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Without your unending love and support, I would've never made it out of the woods.

      

    


The old regime is over,

The worlds began anew;

But who’s to say,

The ways of old,

Won’t haunt and follow you?

Down one path to darkness,

While another leads to light;

Which one you choose,

Will alter the,

Remainder of all life.
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1 A DOOR IN THE AIR
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PRESENT DAY, BOSTON, MASSACHUSETTS

THE TALL MAN

––––––––

[image: ]


It was a New England summer night like any other, almost unremarkable in every way. Almost. The sun was going down, and a tall man stood in the shadow of a tree. He watched as silhouettes moved around inside the condo across the way. Taking a long drag on his cigarette, he exhaled before having a sip of his coffee.

As he surveilled the family through the windows—stacking boxes for their move the next morning—a thin man stepped out of the air a few feet away out of some kind of invisible door. Or perhaps he simply appeared when and where he wanted. The thin man took several long strides in quick succession to the tall man’s side. None of this frightened or surprised him in the least. Without turning, he said, “It’s been a while, magic man.”

“Yes, my friend, it has. Almost eighteen years now, if I have the correct Time.” The Wizard adjusted his skinny, blue tie. Then he rolled his sleeves up past his elbows and straightened his gray waistcoat. “I can’t stand modern fashions. They’re more constricting than a set of armor.”

Though he may have appeared young, the magic man was far, far from it. He ran a hand through his floppy, brown hair. And about a day’s worth of stubble graced his angular face. The tall man suspected he'd merely forgotten to shave. Once, he’d shown up with only half his mustache trimmed. Of course, he fixed this with a simple glamour. Being Arcane had its advantages.

The tall man was older than he appeared, as well, but not quite as old as his mysterious, magical friend. “You’ll get used to it,” he replied. After taking one last drag, he flicked his cigarette butt into the street. The sparks from the ember swirled in the air a moment before disappearing down a drain. He looked down at his scarred, russet hands and shoved them in his pockets. As if not seeing them would make him forget how they got that way. “Their time has almost come.”

“You know you can’t see them before that night, right? Why are you here now when you know she’s on your trail?” The Wizard looked concerned. He pulled a pipe—already packed and lit—out from the air above his head and puffed away.

“I’ll be on my way shortly, magic man. Don’t worry about me.”

“Very well, old friend. I must prepare. Things are in motion, even now, that we hadn’t foreseen. I’ve sent for the Morrigan already. Although, I’m not entirely sure what she’s calling herself these days.”

He nodded to the Wizard. “I understand. We’ll meet again.” As soon as he spoke the words, his ancient friend was gone. Vanished back through the invisible doorway. The tall man sighed, and a face appeared in the window he’d been watching. He ducked into the shadows and jogged back toward his patchwork car. Getting in, he took one more glance behind him. “Everything will reveal itself in time,” he muttered to himself, “No point in worrying what’s next.” He turned the engine on and drank the rest of his coffee in several long gulps. The ride back home was going to be a long one.

––––––––
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SAME TIME, SAME PLACE

OLI

––––––––
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Olexa Locklear stood by the window in her bedroom. Late night traffic zoomed by on the streets of Boston. And she had the strangest notion she was being watched. She shook her head and brushed it off, then turned around to look at all the boxes, packed and stacked. Now that the room was all put away, and the walls were barren, it looked a lot bigger than before. Kind of sad, but also kind of not.

A knock sounded at her door, and her twin brother Olexander walked in. “Ready for our voyage tomorrow?” He plopped down in her computer chair and swiveled in a circle with a broad grin on his tan face.

She saluted him. “Aye aye, Captain. Here we go again. Our lives, packed up in boxes.” As she let her long, wavy, black hair down from a ponytail, she pushed her glasses up her nose. Underneath the lenses, she wore smoky eyeliner, making her emerald green eyes pop.

“Agreed.” Xander spun around in the chair and adjusted his own glasses. His eyes were makeup-free but equally stunning. Otherworldly, even.

They’d lived their entire lives bouncing from city to city. City streets, city people, city noise. Birch Hollow was way out in the boonies. The only thing Oli worried about was going to a public school for their senior year. But change is good. At least, that’s what she was trying to tell herself.

As far back as she could remember, they’d never stayed anywhere longer than a few months. Some of the time, they were even home-schooled. She was fluent in several languages, a black belt in karate, and an excellent runner. While her twin was an artist, she was a photographer. Their mum even gave her permission to build an oldschool darkroom in the basement of the new house if she wanted to. 

Finally, a house to call home. No more apartment or condo living. Though, the why and how  wasn't so great. Her Great Uncle Liam passed away and left them the house. Took a lot of convincing for their mother not to sell. She said they could try out living there for one year. What could it hurt? If they didn’t like it, they could be off to London or Tokyo or Dubai or New York City, where there were always crowds and traffic and crime. It was easy to get lost in those kinds of places.

Something had always been missing in the cities the Locklears lived in. And Oli was restless, yearning for the types of adventures you only read about in fiction. Something was calling to her. Somewhere with no crowded buildings and busy streets. A place where people weren't always glued to a screen. Busy little ants with no time for variations in their strict, daily routines. She held onto hope that where they were headed now had hidden wonders to explore. Maybe even new friends to share them with. She knew her brother felt it, too. It’s why they were so eager when their mother brought up the idea of moving again.

Since they had been bopping around from place to place for forever, it’d been hard to make friends. Here and there, they met some OK kids. Their mother called them, “surface friends.” They spent their entire lives in a buzzing world of superficial people. Drones, too busy trying to get to their next destination. Next appointment. Next class. Next shift. They didn’t appreciate the people or places that were truly important.

Life wasn’t meant to be lived that way.

She’d known this simple truth deep in her bones ever since she could remember. Some might think traveling all the time is an adventure in itself. But Oli wanted something different. She wanted to meet people who were just...more. Those who actually cared what was going on in her life, and she, theirs. People with real thoughts and dreams and ambitions. The ones who still believe in magic. Even a little.

People like her family. Like their cousin, Gideon, and childhood friend, Veda. And she couldn’t wait to see both of them.

They were the only two people their age the twins had ever stayed in touch with. At least she could take comfort in the fact that even if it was only the four of them, they’d make good memories in their last year of high school.

Gideon Little and Veda Biruk grew up in Birch Hollow, a small town in Birch County, all the way across the state in Western Massachusetts. Surrounded by forests and mountains. And scattered with vast, open valleys, and wild, winding rivers. All around the edges of the woods stood the county’s namesake; birch trees. And that’s where they were headed. Where their new home waited. It'd been a few years since they last made a trip out there to visit, and she couldn’t imagine much had changed.

For a long time, it’d been the three of them; Oli, Xander, and their mother, Ryanne. Ten years  passed since their father abandoned them without a word. Just vanished into thin air. 

Not a day went by where Oli didn’t think of him at least once. It was like a dagger to the chest, every time. She hugged the army jacket tighter around her. This old, battered thing, covered in patches used to be his. Even though the thought of him hurt, wearing it made her also somehow feel he was there with her. It was the one possession of his she kept after he’d gone, and it was a bittersweet thing.

“Mom’s ordering out tonight,” Xander contributed to the silence in the hollowed out room. His voice echoed off the naked walls, and he took off his glasses to clean them.

Oli approved. All three of them had exhausted themselves from all that packing. Never got easier. And she accumulated more and more stuff with every move. But as tired as she was, she didn’t think she’d be able to sleep. All she could think of were memories of the house they were moving to; their Nana Bette’s old house.

Their Great Uncle Liam inherited the property when Bette died several years back. A couple months ago, he passed away as well. And he’d left the place to the twins’ mother, his niece. Liam had been a widower long before Oli was even born, and never had any children of his own. They were the only family he’d had left.

His ashes awaited them at the local funeral home down there. In his will, Liam had wanted his remains spread in the forest out in Birch Hollow, and didn’t care to have a ceremony. The twins had never met him, but there was still a sense of loss. There always is, with blood. Liam had lived to an old age of one hundred and four, so he had to have seen a lot. This aching sort of emptiness lived inside Oli because she’d never hear his story from his own lips. Or any other.

It was like that with a lot of their family. All of her grandparents, besides Grandma Bette, were a mystery to her. Three-quarters of them died before she was even born. Of course, there were photographs and videos and stories, but it wasn’t the same. Gideon’s mum, Anna, was the only surviving member of Oli’s father’s side of the family. Ryanne didn’t have any siblings left to speak of, either. So the twins had always been sort of estranged from both their Wampanoag and Irish roots.

Why the Locklears hadn’t visited Liam after Bette passed was a mystery to Oli. She asked her mum about it often, but never got a straight answer. After many attempts, Oli dropped the subject. Ryanne wasn’t going to budge.

She plopped down on her mattress. It was on the floor, as her bed frame was already disassembled. Leaning back, she speculated with Xander. “So how tall do you think Gideon is by now?”

“No way he’s over six feet yet. I mean, you’ve seen Aunt Anna. She’s so much shorter than Uncle Sam.”

Her brother leaned back in the chair until it almost tipped entirely backward. He scrambled forward and was able to steady himself.

Oli clapped. “Encore! Encore!”

Popping up to his feet, Xander took a bow. “Thank you, thank you, I’ll be here all night.”

Tossing an empty box at him, she laughed.

He deflected it with his elbow and stuck his tongue out. “You wanna make a bet about Gideon’s height?”

“If he’s over six feet tall now, you owe me twenty bucks,” she said with a nod.

Groaning, she stood up again to pack up the last couple of shelves from bookshelf number four. But as she reached for the empty box she’d thrown at her brother, the doorbell rang. The twins’ eyes widened and they bounded down the stairs as their mother closed the front door.

Handing the bags to her kids, Ryanne grinned, dimples accenting her pale, freckled cheeks. “Chow’s on!”

They sat on the floor in what used to be their living room and ate off paper plates. Oli took a swig of her ice-cold water.

“So,” Xander said with a mouth full of crab rangoon, “How are you feeling about the move, Mum?”

“Sad about Uncle Liam. Already exhausted thinking about all that driving. And lifting and climbing and unpacking. But thrilled nonetheless.” Their mother winked at them. “Movers should be here bright and early. Make sure you don’t sleep through your alarms. No turning back now.”

Ryanne’s eyes moved to a photo sticking out of an open box. A picture of herself with her husband, Puck. Her mother’s pain was almost palpable. It was in her eyes, even if she put on a smile for her children.

Ever since the twins’ father disappeared, Oli focused a lot of her energy on doing new things. At first, it was all a distraction to get out of her own head. Archery, the track team for a while, and photography. Of course, these are all super solitary things to do, but she needed to do them. Xander found his own way of coping. But for Oli, doing these things was a way to release the hurt inside of her every day. A cheat, though. How can you properly grieve someone if you don’t know if they’re alive or dead? Oli became a photographer; to keep the memory of her father close, even if he might not be. Same reason she kept his jacket.

Xander, on the other hand, spoke openly with her about missing Puck. Though, he never brought the subject up with Ryanne in the room. Everyone grieves in different ways. The twins respected that their mother might not ever stop grieving. But that didn’t keep them from worrying about her.

“Mom,” Oli said, putting a hand over her mother’s, “We’re ready. Really.”

“Really-really?”

Following suit, Xander placed his hand atop both of theirs. “Really-really...really. We were never made for city life. This’ll be a good change. And we've always loved Nana’s house.”

Her brow furrowed. She still had doubts.

“Our two closest friends live out in Birch Hollow. Now we get to be closer to them and see them more often,” Oli added. Once every year or two—or even three—wasn’t good enough.

Ryanne chuckled. “Well, go, team!”

Out of the three of them, Ryanne was the most excited about the move. She had grown up there and was anxious to go see all her old friends and childhood haunts. Oli had overheard her mother speaking to Veda's mother recently. She was looking forward to seeing the old high school, most of all. Where she’d met Puck. Could be that Ryanne needed to go, to give herself some kind of closure.

The closer the clock ticked to moving day, the more thrilled Oli became. Like she was a puzzle piece finally falling into place. Like a déjà vu she hadn’t déjà-ed or vu-ed yet. A premonition in her gut instead of her mind. It was hard to explain. She only knew that it was the start of something different. A new chapter to read in the book of her life. Something good or something bad. Didn’t matter yet, because it was all still ahead for her. For all three of them.

After all the takeout, everyone came down with a case of food fatigue and went to bed. Ryanne reminded them again to set their alarms for 7AM, and they said goodnight.

Before getting into bed, Oli went into the bathroom to brush her teeth. Afterward, she splashed some cold water on her tawny, tired face, and looked in the mirror. Her hair was getting long these days. In the past, she’d always liked it cut short. But something in the past year or so made her want to grow it out. It fell down a little past her shoulders now. The jet black waves were all over the place. Once she showered and brushed it out in the morning, it would look much better. For now, she braided it so she wouldn’t wake up looking like a bird made her hair into a nest.

As she turned to flick the light switch off, she caught a flash of something bright and yellow in the mirror. Turning back, she studied the room. Nothing yellow. Nothing but varying shades of cardboard in the room. Frowning, she thought the MSG in the Chinese food had somehow made her delirious. She wondered if that was even a thing. Or maybe she was just exhausted. Packing did take a lot out of her, after all.

Sighing and shaking her head, Oli shut the light off and went into her bedroom. Plopping down on her mattress, she picked up one of her mother’s horror novels. Before she was even a page into the first chapter, she was asleep. And she dreamed.

Everything was dark. Even the shadows had shadows. In a panic, Oli tried to yell for help, but all that came out was a whimper. A pair of eyes glowed in the empty black before her, alternating between a deep-gold, and a bloody-red. Not so empty anymore.

Then a voice spoke.

“I know who you are,” the creature said. It sounded cold. Hard. Dead. Distorted. Both male and female. She couldn’t answer. Couldn’t even move. Their eyes burned into her like the sun; hungry like a black hole, and just as ancient. “You’ll never win, mongrel.”

Oli wanted to ask what the owner of the red eyes meant, but someone else spoke behind her. A softer, kinder voice.

“Don’t listen to the imposter,” it whispered. Then a hand reached out to touch her shoulder. It was comfortable and familiar somehow. But when she turned, another pair of red eyes stared back at her.

The alarm on her phone went off, and Oli awoke to a new day. She shook her head and sat up. Her dream faded into the inaccessible depths of her subconscious. With a groan, she reached over to turn off her alarm. Xander was mumbling and grumbling in the next room, too.

As Oli stood up and stretched, she realized she’d left the lamp on all night. Since the sunlight was pouring in, there was no need to leave it on now. She unplugged it and placed it on top of a stack of smaller boxes. Oli frowned for a moment. It was odd that she hadn’t woken up even once to shut it off. However, it wasn’t strange enough to warrant a brooding session. So, with the dream tucked away in the deepest recesses of her mind, she looked around at all the boxes. And taking a deep breath, she mentally prepared herself for a long day.

The movers made quick work of their belongings, and they were on the road an hour ahead of schedule. Oli grabbed her messenger bag and took one last look in each room. They didn’t look the same anymore. She was leaving the last temporary home she’d ever know, and it was scary for a moment. But that’s all it was. A blip of a moment in the infinite flow of time.

Smiling to herself, she whispered, “Goodbye,” to what she hoped was her last temporary home. Then she turned to head out to the car. Xander met her at the door as the Realtor pulled into the driveway. Ryanne walked over to hand her the keys, and they chatted a moment while the twins got in the car. They’d flipped a coin for shotgun, and her brother won.  

“You excited, sis?” he asked. He didn't even gloat about winning.

Oli grinned and nodded. She didn’t mind losing to him.

––––––––
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THOUSANDS OF YEARS AGO, NEWGRANGE, KNOWTH, COUNTY MEATH, IRELAND

THE WIZARD

––––––––
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The night was alive with quiet sounds, and an unusual mist crept over the meadows and fields and rolling, green hills. There was a clear sky that summer night, and the moon was full and watchful over the sleeping lands. Within the haze, a hidden doorway opened, and a man stepped out from the corridors of Time onto the lush grass. The cloak he wore swirled around him like the mists, but no one was around, so he lowered his hood.

He was a lot older than he looked, and he looked quite old already. Of course, he could choose to look young, but in this century, it was simpler to pass as elderly. He was more easily dismissed. No one suspected an old man to have the kind of power he wielded.

At the moment, his beard was so long, he’d forgotten what he looked like without it.

In his right hand, he held something long and wrapped in cloth. He paused for a moment at the standing stones outside of the sanctuary to take it all in.

Newgrange.

The place was a wonder for the time in which it came to be. A marvel, even. The whole thing was about an acre of land. A sizable mound spread out before him, with massive stones laid out near the entrance. They were covered in carvings. He traced the outline of a triskele, and heard—as well as felt—the magic activate inside.

Pausing at the doorway, he looked out at the monoliths and sleepy landscape. It was good to be in Ireland once again. The air was laced with traces of Avalon that leaked through the thin places, and it suited him well. He placed a protection spell around the entrance to the tomb before ducking inside. No one would be bothering him, and no one would see what he was doing.

Once he was in, he waved a hand across his face, and his appearance was young again. Although, his beard remained long. Leaning the object against the stone walls, he put his arms out in front of him and clapped them together, sending echoes cascading down the empty corridors. A floating ball of white light appeared before him.

He then entwined his fingers for a moment and threw them wide apart. The thing shattered into dozens of tiny fragments and scattered about, to light his way. The further down the tight, angular hall he went, the quieter the night sounds from outside.

Newgrange was not just a grave or a temple; but one of the thinnest of thin places in all the world. His world, anyhow. It was already old at this time in history, and it would be older, still, when the time came for the object to be found again. 

And so would he.

Entering the cross-shaped passage where the actual tomb was located, he cast another spell. He hummed, and the slabs of stone before him moved out of the way. Long enough for him to place the wrapped item inside. After it was secure, the stones rearranged themselves. When they stopped, it looked as if not a thing had been disturbed.

Satisfied with this, the Wizard dismantled the protection spell. Then, with a snap of his fingers, he opened up another invisible doorway and vanished.
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2 THE BODY
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SOMEWHERE IN TIME & SPACE, THE WIZARD’S COTTAGE

MR. VALENTINE

––––––––
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“Events are unfolding in unpredictable patterns. It’s all wrong. I must’ve missed something,” the Wizard said.

Mr. Valentine—a Druid and emissary for the great Wizard—jumped up on the round table in the center of the room. Though he appeared to be a skinny black cat, he was much more. Even stuck as a feline.

The room was octagonal. Books, scrolls, and the odd, magical doodad here and there lined the walls. A few stairs led down to the table, where the emissary watched his friend.

“What’re you doing?” he purred at the Wizard.

Open books and dripping candles covered the surface of the table. The Druid sat down on one of the ancient tomes and followed the Wizard around the room with his harvest moon eyes.

His friend grumbled and pulled another leather-bound book down from a high shelf. After skimming it for a moment, he chucked it over his shoulder. The cat jumped out of the way and hissed at him. “Be careful where you toss those things, old man.”

“Valentine, have you or Larry seen The Complete Compendium of Inter-World Prophecies anywhere? I swear it was just here the other day...”

The slinky black cat stretched and yawned, then padded across the table. “Which ‘other day?’ You’re not exactly a linear person.”

That made the Wizard frown. It was hard to always keep track of when he was, if not where. He sat down for a moment, and the chair creaked in protest. After a moment, his face brightened. He stood up and rushed into another room, leaving Valentine’s question unanswered.

Fat Larry wandered down the stairs and nodded to his friend. He curled up in the window facing the castle to catch the sunlight. However, their time in that zone was up, and the cottage was back in the forest. Larry sighed. He wouldn’t get much sun today at this rate.

“Is he at it again?” the more rotund cat asked Mr. Valentine, jumping back down from the windowsill.

“I don’t think last time has happened for him yet.”

Larry nodded. “Ah, yeah. Makes sense. That was a few months from now, for him.”

The real names of Fat Larry and Mr. Valentine had long since been forgotten. And their original shapes. They had been Druids, way back in the early days of the Tuatha Dé Danann’s rule of Ireland. At first, they were desperate to transform back. But now, they actually enjoyed being cats.

They kept track of all the Wizard’s comings and goings, but it was often a bit confusing. At the moment, they couldn’t tell him that the book he was searching for was in his bedroom. It was currently holding up an uneven corner of his dresser. He’d figure it out. Always did.

“Aha!” he called out from the other room. The cats chuckled as the Wizard came hurtling back out to the round table. He plopped down in a chair and flipped through the pages. “There,” he whispered. Fat Larry and Mr. Valentine were curious, so they both joined their friend as he read the book.

“What’s a triskele doing here?” Valentine placed a paw on the page.

The Wizard chuckled, “Druids wrote the compendium. Much like yourselves, my friend.”

Leaning in, Larry asked, almost in a whisper, if it was an important prophecy.

“More important than you know,” the Wizard replied, “I must take my leave now. Can’t keep my Lady waiting.”

He ripped out the page he was looking for, rolled it up, threw on a hat, and snapped his fingers to change out of his robes. The Wizard tugged once on his beard. Valentine watched as it shrunk from a long trail down to his friend’s navel, to a much shorter one. His hair was still a bit floppy, but that was OK. It was part of this “hipster” look.

Whatever that meant.

Valentine had long since stopped trying to understand modern slang. He watched as the Wizard put the unruly hair up into something called a “man bun.” Making sure his tie was in place, he straightened it. Then the Wizard cleared his throat and stepped through the door, back into Time.

Fat Larry looked at his companion with sadness in his eyes. “I wish we could’ve told him all the bad stuff that’s gonna happen.”

Shaking his head, Mr. Valentine sighed. “I know, Larry. I know. But he told us not to.” He jumped off the table and padded his way upstairs. Behind him, his friend sighed. And he wondered if they needed to become human again, after all. Something terrible was coming. And it was coming soon.

––––––––
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THE NEXT DAY, ROUTE 2 WEST, MASSACHUSETTS

OLI

––––––––
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“How much longer till we get there?” Oli yawned from the back seat. The car was old, beat up, and a sun-faded turquoise. Despite its outward appearance, the interior was cushy, and it ran like a beast. While Ryanne could afford a new one, she didn’t see the point in throwing away something that still worked. 

Sometimes Oli wondered if the ancient vehicle would outlive them all.

Yawning in return, her mother took a swig of her iced coffee. “We’re about an hour out, now, sweetie. Just take a nap. Your brother already has.”

Oli peeked up at her twin brother in the front seat, and sure enough, he was snoring. So much for adventure. Xander even had a little drool dribbling down his square jaw. She stifled a laugh and leaned back into her own seat.

It had been an interesting drive so far. The further away the Locklears got from Boston, the fewer cars were on the road. Route 2-West was almost desolate. If they’d made the trip in the night, it would’ve been pretty unnerving. Some parts were narrow and unadorned by street lamps. Like they had slipped into a different era.

A large wolf bounded across the lanes, and Ryanne had to slam on the brakes, so it didn’t end up on the windshield. Despite the scare, the beast appeared to look right at Oli. Then it bowed its head a moment before slinking back into the woods. She almost mentioned it to her mother, but she most likely imagined it, so shrugged it off instead.

Hawks and ravens flew above them, here and there. She tried to imagine the exhilaration of flying. To soar above the Earth unburdened, free from the shackles of gravity. Just once. For a moment. Of course, Oli had flown in dreams before. But no matter how realistic it was, it would never compare to the real thing.

Often, she thought about asking Xander to go hang-gliding with her. But he'd say something like, “We’d totally die.”

These days, her dreams were more cryptic and weird. Like the one from the previous night. A lingering foreboding hung over Oli like a dark cloud, but she couldn’t remember the details of the dream. No matter how hard she tried. The more she thought about dreaming, the heavier her eyelids became. Her mother was right; she should take a nap. 

So Oli dug her pillow out from under her backpack, fluffed it up, and put it against the cold window. Listening to nothing but the sound of cars on the road, and the wind blowing across the open sunroof, she drifted.

Trees flashed by Oli as she sped through the woods on four legs. A rumbling hung in the air, somewhere unreachable. There was a mixture of birch, red oak, and pine trees all around. The birches, standing on the edges of the wood, like still, white sentinels.

Coming to a cliff edge, she stopped and looked up at the full moon, a golden coin, shining on the ravine far below. Wolves howled somewhere in the distance among stranger, more anomalous sonancy. Turning back to the trees, yellow, golden, violet, silver, and red eyes blinked all around her in the shadows. The rumbling in the distance stopped.

The engine had shut off, and Oli woke from her brief jaunt into the woods. As she stretched and rubbed the sleep from her eyes, the memory of this dream, unlike the last, stayed.

Ryanne sighed. “Home sweet home.”

“If I hadn’t been asleep the entire ride, I woulda offered to drive halfway,” Xander said with a groggy yawn. Opening the car door, he stumbled out onto the driveway. His messy, black hair ruffled in the breeze, and he ran a hand through it.

Oli opened her door and sucked in a deep breath of Birch Hollow’s fresh air. She could tell that Autumn was already on its way. It’d always been her favorite season. The leaves would change, the temperature would be just right, then came the spooky kind of magic of Halloween, followed by food and family at Thanksgiving. These things, to Oli, were the best parts of the year. Better than Christmas or birthdays, for sure.

Because of Boston traffic, it had been a two and a half-hour drive from there to Birch Hollow. And it was good to be back on solid ground. It was gorgeous out. Invigorating, even.

Why had her parents ever left this place? They both grew up there. But their mother never spoke about the past. Not since their father went missing.

Stretching, she headed to the front door.

“The key for the deadbolt’s that big yellow one, Oli,” Ryanne said as she tossed her the keys to the house.

She caught them in one hand, and took it all in for a moment as she made her way across the front lawn. The house was at the end of a cul-de-sac, surrounded by woods. It was tall, old, and yellow with white trim, but well kept.

The shutters had triskelions carved into them. And the front door had a lovely, upside-down, triangular, stained glass window. It appeared to be a crest that depicted what looked like the silhouette of a dragon on one side, a wolf on the other, and a woman between them, holding them apart. The border around it looked Celtic, and four items were woven into the knots surrounding the dragon, wolf, and woman. There was a sword, a spear, some kind of goblet, and what looked like a standing stone; an ancient monolith, rounded at the top. The whole window was brightly colored and beautiful—even if it was a bit strange. She traced the outline of the crest and wondered briefly who’d designed it. It hadn’t been there the last time she’d visited.

Oli unlocked the deadbolt, the doorknob, and opened the front door. The house was much bigger inside than she remembered it. It made her feel like a young child again, eyes wide with wonder, ready to explore every nook and cranny.

However, it was only for a moment; until the fetor of decay hit her. As soon as she entered the living room, it assaulted her nostrils. Violently. She gagged and scrambled to get back outside. After a moment, she vomited on the lawn.

Ryanne was coming up with a box. She put it down on the ground and rushed over to her daughter.

“What happened?” she asked.

“Super not-good smell. I can’t go back in there.”

Her mother turned without a word and went to investigate. She came out with her shirt collar pulled up over her nose and shouted for her son.

Xander came running from the moving van. He looked from his green-faced twin to the vomit on the ground, then to his mother. Ryanne had her collar pulled up over her nose.

He raised an eyebrow. “What did I miss?”

“Please go in and find out where that God awful stench is coming from,” said Ryanne, pointing inside the open door.

Shrugging, he put down the bags he was carrying. The two women waited as he braved the putrid odor that awaited inside. After a few moments, he stumbled back out. He was almost as pale-faced as their mother, which was not a good sign.

“Mum, you’re gonna need to call animal control, or pest control, or both,” he said. He had his shirt tied around his nose and mouth. And his glasses rested askew on the fabric.

“What is it? Mice? Rats?” Ryanne asked through her shirt collar.

Oli stood up straight again. “Someone’s old trash?”

“This is gonna sound super weird,” he paused a moment to put his shirt back on. Xander looked as shaken as she was. “There’s a dead wolf near the back door, in the kitchen. Like, the biggest I’ve ever seen. Looks like it’s been dead for a while.”

––––––––
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A FEW HOURS LATER, THE KING SLEEP HOTEL

OLI

––––––––
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Animal and pest control had them staying at a hotel in town while they made sure the house was empty of teeny beasties and creepy crawlies. The locksmith would be by in the morning to replace the broken lock on the back door, and the movers put everything in the basement for the time being. After they finished, Ryanne tipped them well, and they were off.

Between that entire debacle, and checking into their room, they picked up Liam’s ashes. The funeral home was at the foot of the forest, where the birch trees gathered.

As she took in the quiet magic of nature, Oli thought she glimpsed a flash of yellow deeper in the woods, just out of the corner of her eye. When she turned to look, there was nothing. Shaking her head, she joined her family and went down the path a bit to spread the remains of her Great Uncle.

It was a tranquil moment. No one else was walking the trails that late in the day. The sun was just beginning to set, and night’s creatures stirred from their slumber. Here and there, crickets and frogs sounded off. Eventually, once the sky was alive with stars, they would sing a chorus into the early hours of the morning.

A raven circled above and cried out as Liam’s ashes swirled in the wind. Ryanne regarded the bird with a sadness in her eyes that Oli could only interpret as grieving. Yet, somehow, there was that nagging trepidation creeping up her spine like a cold finger. The raven looked straight into her eyes before disappearing into the trees.

“This is the beginning. Be ready for change,” came a whisper in Oli’s mind. It didn’t quite sound like her own inner voice, but who else could it have been? She shivered.

When they got to the hotel room, she’d completely dismissed the peculiarity. Just like those dreams that she couldn’t quite recall. As she rolled her suitcase over next to the bed on the left side of the room, she turned to Xander. “Do you think Gideon will come help out tomorrow?”

“He better.”

After Oli changed into her pajamas for the night, she confessed to her brother that she’d been having strange dreams.

Xander was pulling his own pajamas out of his suitcase and sighed wistfully. “I had a pretty weird one, too. What was yours about?”

“I think I was a wolf. I was running through the woods. And there were all sorts of spooky, colored eyes blinking at me in the dark. And I know I had another weird one last night, but I can’t friggin’ remember.”

“Kinda freaky coincidence.”

Oli shrugged and shook her head. She didn’t mention the other wolf they almost crashed into while he was busy having his own weird-ass dreams. Something sinister was looming in the future, but she couldn’t put a finger on it. Her gut twisted. Involuntarily, she shivered again. Now she began to doubt her former excitement about moving. At that moment, she almost missed Boston.

“Sorry,” Xander said softly, putting a hand on her shoulder, “Didn’t know it bugged you that much.” He could always read her. It was a twin thing, and oddly comforting. Although, she wondered why the deceased wildlife in their new house didn’t bother him as much as it bothered her. How the heck did it even get there?

Yawning, Oli pulled her smartphone out of her purse and turned on her wireless headphones. She plopped down on the small bed and was surprised at just how comfortable it was. Xander was already asleep on the one parallel to hers, and Ryanne was curled up in a sleeping bag on the floor. Their mother had refused their offer to take a bed. She could’ve sprung for a separate room, but she hadn’t felt like it. Oli felt a bit guilty that her mom was missing out on such a luxurious mattress.

Scrolling through the various playlists on her phone, she tapped one at random, and her ear canals filled with music.

Unless she read at least one chapter of a book, she couldn’t fall asleep. The night before had just been a blip. Too many noms and excitement. So, she dug into the second installment of her mother’s series about vampires for a bit and fell asleep with her headphones still blasting 90s grunge into her ears. She ceased to hear it. With the book still in hand, she began to dream.

Oli stood in the foyer of her new house. The old, worn floorboards creaked when she shifted her weight. Heavy footsteps ahead of her in the darkened house caught her attention. As her heart began to race, she found she was glued to the floor. Couldn’t budge an inch. Out of the black emptiness before her, a shape emerged. It was a wolf, with bared, glistening teeth. Letting out a low growl, it stopped not even a foot before her.

The creature grew larger until they stood eye-to-eye. It growled again, and she realized it wasn’t looking at her at all, but at something over her shoulder. She found that her feet worked again, and stumbled backward out the front door onto the walkway. The wolf then met her eyes and spoke.

“Watch out,” it growled, “Your enemy is behind you.”

Without hesitation, Oli spun around. A slender man stood on her lawn. Shadowed by a large willow, she was unable to make out his features. In the blink of an eye, he moved like lightning across the expanse of lawn between them. Then, he grabbed her from behind, and long, sharp teeth pierced her neck.

“Wake up.” Xander was shaking her. “Oli, it’s just a nightmare. Wake up.”

Opening her eyes, she pushed her brother out of the way, jumped up, and ran to the bathroom. The lights were dim and flickering on either side of the small, rectangular mirror. She had to lean over the sink to inspect her appearance. Her hair was a mess, but everything looked normal.

No bite marks.

She ran her hands through her wavy, black locks and sighed. Turning on the tap, she cupped both hands under the cold water and splashed a bit on her face.

As Oli patted herself dry with the fluffy, white hotel towels, Xander came up to the doorway and smirked. “Checking for vampire bites?”

Through the mirror, she raised an eyebrow at her twin.

He held up the now wrinkled copy of her mother’s book—Ageless Blood—and said, “Dude, you gotta stop reading this stuff before bed.”

Oli sighed. “Yeah, I know, I know. I should probably save the horror for daylight reading. I haven’t had a nightmare like that since I was little. How did you know I was having one, anyway?” She absentmindedly rubbed her neck. The pain and the fear had been so real.

“Uh, you were screaming? I bet you woke up the whole hotel.”

Something wasn’t right. If he’d woken, then...

She pushed past her brother and looked down at the empty sleeping bag on the floor. “Where’s Mum?”

As Xander connected the dots, his eyes widened. “Oh, man. I was so groggy when you woke me up, I didn’t realize she was gone.”

They jumped when the sliding door to the patio opened. Ryanne stepped in and was similarly startled to see both of them awake. Her hand went directly to her chest, and she swore under her breath. She was ghostly pale in the moonlight that leaked in through the glass door—and frailer than usual. Her emerald eyes shone like otherworldly lanterns in the darkened room, still wet from crying. After closing the sliding door behind her, Ryanne’s hands disappeared into the pockets of her fuzzy, red bathrobe.

“What’re you two doing up?” she asked.

“Oli had a nightmare,” said Xander, who was already climbing back into bed.

“Mum, where’d you go?” Oli asked as she put the book back in her purse so it wouldn’t sit there on the bedside table, tempting her.

“I was just on the patio for a little while, watching the moon.”

The twins looked at each other and then stared at their mother questioningly. She was wiping tears from her cheeks and smiled weakly at them.

“Just thinking about your father,” she explained, taking off the bathrobe. Underneath, she wore an ankle-length, off-white, long-sleeved nightgown. Oli thought Ryanne looked like she’d stepped out of an old black-and-white film.

Xander shifted awkwardly on his bed. “I’m sorry, Mum.”

“Maybe someday he’ll come back,” Oli added, quietly. She pulled back her own rumpled covers and climbed in.

Their mother smiled weakly. “Maybe, sweetheart. Maybe.” She got into her sleeping bag and didn’t say a word further.

After a few more silent moments, Xander turned the lamp off. Oli lay awake for a couple more hours, though. Her mother hadn’t actually mentioned their father in a couple years. She worried the move was stirring up that old pain for Ryanne. Oli’s pain, however, had never left; she’d just learned to live with it. It was a part of her. She wondered if her mother would ever accept it as she did. Oli worried that the more Ryanne tried to push it away, the more it would hurt every time it came back.
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EARLIER THAT DAY, BIRCH HOLLOW CONSERVATION AREA

TRUE-SWORD

––––––––
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The tall man found an old friend sitting by an all too familiar pond at the bottom of a waterfall.

“Don’t fall in,” he said to the elf.

Elibreus Thorne smiled, “Merry meet, True-Sword!”

Returning the smile, he gave his friend a hug. “It's been too long, Thorne. I mean it, though. You don’t wanna wake her. Get back from that water.”

“Eh, it’s no big deal,” the elf said, chucking a stone into the water, “Ol’ Jenny Greenteeth down there isn’t so bad. She’s on the Februarian’s payroll, after all.”

The elf was right, but still, it unnerved him, that creature. Down in the water. She was there for a reason he wasn’t privy to, and he rarely trusted fae from the darker courts. Most were all about eating humans, or luring them to their deaths, or torturing them. And people were disappearing more often, recently. Enough so that the entire county planned on initiating a curfew. Arcane students even had to take detours to Ambrose Academy.

During their last meeting, the Wizard had grumbled about it. He always popped up in the strangest places. Recently, he showed up in the bathroom as True-Sword was trying to shower. His friend had the most inconvenient timing, for a time traveler. But he was still one of his best friends, and he trusted him completely.

He sighed. True-Sword’s closest allies were few and far between these days. Scattered in the winds. It was time to bring everyone back together.

“You’ve been keeping an eye on them, I take it? Along with the girl?” he asked the elf.

“Always glamoured. Not to worry. I haven’t seen anyone suspicious getting close. Not many people at all, really.”

Whatever that meant. True-Sword frowned. The elf was often enigmatic when he was trying to get you to see a point. For the fae, that was polite, though. Speaking in vagueries and riddles was more annoying than polite, to True-Sword. But his people had been residents of Earth for a while now. So they didn’t cling to the old Avalonian ways as much anymore. But this was all distraction, and there was no time to waste. 

“We need to seek out allies while we still have time to gather them. Head into the Forgotten Forest, maybe to the Goblin Market. Or even that damned carnival. Gods only know what secrets Mr. E is hiding in those tents. He may not open his doors to me or mine, but he likes you pointy eared folk well enough. And if you have time, we wouldn’t reject the aid of the Free Elves. The Wizard, the Lady, and I’ll gather the rest.”

Brushing a strand of deep brown hair behind a pale, pointed ear, Thorne leaned forward, searching True-Sword’s eyes. “So we are in need of an army. Are you going to be all right, my friend?” he asked.

The tall man sighed. “If all goes to plan, I will be.”

The elf nodded, picked up his gear, and began to head deeper into the forest, where the doorway waited. As True-Sword turned to leave as well, his friend called out to him, “What if things don’t go to plan?”

For a moment, the fear that had eaten away at his insides for years became a sharp, hot blade to the gut. 

“Don’t jinx it,” True-Sword replied, and they both walked off in separate directions. As they went, a kelp-covered head and a pair of pitch-black eyes rose from the water. It watched them disappear into the underbrush before sinking back underneath.
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LATER THAT SAME NIGHT, BIRCH HOLLOW INSANE ASYLUM, SUB-BASEMENT

THE SPY

––––––––
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The abandoned hospital had always given the boy the creeps. But, it was the only place she would agree to meet him. The front doors were stuck, hard. So he climbed into the main hall through a broken window. His jeans tore on a shard of glass, and he groaned. He didn’t have too many pairs left without holes in them. The hall was dusty and vandalized, and most of all, dark.

He pulled out his flashlight, headed to the stairs, and made his way down to the pit of the old asylum. Right into the belly of the beast. After several flights, he came to a massive metal door hanging on by only a hinge. It was too rusted in place to move, so he squeezed past into the dark hallway. Candlelight flickered, and he could see the shadow of his partner in crime at the other end.

Or rather, his boss.

“You left it where I told you, my little spy?” asked the shape in the gloom. Her voice was low and seductive and echoed through the empty halls.

The boy nodded. He was too nervous to speak. A low chuckle came from behind him, and he spun. She was so close to him now, and he became a little light-headed.

Her long, moon-white hair spilled smoothly down her back, and her dress was like smoke and shadow. It trailed behind her in ephemeral tendrils that moved of their own accord. And as she met his gaze with her own glimmering, golden eyes, they cut right into the boy’s soul.

It was strange to see such a perfect creature here. She who shone like starlight amongst the crumbling remains of such a horrible place. Her pale, gray skin shimmered in the gloom. And halfway down, her fingers were stained black, as were her talons.

The woman who wasn’t a woman smiled. She took the boy’s chin in her hands, and he was helpless to her thrall. “Do they know you yet?” she whispered, her accent thick, and quite possibly Welsh, “Do they know what they are?”

“No, no. Not yet. We’re working on it. They literally just got to town. Chill.” As soon as the words left his mouth, the spy regretted them. The woman’s eyes boiled with anger, and she reached out a cold hand to grip his shoulder. Her long talons dug into his skin through his clothing, and he winced.

“Chill? I've waited millennia for this, boy. I've chilled enough for several lifetimes.” She loosened her grip on him and smiled. Taking her spy’s hand in her own, her voice softened, but her eyes did not. “The Wolf Moon is approaching. You know what you need to do. Now go. And make sure your friend is trustworthy enough to be part of this.”

In the blink of an eye, the woman was gone. The boy let out a sigh he hadn’t been aware he’d been holding in. 

If he didn’t do this, he was dead. But if he did, he'd get everything he’d always wanted. And a ticket off this God damn rock. 

It wasn’t a hard decision to make. Even if his boss was terrifying. It would all be worth it in the end.

––––––––
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THE FOLLOWING MORNING, THE LOCKLEAR RESIDENCE

OLI

––––––––
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Taking a break from unpacking, Oli plopped down on a beanbag chair on their front lawn. She had her wireless headphones on, and The Birthday Massacre was booming into her ears. The music collection she had was quite eclectic. Oli listened to pretty much every genre except country. She liked what she liked, regardless if it matched the labels people tried to stick her with. Goth, punk, scene, emo...she’d been called all of those and more. But she never let them stick.

Loose locks of her wildly wavy hair fell across her eyes, and she brushed them aside. She had put down Ageless Blood in favor of a complete collection of Edgar Allen Poe’s works. Ever since the creepy dreams began, she hadn’t been feeling vampire stories. Her feet tapped in time to the music as she read.

So she didn’t expect it when her cousin Gideon stuck his sun-darkened face right into hers and yelled, “BOO!”

She pulled the headphones off and punched him in the shoulder. He chuckled as he helped her out of her bean bag chair.

Her cousin had grown at least a half a foot since she last saw him. He was most definitely over six feet tall now. Oli was pretty unimpressive in his shadow. But at five feet, six inches, she wasn’t exactly short. Just above average. And although he was only a few months older than the twins, he looked like a college kid already.

Gideon Little was her cousin on her father’s side, and both of his parents grew up there in the Hollow. And seeing how much he’d grown, himself, since the last time was a shock. He looked so much like Puck, it hurt.

Oli gave her cousin a big hug to conceal the tears in her eyes.

He inhaled deeply. “Smells like rain soon.”

“You should be on television with that kind of talent for olfactory meteorology.”

Crossing his arms, he put on a serious face. “I’d rather be a theoretical physicist.”

She raised an eyebrow. “You wanna study physics? Since when?”

“Naw, I’d just be a physicist in theory.” He grinned from ear to ear, proud of his dad joke. Oli rolled her eyes and feigned applause, but her smile was genuine. She enjoyed the cheesiness. Even found that she had missed it a little. It was just so him. Cheesy McCheeserson.

Xander walked outside, carrying several broken-down boxes. But he dropped them on the ground the moment he saw his cousin.

“Gideon! How the hell did you get so friggin’ tall?” he shouted as he jogged over. The boys were too cool to hug, so they bumped fists instead.

Clearing her throat, Oli held her hand out to her brother, who rolled his eyes, took out his wallet, and handed her a twenty.

“Not even gonna ask,” Gideon said.

As she watched the two boys, her smirk morphed into a full grin. Gideon’s hair had grown much longer than she’d ever seen it. It was inky black, like theirs—with a hint of indigo—and halfway down his back. Their cousin looked fully Ontoquas Wampanoag, but the twins were more racially ambiguous. No one they met could pin them down to any one ethnicity with a guess. But both sides of their family had a long history in Birch Hollow, even back when it’d gone by a different name.

The entire place was once all forest. It became a town when a faction of the Mashpee Wampanoag tribe broke off to create a new life somewhere else. No one knows why they left or why they chose a spot so far from their original home down the Cape. Unlike the Mashpee, though, the Ontoquas never lost political power here.

To this day, they ran most things themselves. From the Birch Hollow Police Department to the school system. Oli loved that about the place. And she was proud that her ancestors were the reason it even existed.

Initially, the name of the town was the same as their tribe; Ontoquas. But when more and more outsiders started living among them, they changed it. No one alive knew why that happened, either. The true reasons were lost in time.

Folks of tribes from all over the country now lived there, not only locals. It was a place of sanctuary.

Her mind drifted to a local legend her Uncle Sam once told her of the people with two faces; one animal, one human. As she struggled to recall what name he’d given them, she stubbed her toe on the door frame to the living room. The pain was so jarring, she lost her train of thought as she swore under her breath. She then forgot she’d been trying to recollect anything at all.

Gideon helped unpack and bring all their stuff up from the basement. Oli directed him where to put things, as she now had her foot propped up with a bag of frozen peas on it. Once the boys finished, they sat down on the sofa and sighed with contentment.

Ryanne brought in a tray with fresh lemonade. As she offered each of them an ice-cold glass, Oli smiled. It was nice to see her mother’s hair up. It was usually down, and the curls cascaded all the way to her tail-bone.

When her hair was off her neck, she thought her mother looked like an elf. Scattered freckles, slightly pointed ears, and such delicate features. Much more delicate than the twins, at any rate. They had her emerald eyes and round face, but Puck’s infectious smile, black hair, and thick, serious eyebrows. Oli hoped that she’d age as well as their mother, though, because she appeared far younger than she actually was. She still got carded at restaurants when ordering a beer.

“Thanks, Mum,” she said.

“That’s what I’m here for!” Ryanne shouted over her shoulder as she danced back into the kitchen to put away the pots and pans. The faint beat of 80s pop drifted down the hallway. She smiled. Soon, Ryanne’s voice would join the music. Her mother was always singing when she did housework.

Putting a hand on their cousin’s shoulder, Xander said, “Gideon, I’ve gotta thank you. If you hadn’t come, I woulda had to do all the work myself.”

Oli stuck her tongue out, and they all had a good laugh. While they sipped lemonade, the trio played card games for a few hours. Her brother won every hand but was humble about it. As always. Time got away from them, and Aunt Anna called Gideon to get his butt home for dinner.

“Ready for school in a couple weeks?” he asked as the twins walked him to his truck.

Crickets stridulated all at once in the grass. Somewhere nearby, an owl hooted. And there were no cars on the road whatsoever. The sky brimmed with more stars than Oli had ever remembered seeing. Even the wind was still. It was perfect. She’d never had a night like this in any of the cities they’d lived in. Not a one could compare.

Oli admitted aloud that she was never ready for a new school year. For someone who’d never made real friends at any time in her academic career, it wasn’t about the curriculum at all.

It was the awkward social structure. The cliques. So, while she remained hopeful, the prospect of avoiding fresh new bullies left her with a knot in her stomach. Besides, schools in America were already terrifying. What with a new school shooting happening all the time.

Xander laughed. “Same here, sis. It’ll be nice to make friends, at least.”

When Gideon assured them that if they stuck with him, they’d be cool in no time, Xander chuckled. Their cousin had always abhorred the “popular” crowd, the so-called “normal” folks. He referred to them as “cookie-cutter people.” To Oli, these were the ones who couldn’t see the magic in the world or believe anything for themselves. They were merely empty echoes of everyone else.

“Pfft! We don’t need you to be cool.” Oli winked and pushed her glasses up her nose. Gideon laughed and leaned over to mess up her hair. Instead of fixing it, Oli shook it out until it was even more of a mess, and struck a pose.

Xander applauded. “Fashion.”

Chuckling, Gideon got into his car, and waved as he drove off.

“So, do you actually wanna fit in?” Xander asked, kicking a loose rock in the driveway.

Wrinkling her nose, Oli shook her. “When have I ever? More to the point, when have we ever? It’s only one more school year. I just hope we meet some interesting people before next summer.” She kicked another loose stone and watched it tumble across the street.

She hoped for more than that, and Xander knew it. It was that itch in the back of her mind. That strange, wigglyness, right down in her guts. Like a premonition that something—maybe something—was coming that would change everything. It was silly, but she couldn’t shake the foreshadowy ominousness hanging over her head. What it would lead to further down the road, she had no clue. Only that it was there, somewhere ahead of her. Waiting. Only time would tell if this was a good or a bad thing.

“Fair point. You think there’ll be any cute girls?”

Oli shrugged. Dating wasn’t a priority for her. Never had been, actually. Only once had she had a boyfriend, and that was in the third grade. For two days. She’d never even had a crush. Unless you count fictional characters. She thought maybe there was something wrong with her. But it was how she was, and she’d always known she was that way. Only recently had she found out there were words for it; demisexual and demiromantic. It wasn’t something she advertised—because she really didn’t care who knew or not—but she was comfortable with who she was, and so was her family. That was all that really mattered.

It was a little surprising that Xander was interested in dating. He never spoke about it, so she figured he was the same as her. They told each other everything, so why hide this? Then again, he was a teenage boy. It was probably weird to talk about.

“Well, Veda still lives in town,” he hinted with a crooked smirk.

“Ha! You’re like family to her. Never gonna friggin’ happen, kid.” Oli immediately regretted saying it as soon as the words left her lips, even if it was true.

Xander frowned and kicked yet another loose stone. “Crush my dreams, why don’t you?”

Veda was the daughter of Ryanne’s best childhood friend, Grace Biruk. They had gone to Birch Hollow High together and graduated one year apart. And though Ryanne had left the Hollow for years, her heart never had. Their mother knew almost all their neighbors, or someone related to them. It was as if the town had a kind of mystical magnetism that kept its people coming back. Maybe it was the land itself. It called out to those in need of a haven. Nothing like Boston, or Hong Kong, or Seattle, or New York City, or London, or Beijing. No giant towers looming above, no traffic, and it was so quiet. 

Except for the crickets.

They used to visit their Nana in Birch Hollow when they were younger; when their father was still around. Her heart ached in a familiar way as she thought of his face. Puck had been gone for so long that she sometimes thought she was forgetting him. Not his face, but his voice. The way he laughed. The jokes he used to tell. Little things like that.

Back in those days, the twins and Veda played together in the yard while their parents and Nana Bette had coffee inside. They made faery circles with white stones. And they ate yellow wood sorrel that grew between the tall blades of grass and plucked berries off the mulberry trees all around the house. Back then, summers were infinite. A bubble of time that would never burst. And they were all invincible. Immortal, even. Oli wondered if she’d feel the same sort of magic after high school ended, and there were no more summer vacations.

The twins both let out an audible sigh as they walked back inside their new, old home.

“So, Oli, what do you think?” Xander gestured to the entirety of the house as he sprawled across the couch.

She leaned on the back of the sofa and looked around. “I've always loved it. Though, something is different now that we’re older. Like it has a lot more secrets to uncover, you know?”

Xander nodded. “Yeah, I get that. It totally has some stories to tell. I love older homes. The duplex in Boston was great, but we were the first people to live in it. It was all just kind of...empty. Bland. Boring. You know. But here, like, I can almost smell Nana’s sugar cookie snowmen baking in the oven.”

He always had a way of saying precisely what Oli was thinking. And she could almost smell it, too, now that he mentioned it.

“Wanna explore a bit?” She asked him, a bit of childish glee bubbling up inside her. He told her he was way too comfortable to move. It’d been a long day, after all.

“My legs are literally noodles right now,” he said.

“Your loss.”

As Xander turned the television on, she went exploring on her own.

On her way up the stairs, she savored the creaking of well-traversed wood. It made her smile. The house had a much more delightful scent to it, now that all traces of the decomposing animal was gone. It was like the long passage of time, of a house whose life was almost endless and plentiful. She belonged there. Boston was already beginning to feel like a lifetime away, even though they’d only just left.
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