother—and 
powerless to stop it.  

My eyes filled with tears as I gazed down at Oliver. I 
was going to make sure that he recovered from this. Not 
only because he seemed like a nice kid, but because it 
was the only thing that would make this haunted, des-
perate look on Cruz’s face disappear. 
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Apologies

I spent the morning following my botched attempt at 
healing Oliver drinking raspberry tea at an elegant 

little table in the gardens. From here, I had a nice view 
of the man-made swimming pond, rows upon rows of 
waist-high hedges, and spectacular flower arrangements 
interspersed with apple and pear trees. 

Security had been tightened in the aftermath of the 
attack. More of Cruz’s men were patrolling the grounds 
in pairs, and though I sat alone in the garden, I could 
sense someone nearby, watching me.

Four days. Four days had passed since Holden had 
been bit. 

Hold on. Please.

When it was almost noon, I heard footsteps 
approaching. I twisted around and saw Adele coming 
down the path, followed by a woman carrying a large tray 
of food.

“Want some lunch?” she asked. 
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Adele sat in the seat across from me, and the woman 
set the tray down in front of us. The smell of fresh deli 
meat, bread, and fruit wafted toward me. My mouth im-
mediately began to water. How long had it been since I’d 
last eaten?  

“I would, actually. I haven’t eaten since last night.” 
“Me neither.” Adele pulled a sandwich onto her plate. 
The woman—I didn’t know what her name was—

gathered up my teapot and an empty cup, replacing it 
with fresh tea and a pitcher of lemonade. 

“Thank you,” I said.
“My pleasure. If you need anything else, just let us 

know.”
We ate our lunch in silence, both of us too hungry for 

conversation. A bee buzzed around the table, and Adele 
waved it away with her napkin. It settled on a flower in 
the bushes next to us. I watched it for a few minutes, 
thinking of nothing in particular, feeling calmer and 
more peaceful now that I’d eaten.

Adele finished her sandwich and pushed her plate 
away. She poured two glasses of lemonade, then passed 
one of them across the table to me.

 “How are you feeling?” I asked her.
“Shitty. I barely slept. Fell asleep in Oliver’s room.”
“I saw you there when I checked in on him this morn-

ing.” She had been curled up in a chair next to his bed, 
her crossbow resting against her leg.

“Cruz tried to get me to leave, but I just couldn’t, you 
know? Not after that bastard got in.”



1 3 2  |  SA R A  G E N E R A L

“Yeah. Where is Cruz? I haven’t seen him all day.”
Adele rolled her eyes. “Probably trying to deal with 

Bianca. She showed up here this morning angry as hell 
that he bailed on their date last night.”

“Really? Doesn’t she know that Oliver’s sick?”
“Pfft. Course she does, but that bitch doesn’t care 

about anyone but herself.” 
“So why is Cruz with her?”
She gave me an exasperated look. “You’ve seen Bianca, 

haven’t you?”
Cruz didn’t strike me as the kind of man who only 

dated a woman because of her looks, and I told Adele so. 
She rewarded me with a pitying smile.

“Every man’s a sucker for a certain kind of beauty. 
Cruz is no exception. But maybe you’re onto something 
because as pretty as she is—he’s still not in love with her. 
She knows it, too. I think it drives her crazy. She’s used 
to men being head over heels for her.”

“Maybe he will be, eventually.”
“Ugh, I hope not. She’s no different than all the other 

girls he’s dated. They only want him for his money.” She 
grabbed another sandwich.

“You’re very protective.”
 “Cruz and Oliver are the only family I have. And 

they’re both men. Wealthy men. I need to keep them safe. 
Its practically a full-time job. Why I couldn’t have had a 
sister, I’ve no idea.” She tipped the last of her lemon-
ade into her mouth and swallowed. “I know might over-
do it sometimes, but I can’t help it. I just need to know 
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everything about what’s happening around us, everyone 
who’s coming into our family bubble. That’s what makes 
this whole thing with Oliver so hard.”

“Not knowing who cursed him, you mean?”
“Exactly.” She grimaced and poured more lemonade 

into her cup. “But I’ll find out soon enough.”
“I thought Cruz had already looked into it?”
“You don’t have a lot of experience with men, do you?” 

She considered me for a second and then leaned forward 
as if she were about to impart some great wisdom. “Men 
like Cruz—who seem all powerful—always overlook 
something. Especially when it’s important. He might 
think he’s figured things out, but chances are he’s missed 
something that’s staring him right in the face.”

Made sense to me. “And that’s where you come in?” 
“That’s right.” She sat back and took a bite out of her 

sandwich.
I smiled. Despite our hostile first meeting, I couldn’t 

help but admire Adele’s devotion to her family. It would 
have been nice to have a sibling, I thought. “He’s lucky to 
have you,” I told her.

“Don’t I know it,” she agreed, her voice muffled by 
bread. 

***

There was nothing left to do but try finish the work 
I’d started with Oliver the night before. I stared back 
to my room to collect my things but once again, I got 
turned around and ended up in a long hallway I didn’t 
recognize. I followed it anyway, figuring it had to come 
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out somewhere. I was passing by one of the rooms when 
I caught a glimpse of Cruz inside. Judging by the frown 
on his face, he wasn’t very happy.

I paused, uncertain whether or not I should check on 
him, when I heard a raised voice I recognized as Bianca’s. 
She didn’t sound happy at all. 

“You promised me!”
“I know. But I need to stay here with Oliver. I told you 

that.”
“You’re lying!” she said. “Derek told me you went out 

last night. What were you doing? Hooking up with some 
slut?”

“Some slut? Christ, Bianca, give it a rest. Why are you 
talking to my men about what I’m doing?”

“Obviously, because you can’t be trusted to tell me the 
truth.” 

“I’ve had enough of this.”
I heard the footsteps coming but couldn’t get away 

quickly enough. The door flew open, and Cruz appeared, 
his face rigid and tense. His eyes flashed when he saw me 
standing there. He stepped toward me, looking like he 
was about to explode.

“What are you doing down here?” he demanded.
“I was just coming back from the gardens. I got lost.” 
“You should be up in your room, resting.”
I took a step back, my eyebrows lifting. “I don’t take 

orders from you.”
“I wasn’t giving you orders.”
“Good.” 
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“I don’t want you hurting yourself.” 
I lifted my chin and glared at him. “Don’t worry about 

me. You have enough on your plate.”
“And it’d be nice if you’d stop adding to it.”
His snarkiness was the last straw. Heat swept through 

my entire body. I tried to hold on, to take a breath, but 
my temper had stretched to its breaking point. Before I 
could stop it, energy poured out of my body and erupted 
into the hallway. The bulbs in the light fixtures decorat-
ing the sides of the wall shattered, sending splinters of 
glass flying onto the carpeted floor. 

I clenched my fists and took a step back. “Are you 
happy now?” I snapped, giving him the dirtiest look I 
could muster. I spun on my heel and marched back the 
way I’d come.

 “Rowen, wait!” He reached out and grabbed hold 
of my arm. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I was talking with 
Bianca, and all of a sudden we started fighting, and ev-
erything got really intense. I shouldn’t have taken it out 
on you.” 

Some small part of me registered his apology, but I 
could barely make out his words. They sounded like they 
were coming from a distance, like I was hearing them 
through water. And as his fingers pressed into my skin, 
image upon image shot through my mind. 

I saw a girl, young and beautiful. Long chestnut brown curls fell 

around her heart-shaped face. Her eyes were filled with tears as she 

stared into mine. Later still, I saw the same face, older now, staring at 

me in astonishment—two small children wrapped around her knees, 
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peering up at me curiously. Then there were other images, darker im-

ages. I tried to shut them out. I didn’t want to see. But I couldn’t close 

my eyes, couldn’t look away. I saw another woman, this one with 

short dark hair and black eyes, staring out at me from under thick 

lashes, mesmerizing me. She reached out to touch my face, a line of 

blood trickled from the corner of her lip. 

Gasping, I stepped away from her, and my back hit 
with the wall. The vision faded away, and the hallway 
came back into focus. I raised my hands to my face, 
breathing heavily. My heart was pounding in my ear-
drums. Why was this happening? Why was I seeing these 
things? 

“Rowen.” Cruz’s voice was barely a whisper. He had 
one hand stretched toward me. “Rowen, are you all 
right?”

“Don’t. Don’t touch me.”
“Cruz? What’s going on out here?” I heard Bianca’s 

voice from the doorway of his office.
“Nothing.” He did not take his eyes off me. “Go back 

inside. Close the door. I’ll be there in a minute.”
She didn’t press him and a moment later, I heard the 

soft click of the door closing shut.
“Are you okay?” he asked again. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t 

have yelled at you. I don’t want you to be stressed out.”
“I’m fine.” Now was not the time to tell him what I 

saw. I pulled myself away from the wall, my legs shaking 
slightly. “I better go get ready.”

I could feel his eyes on my back as I made my way 
down the hall and felt him yearning to come after me. 
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So I wasn’t the only one who had been shaken by our 
strange encounter. Had he seen something as well? And 
if so, what?

***

Spending time with Adele made all the difference 
with my second attempt to heal Oliver. Adele was fierce-
ly proud of her twin, and she knew him better than any-
one, prizing his kindness as the greatest of his many 
attributes.

I had to own that I hadn’t taken the time to get to 
know my patient as well as I should, which made the bond 
I tried to create between us rather weak. I should have 
known better—Marianne had always taken great pains 
to establish a relationship with her patients. Granted, 
we’d already known everyone in our community, which 
might have been why I overlooked the importance of 
creating familiarity and trust, but I was ready to make 
up for that now. 

Through Adele, I learned that Oliver was not just 
some curse-ridden boy. He was a student and an ath-
lete, playing lacrosse for Brantwood’s senior men’s team 
while he went to university to become a linguist. I had 
grown up watching people play lacrosse in the old man-
ner, on unmarked fields with wooden sticks, in honour of 
our Creator. I had forgotten that on the other side of the 
wall, it was a different kind of game—still treasured—
but with modern rules. Oliver didn’t have a significant 
other and though Adele didn’t seem to believe any girl 
could ever be good enough for him, she confessed she 
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hoped he’d find love one day, nonetheless. He was young-
er than her by two minutes. I didn’t think he’d ever live 
that down. 

I cleaned Oliver’s room out with sage and pine, 
watching the smoke unfurl and reach out across each of 
the four walls. I did everything more gently this time 
around. I brushed Oliver’s hair out of his face. I spoke 
in a low, soothing tone. I held the silver lasso loosely in 
my palm, and it trailed after me as I walked about the 
room, following the wisps of smoke. The smoke told me 
the story of where I had erred the last time. Once the 
shadow had appeared, I’d become so concerned with ex-
punging it, I’d forgotten it was Oliver’s spirit I was here 
to strengthen. I had chosen to fight darkness instead 
of nurture the light that helps a spirit shrug away such 
negativity. Marianne had taught me this too, of course, 
but it was as I had told Cruz—I had never tried to do this 
work on my own. I was bound to make some mistakes. 

But I wouldn’t make the same mistakes twice. Tonight 
I spoke directly to Oliver. I told him I was asking for help 
on his behalf. I let myself see his aura, see how it was be-
ing enveloped by the shadow, and I imagined it starting 
to brighten, until it was so vivid the shadow had nowhere 
left to cling to, and it separated from his body easily. 

And because I was prepared this time, I caught hold 
of the shadow with my lasso and released it into the light 
as easily as if I were blowing out a candle flame. 

I took a deep breath and inhaled it out again. That 
had gone better than I’d expected.
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I turned back to Oliver. The long splinter that had 
been driven into his side was still there. I removed it 
slowly, drawing it out and dropping it into a basin of wa-
ter on the nightstand. Oliver himself would have to get 
rid of it after. The water fizzed and bubbled. When it 
cleared, I peered inside.  

Tiny balls that looked like little lumps of lead formed 
at the bottom of the bowl. They were mottled and grainy 
looking. It was evident they had been inside him for some 
time. Had they been placed in his heart, they probably 
would have killed him. He was either very lucky, or the 
person who had done this hadn’t meant for him to die 
right away. 

A tiny moan escaped Oliver. I turned my head in time 
to see a great shudder engulf his body. His aura looked 
puffy and pink, much like a physical wound when it’s 
starting to heal.

I tore a strip of white cloth from my bundle and 
dipped it in the medicine I’d prepared. Steam spiralled 
up from the brownish water as I wrung the cloth out. I 
washed down his face, his arms, and his chest. Then I 
wiped down his legs and feet. I lay fresh herbs across his 
stomach and very carefully wrapped a swatch of clean 
linen across them, lifting his body carefully, so I could 
tie it in place. 

There was nothing to do now but wait. 
My eyes were growing heavy and my head was start-

ing to nod when at last Oliver opened his eyes. He turned 
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his head toward me and gazed at me. I bolted upright in 
my chair, my heart pounding with excitement. 

His eyes were the colour of cinnamon with flecks 
of honey inside them. I immediately understood what 
Adele had been saying. It was plain to see her twin had a 
remarkably kind and gentle spirit, the kind that happens 
by accident yet feels wholly intentional. 

“Angel,” he said. His voice was faint and hoarse from 
lack of use. 

I took his hand, smiling at the irony of his first words. 
“Friend.”



141

C H A P T E R  F O U R T E E N

Memories of Old

I’d planned to nap after the ceremony to recover my en-
ergy, but sleep would have been impossible. My entire 

being was buzzing with energy. I’d done it! I’d actually 
healed someone. I’d read his aura, I’d figured out what 
was ailing him and the form his sickness had taken, and 
I’d healed him. I was dying to tell someone about it, but 
I couldn’t—not until I got back to the community. What 
would Marianne say? She’d be interested—that much I 
knew. Would she be proud?

In all the years we’d worked together, we’d never had 
to deal with a sickness that was the result of witchery. 
We’d helped many people, lifting their spirits when they 
fell into highs or lows and needed help finding balance 
so they could heal physically. But it had always been 
natural—never forced. 

Oliver had suffered because someone intentionally 
wished him some degree of harm, for what reason, I 
could not say. A part of me wanted to find out. Another 
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part of me knew that would be a mistake. I would be in 
enough trouble with the council when they found out 
what had happened here. What on earth was I going to 
tell them? How was I going to explain my actions?

A knock at the door saved me the trouble of having to 
think about it. 

“Come in!” I pushed my hair out of my face and sat 
up straight. 

The door opened, and Adele peeked her head in be-
fore stepping inside the room. She held the door open, 
and Cruz slipped in behind her.

My heart skipped a beat. 
“Is everything okay?” I asked. “How’s Oliver?”
“He’s fine,” Adele assured me. “We just came to check 

on you. You’ve been in here a while.”
Her concern was touching, considering how hostile 

she’d been when we first met.
“I’m fine. I feel good actually,” I said. My gaze shifted 

to Cruz, who lingered in the doorway, not saying a word. 
Adele glanced over her shoulder at him and then back 

at me, a strange, half-amused expression on her face. 
“Great! Well, I’m going to go check on Oliver. Let Cruz 
know if you need anything.” 

“Oh. Okay. Thanks for checking in.”
“No problem.”
She left. I listened to her footsteps retreat down the 

hall, until only silence filled the room. Neither Cruz nor 
I broke it, which grew awkward rather quickly. Why was 
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he being so quiet? I cocked my head and gave him a won-
dering look.

“Is something wrong?” I asked.
The question jolted him. He shook his head, and his 

gaze dropped to the floor. “Is something wrong?” he re-
peated, a faint smile twisting the corners of his mouth.

Our eyes met. The most curious sensation filled my 
stomach. He was standing across the room, and yet it 
felt like he was right next to me. Unnerved, I tore my 
eyes away and stared at the carpet as if to memorize its 
design. 

“You healed my brother,” he said at last.
I lifted my head and nodded. “I did my best.”
“You saved him.”
My face flushed with embarrassment at his choice of 

words. “I certainly hope so. We’ll have to watch him, of 
course, to make sure he doesn’t relapse.”

“Rowen.” Cruz took one step into the room. He lifted 
one hand to his hair, as if doing so would help him find 
the right words. “About earlier. You know, what you saw 
in the hall—”

“We don’t have to talk about it.” 
“I want to.” He looked around, his eyes landing on a 

chair with polished wooden arms. He grabbed an arm 
and pulled it up to the side of the bed. He sat down and 
leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. Twice, 
he opened his mouth to speak, but nothing came out. 
Finally, he clasped his hands together and smiled at me. 
“You’re incredible, you know that?”
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My stomach stirred with warmth. “That’s a very nice 
thing to say.”

“You saw something earlier, didn’t you? My memo-
ries. I felt you looking at them. I don’t know how, but 
I did. You saw my mother. When she was younger and 
then again when she was older. After she’d had Adele 
and Oliver.”

There was no point denying it. 
“Yes. I don’t know how, but I did. I don’t usually have 

visions like that. But that’s the second time in a week 
that I have.” 

And they were both about you.

I kept that last bit to myself, though. 
“Your powers are changing.”
“It could be,” I acknowledged. “I need to get back to 

my mentor. She’ll know what’s happening. But I can’t 
see her until I’ve finished what I came here to do. I have 
promises to keep.”

“And you will,” he said. “I’ll hunt the vampire tonight. 
I’ll end this for you. It’s the least I can do.”

 “Thank you.”
He smiled faintly, his eyes exploring my face with 

concern. “You look tired.”
“I’m exhausted,” I admitted. “But happy, too. I wasn’t 

lying when I said I’d never healed anyone by myself 
before. It was…exhilarating.”

“I’ll never be able to thank you enough.”
“Find the vampire. That’s all the thanks I need.”
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“I will. Get some rest. I’ll wake you when it’s done.” 
The room had grown darker as the light outside faded. 
I watched shadows move across the floor as he put the 
chair back in its place. He looked back over his shoulder 
when he reached the door. “Sleep well, Rowen.”

“Thank you. Happy hunting.”
He closed the door. A smile spread across my face as 

I settled back against my pillow. I could hardly believe 
my good fortune. This nightmare was almost over. 
Tomorrow, I would be going home. 



146

C H A P T E R  F I F T E E N

Change of Plans 

My eyes shot open. I gasped for breath. I couldn’t see 
a thing. Where was I? What was going on? Right. 

I was at Cruz’s house. Someone rapped loudly on the 
door—which must have been what woke me up. My whole 
body felt like it was made of wood, but I managed to push 
the covers off and swing my legs out of bed. What time 
was it? My eyes found the large fluorescent numbers on 
the alarm clock. One-thirty, it read. 

There was another rap at the door. “I’m coming!” I 
called out, stumbling toward it.

“It’s me,” Cruz said.
A wave of relief washed over me. I fumbled with the 

chain on the door, eager for news, but my excitement 
disappeared the second I opened it. I felt it drain away as 
I stared into Cruz’s crestfallen face. “What happened?” 

“They’ve taken Adele,” he said, his voice weak and 
hollow. 

“What?”
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He stepped past me into the room. I followed him, 
pulling my robe tighter around me. 

“They took her from the club.” 
“I don’t understand. Who took her?” 
“The vampire.” He turned on a lamp in the corner of 

the room. It was dim, but I could see his face now. It was 
Oliver all over again. 

I closed my eyes. Why was this happening? I cannot—
must not—have feelings of compassion for this man. He’s 
not even a man at all. 

But if he’s not alive, if his spirit is lost to darkness, then why can 

I feel his sadness as surely as if it were my own? 

I open my eyes back up. Cruz was watching me and all 
the questions I had instantly vacate my mind. It doesn’t 
matter what he is or isn’t. I can’t help but feel sorry. 
Sorry that I came to his club, sorry that I dragged his 
family even further into my mess. 

“What do they want?” I asked, even though I already 
knew the answer.

His voice is calm. “You.”
“I see.” It’s not a surprise. Hadn’t I known from the 

very first night that this was all about me? 
But why? What do they want? It doesn’t make any sense.

My head felt so heavy. I could have used more sleep, 
but there’s no way I could sleep now. Not until everyone 
was safe again. And there was only one way for that to 
happen.

“Cruz—”



1 4 8  |  SA R A  G E N E R A L

“Don’t.” His voice was sharp. It tore through my 
unspoken suggestion. “Don’t say it. You’re not going 
anywhere.”

“Yes, I am.”
“No. They’ve taken enough from us. From both of us. 

We will not go willingly to anyone who wrongs us like 
this.” 

I had to stifle a laugh. “What other choice do we have? 
They’ll take even more if we don’t do as they ask.”

With his inhuman speed, he grabbed a vase and 
hurled it across the room. It shattered into the corner. 
This poor house. Everything inside it was breaking. 

“Promise me you’ll kill the vampire. It’s the only way 
that Holden will be free.”

“I’ll kill him anyway for what he’s done. You don’t 
need to give yourself up for that to happen.”

I ignored him. “I finished working on Oliver. I think 
he’s stable, but he’ll need specific types of medicines to 
help keep him strong. Is there someone I can talk to who 
can see him through his recovery? Maybe Lillian?” 

“Stop it.” Cruz’s fists were clenched tight. 
“Stop what?” I asked.  
“Stop making contingency plans,” he snapped, 

slamming his fist into his palm. “We’re not giving into 
these people.”

“Cruz! We don’t even know who ‘these people’ are. 
All we know is they’ve got a vampire who’s dead-set on 
tormenting us, and we have no idea why. I have to find 
out. I have to end this. And I have to finish what I started 
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with Oliver because that’s what healers do. If you have a 
problem with that, then guess what? I don’t want to hear 
about it.”

“There’s got to be another way.”
I turned around and marched back to where I’d left 

my clothes. I gathered them up in one arm and headed 
toward the bathroom. “Fine. I’m going to get dressed,” I 
said. “And when I come back out, you’d better have found 
one. If not, I’m giving myself up. Tonight.”

***

Marianne always said nothing good happened in the 
middle of the night—unless a baby was being born. I’d 
never been more inclined to agree with her. It was pitch 
black when we left the house. I wound down the window 
to let the air onto my face. It was the first time I’d been 
outside and on the move in days. 

I’d been unconscious when they first brought me to 
Cruz’s house, and I hadn’t been able to fully appreciate 
how extensive and beautiful his property was. A tall 
line of pine trees stood like sentinels on either side of 
the driveway. Green, rolling lawns stretched out behind 
them, and to the west, you could see the river and beyond 
that—the wall. The twinkling lights of Brantwood 
beckoned from the opposite direction. 

We pulled onto the road and headed back toward the 
city. Silver light reflected off the surface of the river. It 
occurred to me how connected we all were by this one 
body of water, no matter what barriers we’d put up to 
separate ourselves from one another. 
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“What are you thinking about?” Cruz asked me.
“Lots. The city. The river. My home,” I paused. “My 

parents too, I suppose.”
“What do your parents do?”
“They take care of the food. My mother’s a cook. My 

father’s a gardener. They both plant and hunt.”
“How do they feel about having a healer in the family?” 
I let out a snort. I’d asked myself the same question 

many times. “I think they were nervous at first but they’ve 
gotten used to it over time. Everyone has to have some 
kind of apprenticeship, so I’m not really that different.”

“It’s a serious job.”
“All the jobs are serious.” I shrugged. “What about 

you? What did your parents do?”
“My mother was a seamstress. My father was a 

postman.”
“He delivered messages? Mail?” I’d never heard of 

anyone doing that anymore. I thought everyone on the 
other side of the wall communicated through devices. 

 “It was a long time ago. Probably before you were 
born.”

“Probably.”
He turned his head to look at me. “You know when 

they moved behind the wall, they thought it would 
change all this.”

“What do you mean by this?”
“This fighting among one another. People were so sick 

and tired of trying to get everyone to get along. They 
couldn’t take it anymore. So they decided to separate.”



 T H E  VA M P I R E  S K E L E T O N  |  1 5 1

“Everyone does get along,” I said. 
“On your side of the wall, maybe, but I doubt it.  

Moving didn’t solve the problems they thought it would. 
People are still choosing to live outside the community—
only now they’re completely cut off if they don’t like how 
things go. They’re more isolated than ever.” 

“I don’t understand why people get so upset about the 
wall. Everyone gets to make a choice about whether or 
not they want to stay or go.” 

“They don’t though, not really. Think about the kids 
born outside the wall. They don’t get to choose. Surely, 
you must see that the protocol excludes people at a time 
when we ought to be working together.”

“You sound like Holden,” I said. “He doesn’t think 
people get a chance to make a real choice either.”

“Well, he’s right.”
I didn’t respond. I didn’t have an answer anymore. I 

knew what I was supposed to believe, but even for me, 
things had turned out to be far more complicated than 
“in” or “out.” I had helped someone outside the commu-
nity—which was grounds for exile. It didn’t matter that  
I’d done it to help someone inside the community. But 
what was more, I felt good about what I’d done. It was all 
very confusing. It made me wish I could have been there 
at the start, to ask these questions of those early decision 
makers. Had they never thought of these things when 
they were developing the protocol? Or was it all just cut 
and dried for them? 

“I wish I’d been there.”
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“You’ve seen how it is now. It’s never been much dif-
ferent. We’re far too willing to exclude our own people 
or tear each other down. Lateral violence, they used to 
call it. But no one ever figured out how to talk about it.”

“Marianne says we need to heal.” In fact, she seldom 
said anything else.

“She’s right. But people need help doing it,” Cruz 
said. “I know that technically, you’re not allowed to help 
anyone outside your own community, but I can tell you 
right now, there’s a lot of people who need help out there. 
Ask yourself—is it really fair that hundreds of people 
don’t get it just because they want to watch television 
every once in a while?”

“What about the people who don’t want to do any-
thing but watch television? What about the people 
who don’t care about the water, who drink from plas-
tic bottles, and throw them away without a care for the 
resources that made them? What about the people who 
can’t be bothered to try and grow their own food but 
throw out ten bags of garbage a month filled with items 
that could be recycled or might not have been needed in 
the first place? What about the people who make deals 
with resource extraction companies to make themselves 
comfortable for ten years when our future generations 
are counting on us not to squander their inheritance? 
Where do we draw the line?” I said. 

“I don’t know. But why does it get to be your side? 
Who said you had the right to draw it at all?”
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“Someone had to. Everyone says the fighting was get-
ting us absolutely nowhere. At least this way, the cer-
emonies stayed strong, the language strengthened, and 
our magic, or whatever you want to call it, is stronger 
than it’s ever been.”

“You keep thinking your magic has something to do 
with living on the other side of the wall, but it doesn’t. 
You’d have it even if you grew up out here.”

“Stop talking like you know anything about my 
magic,” I snapped. “I have nothing different than anyone 
else has.”

Cruz smiled faintly. “That’s exactly what I’ve been 
trying to tell you.”

I’d already started to reply when the truth of his words 
struck me. I closed my mouth and turned to look out the 
window. He was right. Again. I was no different than any 
other person, regardless of which side of the wall they 
were either born or lived on. But up until this very mo-
ment, I’d only been comparing myself to the people in 
my community. I’d committed a terrible act of exclusion 
without even realizing I was doing it, and worse, I’d felt 
justified in doing so because I had grown up believing 
in our cause. And if I were honest—I still believed in it. 
I still believed in our people, in our languages, in our 
ceremonies. But every day I spent outside the wall made 
it clearer and clearer that I’d somehow missed the point 
of them. They weren’t meant to be hoarded—whether 
that hoarding happened through fear of losing them or 
fear that others couldn’t appreciate them. The truth 
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was quite the opposite. They were strengthened in the 
sharing.

What did this mean? I didn’t know. 
We drove in silence until we reached the city. Neither 

of us spoke as Cruz navigated the streets, craning his 
head to read the signs. Finally, he pulled down a desert-
ed street and pulled up to the curb, parking the car. He 
turned off the engine and sat there, drumming his fin-
gers on the steering wheel. 

I turned in my seat and stared at his profile. If some-
one had told me a month ago I’d be conspiring with a 
vampire, I never would have believed it. But here we were, 
sitting in a car on a deserted street in the city I hated, 
hoping to find and rescue his sister—who was only in 
danger because of me. And even though it didn’t make 
sense—I couldn’t think of anywhere else I’d rather be. 

How had that happened? I’d only known Cruz and his 
family a handful of days, but over the course of them, 
they’d managed to make me question everything I’d been 
raised to believe about duty, family, and loyalty. 

“I can’t figure you out,” I said, breaking the silence at 
last. “I don’t know why I’m helping you. One minute, you 
seem so understanding, and the next—it’s like you hold 
me personally responsible for everything that’s happened 
up to this point. Including the protocol’s prejudice. And 
yet out of the two of us, I’m the only one who’s kept up 
her end of our deal.”

He leaned back on the headrest, sighing. “You’re 
right. This is twice you’ll be saving my siblings. And I 
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haven’t done a thing I told you I would. I don’t know how 
to begin making that up to you.”

“You could start by telling me something about 
yourself.”

“What do you want to know?”
“Who was your mother? Is that where your magic 

comes from?”
 “My mother had me when she was fifteen. Later on, 

after I’d already turned, I found out she’d had Adele and 
Oliver, too. She was almost forty at the time. She had no 
idea I’d become what I was.”

“What were her abilities?”
“She was no witch, if that’s what you’re asking.”
“So it was your father who passed it along to you?”
“Could be. I never bothered to find out anything 

about him. And once I became a vampire, any trace of 
power I had disappeared.”

I couldn’t figure out what surprised me more—the 
fact that Cruz once had powers or the fact he didn’t care 
about knowing his father. “Really?”

Cruz turned and looked me straight in the eye. “If he 
wanted anything to do with me over the years, he had 
ample time to find me. I decided when I was still a boy, 
I wasn’t going to go looking for a man who didn’t want 
me. Things are what they are. I’m not afraid of the truth, 
Rowen. I never have been. But that doesn’t mean I have 
no hope in family.”

I opened my mouth to reply, but just as I began to 
speak, he sat up straight, his hands gripping the steering 
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wheel tight. I followed his gaze. A long black car was 
pulling up outside the building we were watching. Its 
headlights pooled on the cement below as it slowed to a 
stop in front of the door. The window of the driver’s side 
rolled down a crack, and a gloved hand flicked a cigarette 
out onto the road before a tall man dressed in a black 
overcoat stepped out and walked around to the other side 
of the door. He opened it and extended a hand inside. 

A woman stepped out. She was dressed in a white satin 
dress that clung to her body like a glove. The fur stole 
she wore around her shoulders dangled to her waist. She 
turned her head as she moved around the driver and, for 
a moment, her face was illuminated by the streetlight. I 
recognized her immediately, even without Cruz’s sharp 
intake of breath.

It was Bianca. 
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C H A P T E R  S I X T E E N

Bianca’s Revenge

“What is she doing here?” I hissed. I thought I might 
already know the answer. 
“No.” Cruz shook his head in disbelief. “It can’t be.” 
But it was. Too late, I saw the pattern. It’d been her 

the whole time. Bianca had been the one to tell the vam-
pire I was at the club. She’d told him when and where I 
was doing Oliver’s ceremony. She was the one who put 
the curse on Oliver. That glow I saw on her wasn’t her 
beauty. It was her magic. 

I was angry. I was more than angry. Cruz must have 
known about her powers and said nothing about them 
to me. Like a fool, he’d believed she’d never use them 
against him. And like an even greater fool—I’d trusted 
him to tell me the truth about her.

“It was her, Cruz. She put the curse on your brother, 
and now she has your sister.”

“It can’t be.” 
I ignored him. “How powerful is she? I need to know.”
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He swallowed. “Powerful enough.”
“Powerful enough to compel a vampire to do her bid-

ding?” I asked. I knew what Adele would say—even with-
out her powers, Bianca possessed an otherworldly beauty 
that would be enough to compel just about anyone. “Why 
would she do this?”

“I don’t know,” Cruz said. “It doesn’t make any sense.”
I watched as she sauntered up the sidewalk. She 

climbed the stairs at the front of the building, her dress 
straining against her legs. Her driver trailed behind her. 
He reached around her and opened the door, ushering 
her inside. Then he turned and glanced in both directions 
before he closed it. He didn’t appear to notice us. 

“What are we going to do?” I turned to Cruz.
“I can’t let her hurt Adele. I’m fast. I can search the 

building before she even realizes I’m in there and then 
we can get out of here.”

My instincts rejected that idea flat out. “And what if 
this is a trap?”

“It’s my sister,” he said. “I have to take that chance.”
I bit my lip so hard, I thought I might break the skin. 

I knew I was right, but so was he. It probably was a trap, 
but even so, we couldn’t just leave Adele in there.

“All right, but I’m coming with you.” I unbuckled my 
seatbelt. 

“No. Stay here. If I’m not back in fifteen minutes—
no, ten minutes, get out of here.”



 T H E  VA M P I R E  S K E L E T O N  |  1 5 9

“Where am I supposed to go?” I couldn’t drive. I’d 
have to run on foot, and I had no idea where we even 
were. But he was already getting out of the car. 

Damn it. I eyed the steering wheel. How hard could 
driving be? 

 “Don’t worry. I’ll be back before you know it.” He 
pressed the car door shut and began to walk in the 
opposite direction of the building Bianca had entered. 
Crossing the street, he melted into the darkness and out 
of sight.

I checked the clock on the dashboard. It was almost 
three o’clock in the morning. I would wait. Ten minutes—
fifteen at most. 

The muscles in my back grew rigid as I stared at the 
building. Each minutes crawled by. Every shadow made 
me jump. After five minutes, I’d had enough. I couldn’t 
just sit there and wait for something to happen. I had to 
go in.

One thing was for sure—I couldn’t go in there un-
armed. I lifted my bag onto my lap and rummaged 
around inside it. I found the dogwood and rose quartz 
that Angel had given me. I slipped both of them inside 
a small leather pouch and tucked it around my neck. I’d 
never had to confront another witch before. I had no clue 
how to protect myself from any powers she might have.  
But the quartz felt warm and calm in my hand. I needed 
to feel this way, too. 

I undid my seatbelt and turned to get out of the car.
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I didn’t see the barrel of the gun on the glass until I 
started to open the door.

“Oh my God!” I recoiled from the window, my heart 
pounding in my eardrums. Over the barrel, Bianca smiled 
happily and waved. 

“Hello, Rowen,” she said, her voice muffled by the 
window. “Fancy meeting you here!”

“What are you doing?”
 “Get out of the car,” she said. “And I’ll tell you all 

about it.”
I’d never had a gun pointed at me before. Nothing 

about the experience was pleasant. I moved slowly—
certain it was going to go off at any moment. I pushed 
the door open and slid out of the car.

Bianca moved behind me and slammed the door. 
“Turn around,” she said. “Put your hands on the hood.”

I did as she asked. What choice did I have? She patted 
me down as if I were the one carrying a dangerous weapon 
instead of her. Seeming satisfied I posed no immediate 
threat, she grabbed my shoulder and spun me around, 
pushing me back against the car and stepping away with 
a smug look.

“We don’t have much time,” she said. I turned my 
head ever so slightly to see whom she was talking to. It 
was the vampire. Of course. “Get her in the car.”

“Cruz is here,” he said.
 “Oh, I know. He’s already gone inside to look for 

Adele. It’ll take him a while, but he’ll find her. And then 
we’ll both have what we came for.” She smiled at me.
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“Careful around this one, sister.” The vampire came 
up behind her and leered over her shoulder at me. “She 
packs a punch.”

I stiffened. Sister?

Bianca smiled. “Confused? Don’t be. After all, he’s 
not the first vampire you’ve met who’s had siblings. This 
is Liam. My foster-brother. And he’s been really looking 
forward to meeting you.”

Liam stepped around Bianca, a smirk on his face. He 
pulled back his hand and took a swing at me. I tried to 
duck and failed. His fist hit my chin hard, and I dropped 
to the ground. 

Here we go again. 

***

I didn’t pass out this time. 
Small mercy. 
I was learning the hard way that there’s nothing 

fun about physical altercations. My wrists burned and 
itched. They’d been tied behind my back. They’d tied 
my feet together too, and stuffed a gag in my mouth.

I tried to swallow and started hacking instead, which 
made Bianca happy.  

“What’s the matter, Rowen? Got something to say?!” 
She reached over the back of the seat and yanked the gag 
out. 

I heaved and coughed. My throat felt like sand dust 
had been poured down it. “Where are we?” I croaked.

 “Route 53,” she said. “The road to nowhere.”
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Route 53? She was taking me back to the wall. A tiny 
ray of hope flickered inside me. If I could somehow get 
a message out that I was on my way—that I was close—
surely, Marianne would come for me. And Bianca would 
be no match for Marianne.

I closed my eyes and concentrated with all my might. 
I’m in trouble, I thought. There’s another witch. She’s bringing 

me to the wall. Please come help me.

Over and over again, I repeated these words. I imag-
ined them floating through the night to Marianne, to my 
parents, to the council, to anyone who would be able to 
help me. I did it until I heard Bianca tell her brother to 
take the next right hand turn and felt the familiar gravel 
road beneath the wheels of the car. 

We crossed over the bridge, the wood echoing noisily 
beneath the wheels and started to climb up the windy 
trail that lead to the wall’s entrance. 

“Pull over here,” she said. 
I frowned. We hadn’t reached the top yet. Why did 

she want to stop here? 
Liam obeyed her, parking the car in a turnaround 

spot underneath a cluster of low hanging branches. 
Moonlight trickled into the car making the shadows of 
leaves dance along the dashboard. He got out of the car 
and opened the back door. Reaching in, he took a knife 
from his pocket and slit the ropes that bound my feet. 
Then he grabbed me underneath the arms and hauled 
me out of the car.
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Bianca stood apart from us. She was staring up at the 
sky. 

“You’ll be all right here by yourself?” he asked her.
“I’ll be fine. Go. You know what you have to do.”
“Don’t worry about me.”
“I never do,” she said. 
When he was gone, she turned around and smiled at 

me. It was a strange smile, more of a leer, and it made me 
feel she was very close to coming completely unhinged.

I need to get my hands free...

I pulled my hands apart gently, trying to loosen the 
ropes that bound them. The knot was tight, but I was 
certain that given enough time, I could break free.

“Now it’s just the two of us,” she said. “You know, I’ve 
been waiting for this moment for a long time.” 

“Why? We don’t even know each other.” The gag had 
made my mouth dry and the words came out choked, ev-
ery one of them burning against my throat. I needed wa-
ter. Something. Anything. 

“You may not know me, but I’ve known about you my 
entire life.”

“What? How?” I asked. Already I felt that I didn’t 
want to know the answer.

“Look at me.”
All I saw was a crazy person. It wasn’t worth the pain 

of speaking to tell her so. 
She laughed. “You can’t see it, can you? I may be 

prettier than you, but there are parts of us that look the 
same.” 
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Look the same? 

I frowned. What was she saying? 
“You don’t want to see it, do you? I’m your half-sister, 

Rowen. Or didn’t Daddy tell you about the child he’d fa-
thered as a teenager?”

My hands stopped moving. She might as well have 
slapped me in the face with a frozen tree branch. My dad 
had another kid?

No. She’s lying. 

Bianca leaned forward. “Oh, yes. Seems he rather 
enjoyed what he found on the other side of the wall, but 
the shame of being an outcast drove him back to your 
mother.”

“You’re lying,” I whispered. But even as I said it, my 
eyes were tracing her face, finding the resemblance. To 
him. To me. 

I closed my eyes. I didn’t want to see it. I didn’t want 
to see her. I couldn’t think about this. I certainly couldn’t 
talk about it. “What about Cruz?”

“Cruz? Cruz is nothing to me.” She leaned back, 
waving a hand carelessly. “He’s an attractive and powerful 
man—I could do worse than to settle with him. But I 
decided a long time ago, I wouldn’t let any man hold 
power over me. Ever since our father abandoned me.”

“And Holden?”
Her eyes brightened, and she sat forward again, eager 

to answer my questions. “It was supposed to be you, ob-
viously, but it seems not all men are as cowardly as our 
father.” 
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I winced. There it was again. Our father. I wished 
she’d stop saying it. It made me feel like we’d gone back 
in time—back to the years before the protocol was es-
tablished when it wasn’t uncommon for a man to father 
several children by different women. Men of those days 
were drinkers—and hearty ones. Women were battling 
through their own hardships. Marianne said it was be-
cause everyone was trying to heal, trying to find their 
purpose. The protocol was meant to fix that—was meant 
to bring everyone back together again. Obviously, it 
hadn’t. There’d been giant, gaping loopholes in the 
plan. My father had exposed one. Now his other daugh-
ter stood across from me, hating me without knowing 
anything about me. And who could blame her? 

Just concentrate. Get your hands free.

I swallowed, trying to wet my throat with my own sa-
liva before I spoke. “You have powers. How did you learn 
about them?”

“It happened slowly. I would dream things on occa-
sion. Then I realized what I was dreaming was actually 
happening. And when I turned seven, my grandmother 
passed away. But I still saw her, and I could still talk to 
her,” her voice trailed off, remembering. “It wasn’t easy. 
I was alone. I was different from all the other kids in my 
school. It took me a long time to accept that I wasn’t cra-
zy. But I didn’t know where my gifts were coming from, 
so I made my mom tell me what she knew about me and 
my family on the other side of the wall.”
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“And that’s when you found out about…our father.” 
The words felt strange in my mouth. “Did he know?”

Bianca’s face darkened. “I was nine when she got sick. 
We saw as many doctors as we could, but they couldn’t 
find anything wrong with her. But I could. I could see 
the sickness as clear as I can see you standing there now. 
I knew she needed healing from our people. And so we 
went to the wall, and we begged them to let her through. 
But they wouldn’t. I told them about our father. If he 
didn’t know before, he knew then. He didn’t care.”

My mouth fell open. I felt sick with horror. The man 
she was describing didn’t sound anything like my father. 
He wouldn’t turn his back on his daughter. 

“I don’t believe that,” I said.
“You think I’m lying?” Her eyes narrowed into slits.
 “It doesn’t matter if you are or you aren’t.” I would 

never judge my father without talking to him first—
especially not on the word of a renegade sorceress hell-
bent on revenge. “It’s in the past.”

She shook her head. “No. Don’t act all Zen with me. 
Don’t pretend this doesn’t gut you.”

“Fine,” I snapped. “It guts me. Happy now? It doesn’t 
change the fact that I made a promise to Holden and 
Oliver to heal them from all this pain you’ve caused.”

A flicker of guilt crossed her face. “Oliver was an 
accident. I was trying to find a way to fix him.”

“And Adele?” I asked.
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“Adele realized it was me when I stopped by the club 
last night. She found some messages and pictures on my 
phone that connected me to Liam.”

“Your phone? How did she get it?”
“I left it on the bar, and she picked it up. She’s always 

been a sneak. Anyway, she realized I was the one who’d 
sent the vampire after you. She left me no choice.” Her 
voice took on a slightly desperate tone. I knew then that 
despite what she’d said about not needing anyone, she 
really did love Cruz. And she was afraid to lose him. 

“You realize he’ll never forgive you for this, don’t 
you?”

Her gaze hardened at my words. Of course, she knew 
he’d turn on her for harming his siblings. But there was 
no going back now. And she could still have her revenge.

“It doesn’t matter. All that matters is that I’m going 
to finish you.” 

My hands were almost free, but I needed more time. 
I could run. It was better than standing here and letting 
her kill me. I had just made up my mind to do so when I 
saw the shadow creeping toward her. 

Cruz. 
“So what are you waiting for?” I asked. 
“Isn’t it obvious? I’m waiting for our father. I want 

him to see you suffer. I want to watch him—”
She was cut off as Cruz’s arms wrapped around her, 

pinning her shoulders to her sides. Her eyes widened, 
and her head flailed from side to side as she struggled, 
clawing at him with her nails, straining to reach his face. 
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I didn’t waste a moment. My skin scraped and stung 
against the fibres of the rope until at last, I felt one slip 
free. I flexed my hand and groaned in relief. Cruz was 
here. He had Bianca in hand. For one brief moment, it 
seemed that everything was going to be okay.

Leaves rustled, and a branch snapped. I raised my 
head toward the noise in time to see Liam emerge from 
the bushes, dragging someone along with him. I sudden-
ly understood the nature of the errand Bianca had sent 
him on. My father stood struggling in his arms, a crude 
blade pressed up against his throat. Even in the dark-
ness, I could tell it had already cut into his skin.

“Let her go!” Liam called out. “Or the old man’s done 
for.”

“No!” I cried, stepping forward. “Cruz, please. Let her 
go.”

To his credit, Cruz didn’t hesitate. Black, murderous 
rage rippled in his eyes, but he released her. She staggered 
away from him, her hands massaging her neck.

“Now that’s better. Pity.” She turned to Cruz and 
smiled sweetly. “You almost had me.”

“Rowen?” My head whipped back to my poor father. 
He was bewildered and afraid. “What’s going on? Are 
you okay?”

“I’m fine,” I said. “Everything’s fine.” 
“Shut up!” Bianca said. Her slap caught me on the 

side of the face. I staggered slightly and raised my palm 
to my face. 
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Cruz growled and took a step forward. My dad hol-
lered in shock and anger. 

 “Down boy!” Bianca laughed, shaking a finger at 
Cruz. “You don’t want to make it worse.” She turned to 
my father. 

“Please don’t hurt her,” he said instantly. “She’s my 
daughter. Please. Take me instead. Just leave her alone.”

Bianca’s fist tightened. “I owe you nothing,” she said.
It was awful watching my father pleading on my 

behalf to Bianca without having any idea what he’d done 
to incur her wrath. “Stop, Bianca! He doesn’t even know 
what you’re talking about.”

“Well, he’ll know soon enough.”
It was obvious Bianca wanted some grand 

confrontation—that she’d probably been imagining this 
moment her entire life. But I’d had it. Maybe things 
really had happened the way she said they did. Maybe 
my father did owe her an apology or an explanation. But 
not like this. Not under duress. Not under the threat of 
watching his only child die, while a vampire restrained 
him and a woman he’d never met before taunted him 
with crimes he didn’t know he’d committed. 

Yes, her pain was real and tragic. Yes, I was horrified 
at what had happened to her mother—horrified at what 
my own community had done. But revenge wouldn’t 
bring her any peace, even if she succeeded in killing us 
all.

“She says you’re her father, Dad. That you got her 
mother pregnant during your Spring. Is it true?”
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“Stop!” Bianca spun around and raised a hand to 
silence me.

But I couldn’t take my eyes away from my dad’s. His 
eyebrows knit together in confusion, but I saw the mo-
ment they lifted in astonishment. His eyes swept back 
toward Bianca, and as he stared awestruck at her face

My mouth fell open. She was telling the truth. She 
was my half-sister.

“Dad,” I whispered. “No…”
“I can’t believe it,” he said. “I had no idea.”
“Save it.” Bianca snapped her head away, determined 

not to hear. 
“Your mother is Ariel?”
“Was. Was Ariel. She died fifteen years ago right 

where we’re standing.” Bianca pointed to the ground. 
I let out a tiny breath. Now I knew why she wanted it 

to be here.
My dad shook his head. “Died? How?”
“She was sick. The doctors couldn’t help her. It 

was healing she needed, but she didn’t belong to your 
precious community, so when she showed up on your 
doorstep looking for help, they turned her away. She 
didn’t even make it back home.”

My father’s mouth dropped open. “And you’re…”
“Her daughter. Yes. Yours and hers. But don’t tell me 

you didn’t know that. They sent for you. They told you 
what was happening.”
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“I didn’t. I didn’t know. I had no idea that she was 
sick. I had no idea she’d been pregnant. I hadn’t seen her 
in years.”

I closed my eyes. There was no part of me that wanted 
to witness this conversation. So what if he hadn’t known 
he’d fathered another child? It didn’t make the whole 
affair any less of a betrayal. 

He seemed to know it, too. “Rowen.”
“It’s okay,” I said. “You don’t have to explain.”
“But I do. I wasn’t unfaithful to your mother, Rowen. 

She’s the love of my life. I swear.”
Bianca flew across the clearing to where my father 

dangled, captive in Liam’s arms and slapped him with all 
her might.

“My mother was the love of my life,” she hissed. “And 
she died begging for mercy from your pathetic excuse of 
a protocol. Someone is going to answer for that.”

“And someone will,” he said. “I will. But let Rowen 
go.”

She spun around to face me, a triumphant glint in her 
eyes. “No.”

At once, the air grew thick with energy. She was 
calling upon all her power now. She was strong—maybe 
too strong for any of us. But from what I knew of magic, 
I could tell she drew on herself without making any 
balance. No other spirits entered the woods to help her. 
She would burn out. Which meant I could beat her—but 
not while Liam had my father.
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She raised her hands and cried out in a commanding 
voice, speaking a language I’d never heard before. 

Vines shot out from the forest behind me, snaking 
around my ankles and crawling up my body. How on 
earth was she managing to do this without knocking 
herself out? I’d never seen anything like it. The vines 
squeezed and tightened around my flesh so sharply that 
I cried out in pain. 

But as long as my hands were free, I could help my 
father. 

I closed my eyes and watched the forest came alive 
with bright fluorescent colours, as the auras of hundreds 
of trees and spirits lit up around me. But they weren’t the 
spirits I wanted to channel. I needed something more, 
the strongest I could get. A tiny voice inside my head 
reminded me that I could always call on my guardians. 
But was it worth the risk? And then I sensed another 
spirit—a massive, radiant force, whose essence pulsed 
with power. The wall. 

Of course. It had spirit of its own, a powerful entity 
brimming with more magic than existed anywhere else 
in the world.

I turned to it now, despite all Marianne’s warnings to 
never channel more than I could balance and felt its en-
ergy align with my own. I opened my eyes, fixed my gaze 
on Liam’s face and pictured a storm gathering in the sky 
above. Clouds started to swirl and dark grey thunder-
heads rolled over the stars, building in tension until at 
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last, thunder rumbled overhead. It all happened in mere 
seconds… 

I glimpsed the uncertainty in Liam’s eyes. He 
tightened his grip on my father’s shoulder, but I knew 
he wouldn’t kill him until Bianca gave him the go ahead. 
“What’s she doing, sister?” 

“Let him go,” I said. 
“Enough.” Bianca snapped her fingers. The vines she 

conjured tightened around my face. It was enough to 
force a groan out of me, but I hadn’t taken my eyes off 
Liam’s face.

“Bianca?”
“I’m warning you,” I said. I had never channelled this 

much power before. I had no idea if I could control it. 
“Let my father go.”

“I said that’s enough!” Bianca drew her hand into a 
fist, and I doubled over as the vines snaked up around my 
neck, choking me. 

My neck was straining toward the sky, but all I could 
see was the fear in Liam’s eyes. He knew. He could sense 
what was coming.

“Stop it!” He grabbed my father’s arm and shook it. 
“I’ll kill him!”

“No, you won’t!” Bianca snapped. 
“You see?” Cruz said. “You’re not as important to her 

as revenge, Liam. Let the man go.”
He looked from my father to Bianca and his grip 

trembled. “Bianca?”
“Fine,” she said. “Let’s finish this.”
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But she had waited too long. Lightning streaked from 
the sky, striking Liam, who screamed and released my 
father as energy surged through him, scalding him with 
its power. It was probably enough to kill him, but Cruz 
got there first. He appeared behind Liam. I blinked. 
There was a terrible noise, like something being ripped 
apart and then Liam’s body fell to the ground, limp and 
lifeless.

Bianca screamed. An enormous gust of wind swept 
out from where she stood like a pulse, knocking Cruz 
and my father down, pinning them to the ground. Her 
hair flew around her face like she was caught in the mid-
dle of a maelstrom. 

It was too much power. She wouldn’t be able to 
channel it long without killing herself in the process. 
She didn’t seem to care. She turned to me, eyes crazed 
and red with fury.

She was going to kill me first.
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Rose Quartz to the 
Rescue

She took a step toward me, one hand lifted toward me, 
fingers curled. She turned to speak to my father. “I 

want you to see this,” she said.
The vines around my arms and neck tightened. The 

rose quartz pressed through the leather of the pouch 
against my chest. It was still calming me. And because I 
was calm, I could see the way through. I could see what 
I had to do. 

On the ground, my father tried to lift himself up. “No. 
Please. You don’t have to do this,” he cried. 

Bianca’s laugh was bitter. “But I do have to. Don’t you 
see? It’s the only way. My mother died begging for her 
life at this wall, and now here you are, begging the same 
for your little girl.”

“What do you want? I’ll give you anything.”
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But even I knew there was no sense bargaining with 
her. She wanted the impossible. She wanted her mother 
back. 

“It’s too late for that.” She raised her other hand. 
The vines slid up over my mouth, over my nose. She was 
going to suffocate me. “Much, much too late.”

And then I gave in. I gave in to the power I had been 
insisting all along I didn’t have. In my mind’s eye, I 
pictured the pure open sky, my lungs filling with air, 
my hands and legs free to move as I willed. I saw spirits 
moving all around me. The moon hung full and bright in 
a sky speckled with stars. The ground around us teemed 
with water and life. All the sounds of the forest here were 
sounds I had grown up with my whole life. I’d grown up 
in a world full of magic, full of energy, full of spirits that 
could be called upon to help in a time of need. And I 
needed their help now. 

Silence expanded like fog in the clearing where we 
stood. And then, there came the low hooting of an owl, 
followed by the sound of wind picking up deep within the 
forest. I heard bark cracking, as tree and grass bent to-
ward me, calling away the vines that had wrapped them-
selves around me. 

I gasped for breath as they loosened, still concentrat-
ing, knowing I needed to remain connected to the ele-
ments around me, to be mindful of the spirit that had 
answered my plea. 

“No!” Bianca cried out, but it was too late. I was grow-
ing in borrowed strength. The power of the Harrowstone 
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forest and the wall were flowing through me. This power 
came from deep within the earth, born of stone, born of 
heat and extreme cold. Her magic couldn’t hold against 
it. Light exploded out of my fingertips and raced across 
the clearing to meet Bianca, stopping her magic dead in 
its tracks. Her spell began to unravel right before her 
eyes, and as it did, I could see her aura give a feeble flick-
er as her power retreated inside her. How much would it 
take to make her power disappear altogether?

Not much...not much at all... 
I had less than a second to make my decision. I barely 

knew what I was doing, but it didn’t matter. I had access 
to so much power that sheer will was enough. I wove a 
second spell and bound my sister’s powers. 

It was like watching the wind go out of a sail—her hair 
was swept up in a funnel before it fell in a messy tangle 
around her face. Then it was over. Her power was gone—
it had been forced deep inside her and sealed away. 

She stood there, mouth gaping, staring in disbelief 
at the palms of her hands, as if waiting for it to return. 
Then she let out a howl that sounded like a wounded 
animal and flew at me, hands outstretched. They closed 
around my neck and she hauled me toward her. “I’ll 
finish you with my own two hands, you little bitch!” 

“No, you won’t.” Cruz’s voice was deadly calm and 
serious. 

Her hands slackened, and I doubled over, one hand 
on my thigh, the other massaging my throat. I lifted my 
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head to see Cruz drag her across the ground and pin her 
against the tree next to the car.

“Rowen!” My father climbed to his knees. “Are you 
okay?”

I ignored him and forced myself to move, lifting one 
foot after the other. I came around the side of the car. 

“Cruz…” Bianca whispered. “Please understand. I 
never meant to hurt you. I love you!”

He didn’t answer her. His face was a mask of hatred. 
Finally, I understood how he had come to take hold of 
the city. I understood why the people of Brantwood 
feared him. And I didn’t like what I saw. This was the 
ruthlessness—the coldness I had always known existed 
somewhere inside him. This was the monster that would 
kill a woman who betrayed him without thinking twice 
about it. 

“Neither of them are hurt,” Bianca said. “They’re 
both fine.”

“Only because Rowen saved them.” 
“Don’t,” she said. “Don’t you choose her, too.” Tears 

poured down her face. 
But he could not be moved. He had no pity. No mercy 

to show the woman who had almost killed his brother 
and threatened his sister. 

She had tried to kill me, too, but it didn’t matter. I 
couldn’t bear to see him punish her when she’d been 
driven to this by circumstances that were out of her con-
trol. It was no excuse for her choices, but it all amounted 
to the same thing—she’d been a baby once, a child. She 
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was a part of our community whether the protocol al-
lowed it or not. The protocol had broken Bianca’s heart. 
It didn’t have to end her life. There had to be a better 
way of doing things. The old ways were not enough. Not 
on their own. Not anymore. 

“Let her go, Cruz.” 
“She tried to kill my brother, Rowen. She tried to kill 

you.” 
“I know what she’s done.” As if I could have forgotten! 

I was still trying to catch my breath from her last attempt. 
“It’s not her fault.”

“Like hell it isn’t! No one forced her to take up this 
magic shit, to seek revenge. She did that all on her own.”

“What would you have done?” Bianca’s eyes flashed. 
“They killed my mother.”

“Your mother was sick.” 
“They could have cured her.”
“You don’t know that,” he said.
There was no mirth in Bianca’s laugh. “We should 

have got the chance to find out. They wouldn’t even let 
someone read her fortune to see what was wrong. They 
wouldn’t even let her past the gate!”

I finally reached them. 
“Cruz, please, let her go,” I said. I grabbed onto his 

arm and pulled it away from her. At the same time, my 
hand brushed against her face. Images exploded in my 
head. 

I saw a young girl holding the hand of an older woman, with 

light coloured hair and dark eyes. Was this Bianca? She couldn’t have 
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been more than eight or nine years old. Her bright blue eyes filled 

with sadness and confusion as her mother pleaded with the guard at 

the gate to let her in. For a split-second, she focused on him. I saw a 

face I’d have recognized as easily as my own even though it was much 

younger than it was today. It was Marcus… 
I yanked my hand away as if she’d burned me. 
Was there no end to the secrets the council kept? 

Why had I ever believed that they were anything other 
than human? Culpable. Fallible. What really gave them 
the right to make decisions about who would be healed 
and who would not? Or who would get to live in the 
community and who would not?

This can’t have been what our ancestors had intended. 
“She’s right, Cruz. I saw it,” I said. 
“Your people did not kill her mother,” he said. 
“They may not have killed her, but they didn’t help 

her either. It might have contributed to her death. We’ll 
never know.” But I’d be prepared to bet it was true. 

I lifted my eyes to Bianca’s. I still saw the same anger 
simmering there. Nothing I was saying had diminished 
her hatred for me, for our father, for our community. She 
would not stop until she had avenged her mother. And so 
long as she was alive, she was a threat to me and to my 
family. But like it or not, I couldn’t let Cruz kill my half-
sister in front of my father. 

“You owe me, Cruz.”
“This is not how you want me to repay you, trust me.”
“It is how I want you to repay me.” 
“You’ll regret letting her go.”
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I turned my head and found my father, saw the apol-
ogy in his eyes, saw the gratitude. 

“No, I won’t.”
“Rowen—”
“Cruz.” I placed my hand on his arm. He dropped his 

gaze to it. It remained there for a long time, and then 
he lifted his head, his eyes peering into mine, searching, 
wondering. “So be it.”

I exhaled the breath I’d been holding. It was over. 



182

C H A P T E R  E I G H T E E N

Sweet Sorrows 

The sky had begun to lighten. I heard a robin’s song 
drift through the air as we walked back up to the 

wall. Across the river, the first rays of morning light had 
reached the city. I’d never thought of the city as being 
beautiful before now. What had changed in me, that I 
could see it now? Too much, it seemed. Or maybe I wasn’t 
ready to answer that question. 

I was ready to see Holden and Marianne. But even 
though I knew Cruz had freed Holden from certain 
death, I had to face the fact that I’d lost him anyway. I 
sighed. Why did it feel like there was nothing but failure 
and loss everywhere I turned? 

“Rowen?” I lifted my head and saw my dad walking 
toward me. There were bags under his eyes, and his hair 
was askew. It was like he had aged ten years since the last 
time I’d seen him.

 “Hey, Dad,” I said.
“You’ve been avoiding me.”
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I kicked a stone with my boot. “I’ve been thinking.”
“Can I sit?” He pointed to a rock next to me.
“Sure.” I felt my defences go up the moment he did.
“I owe you an explanation,” he said. 
“Dad?” I didn’t know what to say. All I had was the 

truth. “I don’t know if I’m ready to talk about this.” 
“I understand.” His shoulders drooped, and his chin 

fell to his chest. I couldn’t bear to see him look so de-
jected, so I continued to stare out at the city. I could see 
the tip of the cathedral from here, and I knew that some-
where below it was Darling’s, the place where I’d first 
met Bianca. Cruz had said he would deal with her. He’d 
made it perfectly clear that he thought it was a mistake 
not to kill her. I wasn’t as worried. I’d bound her magic. 
And without her powers, she was far less dangerous. 

I glanced out of the corner of my eye. “Did you know 
about her?” I asked.

“No.”
I sighed. “It’s so hard to believe you.”
“I was sixteen when I took my Spring. I was no 

different than any other young person who left our 
community. I did the things I’d been denied my whole 
life. I drank. I smoked pot. I went dancing. I shot a gun 
at the shooting range. I took a class at the university. I 
bought food from the supermarket. I went to the movie 
theatres. But I had no idea I’d fathered a child.”

“Why did you decide to come back?” 
“Because I wanted to. I didn’t need to stay on the out-

side, to be drunk, to be high, to have all the luxuries. 
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Don’t get me wrong—I liked being on the outside. But 
I also liked hunting. I liked the way my mind worked 
when it was at peace. I liked being a part of the commu-
nity. And I knew there was someone waiting for me back 
home. It’s true I didn’t value things as well as I ought to 
have when I was young, but then again—that’s the point 
of the Spring. To help you see what your heart desires, 
where your values lie and how your path can help you 
explore them.”

Tiredness pulled on me as I struggled to stay awake. 
“It seems backward to deny people human experiences.” 

“It is backward. There’s probably a better way for 
us to support kids through adolescence. Maybe your 
generation will be the one to figure it out.”

“If the council lets us.” My voice sounded different. 
Bitter. Disillusioned. 

“The council does the best it can.”
The sun hit the side of the cathedral. All I could see 

was a large rectangle of light. “I certainly hope so.” 
Especially since they were about to decide my fate. 

***

Despite the fact that I was exhausted, I couldn’t 
sleep—not after the night I’d had. My father was anx-
ious to take me home, but I didn’t think I could stand 
to be there while he explained to my mother what had 
happened.

So I went to the only other place where I’d feel 
safe—Marianne’s. We walked through the village, arms 
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hanging by our sides as if uncertain what to do with them. 
Nothing had changed in our village. Voices stirred in the 
houses as families readied themselves for the day ahead. I 
might have been a ghost. I moved along the trodden dirt 
pathways as if I’d landed on another planet. I had broken 
the protocol, and even though I hadn’t been found guilty 
of it yet, I already felt every inch the outsider.

Marianne must have known we were coming. She 
stood on the porch, wearing an apron over her long blue 
tunic, hands clasped together. Her eyes lit up when she 
saw me, and she hurried down the steps of the porch and 
wrapped her arms around me, squeezing me tight. 

“I’m so glad you’re okay!”
She smelled like cinnamon and flour. “Thanks.” 
“Come inside. Don’t worry Derek, I’ll take her from 

here.” 
She took my arm and led me up the stairs. She ush-

ered me through the front door, steered me toward the 
kitchen and into a seat at the table. Then she sprang into 
action, gliding through the task of preparing breakfast 
like it was choreographed.

It felt so good to be back. 
The contrast between the city and Harrowstone 

was overwhelming. The city was loud and fast. Here, 
everyone moved with a quiet deliberation. I heard my 
thoughts more clearly than I had in days, and I hated 
every second of it. After everything I’d done the last few 
days, thoughts and feelings were the last thing I wanted 
to deal with.
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“How’s Holden?” I asked.
“He’s doing good. He woke first thing this morning. 

It’s how we knew you’d succeeded. I don’t mind telling 
you that everyone was shocked.” She returned to the ta-
ble with hot tea, corn bread, and a small pot of honey.

I shrugged. “I suppose I can’t blame them for that.”
“Vampires are extraordinarily powerful.”
“They are.” I nodded in agreement.
“It made people wonder how you could possibly have 

defeated one on your own.” Marianne poured tea into my 
cup. She filled it almost to the brim and then set the pot 
down. 

I picked up a piece of bread and nibbled at it. It was 
warm and sweet in my mouth. “I imagine it did.”

“They know, Rowen.”
“That Holden’s healed? Good. That should make 

them happy.”
Marianne looked me square in the eye. “They know 

you had help. An anonymous letter came. They know you 
healed an outsider using our ceremonies in exchange for 
that help.”

An anonymous letter? No need to ask who wrote that.  
It’d be Bianca’s way of doing as much as damage as she 
could.

I took a sip of my tea. It needed honey.
“Is it true?” Marianne asked.
I wanted to tell her that it wasn’t. I wanted to tell her 

how hard it had been for me to decide. How I’d said no 
but changed my position when I realized what I was up 
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against. I wanted to tell her how unfair I found it that 
people suffered on the other side without access to medi-
cine that belonged to us all and how the guilt of with-
holding my help had weighed on my heart so greatly that 
I buckled under the pressure of it. I wanted her to know 
that Oliver was righteous and good and worthy. But all of 
these sounded like excuses that a stronger person would 
not feel the need to give. And I was stronger now. 

So instead, I said, “Of course it’s true.” 
“Oh, Rowen.” Marianne sighed. 
“I know. I know it was a mistake. But there wasn’t any 

other way. I couldn’t have killed that vampire on my own. 
And I couldn’t have lived with myself if I hadn’t helped 
that boy.”

“It’s not easy seeing people suffer.” 
“What’s going to happen now?” I could already guess 

the answer, but I had to ask.
“Council will send for you.” 
“Right.” I looked down at the leaves swirling in my 

cup. I didn’t need her to read them to know what my 
future held. I had broken the protocol, and everyone 
knew it. There was really only one more thing that 
needed to happen. I hadn’t expected anything less. 

“Will I get to say good-bye?” I asked, ignoring the 
lump forming in my throat.

She reached across the table and took my hand. 
“Yes.”

***
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I went to Holden’s house next. I wanted to see him 
while I could still pretend that everything was all right, 
and I didn’t think I’d be able to do that if I went after I’d 
been sentenced.

His parents let me in, but I could tell that news of 
my deceit had already reached them. They were grateful, 
but there was no mistaking the fact that they didn’t want 
someone with a tarnished reputation hanging around 
their son. It was grossly unfair, yet there was nothing I 
could do about it. So I let it go. 

I found Holden alone in his room. My heart filled up 
with unspeakable joy at the sight of him.

“It’s so good to see you. I’d get up and hug you but…” 
he gestured to the bed. 

“I know. You need to take it easy. You’ve been through 
a lot.”

“I’m not the only one. They say you killed a vampire. 
Is it true?” 

I held up my hands. “Guilty as charged.”
“That’s my girl,” he said, grinning. 
I smiled back. Not his girl, though. Not anymore. 

“How are you feeling?” I asked.
“I’m sore. Things are foggy.”
“What’s the last thing you remember?”
“Angel running up the path, telling me that a vampire 

had attacked you down by the lake.”
“You met her on the path?”
“I was coming to find you.”



 T H E  VA M P I R E  S K E L E T O N  |  1 8 9

Our eyes met. It seemed like a lifetime ago that we’d 
held hands under a canopy of leaves, racing through the 
forest as though we hadn’t a care in the world. And we 
hadn’t—not really. I was worried about being appren-
ticed into a discipline I didn’t like and afraid of losing 
him. Now, my apprenticeship had saved his life, but I’d 
lost him anyway, through no fault of magic.

“Thank you,” I said. “For being the best friend a girl 
could hope for.”

“Don’t.” His hand reached for mine. “It’s not over.”
“She’s a good woman,” I said. And it was true. She 

was.
He didn’t say it, but I saw it in his eyes nonetheless. 

She’s not you.

I forced a smile onto my face. It felt so wrong. I could 
only imagine what it looked like. “She brought me medi-
cine, you know. Before I left. And she gave me a shard of 
rose quartz. It kept me sane at the end. She’s someone 
you can trust. Someone you can respect.”

He didn’t answer me, his thumb absentmindedly 
stroking my skin. 

“I can’t believe you did this. For me.”
I squeezed his hand. “You’d have done the same.”
“They can’t do this. They can’t make you leave.” He 

struggled to sit up.
“Shh, don’t get up, Holden. Rest. You’re still 

recovering.”
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“I’ll go to them. I’ll tell them I’ll accept the punish-
ment instead. Surely, they’ll consider it. The only reason 
you left was because of me.”

I smiled, and this time, it was genuine. I don’t know 
what I’d been expecting from Holden, but I should have 
realized that once again he’d choose self-sacrifice. It just 
wasn’t going to be as easy for him to jump in front of me 
this time.

“It’s okay,” I said. 
“It’s not. You know it’s not.”
It was time to go. I didn’t want him to be this upset, 

not when he was trying to recover. “Perhaps they’ll 
pardon me. I haven’t gone before them yet. Maybe you’re 
right. Maybe they plan to let me stay.” 

They weren’t true, but hearing my words seemed to 
calm him. “I’d better go.” I leaned over and kissed him 
on the cheek. “No matter what happens, take care of 
yourself, Holden.”

“You too, Rowen. I love you.”
“I love you, too. Good-bye Holden.” 
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C H A P T E R  N I N E T E E N

The Sentencing

The meeting with Council was going very badly. I had 
arrived on time, only to find a table of six very mis-

erable faces staring back at me. Each and every one of 
them looked as though they would rather be anywhere 
else but here. They did not address me immediately, 
whispering among each other for nearly a quarter of an 
hour before they addressed me directly. 

It was Marcus who spoke first. He was scribbling on 
a note in front of him. When he finished, he rolled it up 
into a neat scroll. I knew it contained my sentence. 

He cleared his throat. A hint of embarrassment 
flickered in his eyes. Even he must have realized that 
what they were about to do was ridiculous. But what 
other option did they have? The protocol was what it was.

“First of all, let us offer you our congratulations. 
You’ve done well, Rowen. When you last sat before us, 
you were headed to the other side of the wall on a unique 
mission, with all our hope and trust going with you.”
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Our hope and trust. His choice of words made my actions 
seem more like treason than heroism. Which might have 
been what he was going for.

“You defeated the vampire and saved Holden from a 
terrible fate. You should be very proud.” 

It was with some difficulty that I kept from rolling 
my eyes. Why wouldn’t they just get to the point? It was 
infuriating—being judged as unworthy to live among 
them under the auspices of congratulations. I opened 
my mouth to tell him to just get on with it when I 
remembered that Marianne had told me that I was on my 
path, that I was walking it for a reason and that one day, 
it would make sense.

“I’m happy no one had to suffer any longer than 
necessary,” I said.

Surprise flashed on the face of each of the council 
members. I had as good as told them I wasn’t sorry for 
the part I played in helping Oliver. 

“Indeed.” Marcus reached for the scroll. “There is still 
one matter that we need to discuss. You have been—”

 “A word, please.” Enos interrupted, holding up one 
hand. Five heads swivelled toward him. “Before we go 
any further, let me say that it gives me no pleasure to 
invoke the protocol in this instance. You’re a very talented 
young woman—a healer with gifts we haven’t seen in a 
very long time. We need those gifts. Our community 
needs people like you.”

My mouth dropped open. “Like me?”
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“I’ve watched you grow up. I know better than anyone 
here that you’ve got a streak of independence in you that 
our style of living has managed to squash out of many 
of our children. I see it in your eyes. You think we prize 
obedience over freedom and fairness. In truth, we only 
did what we thought was best with what we had.”

“Sir—”
“I’m not finished,” Enos said. “Fifty years ago, we 

faced a crisis. Water and food were scarce. Many of our 
people were numbing themselves with alcohol and drugs. 
There were things we were doing to each other, things 
we couldn’t allow to go on any longer. There was no 
doubt the outside world was partly to blame for all the 
hurt we visited upon one another. At that time, there 
was a small group of us who decided we didn’t want the 
world to be the excuse we gave our children for why we 
lost our language and culture, our sense of family, our 
sense of humanity. So we made the decision to come here 
to make certain that nothing was lost. And guess what? 
We succeeded. We succeeded when we could very well 
have failed.”

Listening to him speak, I felt it—that same sense of 
pride I’d had since I was a little girl that I belonged to 
something greater. But I couldn’t trust it anymore. Not 
after everything I’d seen. 

Enos cleared his throat. “Now it may be that times 
have changed. It may be inevitable that we need to work 
with people on the other side of the wall. I’m not afraid 
of that, Rowen. I want you to know that. If we need to 
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change to stay true to who we are, so be it. We did it 
once, and we could do it again. So I say again, I take no 
pleasure in what we do here today.”

“Nor do I,” Marcus interrupted. “It’s what we’ve done 
for the last fifty years, but there’s nothing to say that it 
can’t be different.” 

I gazed absently at him. Did he know then? That he 
had been the one to turn Bianca’s mother away fifteen 
years ago? Was this his way of making amends?

“But the protocol is the protocol.” Marcus held up the 
scroll once more. “We have to uphold it. And the protocol 
insists that she be exiled.”

“For now,” Enos said. “Perhaps it’s time we revisit 
the protocol. After all, aside from Marianne, there is no 
other who is trained in the healing arts.”

“We’ve never changed the protocol. It could be 
disastrous to start now,” Marcus said.

I frowned. Why was he making this so difficult?
“Perhaps we could consider an amendment?” another 

councillor suggested. This one’s name was Caplan.
“Certainly. We could. But it won’t happen overnight.”
“But it can happen,” Caplan said.
Marcus pursed his lips, nodding grudgingly. “Yes. But 

we’ve already made one exception for her, and while I 
do regret to say it, the protocol still requires that she 
be exiled.” Marcus flashed me an apologetic look. “It’s 
nothing personal, of course.”

It felt overwhelmingly personal. “Of course,” I said.
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“Rowen,” Enos said. “The rules are the rules for a 
reason, but we recognize your situation is exceptional. 
Go today. We will send for you when we have attended to 
this matter, if it is still your wish to reside here with us.”

It was better than I expected. “It is,” I said. “It really 
is.”

“Very well. It’s as Marcus has said. The protocol still 
requires that you remove yourself from the community. 
Until we have an opportunity to review the protocol and 
explore how we might make exceptions in exceptional 
circumstances, we will need your cooperation.”

Meaning I had to leave until they made up their minds 
about what to do with me. Who knew how long that 
would be? “Of course. And if no agreement to amend the 
protocol can be made? What then?”

Enos nodded, realizing what I was asking. “I sincerely 
hope that there never comes a day where we are unable 
to reach an agreement, but in the event that we cannot, 
the protocol stands.”

“I understand.” At least this way, I had a shot. And I 
meant to take it.
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C H A P T E R  T W E N T Y

Exile

“Cheers!” Kennedy said, clinking our glasses together. 
“Here’s to your exile!”
It was the day after the council had issued my 

sentence. I’d returned to Linwood Lodge where I would 
live while I awaited the council’s decision. I wasn’t sure 
this was an occasion to be celebrating, but Kennedy had 
insisted I begin my life in Brantwood looking forward 
not backward. 

I took a sip of my water and smiled half-heartedly. 
“Cheers.”

“Aw, don’t be so sad. It’s not that bad living outside 
the community. At least you have a friend. I didn’t know 
anyone when I got out.” She looked around the hotel. 
“Trust me, you could be doing a lot worse. How long have 
they set you up here for?”

“I don’t know. It could be a week. It could be months. 
Or shorter, if I find a place of my own.”
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She snorted into her cup. “Nice. They’ve definitely 
gotten more generous over the years.”

“Yeah. I think it’s in part due to the special circum-
stances and all that. If they can amend the protocol, I 
won’t need my own place.”

“Honestly, I don’t know why you want to go back. We 
have everything out here,” she said.

Everything but the language. Everything but the 
gardens and greenhouses full of beans, corn, and squash. 
Everything but the sound of a drum and a rattle during a 
social dance. Everything but friendly faces who you knew 
were committed to the same dream of sustainability, the 
same original instructions as they were.

Out here, everyone wore masks and hid their true in-
tentions. They had a whole language I’d never learned 
to speak. It was not the kind of place where I thought I 
could get along easily. My experience with Cruz and his 
family had shown me just how out of my depth I was.

Even thinking about Cruz sent a shiver up my spine. 
I had only just settled in at the lodge when a note had 
arrived from him.

I need to see you, it read. Please contact me. 
I set the note aside and did not call. There was noth-

ing I could think to say. 
“You all right?” Kennedy said. “Looks like you have 

something on your mind.”
“I’m fine,” I lied. “I’m just tired.”
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“No doubt. I’ll get out of your hair and let you get 
some sleep. Call me later. Maybe we can do dinner this 
week.”

“That’d be great.”
After Kennedy left, I locked the door and turned out 

the lights before flopping onto the bed. I stared at the 
dark ceiling trying to shake away the desperation that 
had been creeping up on me all day. It wasn’t just Cruz 
who unnerved me. 

As far as I was concerned, there were still some un-
knowns surrounding the attack. I may have tracked down 
the vampire and been exiled for my trouble, but some-
one from my side of the wall had to have been in on it. 
Someone had to have let the vampire cross. And the fact 
that I still wasn’t sure who was involved hung over me 
like a sword waiting to fall. 

Was it Marcus? He seemed awfully eager to have me 
ousted. Or was there someone else who wanted me gone? 
Just thinking about it made me exhausted. 

Realizing that any investigation would have to wait, 
I rolled over to my side and let the tiredness engulf me. 

***

My next visitor was the most surprising of them all. 
I knew it was only a matter of time before Cruz showed 
up to talk about whatever it was he wanted to talk about, 
but I hadn’t been expecting Adele. 

She sat at one of the round tables staring out the win-
dow of the lodge’s tearoom. She looked completely out of 
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place in her leather pants and billowy white blouse. Her 
eyes brightened as she turned to look at me.

“Adele,” I said.
“Why do you sound so surprised to see me?”
“Because I am surprised.”
“Why wouldn’t I come to see you? Cruz told me what 

you did. You were going to give yourself up to save me. 
And you saved Oliver. The least I could do was pay you a 
visit. I even brought you something.” She reached down 
and lifted a bag from the floor, plopping it on the table. 

“How is Oliver doing?” I felt bad I hadn’t been able to 
check on him.

“He’s doing so much better. I can already tell that 
whatever you did has made a huge difference. Of course, 
the doctor thinks it’s the antibiotics he prescribed.” She 
rolled her eyes.

I shrugged. “They probably both helped.” 
“Yeah, probably. Now open your present.” She urged, 

picking up a chocolate covered biscuit from the plate in 
front of her and taking a bite out of it.

I picked through the wad of tissue paper that she’d 
stuffed into the bag and dug my hand around until I felt 
the small box sitting at the bottom of it. I pulled it out 
and opened it. 

“This is a telephone.” I stared at it.
“That’s right.” She beamed. “It’s a cell phone.”
“I don’t know what to say.”
“You could start with thank-you.”
“Isn’t this gift the thank-you?”
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She scowled. “Well, if you don’t want it.”
“I didn’t say I didn’t want it. I just have no idea what 

I’ll do with it. I don’t need a phone.”
“You’ve been expelled from your community—”
“Exiled.”
“Whatever. You’ve been exiled. You live out here 

now. And out here, you need a phone to get along. 
Understand?”

“Who on earth am I going to call?”
She held up a hand to her chest. “I’m insulted.”
“Fine. Who’s going to call me?”
“I am, dimwit. And Cruz.”
I grimaced. The last time I’d seen Cruz, he’d had his 

hands wrapped around my step-sister’s throat while 
my father watched from twenty feet away. Bianca may 
not have wanted or cared about us being her family, 
but I knew it would have devastated my father to see 
her harmed. Which was another way of saying I wasn’t 
entirely sure I wanted Cruz to call me. 

Adele was watching me in an I-know-exactly-what-
you’re-thinking kind of way. “Don’t really want to talk 
to him yet, do you? He told me what happened.” She took 
another bite of her cookie. “So she was your sister?”

“Half-sister, yeah.”
“That’s fucked up.” 
I smiled. “It is.”
 “It’s messed with his head, too. But you didn’t hear 

that from me.” 
I guess that was hardly surprising. 
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“Listen.” Adele set down her biscuit. “I’m sorry this 
happened, all of it. You saved my brother, and then my 
other brother almost killed your sister. I get it. It’s nat-
ural to feel defensive of your family. Nothing’s thicker 
than blood.”

“Only certain kinds, it feels like. It doesn’t matter to 
her that we’re her family. She still tried to kill us.”

Adele’s face softened. “Well maybe somewhere deep, 
deep down, she did care.” 

“Maybe.” Either way, it all amounted to the same. If 
Cruz had killed her, I’d never have a chance to find out. 
“Did he tell you what happened to her? What she went 
through?”

 “Stop it. I know what you’re thinking.”
“You do?” I didn’t even know what I was thinking. 
“You’re mad at Cruz, and you’re judging him for 

protecting you from a psychopath. You think she could 
have been redeemed. Don’t shake your head—I can see it 
in your eyes. She tried to kill you, she tried to kill your 
father, and you still think there’s a part of her that is just 
hurting.” She looked me square in the eye. “But you’re 
wrong.”

“She didn’t mean to hurt Oliver. And I think she loved 
Cruz.”

Adele shook her head. “She didn’t love Cruz. She 
didn’t love herself! Trust me. There are a lot of people 
out there in the world who are just like Bianca. Beautiful. 
Damaged. Blaming the world for their problems.”
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“She’s not blaming the world for her problems. She’s 
blaming my father.”

“Father. Mother. World. Same difference. Sure, some 
very sad things happened to her. Some very sad things 
happen to everyone. She didn’t have to do this. She didn’t 
have to make these choices. So don’t let her. Don’t let her 
get away with it. And don’t let yourself get away with 
believing that it’s okay to make bad choices as long as 
your excuse is enough of a tearjerker.”

“That’s not what I’m doing!”
“Yes,” she said. “It is.”
I opened my mouth to reply but then closed it. I had 

never imagined I was compromising my own values and 
beliefs by letting Bianca put the blame on my father for 
the decisions she’d made. Adele was right. Maybe he had 
been foolish in his youth, maybe he’d hurt her mother, 
but he hadn’t forced Bianca to seek revenge—she’d 
chosen that all on her own. 

I looked across the table. “You make a whole lot of 
sense sometimes, Adele.”

“They’re called truth bombs.” She crumpled up her 
napkin and dropped it on the table, glancing at her 
wristwatch. “I’d drop a few more, but I gotta go open 
the club.”

We both rose for the table. “Thanks for coming to see 
me.”

“No problem.” 
She was halfway to the door when she turned back. 

“He didn’t tell me,” she said gently. “But if you want to 
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know what happened to her, there’s only one way to find 
out.” 

She gestured to the phone.
“He’s going to call you. Do yourself a favour. Answer.”

***

Cruz did call, but I didn’t answer. I don’t know why I 
kept avoiding him, especially when he was the one person 
who might have been able to answer my questions about 
Bianca. And boy, did I have questions. 

Who had taught her to use her magic? Who was her 
foster family? How had her brother become a vampire? 
Where was she now?

I stared at my face in the mirror and tried to trace our 
resemblance. My eyes were hazel and hers had been blue. 
My skin was olive coloured, and she’d been quite fair. It 
was amazing how much our colouring had hidden the 
obvious. The shape of our eyes, the curve of our mouth, 
these things were unmistakably the same. 

A sister. All these years, I’d had a sister. However 
much she hated me, I couldn’t help but imagine what it 
would have been like to share my childhood with someone 
else. My mother would have embraced her, I was sure of 
it. So why hadn’t she reached out to us?

Because she couldn’t, of course. The protocol wouldn’t 
allow it and neither would the path she’d chosen. It 
seemed that no matter which way I turned, that pesky 
protocol was standing in my way, making life complicat-
ed and miserable.
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Then there was Cruz. I thought she loved him. But 
had he actually loved her? Why did I want to know? Why 
did I care?

Every question I had led to him. So when I was finally 
ready, I picked up the phone Adele had given me and 
slowly typed out a reply to one of his messages. Then I 
went outside to wait. 

The sun had almost set by the time he showed up. He 
had dressed casually, in jeans and a black t-shirt. It made 
him look younger, which was silly, because of course, he 
did not age. 

“You’re all right.” His relief was obvious. “When you 
didn’t answer, I was worried. And then Adele said she’d 
seen you.”

I stood up. “Is she alive?”
His face softened. He didn’t have to ask who. He knew 

I meant my sister. “Of course, she’s alive. Come on. Let’s 
go for walk. We need to talk.”

It felt strange to be with him after everything that had 
happened. And it wasn’t that it was weird to be around 
him—it was that I was so comfortable being around him. 
As if things were finally back to normal.

“You like the gift Adele gave you?”
“It’s all right.” Owning a phone may have seemed like 

a small thing to most people—I’d seen children in the 
city with phones of their own—but in the fifty plus years 
our community had been on its own, phones had been 
outlawed. Not because technology wasn’t useful—but 
because it had taken a toll on our relationships. 
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“And how is your young man?”
“Holden? He’s better. He’s healed,” I said. “And he’s 

not my young man. He’s just my friend.”
“I’m glad to hear it.”
“Thank you.”
“I’m surprised you’re thanking me.”
“Why wouldn’t I thank you? He’s alive because of you. 

You saved him. Of course, I’m grateful.”
“Even though it got you thrown out of your 

community?”
“Healing Oliver got me thrown out of my community. 

Not you killing Liam.”
“I could have killed him without forcing you to help 

us,” he said.
That was also true. “Yeah. But you didn’t.”
We came to a stop at the edge of the lawn and looked 

out across the city. The sun had almost set, and streaks 
of red still peeked through the purplish-blue clouds. 

“This was my town,” Cruz said. “I was born here. I’ve 
invested everything I have in this place, you know.”

“I’ve heard.”
“I was only able to do it because I had so much time. 

As far as I know, I’m going to live for many, many years. 
I’ve travelled all over, but this is still the only place that 
I’ve ever felt at peace. It was the land that drew me 
back, or rather, the spirit of the land. I remember how 
it feels, you know. It’s a different sensation on this side 
of mortality, but it’s still powerful.” His eyes burned into 
mine. “I would give you this kind of time, if you wanted 
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it. A gift to make up for all the ways I’ve wronged you, 
complicated your life without meaning to. But you would 
hate being a vampire.”

He was right. He had complicated my life. More than 
I was ready to admit. “Why are you here?” I asked him.

“She lied to you about how we first met. Bianca. We 
met a long time ago. She sought me out because she was 
looking for a teacher.”

My breath caught in my throat. “You were the one 
who taught her to use her magic?”

“I told her what I knew and introduced her to a friend 
of mine who was a witch. They helped her to develop her 
powers further.”

“They didn’t teach her very well.” I thought about 
how she fuelled her magic with her own energy. 

“No, they didn’t. But she didn’t have access to anyone 
else, and I felt sorry for her.” 

“You don’t have to apologize.”
“My friend, the witch who taught her, died. We 

mourned her together. It was one more person Bianca 
had lost. She took it hard. But I didn’t realize how hard 
she’d taken it until the other night. I wanted her to be 
happy. I didn’t know she’d started planning for revenge. 
It was the furthest thing from my mind. I thought it was 
the furthest thing from hers. Until the night she took 
Adele, I had no idea it’d been her all along.”

“Not even when Oliver got sick?” I asked. 
“No. I have more than enough enemies. It could have 

been any one of them.”
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I went silent, thinking. “Adele thinks you didn’t love 
her. But it sounds to me that you did.”

Cruz sighed. “I may not have been in love with her, 
but I’m not incapable of caring. She was my companion 
for five years. I loved her like a friend. Some would say, 
that’s the deepest form of love there is.”

Something stirred deep within me. I ignored it. “So if 
you didn’t kill her, what did you do with her?”

“I’ve sent her away. Far away from here.”
“Where?” 
“I can’t tell you that. Just know that she won’t be 

hurting you anytime soon.”
“What if I wanted to see her? She’s my sister.”
His voice was gentle. “Bianca only recognized one of 

her siblings, Rowen. And it wasn’t you.”
“She might have changed her mind.” She might still 

change her mind.
“She might. But I just killed her brother, and she’s in 

no state to be forgiving.”
I shook my head. “Of course. Why didn’t I see it? She 

blames me for that, too, doesn’t she?”
“She does.”
I sighed. It was strange how much wrong I could do 

to a person I hadn’t even known existed until a week ago. 
Our road to reconciliation was going to be a long one. 

“But let’s talk about something else,” Cruz said. 
“What are your plans?”

“My plans?”
“Yes. You can’t stay here at the lodge.”
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 “I don’t intend to stay here long. The council hasn’t 
exiled me without hope of a pardon. They realize the 
protocol is flawed and that my situation was extraordi-
nary. They’ll amend the protocol, and when they do, I’ll 
be allowed to return.”

His eyebrows lifted. “You actually believe they’ll 
amend the protocol?”

Heat rushed into my face. “Yes. Of course, I do.”
“Rowen.” He spoke gently again. “They will not 

amend the protocol. Not in your lifetime—not in a dozen 
lifetimes. Our people have a long history of clinging as 
hard as they can to instructions, the original ones and 
the new. They will not allow you back to the community.”

“But I’m already allowed back.” I pointed out. “I can 
continue my apprenticeship with Marianne.” 

I didn’t mention the conditions attached to my con-
tinued tutelage. I could return only on the full moon to 
help her with the ceremonies. Other than that, I could 
come in the event that the council declared a state of 
emergency. It annoyed me that one of the conditions of 
my semi-exile gave them such power over me, but it was 
better than nothing. I was allowed to continue learning, 
and though I didn’t tell Cruz this, I intended to learn 
what I used to help our people—on both sides of the wall. 

After everything that had happened, I realized how 
important it was that someone was available to help who-
ever needed it, regardless of their upbringing or their 
politics. I was only sorry that they got me. Marianne 
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knew so much more and would be able to serve them bet-
ter, but something was better than nothing.

“Let me help you,” Cruz said.
“I don’t see how you can.”
“I could build you a home. Here if you like, close to the 

wall.” He gestured to the land surrounding us. 
I rolled my eyes. “That’s outrageous. And it’s not 

necessary.” 
“I wish you’d just accept my help. Something tells me 

you need it.”
“Well, that something is wrong.” 
He lifted his chin. “I don’t think so. You never did find 

out how Liam managed to cross the wall. Someone on 
your side must have let him in.”

I paused. Leave it to Cruz to pinpoint the one thing 
that had been bothering me the most. The council hadn’t 
actually sentenced me for hunting the vampire. It hadn’t 
even come up when we were discussing my punishment. 
At the time, I thought it’d just become a non-issue in the 
face of my breach. Now I wasn’t so sure.

Cruz nodded in approval. “I see you putting it together. 
Vampires are powerful, but the boundary spell around 
the wall is virtually impregnable. Someone on your side 
had to have let him in. The question, of course, is who.”

I actually thought the bigger question was why. But 
he was right. In time, I would have to answer that ques-
tion. It just wouldn’t be today. And if I were being hon-
est, I didn’t know if that was a question he could help me 
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with. Not after all the lies he had told. “I wish I could 
trust you.”

“You can,” he said. “I owe you a great debt. But even if 
I didn’t, I would still want to help you. I want to be your 
friend.”

I lowered my gaze. “I don’t think we can be friends.”
“Of course, we can be friends. You don’t trust me? 

Fine. Let me earn your trust.”
I lifted my head and stared at him. In the short time 

that I’d known him, he’d been wrong about mostly ev-
erything. Perhaps he would be right about this. 

“Fine,” I said. “We can try, but there can be no 
building of houses or any other extravagant gestures to 
earn my friendship. Just honesty and truth.”

“Agreed.” He smiled broadly. “Ask me anything, and 
I’ll tell you.”

“Well, I have been curious about one thing.”
“Fire away.”
“How did you become a vampire?”
The faintest smile crossed his lips. “That’s what you 

want to know?”
“Yes.”
He laughed. “Okay. Well, to tell you that story, I need 

to tell you another, and for this one, we need to go inside. 
These kinds of stories are best told by candlelight.”

He offered his arm to me, and I took it without 
hesitating, my warm skin touching his cold.
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“Look at us. The vampire and the witch.” He smiled, 
pulling me along. “Now tell me, friend, have you ever 
heard the legend of the vampire skeleton?”

I smiled back. “As a matter a fact, I have.”

THE END
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