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Chapter 1
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Squeaks, clicks, and wheezes—whenever Darcy heard those sounds cutting through the hollow silence of the night, he knew the mothers had arrived for their music. Their lullaby, in truth, and he took a final sip of his hot cocoa before sitting down on the chair he’d moved to the middle of his garret room. A loft, really, but he couldn’t help the more romantic (though perhaps untruthful) associations that came with a garret room. 

The single bulb dangling from the beam overhead offered him familiar comfort but not as much as his beloved cello, which he expertly cradled with his lower legs. Positioning a large instrument without the aid of an endpin often made him drift into a dreamy, absentminded haze, and he waited for another moment as the mothers inched their way into his world. 

Bit by bit, creeping and clawing, dragging themselves by the tips of their bony fingers out of the shadowy corners of the attic room till they rose on unsteady and barely solid legs, the mothers gathered in a small group before Darcy. Some stayed sprawled on their skeletal bellies, some stood swaying a little, and some sat on the floor in hunched and crooked forms. 

Skulls in varying degrees of magically stunted decay all turned to face him. Some of the mothers still had hair somehow clinging to their non-existent scalps in earth-caked and brittle clumps. All were dressed in their burial clothes, tattered and faded fabric soiled by two centuries’ worth of dirt, with three carrying equally soiled and ruined cloth dolls—heartbreaking reminders of the circumstances surrounding the mothers’ deaths.

“I found a piece that’s not meant for a cello,” Darcy said once his audience had settled down. “But I can still play it for you. I think you’ll like it.”

He paused and dropped his gaze to the floor, brow wrinkling a little. 

“I have a pretty busy week coming up, so if I can’t find a new piece to play for you, I hope you won’t mind it so much if I used this again,” he said in a quieter voice, his mind suddenly flitting elsewhere. To the past again, in truth. “Mom always loved this, anyway. I like to think she’s listening to me, too, when you come by for your music.” In his head, he couldn’t help but add: This is for you, Mom. I love you.

He offered the silent women a fond smile and a small nod as he positioned his bow over the strings. 

For the next half hour, Darcy played a solo cello arrangement of Mozart’s “Eine Kleine Nachtmusik”, which would have been an odd choice considering the lighter and more romantic sounds of the original composition, but the mothers loved Darcy’s lower pitched cello and the fuller and more resonant sounds it made. No one had complained, anyway. No, not even if the ghosts appeared intact and not in the final stages of decay, when tissue and organ had dried and shriveled, and their presence smelled strongly of earth, rotted wood, and the ever-so-faint stench of human decomposition. 

They’d purposefully sought him out in the night, coming to him out of their shadow world, if only to listen to that night’s lullaby. They came every seventh night, and Darcy, regardless of his condition, would wait for them and play his cello for an hour, sometimes longer. He’d soothed them in sickness, when his mood was horribly low, and when his day had gone well. 

The dead didn’t care as long as they got their music.

The entire composition technically ran only around twenty minutes, but Darcy was compelled to start over and keep going two more times after. The mothers didn’t want him to stop after the first round, filling the garret with restless clicks and squeaks and stuttering movements as they shifted their weight in a bid to communicate their displeasure at being given less than an hour’s worth of music. Not that Darcy minded, anyway, as he found some measure of dark comfort in the company of his nocturnal audience. 

Once the hour was up, the mothers withdrew without ceremony. 

As a group, they turned around and melted back into the shadows, leaving nothing in their wake but bits of dried soil and the lingering smell of the grave.

Darcy sighed and stood up, gently setting his instrument aside and taking hold of his empty cup. 

He abandoned the garret and headed downstairs, the weight of that day’s activities finally making itself felt as he yawned and blinked all the way to the tiny kitchen area of the small wood cabin he called his home. He’d have enough hours of sleep, at least, before working. 

And with any luck, those bizarre dream-fragments of soft voices calling his name from the deepest shadows wouldn’t bother his much-needed rest that night. 

* * * *
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The chocolate shop was crawling with customers within an hour of its opening. It took another couple of hours or so for the traffic to die down and for the staff—all two of them plus the owner—to finally slow to a more idle and relaxed pace. 

“God. Who thought there’d be this much craziness attached to chocolate?” Benjamin asked with a heavy sigh. He rubbed his bald head as was his habit whenever he was exhausted or stressed or baffled. “Thank you, Nana, for your recipes.”

“Well—better question would be who thought there’d be this many rich people in Dolores?” 

Darcy glanced at Zoe, who was now chugging down her gigantic cup of mocha, which she’d purchased at the coffee shop next door—from the “hot-ass barista” she’d been mooning over since the beginning of time. 

“Did you pay for that thing? Or has that creepy flirting thing between you and Joey moved another inch to freebies, finally?” he asked. “And when can the rest of us benefit from your stalking?”

“Joey and Zoe,” Benjamin said, chuckling and shaking his head as he went about tidying up the display counter. “It’s like a really, really bad romcom.”

Zoe merely rolled her eyes at their boss and then glared at Darcy, who was now brandishing the near-empty spray bottle of glass cleaner and a rag as he took his spot on the main floor. The countertop glass display case, sporting too many smudges and handprints, was in dire need of cleaning. 

“It hasn’t gotten that far yet,” she replied eventually. “It did move forward an inch, though. Now he draws a cat next to my name on the cup. See?”

She held up the massive coffee cup, and sure enough, a line drawing of a cat had been made next to Zoe’s name, and Darcy was now sure that cup wasn’t going to end up in the trash after it was emptied out. Zoe was bound to clean it up and hold on to it for the saints knew how long. 

The shop door’s bell rang, signaling the appearance of another customer.

“Oh, hey, Darcy—look who’s here,” Benjamin announced in a voice that sounded far too loud and obvious. “How’s it going, guys? Haven’t seen you since—oh—two days ago.”

Darcy, who stood with his back to the door, colored but didn’t let up on his cleaning. Benjamin ought to take care of the newcomers, he told himself. 

“It took us two days to finish off your stuff,” a voice piped up, equaling Benjamin’s chirpy mood, though at least it wasn’t raised to near deafening levels. 

“Really? That long? I thought it’d be less than a day.”

A girl’s voice replied, “That’s only because Mr. Cocky Hotshot here wouldn’t share his stash, and he finished everything himself—took him a couple of days. If it were less than a day, that’d be really disgusting.”

“I’d be dead of a heart attack or something. And quit complaining. I gave you a couple of pieces.”

“A couple. Yeah, big, fat, hairy deal. Oh, hi, Darcy.”

Darcy sighed. It wasn’t as though he’d hidden himself from view, was it? He turned to find the newcomers—a young man and a young woman—standing in the middle of the chocolate shop, inexplicably refusing to take a step forward and closer to the counter, where the chocolates were displayed in all their mouth-watering glory. Darcy waved the rag weakly and smiled just as weakly.

“Hi,” he said. “How’re things coming along in the world of weird things?”

The newcomers—Arlen Stroescu and Gloria de Guzman—looked like a couple of special agents in their all-black ensemble, which included similar tailored jackets. All that was missing was a pair of shades for each as well as hidden futuristic weapons meant for otherworldly threats. 

The two worked at the Institute of Arcane Studies (or Arcane Institute) as auxiliary masters who trained up-and-coming sorcerer-hunters and other magic-wielders who dealt with threats from the otherworld. Darcy had always had a massive crush on Arlen, whom he knew was also gay, but who was also married to his job and was hopelessly anal-retentive about sticking to the business at hand whenever he blessed the mortal world with his presence. 

There’d been a couple of times before when Darcy, mustering enough courage for an army, greeted Arlen when they happened to be hanging about the same place. In both those times, Arlen had utterly ignored him, his mind clearly fixed on something else very likely more deserving of his time and attention. After two mortifying misses like those, Darcy learned quickly to shut up and vanish in the background. 

It was certainly too bad his boss was born sharp—hence his success as a chocolatier—and had read into Darcy’s furtive glances correctly. And equally bad was the fact that Benjamin Aaron, genius entrepreneur under thirty who was also formidably armed with his grandmother’s secret chocolate recipes, was also a shameless matchmaker who didn’t know when to quit.

“Weird, as usual,” Arlen said with a small, restrained grin, though his mood was just as chipper as ever. “Can’t talk much about it, sorry.”

Darcy nodded, dropping his gaze to the bottle of glass cleaner he now clutched in a near death grip. “We know. It’s all classified and stuff. Um—I’ve got to finish cleaning up. We had a major rush, and our counter looks pretty gross right now.”

He spared the two a feeble smile of his own before turning back to the counter and spraying away, all too mindful of his overheated face as he worked. Arlen and Gloria continued to chat up Benjamin and Zoe when Darcy vanished in the back room to refill the now-empty spray bottle. He also took full advantage of that respite to regain his composure and settle himself with a few choice words of self-directed annoyance. 

“What’s the point? He’s way out of your league. Why’re you expecting him to settle?” 

The jitters were soon gone following such a barrage of negativity, and Darcy was once again back in the comfortable and familiar headspace of not really liking himself so much. He nudged his glasses up his nose and stepped back outside, pleased to find the little shop finally empty of two powerful sorcerer-hunters. Zoe had also stepped out for a quick break, and Benjamin waited for him behind the counter, grinning ear-to-ear and dangling a small white paper bag—the shop’s smallest bag used for individual chocolate pieces.

“This is yours,” Benjamin said. “Mr. Cocky Hotshot bought you a couple of dark chocolate espresso truffles.”

Darcy eyed the little bag dubiously, this time clutching the spray bottle of glass cleaner against his chest. “Me? Why?”

“Because he said you look like you needed some fattening up. Now take it before I kick you, goddamnit.”

“No.”

“Oh yeah? I guess you don’t want to know what else Mr. Cocky Hotshot said about you while you were huddled in the back.” When Darcy scowled at him, Benjamin snorted. “Okay, fine. He didn’t say anything, but he kept staring at the door where you disappeared through. Totally intense, man. Like he was willing you to come back out, so he can carry you off like a crazy gay romantic hero and fuck you stupid.”

Darcy sighed heavily, marched over to his boss, and snatched the bag of chocolate. “I’ll eat this if it means you’ll shut up about Arlen and romantic shit.”

“Atta boy.” Benjamin patted Darcy’s hair like he would an eager little puppy who’d just piddled obediently in the grass. “Don’t worry, I’m not into writing romance novels. I suck at that stuff. I’ll keep my day job.” 
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Chapter 2


[image: ]




“So did you get a reading?”

“Other than the obvious thing about that boy needing to eat something?”

Arlen snorted and gulped his iced tea as he and Gloria made their way down the busy commercial stretch. They’d just stopped by for coffee next door to Benjamin’s chocolate shop, opting to save their chocolates for later. At least this time Arlen had gone for an actual box of chocolates that he could share with his friend. 

“He’s not a boy, obviously, you nut, and you know what I mean.”

Gloria tittered. “I do, I do.” She paused for a moment and responded in a more serious tone. “I did get a reading—who wouldn’t have been able to? The residuals were so strong on him. You don’t even have to try. I’m shocked he hasn’t turned Ben’s shop into a haunted chocolate factory whenever he clocks in for his shift.”

“Yeah, that’s what I thought. I wonder what the hell he’s doing outside work to be practically drowning in residual energies like that,” Arlen said after another pause. He frowned and took another big gulp of his iced tea, barely appreciating its soothing sweetness as they paused at an intersection and waited for the light to change. 

“You’ve watched his house before,” Gloria offered. “He never leaves, and you’ve only heard him play music late at night now and then. Do we still think he has some kind of weird magical talent that’s somehow linked to his music? Remember those cases in Eastern Europe some hundreds of years ago?”

“The prodigies? I do, but—those cases involved public performances, didn’t they? Darcy isn’t even performing, and he’s all alone when he plays.”

“Maybe his music summons something?”

Arlen shook his head stubbornly. They were now headed back to where Gloria had parked her car, and from there they’d be on their way to the Arcane Institute for a quick briefing with their superiors. 

“I sensed nothing, though, when I read his house—cabin. And I’ve already been there, what, five or six times in the last three weeks? I didn’t see anything enter or exit at any time, didn’t feel any weird fluctuations in my magic when I focused it on him. Nothing. It’s bizarre.” 

Gloria held up her key fob and aimed, unlocking her car without breaking her stride. “I guess it’ll have to be something for you to talk to Efrain about when we get back.”

“You know, you could always use magic to unlock your car. I don’t understand why you even bother with that stupid thing.”

“Low tech’s got its upsides, asshole.”

“Low tech, my ass. Everything’s computerized nowadays. Low tech’s when you have to stick your key in the door and not need to have your car hooked up to a computer just so a mechanic can do a diagnostic on it.”

Arlen spared Gloria a look and found his friend side-eyeing him with a smirk. “Oh, aren’t you the old-fashioned type? Does Darcy know?”

Arlen rolled his eyes and turned his attention back to the sights and sounds of downtown Dolores. “Not interested, no time.”

“Whatever.”

Within moments they were inching their way through downtown traffic, with Arlen’s thoughts still fixed on the young man he’d left behind in the chocolate shop. Darcy Winter was a cipher—had always been one to Arlen. There was something about Darcy, who looked more like a scrawny teenager than a twenty-one-year-old, that plucked insistently at the periphery of Arlen’s mind. 

Otherworldly essences always, always surrounded Darcy whenever they crossed paths. Those essences or residuals were also so shockingly strong that Arlen pictured Darcy as somehow being submerged in the world of the dead in the past—recent or otherwise—and those unnatural imprints had soaked into his bones and had become a normal part of him. 

That Darcy appeared not to realize the peculiarity of his condition and continued to go about his day-to-day business with the same amount of quiet resignation only stoked Arlen’s urge to be more watchful around him. Darcy, at least to Arlen, made for a pretty fascinating case study, though Arlen wouldn’t even know where to begin when it came to analyzing the mystery Darcy dangled before him. 

And it was because the most baffling and exasperating part about all of that was the fact that those residuals were extremely elusive when it came to identifying them. They weren’t of the mortal world, yes, but besides that fact—nothing. And no amount of watching and reading done on the tiny, old-fashioned cabin where Darcy lived alone helped. 

Arlen could always look away and turn his attention to something more worth his time in pursuing, but something continued to niggle at the back of his mind with a subtle urgency, putting a stop to the temptation to move on. And it had nothing to do with the sadness in Darcy’s eyes whenever he looked at Arlen. 

* * * *
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The Institute of Arcane Studies was considered an Ivy League school dedicated to the intensive study and practice of light magic in all its forms. The institute boasted one of the most impressive rosters of highly trained sorcerer-hunters in the American continent, half of whom were prodigies in their fields of expertise. Having been tested young after showing natural talents that often couldn’t be measured, these chosen few graduated much younger than their predecessors. 

They, in turn, gave rise to theories regarding newer generations of sorcerer-hunters being a great deal more powerful than before. Though as to why, no one had yet to determine. 

An equal amount of relief came with the confusion, however, as the newest generation of magic-wielders were much more attuned to technology and were able to keep its dangerous effects on the world of mortals and the otherworld at a minimum. Some elders had half-jokingly claimed that the saints and the gods who kept a selfish watch over their mortal representatives had also learned how technology worked. They’d then adapted accordingly, blessing their champions with skills and a supernatural reach that were beyond comprehension. 

And a few generations from then? Who knew what abilities sorcerers would have? For the time being, sorcerer-hunters and their peers simply went about their work and suffered through the unpalatability of cafeteria dreck—like other university students and faculty, one supposed.

“That’s not hexed. It’s pretty safe to eat.”

Arlen sighed and glanced up to regard Efrain Thorley, another sorcerer-hunter who’d been hired as an auxiliary master (or adjunct faculty). Efrain, at least, had the benefit of a sweet, live-in boyfriend who doted on him and spoiled him rotten with home-cooked meals, which Efrain would pack for work. Arlen couldn’t say the same for himself.

“It’s pretty scary-looking spaghetti,” Arlen replied glumly, demonstrating his unhappiness by poking the soggy pasta with his plastic fork. “I’ll bet you the meat’s still alive. If you listen closely, you’ll probably hear it talking to you. Not even sure if this really is meat, to be honest.”

Efrain blinked. “Leander’s right. You need a boyfriend.”

“Don’t even start.” Arlen scowled and snorted, certain a puff of smoke just blew out of his nostrils—like a cartoon bull. “It’ll take a hell of a lot of hexing to get someone to put up with me.”

Arlen knew too well his reputation as a goody-two-shoes stick-in-the-mud type who tended to get a wee bit obsessive about his work to the detriment of simple, day-to-day things like hygiene or even nutrition. As a trainee in the Advanced Arcane Program throughout his teenage years, he’d all but wasted away. He’d given his studies too much of his attention and focus that faculty mentors, thoroughly alarmed, had descended upon him with healing and restful spells on their lips. 

In the end, Arlen found himself grounded by a very irate set of parents who nearly pulled their son from the Arcane Institute for his sake. And he did end up getting sick from neglect (or self-neglect, at any rate). 

Now, at twenty-three, he could swear his ears still rang from his mother’s furious shrieking and scolding from back in the day. He’d improved somewhat, though his life skills were largely limited to laundry and brewing coffee, hence his continued living in his parents’ home and his parents’ incessant grumbling for a “nice boy who can turn ours into something remotely human”. He still couldn’t make a decent sandwich if his life depended on it, let alone cook himself a real, honest-to-goodness dish—like spaghetti. 

“Well, we need to find someone who’d be willing to be hexed on your account first.”

“Ha-fucking-ha. Anyway, we’re supposed to be talking about stuff.”

“Darcy Winter, you mean.” 

Arlen’s scowl deepened. “I don’t like the way your eyes shine whenever you say his name. It’s creepy.”

Efrain didn’t look a bit sorry and in fact appeared smug as he casually cut a small piece of the grilled salmon Leander had made for that day’s lunch. “Anyway, Darcy Winter—lots of residuals, still no definite reading of what they are, eh?”

“That’s the long and short of it, yeah. I don’t get it. I swear I’ve staked out his cabin for almost a month now, on and off at random days, and still nothing. I’m this close to breaking in and going full stalker mode just to find out if something dangerous is up.”

“Dude, you’re already on full stalker mode now.” Efrain snorted and pursed his lips as he considered things. “You know what his history is, though?”

“No. He lives in that ancient cabin, which I know he’d inherited from his mom, and that’s about it. Hell, I never expected anyone to live in something like that here in Dolores. I mean, seriously, a cabin? Like a vacation cabin in the mountain? Then again, his home’s like way out there—like outside the city but still in the city limits.”

“What got your attention, anyway? You kind of spotted him while shopping for groceries or something?”

Arlen blinked. “How’d you know that?”

“Wild guess. Jesus, dude, everyone’s got to eat. Even Darcy has to come out of hiding and get something for his food. Besides, residuals aside, he’s still a normal guy—works a pretty decent job, giving your stalker ass an excuse to stop by the chocolate shop and get something you likely don’t even need.” Efrain paused and looked around them. “Speaking of, what did you do with the chocolates you got? Don’t tell me you ate them all.”

“No, Gloria did. I kind of owed her.” Arlen sighed again, heavily this time, and sat back. “So how do I move forward with this? I can always leave him alone, but you know I can’t. There could be something up with him, and for all we know, he might have opened a door to the otherworld without knowing it.” And Arlen couldn’t see quiet, withdrawn Darcy Winter somehow engaging dark forces from the other side on purpose. He couldn’t—and he simply wouldn’t. 

“Look into his history, then. You’ve only been aware of him for, what, a month now?”

Arlen knew his friend was right. He knew absolutely nothing about Darcy Winter other than superficial readings of residuals as well as brief observations of the young man at work. If he wished to get a better sense of a real threat, he needed to up his game. 

“Guess I’ll have to do some research on his family history,” he muttered, grimacing as he continued to poke at his food. 

“Or you can always talk to him? Just a thought. He might have a germ of something to offer you, and you can work with it. And I’m sure you’ll just be a total badass about it.”
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